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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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An American Childhood





1

Until Dmitri was a young boy, his village was in Poland. The cows, the pigs, the chickens, the men working the fields, the women washing the clothes—all of them were Polish.

Then something happened. Dmitri could see no change, but the schoolmaster told him that the village was now in Russia. The cows, the pigs, the chickens, the men and the women—all of them belonged to the tsar.

That night, Dmitri squinted at the pigs as he poured slop into their trough, but they seemed to be the same pigs as before. They had not changed. The hills around him had not moved. They were the same hills. But now they were Russian hills.

He did not understand. It seemed to him that he (and the pigs and the chickens and all the rest) did not belong to the tsar. It seemed to him that he belonged to himself.

When Dmitri was twelve, a tall black bird with long legs landed in his family’s garden and stood among the cabbages and the potato plants, its crested head held high. The bird was as tall as Dmitri, and when it walked, it lifted its legs with regal grace, staring at the ground beneath its feet as if startled to find black dirt there, rather than fine carpets. When Dmitri’s mother hurried from the house to chase the bird away, it took three leaping steps and then launched itself in the air, rising on powerful wings. The bird circled the garden, as if searching for something, and then flew away over the marsh. The bird was lost, Dmitri knew. He had never seen another one like it in the marsh. He felt sorry for the bird and hoped that it found its way home.

Petro Kominitsky, the schoolmaster who taught the village children three times each week, reminded Dmitri of that bird. Kominitsky was tall and thin, like the bird. In hands as soft as a woman’s hands, he held a quill pen delicately and showed the schoolchildren how to write in a graceful script.

Kominitsky did not fit the village and the village did not fit him. The son of the storekeeper, he had traveled to the city and attended the university there. He had come back to teach in the village school and work in his father’s store.

There was a strange and restless energy about Petro Kominitsky. Sometimes, after the children had spent the morning reciting their alphabet and working sums, he would tell them about the city and the world beyond it. He would talk about distant places: Paris and Vienna and London. And a place called America that was unimaginably far away.

People laughed at Petro Kominitsky because he had gone to the city to study at the university, and then had returned to the village to work in his father’s store. Dmitri heard an old woman saying that Petro’s hands were as soft as a woman’s. Petro did not fit into the village life. He did not go to church with the rest of his family. He sat alone, reading books, rather than joining in conversation.

But Dmitri liked the awkward schoolmaster. He did not mind that the villagers did not like him. Many of the people who lived in the village (Dmitri thought of them as the other ones, the ones who were not his family) regarded Dmitri and his family with suspicion. Sometimes, in the village, Dmitri overheard muttered insults. Never to his face, always behind his back as he was walking away. “Little hairy one,” the storekeeper would mutter. “Beast of the devil.” But Petro Kominitsky always treated him like the other children, rapping his head when he didn’t pay attention, nodding vaguely when he got an answer right.

Dmitri lingered after the end of the class one day, and asked Petro Kominitsky how their village had come to belong to the tsar. “It seems to me that I belong to myself,” Dmitri said thoughtfully.

Kominitsky sat down at his desk, staring at Dmitri. “Speak quietly. The tsar does not like people who think like you.” Dmitri frowned and stepped back, but Kominitsky was smiling suddenly, an expression that fit his face strangely. “But everyone does not think like the tsar, Dmitri, and that is good.”

Dmitri did not understand all that Kominitsky told him—later, he remembered bits and pieces about the brotherhood of man, about the blood of patriots, about freedom. And more about this place called America, where every man was as good as another, where good growing land was empty and waiting for the plow.

Not long after that, the tsar’s soldiers swept through town and took Petro Kominitsky away with them. The storekeeper’s wife wept quietly during the Sunday service, and Ivan Levytsky, a farmer as stout and solid as the pigs he raised, took Kominitsky’s place in the classroom, teaching the children their sums and their alphabet, never straying into talk of exotic places.

Dmitri was the youngest son in a family of six sons. His family lived on the edge of the village, beside marshlands that stretched eastward for three day’s ride. His family grew cabbages and potatoes in the land beside their house, and worked in the landlord’s fields. On Sundays, they walked to the village church.

On nights when the moon was full, his two married brothers, Wasyl and Mikail, returned to his parents’ house. Then the Change came, and his mother and his father and all his brothers would run in the marsh, hunting for hares and roe deer and wild pigs.

Others from the village rarely hunted on the uncertain ground of the marsh. They did not trust it. Paths shifted and changed and the earth underfoot was treacherous. Ground that looked firm could give way beneath a person’s weight; pools that looked shallow had muddy bottoms that could swallow you whole. This land belonged to wild creatures who could sniff out the solid ground.

