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_"We stand at a unique nonment in human history. Though unaware, we now manage
the Earth. We have the power to make or unmake a planet. W can see the
future.

Before the battle of Sedan in 1870, the French general, Ducrot, surveyed the
end

of what was called the Liberal Empire, a great, prosperous state. H s
despairing

comment as he rolled up the map on his nation could fit us all today: 'Nous
somes dans un pot de chanbre, et nous y serons enmerdes.' Qur environnental

| aws and regul ati ons today, for the nost part, are sinply exercises in
putting

up unbrellas as the first dollops fall into the chanber pot. Yet it is by no
means too late to clinb out of the pot. Perhaps it mght even profit us to do
so. "

-- EE G Nisbet, Leaving Eden: To Protect
and Manage the Earth (New York

Canbri dge University Press, 1991), p. xiv.

CHAPTER 1
The bearded man stood by the edge of the clearing, staring at a small house
whose weat hered boards still clung to scattered flecks of paint. A blotched

| eat her cloak hung fromhis shoulders to his ankles. It was open in front,

but

its folds were capabl e of hiding many things.

The man | eaned on a stick and scratched in the hair that covered his cheek as
if

it itched. Then he pushed back his broad-bri med | eather hat and scratched at
his scalp. H's hair was I ong and gray and stringy. A red, scaly rash was
visible

on his wists and cheekbones.

"Hey the house!"

The only answer was that a pair of starlings took flight fromthe edge of the
garden patch beside the house. A sparrow halted its repetitive song. A blue

jay
squawked in the trees beyond the clearing.
More conversationally, the nman said, "It's going to rain like hell, you know.

I"d like to be indoors when it comes."

The house was built low, with only two steps lifting its entrance above the
ground. Now the door opened slowy to reveal a second man, clean-shaven,

hol | ow cheeked, and hol ding an axe. His thin hair was tied back in a short
ponytail. He too had a rash, and he wore a suspicious scow .

The househol der gave the dark and roiling clouds above their heads a gl ance.
"They's a few enpty houses 'round here."

"So I'd like sone conpany." He began to wal k across the clearing, gesturing
with

his stick. Hs cloak swayed with the notion. "Sonebody to talk to, you know?"
The househol der grunted. He was no cleaner or better dressed than the man in
hi s

yard, but he did not |eave his doorway.

"Hey," said the stranger. He stabbed his stick into the ground and waved a
hand

toward the house's chimey, fromwhich trailed a telltale wi sp of snoke.
"You' ve

got a fire. I've got neat. Snared a rabbit this nmorning. Hit a pigeon with a



rock." He stepped forward, hand outstretched, smling behind his beard. "I'm
Ron. "

The househol der was shifting his grip on the handl e of his axe when a voice
behind himsaid, "Don't let himin!"

"You' ve got a woman?" Suddenly a knife was in the stranger's hand, the bushes
behind himwere rattling as two other men canme into view, and the househol der
was staring w de-eyed and open-nout hed.

The axe came up, but by then it was already too late for defense. A hand as
hard

as fate seized and held it, frozen in md-strike

The househol der screaned in frustration and fear. Then he screaned in pain,
as

the stranger's knife reached out and tore his shirt and chest and heart.

* * %

One of the house's four roons was full of firewood. That neant it would burn
wel | when the rain finally stopped and the house's shelter was no | onger
needed.

Anot her was just as full of boxes and bags of books and ol d cl othes and
assorted

kni ck- knacks the couple or their predecessors had sal vaged fromthe remants
of

the world that had been. More fuel for the fire. There was very little worth
st eal i ng.

There was no sign that the house had ever held a child.

The third roomheld a sink and a table and a rusty woodstove that gave off
heat .

An open cupboard revealed a cloth bag that held a pitiful few w thered
pot at oes.

Anot her bag, open to show dried apples, sprawl ed on the table, surrounded by
t he

bones of the rabbit and pigeon the stranger had nentioned. A bottle supported
the candl e that was the room s only source of light. The stranger hinself sat
in

one of the two chairs and listened to the noises fromthe last room the
bedroom grunts, noans, whinpers, bedsprings, the bang of a headboard agai nst
a

wal |

"She ain't as young as he was." The nman on the other side of the table was
pi nching the sides of his thin nustache between his fingers, trying to train
theminto wings. Hs dark hair was pulled back into a short braid. The
youngest

of the three, he seened barely out of adol escence. The plunpness of his
cheeks,

however, was not that of youth, not babyfat. H s conpani ons were al so

fl eshier

t han t he househol der had been, a sign that people like themate better than
their nore sedentary prey.

"He probably got her sane way we did," said Ron

"You want her agai n?"

"Maybe later."

"Before we | eave."

"Before then, Hussey. This rain ain't goin' to quit right away."

The bedroom door sl anmed against the wall. The third menber of their party
appeared, his forehead and scal p beaded with sweat. H s beard was cropped
short,

like grizzled fur. "Like fuckin' a corpse,” he nuttered.