When Dmitri was fifteen, the Change came to him, and he ran with his family. It seemed to him that the coming of the Change was like the shifting of borders. Everything was the same, and yet everything was different. He still went with his father and his brothers to tend the landlord’s fields; he still worked in the family’s garden; he still fed the chickens and the pigs and the cows. On Sundays, he and his family walked the three miles to the village church. But he could feel his moods shifting with the moon, could feel an itching just under his skin that came with the new moon and increased as the moon waxed, a restlessness that sang in his blood.

He did not remember exactly when he first thought about going to America. Perhaps when he was young, listening to Petro Kominitsky tell of the freedom that waited there. As the youngest of six sons, he knew that there was little for him in the village. The small patch of land that his family owned would never support all the brothers and all their wives.

He might never have left. True, the soil was poor and the family was big and they all worked hard in the landlord’s fields. But the village was his home, and it was difficult to think of leaving it behind.

The autumn that Dmitri turned eighteen, the harvest was meager. Early in October, the weather turned cold and the snows came. Not long after, someone in the village found a calf with its throat ripped out and its belly torn open. The bloody snow around the carcass was marked with wolf tracks. The calf had belonged to the village priest.

The priest went to the landlord, and the landlord knew what needed to be done. At the next full moon, the landlord went hunting. Dmitri did not fear the landlord’s men, but the men brought dogs—shaggy wolfhounds, each one as heavy as a strong man. Dmitri knew these dogs and feared them: whenever he passed the landlord’s house on his way to the fields, he could hear the beasts barking. The landlord had fed them on the flesh of wolves that his men had killed; Dmitri knew they recognized his smell and called out for his blood.

That night, the light of the full moon shone on the low bushes and scrub grass of the great marsh. In the distance, the dogs were baying: they had caught the scent and they were on the trail of the wolves. The men who followed the dogs cried out “Loup! Loup! Loup!”, their voices matching the baying of the hounds. The wolves ran easily, their tongues out. They were following their secret paths into the marsh where they had always been safe from pursuit. No man would endanger his horse and himself by trying to ride over such dangerous terrain. The dogs might follow, but not the men.

The wind blew from the north, chasing snow before it. The air was cold, bitterly cold. The wind carried the eager barking of the dogs, and the lead wolf cast a glance back over his shoulder, his first sign of uncertainty. The land was too steady beneath his feet, rock solid rather than trembling with each footstep. The marshy ground had frozen hard enough to support horse and rider.

The lead wolf ran then and the rest of the pack followed. The dogs gave chase, their wild baying echoing across the open land. Behind them came the men, crouching low over their horses’ necks and urging the animals onward over the icy ground.

The lead wolf killed one dog before the rest got him down and ripped out his throat. The dogs caught two other wolves, and the men shot four. In the moonlight, the blood was black.

In the confusion of killing, one wolf escaped. He fled in terror from the smell of blood and the thunder of the gunfire. Behind him, Dmitri could hear the harsh cries of the men, like the croaking of ravens harrying a dying animal.

Acting instinctively, he doubled back on his own trail, running toward the village, toward his own home. When dawn came, he was in his own family’s shed, nestled in the loose hay near the cow’s stall.

White mist rose from the marsh. He stood beside his family’s house, looking out into the wild land. He was alone. His head felt light and empty. Surely this was not real. It could not be real.

He put on his clothes and he went out into the marsh, following the secret paths until he came to a place where the smell of blood was strong. Ravens rose from the carcasses of the wolves, all of them skinned and heaped on the frozen ground. Seven wolves—his mother, his father, his five brothers.

He left that day, on foot, with his possessions in a sack slung over his shoulder. He walked to the next village, where he stayed with a cousin. His cousin’s wife had a sister in the next village, and her sister had an uncle in the village after that. In those days, a wandering son traveling to distant places was not so unusual, and many families, seeing in him the sons that they had sent wandering, took him in. Sometimes, a farmer would give him a ride in an ox cart; more often, he would walk. Traveling from village to village, from sister to cousin to uncle, he made his way across Europe.

As he wandered farther from home, the villagers were not so friendly, and he spent many nights in the fields or the pastures or the forests. On the night of the full moon, he hid his sack in the crotch of a tree. When the Change came, he chased down a hare in an open pasture, and the fresh meat tasted better than anything he had had since he left his home.

He found his way to a port in France, where a ship that had carried cotton from New Orleans was returning to that port with a cargo of silk fabric and window glass. The ship was short-handed and the captain was Polish. Glad to meet a man who spoke his native language, the captain offered Dmitri a berth and he worked his way to America. He was popular among the crew because he was always willing to take the night watch, prowling the deck alone while the rest of the crew slept.