"Hey, she's warm" said Ron

"Warner than your hand, Kiwi. And about as boney."

Kiwi glared at Hussey. "Not for long, you fuckin' kid. Smartass."



No one said a word. The only sounds were the rain on the house's roof and

si des

and the sobs of the woman in the bedroom

CHAPTER 2

"I's anybody el se up yet?"

The plaintive voice seened to come from beyond the bent and tw sted appl e
tree

that dom nated the knoll and framed beneath one arching linmb the red, red
setting sun. A breeze drifted it across the bl ackberries and cat-cl aw
branbl es

that sprawl ed down the sl ope beside the narrow path. From sonewhere it coaxed
chaotic chords of organ and violin and accordi on

If someone with a nose had been on hand, he m ght have noticed that the
breeze

carried the scent of new growth and thin soil with just a touch of sonething
sour, as if the world itself were spoiling.

"Saw squirrel . "

That one rasped and growl ed and drew the ear toward a pair of masonry pillars
that still supported a corroded wought-iron gate, its |eaves leaning this
way,

that way, dripping ornate letters fromtheir gothic peaks. A fewletters were
m ssing entirely. Those that remai ned on one of the gate's | eaves spelled
out:

"E ernal _ife." Those that remmined on the other said: "Bultin Bo_rd Cet_ry."
To

either side of the pillars stretched a | ow stone wall. A nunber of stones had
fallen free of their nortar.

A narrow pat h passed between the decrepit gates. In its center, green and

bl ue

flies swarmed around a small pile of dung.

The nusic shifted. Trunpets replaced the organ, flutes the violin. The
accordi on

vani shed.

The rattle and bang of a very different rhythm sprang into the air.

"Shut up, Hamer head!"

"Squirrel run. Wanta chase."

"Shaddap, you stupid nutt. Chase!"

"I'f I had a hamer, |'d hanmer out freedom" soneone sing-songed.

"Is this all there is? Somehow | expected nore of an after _life_, you know?
I

paid a lot to be m ndl oaded, and....'

"If I had a knife, I1'd slice that nutt's throat."
"If it had a throat."

"Asshol e. "

"It doesn't have one of those either."

" Not_ quite."

The voi ces bounci ng back and forth made the weedy zone defined by the
battered

gates and wall seem crowded. Yet nothing disturbed the brush and branbles. No
dog nosed after squirrels. No men or wonen paced the overgrown paths, glaring
and gesturing at each other as they bantered. The scene was deserted except
for

t he di sembodi ed voi ces and a crow spreading its wings atop an eroded, stained
angel .

"What the hell happened to the songbirds?" soneone asked. "Haven't seen one
since | was a kid and in the flesh. Helluva long time ago, you know? Not hi ng
but

crows. "

"And ravens," another voice added. "Sparrows, jays, herring gulls, starlings,
grackles. Trash birds, every one of '"em"



"Don't forget the pigeons."

"I wish | could."

"No hawks either. No eagles, no ducks, no geese."

"W got ows."

"Not bl oody many."

"They eat pigeons, don't they?"

Soneone gi ggl ed nmadly.

The sun was slipping down behind the knoll. Red filled the western sky and
sil houetted black the apple tree. Shadows stretched fromthe meager, ragged
woods beyond.

Beyond t he warped and weat hered gate, nore shadows pointed straight at bl ocks
of

stone. Sone stood erect and proud. A few | eaned |ike drunks who craved a

| anppost. Al showed signs of age in cracks and chips and softworn corners.
Sone

were so oriented that the dying light could enphasize rows of eroded

| ettering.

Sone of the stones, the ol dest, mpbst weathered, nost illegible, were sinply
that: stones, thin slabs and obelisks and Victories of granite and |inestone
and

marble. Green scales and furs adorned their shadowed north sides; where such
growm hs faced the sun, they had turned | ong ago to w thered, blackened ash.
Many nore, chunks like upright steaner trunks, reflected fire fromtheir tops
in

checkered patterns broken by bird droppings and debris. Their sides were
nearly

free of noss and |ichen. Here and there anong the brambles were small er

st ones

surrounded by piles of rubble in which the setting sun highlighted threads of
nmetal, some as bright gold or silver as the day it had first been snelted,
sone

red or green with tinme and oxi dation

The vegetation was sparse. It should have rolled in riotous waves over the
abandoned ground, but the soil had been | eached and eroded by decades of acid
rain, baked by solar ultraviolet, poisoned by pollutants and pesticides. It
was

per haps a wonder that it supported any life at all

"Is this all there is? Somehow | expected nore of an after _life_, you know?
I

paid a lot to be m ndl oaded, and...
At the base of one of the piles was a hole, a burrow Sonething noved within
it.

There was a soft hissing sound, like air escaping froma tire or like a cat
t hat

had just spotted sone strange beast.

A grow shaped itself into: "Wanta chase."

"How about a bone?"
"Yes!"

"Ch, do be quiet, dear.'
get

the poor thing all worked up."

"So what else is there to do around here?"

A | arge cockroach energed from under a rock and paused watchfully, its

ant ennae

testing the air. A ground squirrel darted fromthe burrow, seized the roach
and

bit off its head. Then it sat up on its haunches, surveyed the cenetery, and
ate

the rest. It did not seemdisturbed by the chatter that surrounded it.

Thi s voi ce sounded maturely fem nine. "You'll just



"Want a chase!"

"Be nice to neet a little nmeat."

"My grandson.”

"G eat - grandson. "

"Whatever. It's been | ong enough. He's due again."

"Lucky bastard."

"Jeal ous, huh? Just 'cause your descendants didn't make it."

"I's this all there is? Sonehow | expected...."

" Shaddap, you asshole!™

"You sound like you think you had sonething to do with it."

"Cenes will tell. He's a good boy."

Snorting noi ses echoed as the |ight dimnished.

"Just needs a chance, you know? Sonething to bring out his qualities."
"Hah. "

"But he won't be by tonorrow "

"Why not ?"

"Looks like rain."

Soneone made a sniffing noise. "Snells like it. Hi gh humdity. Baroneter
droppi ng. Cold and wet and wi nd."

Soneone el se | aughed. "Win't bother us."

"Dry bones. Demdry bones," sang the voice that had wi shed to hammer out
freedom

"Dry stones."

"Unl ess we rust."

The nusic stopped. "You could pay sone attention to ne," said what sounded
i ke

a younger wonan.

"You're old business," said the ol der woman. "He forgot you even before he
married ne."

"What you said," said the sane nmasculine voice that had of fered the poor dog
a

bone. "' Ch, do be quiet, dear. You'll just get the poor thing all worked
up. " "

"Is this all there is? Somehow | expected nore of an after _life_, you know?
I

paid a lot to be m ndl oaded, and...
" Shaddap! "

" oht ™

The last trace of sunlight vanished. The sky turned black, and a few bright
stars were visible. But the voices continued as they had for decades, as they
woul d for decades nore, as long as the circuitry enbedded in the stones held
out, as long as the sun could still reach through the filth atop themto the
cells that powered them They chattered and nattered, teased and tornented,
goaded and nagged and conpl ai ned.

Cccasional |y soneone screaned into the night.

CHAPTER 3
The house creaked under the pressure of the wind. A gritty noise drew Felix
Webb's eye to a picture frame, swaying, scratching against the wall. Behind a

pane of dirty glass, it held the Menory of the Wbbs. At |east, that was what
Pa

said. It had been his Pa's before him and his Pa's, and his and his and his
back to the dawn of tine.

The scratchi ng noi se awakened his rash. Something seemed to crawl across the
puf fy, reddened flesh of his el bows and wists and knees. It tingled. He
crossed

his arms, sliding his hands beneath the coarse wool of his sweater to scratch
his wists and el bows in secret.

The Menory was a talisman, of course. Its inplicit message was that times had
been bad before, that they had gotten better, that perhaps they could get
better



again. He wished he could believe it. But life could hardly be nore bl eak
hope

nore di stant, paradise nore inpossible to attain.

Felix wi shed he coul d believe otherw se, but how could the Webbs prosper when
the species itself was in decline? He had no brothers or sisters. Two had
been

born dead. Ma's other pregnancies had ended early.

Their few nei ghbors had no children at all, as if sonething had turned off

t he

human species' ability to reproduce itself.

And he was al nost old enough to want a wife

Several wooden buckets were positioned on the floor to catch the water

dri ppi ng

t hrough the roof. One hung froma hook set in the ceiling. The | argest sat
between the ancient refrigerator and a nmetal sink, where the drip was

fast est,

heavi est, tock-tocking like a denented cl ock

Ma Webb coughed and spat into that |argest bucket. Then, using a filthy

t hunbnail, she pried a round, black nagnet fromthe face of the fridge and
noved

it left and up and down until the dangling w shbone hid the |atest rust spot
to

break through the equally ancient paint. She realigned the feather her wi st
had

brushed. She shifted a scrap of yell owed paper that had | ong ago been drawn
upon

with a broken brick. She did not touch the once-crunpled tinfoil, the square
of

cloth that had once belonged to a silky garnment, the tiny bundl es of
once-fragrant |eaves and bl ossons, now dried and faded.

Each itemhad its significance, as did the soft blue shawl atop the fridge.
Pa never touched the relics, but he could follow her first exanple. He too
coughed, hawked, spat into the bucket. Ma peered and said, "Least yours ain't
bl oody yet."

"How t he hell can you tell?"

"It ain't that dark in here."

"Dark enough." He jerked his head toward the nearest w ndow. Even though it
was

early afternoon, the light that entered the house was dim the gray of thick
clouds and long rain. A fat-bodied fly crawl ed across the gl ass.