From New Orleans, Dmitri traveled north, up the Mississippi River to Saint Louis, the center of the growing Rocky Mountain fur trade. For a few years, he trapped beaver on the upper Missouri, living in the company of rough men. During this time, one of the other trappers, an educated young man who had become a trapper to seek his fortune, taught Dmitri to write in English.

In the spring of 1826, Dmitri brought a load of furs down to Saint Louis. He was standing on the dock beside the overloaded keelboat, when he saw a beautiful woman on the hurricane deck of an arriving steamboat.

“I’m going to marry that woman,” he told Anton, one of the French trappers who had traveled with him downriver.

His friend laughed. “That beauty? She’ll have nothing to do with you.”

Dmitri left Anton standing on the dock and made his way through the laborers and the traders to the steamer’s gangplank. When the woman walked down the gangplank, he smiled at her, showing white teeth in a wind-burned face. He spoke low, so that only she could hear: “We are very different now, but when the full moon rises we are very much alike.”

She raised her carefully plucked eyebrows and her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath, catching his scent. She returned his smile, looking him up and down. “I believe you are right,” she said.

He took her hand in his and said, “You’ll marry me.”

“That depends on what you look like after a bath,” she said.
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In 1826, Madame Mercier, the owner and proprietor of a respectable New Orleans brothel, received a young woman named Marietta Angèle DuBois in her office. The warm breeze that blew through the open windows carried the scents of sweet spring flowers and sewage.

Madame studied the young woman. Her dark hair was piled on her head in the French style. A few wisps had escaped the knot and trailed down her neck, curling prettily against the lace of her collar. Nice touch, that—it made one wonder what she might look like with her hair down around her shoulders. And it wasn’t such a far jump from that speculation to the thought of her hair spread against a white pillowcase. The gentlemen would like that. Her face was unusual: high cheekbones, delicate features. Not pretty, exactly. But passable.

“Marietta,” Madame said. “A pretty name. What can you do, Marietta?”

Marietta looked up, meeting Madame’s gaze with hazel-brown eyes. “I read and write in both French and English. I play the pianoforte a bit. I sing—sweetly some say. I tell fortunes with the cards.”

Madame could not place Marietta’s accent. She thought it might be from somewhere in the countryside, perhaps in northern France. Telling fortunes with the cards suggested Gypsy blood.

The young woman had remarkable poise. She held herself like a princess, her hands neatly folded in her lap. “That’s a start,” Madame said. “Is there more?”

Marietta smiled, showing even white teeth. Suddenly, she did not seem quite so refined. “I am not shy with the gentlemen.”

“I see.” Madame nodded. She had the right spirit. “And how is your health, child?”

“I am well. The sea air agreed with me. That, and the knowledge that I was coming to a new land.”

She looked well. Her eyes were clear and bright; her face was free of pox and blemishes, a contrast to so many others, who suffered from scurvy or disease on the ships. Madame herself had been sick for half of the passage.

Nan, the black kitchen slave, brought in a tea tray and set it on the desk before Marietta. Madame fanned herself with a delicate paper fan, watching carefully as Marietta poured the tea. The young woman moved with a natural grace.

“How old are you, Marietta? Where are your parents?”

“Eighteen. My mother was a French countess. She died of the consumption. My father. …” She shrugged eloquently.

Madame nodded, assuming Marietta was lying. Half of her girls claimed aristocratic blood. She did not hold that against them. “Come,” she said, standing and leading the way to the parlor. “Play for me. And sing.”

The young woman had a delicate touch on the keys and her voice was high and sweet. Madame did not recognize the song: a country folk song about two star-crossed lovers.

Marietta cocked her head to one side as she sang, and the light from the window illuminated one half of her face, leaving the other in shadow. Madame revised her assessment. In this light, Marietta’s face took on an angelic beauty.

Madame was uneasy about this young woman. But Suzette had died of a fever last month and Julienne was not well, complaining of pains in her stomach and head. And Madame guessed that Marietta would be quite popular with rich cotton traders and land speculators, vulgar men with money. They would love her sweet innocence and would long to undo that knot of hair.

“I think you will do well here,” Madame said. “You will find that I take care of my girls. To start, I think. …” She named a salary.

Marietta continued playing, not missing a note. “Pardon me, Madame, but I thought a little more.” She looked up from the keys, smiled her unladylike smile, and named a higher number.

Madame frowned. “You think well of yourself, child.”

Marietta did not speak. She looked down at her hands, still smiling as she played. “Also, Madame Mercier, there will be one night each month when I cannot work.”