He was entirely bald, with just one remaining tuft, gray and greasy, dangling
down the back of his neck. Gizzled fur, kept short by hacking with a knife,
covered his cheeks and chin and upper lip. Around its edges, his skin was

pi nk

and scaly.

Ma was nearly bald, for though hair sprouted all over her head, it was sparse
and thin, and her red-splotched scal p showed t hrough. Both were thin, their
bodi es worn, their faces etched by a lifetinme of deprivation so unremtting
t hat

it was accepted routine, normal, al nbst beyond despair.

A sudden draft cut through the pervasive reek of nildew Snoke bel ched from
t he

stone fireplace, and Ma coughed again. Sonething rolled across the roof.
Sonet hi ng el se fl apped and pounded. Rain thundered on the battered sheet

net al

above their heads. The water drip became a stream

Uncle Alva, as thin and worn as Ma and Pa, his beard | onger and darker

t ouched

the bucket with a toe to center the stream "There's better houses out
there."



"Wrse, too," said Pa. "Enpty cellar holes."

"Haunted, nost of 'em" said M.

"Ti ghter roofs."

"Not many," said Ma. "lI've seen 'em and those old shingles just go to nush.”
"Not all of 'em Some have netal roofs."

"So do we," said Pa. "And | built this place. Ain't leaving it."

"I built the ell, and it ain't leakin'. It's got a floor too."

No one | ooked down at the layers of danp carpets that were all that covered

t he

bare rock beneath. Pa had chosen his house site because that rock was there,
a

I ong stretch of ancient paverment that arched fromside to side. Only when the
stornms were long and furious did water cover the |and and sneak in beneath

t he

wal I's. Mdst of the tinme, all that got in cane in through the roof.

Felix tried to ignore the adults. He huddled on the end of the sway-backed
sof a

besi de the potato barrels and stared at the door. To one side hung an ancient
clock that was rarely wound and whose tale of hours no one missed. The famly
counted time by dawns and sunsets. To the other, his broad-bri med hat and

| ong

cloak hung with all the others. If the stormwould only run its course, even
if

t he usual overcast went with it and |l et the sun shine bright and youveef ul

he

could get out, hat and all, and find.... He shook his head and scratched at
t he

rash on his arm He did not know what he wanted to find. He did know it
wasn' t

in this shack.

"Don't scratch, boy," said Ma. "It don't help any." Then, as if she had
caught

the itch fromhimlike a yawn, she too dug at her arm

H s cousin Ox sat beside him Ox was a year younger but |arger and heavier
and

| ess prone to fidgets. Instead of |ooking at door and hats and w ndows, he
wat ched Uncle Alva and Ma and Pa. Fromtime to time he gl anced toward the
doorway to the ell Al va had constructed for the two of themto live in. It
was

just as tight as the nan had cl ai med. The evidence of its floor was the foot
that separated the doorway's sill fromthe carpeted fl oor of the main house.
Ox was stronger too. That was why everyone called him Ox.

He al so did what he was told. His rash was just as bad as Felix's, but he
didn't

scratch, except when sonething noved in the long hair he pulled back and tied
behi nd his neck. Felix kept his own hair chopped short.

Ma had dug a stub of crayon froma drawer. Now, tongue protruding through the
gaps in her yellow teeth, she was carefully drawing a purple horizon Iine on
t he

side of the fridge. A purple sun bul ged above the Iine. Rays |ooked I|ike

spi ky

hai r.

She was standi ng back, cocking her head first right, then left, considering.
She

was | eaning forward once nore, adding a potato-shaped nose and round eyes.
"Sunspots, " she said.

"No fingers," said Pa. "No fuckin' Kilroy."

She added eyebrow Iines that gave the solar face a gl ower. She shrugged.
"Fuckin's right," she said. "Rain or shine, we're screwed. Storns try to wash
us



out to sea. Sun fries the crops.”

"Not the apple trees."

Ma noticed where Pa was | ooking, toward the shelf on which he kept the jugs
of

appl ejack he distilled each winter. "You stay out of that shit," she said.
Pa grunted and scratched his cheek. A nonent |later he got off his stool and
st epped behind the partition that hid his and Ma's bed. Ma made a face and
nmuttered, "Think he |istens!"”

Wat ching his father scratch had reawakened Felix's own itches, but he managed
to

refrain fromrepeating his father's gesture. He didn't want M picking on him
again, or too. Not any nore than was absol utely necessary.

It was hard, though. He tried to imagine his own face. Brown eyes, bl ack
hai r,

narrow nose, thin lips, prom nent cheekbones, a bit of Ma, a bit of Pa. He
had

just enough beard to use the word, a little nore than Ox, not near as nuch as
Pa. Not as nuch rash there, either, and an imagi ned finger was approaching,
scratching. He tried to tell hinself the itch was |ess.

He sighed. He | eaned one shoul der agai nst the barrel beside his end of the
sof a.

It gave, betraying how nearly enpty it was. H's stomach grow ed, and he

t hought

of the other two barrels beyond it. Neither one was any fuller

The faded blue of the barrels' substance whispered that they could not | ast
forever. They were remants of another age, irreplaceable until someone

| ear ned

how to duplicate themin wood. Their scanty contents, on the other hand,
coul d

be renewed, even though it woul d be nonths before the next harvest. He

gri maced

and wi shed potatoes were not the hardiest crop they had.

Besi des the apples. They had dried enough of themlast fall. But the w nter
rains had been constant, the air heavy with noisture, and the nmold had eaten
t hem

Uncle Alva | eaned toward the bucket near the fridge. "Full," he nuttered as
he

picked it up by its bail, carried it to the sink beside the fridge, and
enpti ed

it. The water gurgled down the drain and through the pipe to enpty on the
nossy

edge of pavenent outside the wall. Fromthere it ran into the same ditch
wher e

t hey dumped the ashes fromthe fireplace as well as other garbage.

"WIl you put that bucket back? The carpet was wet enough before, and....’
"Can't just let "emoverflow " He obeyed, but then he was fetching and
dunpi ng

t he ot hers.

Felix wished it were later in the year, just enough that the apple trees at

| east had green apples. But the bl ossons had fallen far too recently. The
future

crop was no nore than nubbins, inedibly hard.

| magi nary scratching wasn't working. He dug at his chin, and again at his
arm

i nspected his fingernails, and did it again.

Pa reenerged fromthe bedroom licking his lips. Ma glared at Felix and said,
"Don't do that. You'll make it worse."

"It is_ worse," said Felix.

"I know." Her voice was as sad as nothers' voices had al ways been when their
children ailed and they were hel pl ess.



And it was worse. The rash had spread on Felix's body since the previous
fall,

growi ng thicker on his el bows and knees and the backs of his fingers and
hands.

Each new patch began bright red. It swelled and blistered and cracked and
settled down to thick scale and itch. Sometines pockets of pus grew beneath
it,

swel ling and hurting and bursting with relief and a little bl ood.

And all she could do was say, "Don't scratch."”

Ox had it too. So did she and Pa and Uncle Alva. But not as badly.

"Poison in the soil," said Uncle Alva. "In the food we eat. The water we
drink.

Bastards put it there before they died. Wen they made the stornms and the
youvee. "

"Shh," said Ma, and she patted the fridge as if that could sonehow pl acate

t he

gods Uncle Alva had to have of f ended.

But the effort was futile.

The wi nd how ed. Whod creaked somewhere outside the house. Something crashed.
"Shit," said Pa. "There goes the shed roof again."

"Can't put it back now," said Uncle Alva. "Too nuch wind."

When neither man noved or said another word, Felix volunteered. "I'Il get the
animal s. "

"Il help." Ox was on his feet already and offering Felix a hand to pull him
fromthe sofa's grip.

The broad-bri med hats were nmade of greased |eather. So were the |ong cl oaks,
and if the wind weren't blow ng, they would keep the rain fromcloth and

ski n.

Wth the wi nd, however, they were as nuch a burden as a blessing. Felix
needed

one hand to keep the hat in his possession, while the cloak, even as it

war ded

of f the lashing blows of the rose tree beside the door, becane a sail that
threatened with every gust to carry himto sonme other land and as it flapped
admitted torrents.

For a wild, rose-scented nonent, his blood sang. Sone other |and, he thought.
Sone other life. One with hope and promni se, perhaps even destiny.

But then he let hinmself see the storm|ashed farnstead before him and the

bl oodsong vani shed as if it had never been

The paverent on which the house sat extended to the shed fifty feet away. In
dryer weather, it was gray. Wen wet, it shone black, flecked with bits of
stone. Near its edges it crunbled into a black cheese that, if one used it to
ring a fire or build a fireplace, burned with a black and greasy snoke.
Cracks

were filled with nmoss and tufted with grass. Hol es reveal ed a bed of gravel
beneath. Here and there, where ditches once had flanked the road, he could
make

out depressions in the ground. There was no nmud except for whatever m ght
have

fallen fromfeet or hooves or wheels. Even that, and whatever settled from

t he

occasi onal flood, washed away in the rain.

To the left of the strip of pavenment lay the fanmily's small burying ground.
The

stones were no nore than rounded boul ders, each one marked by a painfully

chi sel ed nane. Two nmarked Ma's stillbirths, who woul d have been Felix's

br ot hers

if they had lived. Three nore, the snallest, marked m scarriages.

"Poison in the soil," Uncle Alva had said on each occasion that Felix
renenbered, just as he did for rashes and poor crops and hens that woul dn't



| ay.

"Bastards put it there before they died."

"Infections,"” Pa had said once. "Love bugs. Everybody had 'em before the
end. "

Sonetimes he just said, "Youvee," as if the word were a curse.