Madame shook her head. The young woman was unreasonable. She considered dismissing her and then relented. Marietta was a pretty girl. The men would like her. “I grow soft and foolish in my old age,” Madame muttered. “Very well, then.” She named a figure halfway between the two.

Marietta glanced up from the keys, raised a dark eyebrow, and named a figure slightly higher than Madame’s new offer.

Madame shook her head impatiently. “I am disappointed in you, child. Haggling like a fishwife.” She studied Marietta, and then gave in. “Very well. As you say.”

Madame had Marietta dress elegantly in white linen, like a beautiful schoolgirl rather than a prostitute. The men swarmed to her, drawn by her appearance of innocence. But beneath her refined exterior was a ferocity that surfaced unexpectedly, revealing itself in a flash of her eyes, a sudden grip on a gentleman’s hand, a smile that showed too many teeth.

The customers were happy. Marietta’s air of refinement attracted them; the hidden passion held them. Within a week, she was the favorite of a gambler, an American army officer, a land speculator, and a rich cotton planter. She was in constant demand.

Early in the evenings, before the customers arrived, she told the other girls’ fortunes with a pack of cards that she had brought with her. The sight of the cards made Madame momentarily uneasy—fortune-telling was a low-class amusement, unsuited to the genteel surroundings of her brothel. But in the end, she dismissed the pastime as a harmless amusement, prohibiting it only when customers were present.

Of course, some of the girls were jealous of Marietta’s popularity. Lisette, a sulky brunette, spoke to Madam about how noisy Marietta was. “She is very vulgar, I think,” Lisette complained. “When she makes love, she yowls like a cat in heat.”

Madame shrugged. Lisette had been the favorite before Marietta had arrived. “The gentlemen seem to like her.”

“Her room has a funny smell. I don’t think she is the sort you want here.”

Madame dismissed Lisette with a wave—a jealous girl, nothing new there. But she did go to see Marietta’s room. Madame demanded that the girls keep their rooms immaculate and sweet-smelling, and she would tolerate no exceptions.

Madame climbed the stairs. As she approached Marietta’s room, she could hear the rustle of cards. When Madame entered, Marietta was sitting on the bed and the cards were laid out before her on the quilt that served as her bedspread.

“Ah, Marietta,” Madame said. “May I come in?”

Marietta gestured to the chair. Madame settled into the chair and it creaked beneath her weight. The air was scented with flowers—there was a bouquet on the dressing table, a gift from one of Marietta’s admirers. Beneath the sweet floral scent, Madame detected something else: a dark musky aroma. Not unpleasant, but rather like a heady perfume.

“What is that perfume you are wearing?” Madame asked.

Marietta shook her head. “I have no perfume.”

Madame inhaled deeply. “There is something in the air.”

“The flowers, perhaps,” Marietta suggested.

“Perhaps,” Madame said doubtfully. She was considering the cards on the bed. Each one was edged with gilt and painted with brilliant colors. The pictures showed a woman in flowing robes with her hand on the head of a lion, a couple standing beneath a winged Cupid, a man in a large hat standing before a table strewn with cups, dice, and daggers.

“I am very glad to see you, Madame,” Marietta said. “I would have come to see you later today. I will not be able to work tonight.”

Madame frowned and looked up from the cards. “Are you ill?”

“It is my time of the month.”

“Ah,” said Madame, assuming that the heavy scent was the smell of menstrual blood. “Does it give you pain?”

“A little pain.” She looked down at the cards. “I cannot work.”

Madame laughed. “Ah, child, we cannot stop work for every little ache and pain. I have some tea which will make you feel better. You must work—the gentlemen expect you.”

Marietta shook her head. “That is not possible, Madame. I cannot work. As I told you, I must not work for one night each month. Please understand. It is not possible.”

Madame straightened her back. “Marietta, you overstep yourself.” She stood, looking down at the young woman. “I expect to see you in the parlor as usual.” Her voice was stern and she left without waiting for a reply.

That night, Marietta came to the parlor early in the evening, not long before sunset, but she seemed nervous, restless; her smile showed too many teeth. She lingered at the window, staring out at the setting sun.

Madame left her alone, reasoning that Marietta was young and headstrong. She was in the parlor, and that was enough for now. A short time later, just after sunset, Madame noticed that Marietta was gone. Julienne said that she had gone to her room.

After a moment’s consideration, Madame decided to be gentle with the girl—at least at first. She sent Nan to Marietta’s room with some soothing chamomile tea. But the slave returned with the tray, saying that the door was locked and that no one answered when she knocked.

Madame went to see for herself. The door was locked. The air in the hall was thick with the musky scent she had noticed earlier. She knocked. “Marietta, are you there? Open the door, Marietta.” She listened at the door and heard snuffling, as if an animal were sniffing at the gap between the door and the floor. Though the night was warm, she felt a draft on the back of her neck. “Marietta?”

Lisette came up the stairs with a young army officer, and. Madame managed a smile. Lisette’s answering smile was more knowing than Madame would have liked. The couple disappeared into Lisette’s room.

Madame pressed her ear to the door again. She heard a low growl and then the snuffling again. She straightened and spoke to the closed door. “Very well, Marietta. You may rest for a time, but then I expect to see you in the parlor. Do you hear me?”

No answer. She left the door and occupied herself elsewhere in the house. Marietta did not return to the parlor that evening.

The next morning, Madame went to Marietta’s door and found it unlocked. The young woman sat on her bed, brushing her long dark hair as if nothing had happened.

“I cannot have such behavior in my house,” Madame said to the woman.

Marietta looked up, studying Madame dispassionately. “I don’t know what you mean, Madame.”

“Locking your door. Refusing to answer.”

“I sleep very soundly, Madame.” The young woman did not seem the least bit contrite.

“You give me no choice,” Madame said. “Come to my office immediately.”

In her office, she paid Marietta. She stood on the porch and watched with relief as Marietta carried her small case down the muddy street toward the waterfront. The maid opened all the windows to Marietta’s room, but even so it took a week for the musky odor to dissipate.

Marietta took her earnings and booked passage on a steamboat heading for Saint Louis. Hard to say what she planned to do when she got there. But on the dock, she met Dmitri, and whatever plans she had were discarded.
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After Dmitri took a bath in the tub at the back of the barbershop, Marietta acknowledged that she did like the look of him. They married in Saint Louis, to the astonishment of Dmitri’s friend Anton, and Dmitri took his leave of the trappers.

Missouri had been a state for only a few years. According to the unreliable census figures of the time, the state had a population of 66,000 (not counting Indians or Negroes) scattered over its 69,000 or so square miles. Most of those folks were clustered along the Mississippi River near Saint Louis. Only a few had ventured westward—trappers and traders and soldiers, for the most part.

Dmitri spent some of the money he had earned trapping on two oxen, a milk cow, a squealing sow and hog, half a dozen chickens, an ax, a plow, a farm wagon, and assorted other farming gear. Following the old Indian trail that the trappers had made their own, he and his bride headed westward along the Missouri River, and then followed the Osage River southward into the Ozark range.

They settled on the Osage River in the southwest portion of the state, a hilly region of creeks and few settlers. The nearest civilization was a small trading outpost.

Working together, Dmitri and Marietta felled the oak and hickory trees that covered the land. In truth, Marietta was not of aristocratic birth. She had been born on a farm to a peasant family. Restless by nature, she had left her rural home for Paris, where she had learned to play the pianoforte and charm the gentlemen. But she knew how to work hard, when the occasion demanded it. After a month on the frontier, the cotton planter who had been so taken by her soft skin and pretty playing on the pianoforte would not have recognized her. Her hands were callused and her face was brown from the sun.

Dmitri trimmed the felled trees and notched the logs so that they fit together snugly. Enlisting the assistance of the man who ran the trading post and a trapper who was passing through, he raised a cabin, a single room constructed of logs and roofed with bark. A modest home, with a packed-dirt floor, clay daubed between the logs. The fireplace was built of stone, mortared with cement made of the local limestone.

Between the tree stumps on the land that they had cleared, Marietta planted corn, beans, and squash. She hauled wood and water, hoed weeds, husked corn, churned butter, and pressed cheese. She cleaned and plucked pheasant and turkey and roasted the birds in a tin kitchen, a metal half-cylinder that reflected the heat of the fire to cook the meat. She made the cabin into a home, planting morning glories by the door.

That first year, Dmitri built a shed to shelter the milk cow, a pen for the hogs, and a coop for the chickens. He planted apple trees and a kitchen garden.

It was a fine place to live. Few settlers, good hunting. A year after they married, Nadya was born. She was a sturdy, squalling baby. When Nadya was an infant, Marietta stayed close by the cabin on the night of the Change. When the child cried, the she wolf licked the wailing infant’s face with a warm tongue, until Nadya laughed and waved her feet in the air. Often, the wolf climbed onto the bed platform. Nadya would clutch her mother’s soft fur in both hands and suckle at the wolf’s teat.

Nadya grew up into an independent and strong-minded child. She helped her mother gather the eggs, chop down weeds in the kitchen garden, follow the bees to find a honey tree. She learned to bring the hogs in from the forest where they ranged by rattling corn in a bucket and calling low and sweet.