On the other side of the pavenent was the famly's privy, and just beyond

t hat

t he garden plot, puddled and runnel ed by rain. Young potato plants bent
before

the storm Some had washed out of the soil, but they could be replanted. Somne
were broken, but Felix knew they woul d regrow. Potatoes did that when nothing
el se woul d.

More worrisome was the yellow that stained their green rows, and that end of
t he

patch where they had once plowed up scraps of brown-red | acey rust and | unps
of

some anci ent, blue-green powder, solidified by tine and wet.

Ox and Felix had wanted to play with the pretty stuff, to pound it into nush
with sticks and stones, to paint their skins, even to put it in their nouths.
But the adults had not et them

"Poison in the soil,"” had said Uncle Alva, and he and Pa had dug out the

| unps

and carried themas far fromhone as they could. Then they had refilled the
holes with cleaner dirt. But still nothing would grow in that spot. Simlar
bare

spots, large and small, pocked the | and everywhere.

Thunder crashed and runbled. Lightning Iit the clouds. The wi nd roared and
flapped their |eather cloaks. The rain soaked sweaters and shirts and pants
and

ski n. Pani cked bl eats and squawks emanated fromthe roofl ess shed. The youths
| eaned agai nst the wooden wall, panting, grinning at each other as if to say
that even this was better than sitting on the couch and watching Pa w sh for
and

sneak his jug, Ma adjust her fetishes, Uncle Alva...

Sonet hi ng sl amred agai nst the other side of the wall. The wet boards shook
and

trenbl ed under Felix's hands. He | ooked up at the corner posts that jutted a
foot above the shed's walls, the slanting lines of rain, the clouds above.
Then

he | aughed out |oud. The roof was indeed missing, and he had seen it nowhere
on

his way from house to shed.

Ox seened perpl exed by Felix's outburst. He shook his head, nade a face, and
opened the shed door. Felix |aughed again when the billy pushed through the
wi deni ng crack. He had junped the bars of the goat pen and butted the wall to
urge themto hurry. He was wet, he didn't like it, and he knew what was
supposed

to happen next.

Now he bleated as if to order themto let his two ladies free i mediately.
Fel i x

and Ox obeyed, lightning illum nated three patchwork hides, and the aninals
promptly bolted for the house, where Uncle Alva waited to let themin. There
were no kids this year; the goats were as helplessly infertile as the people.
Fel i x wondered sonetinmes if he would sonmeday wear a cl oak made of strips of
bark. Certainly, if the goats died out, there would be no nore goatskins.

Wat er was everywhere, but nothing seenmed to have been damaged by the storm
The

door to the outside pen was closed, and everything was where it should be.
The two scrawny pigs seemed not perturbed at all. If anything, they were
enjoying the pouring rain, tipping their snouts toward the darkened sky and



rocking their heads as if to let the stormwash their faces cl ean

The chickens were another matter. The hens were squeezed together on the
trundl e, where they squawked and nuttered di sconsol ately. Two roosters, their
feathers matted and soaked, perched on the handles of the plow. Wen one of
t hem

sneezed, Felix licked his lips. Ma surely wouldn't wait for the bedraggl ed

t hi ng

to get any sicker. He would be stew before another day was gone.

Uncle Alva had built the trundle. It was about the size of the cart on the
ot her

side of the shed, but it had no shaft or singletree by which goats or nen
coul d

draw it. Instead, its bed was covered by a canopy of solar cells. Beneath the
bed were several heavy batteries and an electric notor. Both the trundle and
t he

cart had fat air-filled tires made of some shiny, black plastic. Felix had
hear d

Uncl e Al va swearing when the youvee rotted the plastic and he had to dig
anot her

tire fromthe weckage of sone rust or youvee-eaten car. A dozen spares were
stacked in one corner of the shed.

The storm sl apped skeins of harness and coils of rope against the wall. Ox
jerked his head at the sound and nmade a face. |If the Wbbs had had a horse or
donkey or cow, the harness would have served to hitch the beast to the cart
or

pl ow. But they had only goats, which could pull only light |oads. Ox was the
fam ly's strong and unconpl ai ni ng beast of burden. Sonetines Felix haul ed as
wel | .

"Where's the chick?" Felix had to shout to nmake hinsel f heard.

Ox didn't even try. He sinply pointed at the lunp of yellow the billy goat
nust

have tranpled into the shed's dung-covered fl oor

Ma wouldn't like that, Felix thought. The dozen chi ckens hardly produced
enough

eggs to be worth the trouble of tending them and far too few of the eggs the
Webbs didn't eat ever hatched. If both roosters caught cold and died, none
ever

woul d agai n. The chick, which had been a little cockerel, had neant one nore
thin thread for hope to cling to. Now that thread was gone.

They couldn't afford to make stew out of the sick rooster. They woul d have to
worry over it. They would have to nurse it just as desperately as if it were
a

baby.

O Ma woul d. The aninmals were her thing. Just as the apples were Pa's and

t hi ngs

like trundles were Uncle Alva's. They all worked the garden

He glared at the pigs. The goats at |east haul ed sone | oads and supplied
wool .