Over the years, Dmitri and Marietta improved the farm, extending the cabin with a lean-to at one side and a sleeping loft for Nadya’s bed, replacing the bark roof with split shingles, laying a puncheon floor over the dirt, clearing more acreage for planting.

For all their efforts at civilization, they loved the forest. Dmitri wrote about it in the journal that he kept in a leather-bound book: “The endless forest, dark and inviting, offers so many places to hide. A safe place, I think, for us and for our children.”

Other settlers came to live along the river. Not too many, at first. There were a few trappers who chose to settle down. Immigrants from New England, looking for a new life. The trader who ran the trading post sold out to a New England Jew who expanded the store and added a tavern. There was so much open land, so many miles of forest, that the additional settlers did not seem to matter. There was space for everyone.

Nadya was five years old when she first realized that her family was not like other families. Dmitri and Marietta had come to town to trade for a new ax and some other necessities. Nadya was in the crossroads store, staring at the jars of candy on the high shelf behind the counter and wondering if her father might buy her a hard candy to suck on during the wagon ride home. It was late spring, and the wooden floor was warm against her bare feet.

She liked the store. The clutter of boxes and barrels intrigued her. Interesting smells clung to them: jerked beef, clarified butter, pickles, and spices. Her father leaned against the wooden counter in the back, talking with Mr. Kahn, the storekeeper, about Indian trouble up north. Two fur traders had been killed the month before. Mr. Kahn blamed all the trouble on whiskey and whiskey peddlers, and Nadya’s father agreed.

Nadya’s mother and Mrs. Kahn sat on a bench near shelves that held bolts of fabric and sewing notions. A three-month-old issue of Godey’s Ladies Book, worn from handling, lay open on Mrs. Kahn’s lap. Lottie Kahn, a wide-eyed three-year-old, sat at her mother’s feet, staring at Nadya. One chubby hand clutched her mother’s skirt. She was fascinated by the older girl, but had not yet gathered her courage to approach.

A bearded man came in the door, threw a bundle of furs onto the counter, and looked around. Nadya stared up at him with interest. He was a very shaggy man: his beard was long and unkempt; his hair needed cutting. He was wearing a buckskin coat, homespun pants, and a shirt that hadn’t been changed any too recently. There hung about him—mingling with the usual man-smells of chewing tobacco, whiskey, and sweat—a strong scent of many animals. She smelled bear and deer and buffalo and beaver. But what caught her attention was the faint smell of wolf.

The man leaned against the counter, evidently content to wait for the storekeeper’s attention. He glanced down at Nadya. “Hello there, young’un.”

“Hello.” The wolf smell came from the bundle of furs on the counter,

“You know, I’ve got a little sister back in New York that’s not much older than you.”

Nadya considered this gravely, but didn’t say anything.

“What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for my papa.”

“Looked like you were watching those jars of candy back there.” She nodded, and the man grinned. “Thought so. Well, maybe when I trade these furs, I’ll buy you a piece of candy. Would you like that?”

Nadya nodded solemnly. She watched the man untie the rope that bound the furs together and spread the furs on the counter. She could smell wolf more strongly now. Emboldened by the man’s grin, she reached up and touched one of the furs, a pelt the rich color of butter.

“That’s a painter,” the man said. “A mountain cat.” He let her stroke the soft tawny fur, then lifted it aside. “Now here’s a beaver pelt. That’ll make a fine hat for some gentleman in New York City.”

The man lifted the beaver pelt aside, revealing a fur that gave off a warm, reassuring scent, the scent of Nadya’s mother on certain nights. Nadya reached up hesitantly to stroke the fur. A layer of coarse black guard hairs lay atop an undercoat of softer silver fur.

“This ’un, I’ll sell for the bounty,” the man said. He lifted it off the counter and held it down where she could see the whole fur. Where the animal’s head should have been, there was a mask with vacant holes in place of eyes. The black-tipped ears were shriveled; they had been pressed flat by the weight of the other furs.

Nadya stared at the empty eye-holes and took a step back, dropping her hand to her side. “Where did you get it?” she asked, suddenly wary. Until she saw the head, she had not thought about where the fur had come from.

“From a wolf bigger than you are.” He shook the pelt and the fur rippled. “Saw her prowling around the edge of my camp and got her with a single shot. Right through the head.”

Nadya took another step back, glaring at the man.

“What’s the matter, young’un? She’s dead. Can’t hurt you now.”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” she cried shrilly. “You shouldn’t have shot her.”

She fled across the store to hide behind her mother’s long skirt. Her mother put her hand on Nadya’s head. “What is it, child? What’s the matter?”

“He killed her. That man.” Nadya pointed across the store at the bewildered trapper, who still held the wolfskin.

“I didn’t mean to scare her, missus,” he said apologetically. “I was just showing her some furs.”

“It’s all right, Nadya,” her mother said. She stooped and put her arm around Nadya’s shoulders. She spoke softly. “You’re safe with me. We’ll go out to the wagon to wait for Papa.”

“Why did he kill the wolf, Mama?”

“Hush,” her mother said. “Hush now.”

Her mother excused herself from her conversation, took Nadya’s hand, and led her out the door. Nadya walked by her mother’s side, carefully placing herself between her mother and the man who killed wolves. She would protect her mother.

“I didn’t mean to scare her,” he was saying.

Then they were out in the sunshine, away from the comforting and horrifying scent of the wolf fur. Nadya sat on the wagon seat and her mother explained, very softly, that the wolf the man had killed was not a person—not like Mama or Papa. That wolf was an animal, and it was not murder to kill it.

But her mother’s voice trembled when she talked and she held Nadya a little too closely. Nadya knew that her mother was afraid of the man, too. When her father came out of the store, he brought a new ax, a box of supplies, and a bag of hard candy to comfort Nadya. He sat with Nadya on the wagon seat while her mother went to finish their shopping.

“He’s a bad man,” Nadya told her father.

“He just doesn’t understand,” her father said.

“Then we should tell him that he shouldn’t kill wolves,” Nadya said earnestly. “I’ll tell him that sometimes wolves are people, too.”

“No,” her father said. “You can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“He won’t understand,” her mother said. “He’ll be afraid: And when men are afraid, they kill.”

Nadya frowned and sucked on a hard candy, puzzled and confused.

It was a small incident. For the most part, Nadya’s childhood was happy. On long winter nights, when the farmyard was dusted with snow and hickory logs burned in the fireplace, Dmitri taught Nadya to read from the Farmer’s Almanack. They leaned over the book, huddling close to the pool of light cast by a wick burning in a cup of bear oil. Dmitri stumbled over the difficult words, but he persisted, determined that Nadya learn. Together, they sounded out the words. While they labored over the book (learning that turnips should be planted in the dark of the moon and that a silver coin, placed in a butter churn, will help the butter come), Marietta watched from the fireside, mending or knitting.

With a pen made from a wild turkey quill, Dmitri taught Nadya to write. By the wavering light, Nadya painstakingly made marks on bark that her father had peeled from the shagbark hickory tree. She learned to write her name in English. Her father could write in another alphabet as well—the alphabet he had learned when he was a boy. But he only taught her the English writing, saying that she was an American and she should write as the Americans did.

When Nadya’s lessons were done, she would ask for a story.

“A story?” her father would say. “It’s too late for a story.” But he always smiled when he said it was too late.

“It’s not too late,” she would say. “There’s time. Please, Papa. Just one story.”

“Maybe there’s time for one, Dmitri,” her mother would say. Then her father would put aside the pen and the Almanack and he would lift his hands so that the light from the burning wick made shadows on the deerskin that stretched across the window. The shadows that Nadya’s father made with his hands were magical.

“Once upon a time, there was a man,” Dmitri said, and the shadows of his hands became the silhouette of a man’s head—a man with a jutting chin and a big nose. “He lived in a cabin on the edge of the forest. And there was a rabbit.” The shadows shifted and changed, becoming a rabbit that wiggled its nose and made Nadya giggle. “Every night the rabbit came and ate from the man’s garden.”

Dmitri told of how the man built a scarecrow to fool the rabbit. The rabbit ignored the scarecrow—it kept on hopping into the garden and eating all the vegetables. The man tried to keep the rabbit away by sitting in the garden all night long, but he always fell asleep. The shadow man snored noisily, and that made Nadya laugh.

“But,” Nadya’s father said, “on the night when the moon was full, the man changed.”

Nadya watched with fascination as the shadow man shifted and became a wolf, a fierce shadow head that snapped at the air and lifted its snout to howl. The wolf chased the rabbit through the forest, growling and snapping.

“All night long, the wolf chased the rabbit and the rabbit ran from the wolf. When the moon set and the sun came up, the rabbit hid in its burrow, afraid to go near the man’s garden. And the wolf became a man again.”

Nadya watched the shadow wolf give way to the shadow man. Sometimes the shadow man sang a song and sometimes he howled like a wolf. Then Nadya and her mother howled, too. If they howled long and hard, the wild wolves that lived in the forest heard them and joined in.

The story was always a little different, but it always involved the shadow man and the shadow wolf. Nadya never grew tired of watching one become the other.