"Make shoats,"” he cried. "Or we'll eat you both."

They ignored him and then Ox poked his arm and indicated the chickens.

The birds did not protest when the youths gathered them up and bundl ed t hem
beneath their cloaks. Like the goats, they were used to this treatnent.

St or s

t hat exposed their quarters to the sky were by no neans rare.

* * %

Ma had just wapped the sneezing rooster in a towel. She held himin her lap
and

stared himin the eye, her nose against his beak. "You hear," she said. "You
ain't supposed to get sick and die. You ve got a mission inthis life, you
hear ?



Shake that cold out of your head and get back to treading those hens."

"Try a drop of appl ejack,"” suggested Pa.

Ma glared at him "I'mgoing to put himbeside the fire. The heat will do him
good. "

Pa cackl ed and coughed and spat. "Mtivate him anyway. G ve hima taste of
what

you'll do if he don't get better."

Ma snorted but said nothing nore as she fitted the rooster, towel and all
into

a net bag and hung the bag fromthe pot-hook beside the fireplace. The bird
did

not struggle but was still, only its head noving, cocking an eye at M, at
t he

fire, at the picture frame that clung to the wall above the nantle. M

gl anced

at the frame too, and she grinmaced. The Menory of the Webbs, sacred to the
famly, the only link to a happier past that yet remained, was no nore than a
stai ned and yel | owned sheet of paper covered with the tight curlicues of

anci ent

handwri ti ng.

The ot her chickens had found perches on shelves and furniture. The nannies
wer e

sharing Felix's cot behind the sofa, which itself had been preenpted by the
billy. He kept an eye on them even though he knew that if they decided to
nmunch

on his blanket or the goat-hair sweater he had hung on a barrel lip to dry or
the thin sack of dried grass that was his mattress, it would already be too
late

for himto stop them

Ma was now unfol ding the blue shawl that had been on top of the fridge and
draping it around her shoul ders.

Uncle Alva tossed a stick on the fire. "Hot it up a bit,’
"That won't help," said Ma. "It's hot enough already."
"Then what are you doin' with that shaw ?" asked Pa.

She glared at him "You know "

Then she turned to face the fridge, and her face seened to grow snoot her
younger. She arched her head backward until she was staring at the ceiling
and

what ever supernal powers mght dwell beyond it. She touched w shbone,

f eat her,

bri ck-dust drawing, foil, fabric, herbs, her own poisonous purple sun. She
set

one hand upon the appliance's handl e.

A goat burped. The chickens--dry now, and sl eepy--made contented noises.

The humans were qui et.

Until Ma cried in a voice nore suitable for sonme outdoor anphitheater: "W
are

our ancestors' chil...." She broke off as sonething bubbled in her throat.
She

made a face, hawked, and spat, this time into the sink

"...children," she continued. "W suffer for their sins! Forgive us! Forgive
even them ™"

"Even them" responded Pa and Felix together

"Let us live! End the dying of our world!"

"Let us live."

"Make the stormstop!™ She lifted the shawl above her head, tenting it like a
canopy with her fingers. She dropped her hands, and air filled the cloth,
billowwng it like a cloud or like a dome of azure sky before it drifted down
upon her head. "Let the sun shine and the sky turn blue!"

"Blue sky," said Uncle Alva, and a note of ineffable yearning seenmed to fil

he sai d.



hi s

Voi ce.

"Good crops! Good health! Fertility!"

"Clean up the poisons," said O.

Ma nodded as if to say that his addition to the litany was worth preserving.
Then she concl uded, as she al nost always did, "And a wife for Felix."

Felix did not bow his head |ike the others as the last step in the ritual his
not her had i nvented approached. Instead he grunbled to hinmself: A wife? He
did

not remenber ever neeting even one girl near his own age. If he ever did, he
woul d hardly know what to do. No, he adnmitted. "Do" was fine. He had watched
t he

goats, after all. And the pigs. But "say"? That was sonething el se again.
H s mother's hand was tightening on the fridge's handle. There was a click
and

t he door swung open.

As always, the light that would prove the gods had heard Ma's prayers failed
to

come on.

Felix glanced at Uncle Alva. As always at this nmonent, he wore the slightest
of

smirks.

Ma's face tightened as she knelt and reached for the icons of prosperity,
relics

of anot her age, that she kept on the fridge's top shelf.

There was a yell owed plastic container with a faded pink lid. There was an
enpty

can with a colorful label. A foil packet marked with a stylized, hel nmeted
head

recalled a tine when, Ma had told himonce, fertility was sonmething to
control

She had never told how the packet or its contents worked.