Of course, on nights when the moon was full, there were no lessons and no stories. In the summer, there were romps, where her mother and father, in their other form, would play tag with Nadya in the farmyard by the cabin door. In the winter, the she-wolf would cuddle Nadya, letting the child stroke her fur and snuggle against her warm belly. When Nadya was seven years old—old enough to be trusted to stay away from the fire—her mother and father went running at night, leaving her alone until morning. She was lonely then, sad that she could not go running with her parents. But her mother told her that when she grew up, she would Change when the full moon rose. And then they would run together. She had to be content with that.

Since Nadya had no brothers and sisters, she helped her mother and father in equal part: doing womanly chores with her mother and helping her father with the farming. When she was nine years old, she started helping her father plow. Her job was to ride the mule to steady it while her father rode the plow. She loved that—the aroma of the newly turned earth, the warmth of the mule beneath her, the solid shifting of the animal’s muscles as it strained to pull the plow through the soil. Her father whistled and shouted to the mule, and sang folk songs in French and Polish.

In the spring, when the sap began to rise, Nadya helped tap the sugar maple trees. The aroma of the boiling syrup filled the air and she ate sticky maple sugar and hot corn cakes sweetened with maple syrup.

In the summer, the days were hot. Vegetables grew thick and green in the garden; the Indian corn grew taller than her head. At night, fireflies danced in the woodland at the edge of the fields, like sparks flying from the fire.

In the autumn, she helped with the harvest, working beside her mother and father to bring Indian corn in from the fields. Pumpkins grew in the kitchen garden—bright orange among the green leaves. And there were yellow squash and beans and all manner of good things, ready for harvest.

The summer that she was ten, her father taught her to shoot. As a target, he set a pinecone on a stump in the field. Once a week, all that summer, he took her down to the field in the early evening, and she held the rifle to her shoulder and practiced pointing it at the pinecone and pulling the trigger.

After a month of sighting on the pinecone, he let her try shooting with powder. The first time she tried, the kick of the explosion bruised her shoulder and nearly knocked her down. But she was not frightened and she tried it again, and again, until she could hit the pinecone square with every shot. She hunted squirrels in the forest near the house, aiming for the bark just below the animal’s feet. The shot shattered the bark and the concussion killed the squirrel, leaving the meat untouched.

As she grew older, she and her father went hunting for larger game. At night, they hunted deer, mesmerizing the animals with a torch made from a rag soaked in bear oil and lashed to a stick. By day, they hunted turkey or bear, in season. When they went hunting, Nadya’s long skirts were a hindrance, catching in the underbrush and slowing her down. Over her mother’s protests and her father’s laughter, she made herself a pair of trousers. After some protest, her mother let her wear the trousers when she went hunting. “There is no one here to see,” her father had said. “Let the girl be comfortable.”

Nadya was a good hunter—she had a better eye than her father, and she brought in most of the meat for the family table. In the fall of her twelfth year, determined to earn a rifle of her own, she hunted bears for their skins and oil and meat.

She always wore a dress to town—her mother insisted on that. One Sunday afternoon, Nadya and her father took the bear oil and skins to the store and offered them in trade for a new black-powder hunting rifle with shiny brass mountings. Mr. Kahn accepted the trade, but seemed puzzled when Nadya lifted the gun from the counter and sighted along its barrel. He frowned at Dmitri. “You’re letting your daughter choose your rifle?” he murmured.

“Her rifle,” Dmitri corrected. “She killed the bears. Only seems right she should choose the rifle. After all, she’s a better shot than I am.”

The men who were lounging by the Franklin stove glanced up. “The girl killed eight bears?” one man asked.

“Ten,” Dmitri said. “We kept the skins and meat from two for our own use.”

“D’you mind if I try it?” Nadya asked Mr. Kahn.

“As you like,” he said.

They stepped onto the porch of the store, with Nadya carrying the rifle easily at her side. The men from the store followed. Nadya loaded the rifle, carefully pouring a measure of black powder down the barrel, cutting a cotton patch and wrapping it around the lead ball, ramming the ball and patch down the rifle’s barrel, then pouring powder into the priming pan. She looked around, searching for a target.

“You see the nail in that fence across the way,” said one of the loiterers from the store. “I knew a man in Kentucky who could hit a nail like that and drive it home.”

Nadya glanced at the man’s grinning face. He was laughing at her, and she did not like it. She squinted at the fence across the road, where the rusty head of a nail protruded from a post. “All right,” she said easily, lifted the rifle, and fired a single shot. The nail disappeared into the wood, leaving a dark hole where the bullet had struck.

“This rifle will do,” Nadya said to her father. They returned to the store, leaving the loiterers staring at the fence.
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