A tattered pi ece of paper showed what Ma said had been called a supermarket:
a

room a building, filled with shelves, and the shelves piled high with cans
and

jars and packages of a thousand tines a thousand things to eat and drink

She touched the paper with a reverent finger. "My Ma gave that to ne," she
mur mur ed

The bottom shel f held several antique glass jars containing those seeds |eft
over after planting this year's garden: cabbage, turnip, squash, bean, none
of

which did as well as the potatoes. Sonetines they hardly harvested enough
seed

for the next year. Or a stormwashed out the garden and its seedlings. It was
therefore essential that they always save sone for another try. The fridge
kept

it safe fromm ce and ot her pests.

There was al so a pot of corn kernels, but they did not plant those anynore.
The

youvee killed corn before it was as high as Felix's knees.

* * %

The clouds were thick all day, and the inside of the house remmi ned dark and
cavel i ke. When ni ght cane, the dark acquired an al nost pal pable density, for
t he

only light came fromthe fireplace. The Wbbs had dishlike oil or tallow

| anps,

but they used themonly in emergencies. G| was scarce, its only source

ani ma

fat, its supply renewed only when they could afford to slaughter a pig.



For the Webbs, as it had been for their nost distant ancestors, the night was
lighted only by nmoon, stars, |ightning, and sometines aurora.

Supper was neager. There was no meat, no eggs, no nilk or cheese. Each one had
a

single shriveled potato, boiled in its skin, and a piece of turnip. Last
year's

smal | harvest of cabbage had vani shed nonths ago. And no one had ventured
into

the stormto find those shreds of wild greenery that sonetimes adorned their
pl at es.

"Fel i x?"

Ox was | ooki ng eager, expectant, hopeful. "You want to sleep in the ell wth
us

tonight? It's drier."

"An ol d-fashi oned sl eep-over," said Uncle Alva. "And you won't have to share
your bed with goats."

He | ooked at Pa, who said only, "Up to you."

The last time they had asked, Pa had shaken his head.

He | ooked at his cousin, the hope so bright in his eyes that it hurt. He

t hought

he knew why.

He | ooked at his uncle, and his spine craw ed.

They were not really his uncle and cousin, even though he had been taught to
call them so. They had appeared one day when he was six or seven, wal king up
t he

trail of overgrown pavenent that extended beyond the shed. "Uncle" Al va had
made

hi nsel f useful. "Cousin" Ox--though he had been called something el se then
somet hing |l ong forgotten--had seened a wel cone playmate for Felix.

Then Uncle Alva had built the ell

And the noi ses that occasionally cane fromthat place were as rhythmc as

t hose

his parents made

Fel i x knew what _those_ signified.

"Uh-uh," he said, and he | ooked away when Ox's face fell. There would be no
relief for the other boy. Uncle Alva would not be inhibited by the presence
of

anot her person. Nor would his attentions be deflected.

Felix felt ashamed of hinself even as he seized upon the goats for an excuse:
"I"ve got to keep themfromeating my stuff."

CHAPTER 4

"Praise God fromWwomall blessings flow" screamed Delivered of the Lord
into

the stormas his kilt thrashed around his knees. He was echoed by the
screechings of the gulls that scudded overhead, riding the gusts, suprenely
confident of their ability to survive whatever Satan, God, or nature threw
their

way.

Trees struggled to either side along the shore, their linbs flailing at air
and

ground and sea. Wod creaked in protest and snapped in final subm ssion

W nd-driven waves booned agai nst the pier. Spray needl ed across the Haven
congr egati on.

No one flinched, just as the high cross at the end of the pier refused to bow
to

t he denonic whins of a world gone berserk

Wnd roared, and dark cl ouds churned overhead as if sonething in them fought
to

reach through the sky and descend on the congregation. Delivered of the Lord
arched his back, thrust his bush of curling beard and shaven scalp into the



driving spray and rain, and spread his arms in a warding gesture. Like the
nen

of his audience, he had a round hat of fishskin stretched across a w cker
frane;

at worship, it hung behind him held in place by a thong around his neck
Unli ke

the others, his had a golden rim Now he seened to wear a hal o, though the
wi nd

made it bounce and thrash as if it were trying to escape.

The preacher opened his mouth and screanmed again: "He harrows the
unbel i ever s!

He washes poisons fromthe soil! He prepareth a world for us!"

This was their church. A vertical wall. Roof enough to keep the sun and its
deadl y youvee from bared heads. A tier of rough benches, bleachers, seats
enough

to hold fifty or a hundred nmen, faced west against pier and cross and the
wi de

bay that separated the island fromthe mainl and.

"He bl esses us with children!"™ He waved a small bl ack book, wapped in
fishskin

against the rain, high in the air and slapped it with his other hand. "He
conmands us! Go forth and nultiply and replenish the earth! Fill the earth
with

H s wor shi ppers!™”

"Amen!" cried his audience in a single wi nd-torn voice.

Consi derati on Wggin surveyed as nmuch of the bleachers as he could see

wi t hout

nmovi ng nore than his eyes. Roomfor fifty or a hundred, yes, but holding no
nor e

than thirty. Every one of themstill and erect and attentive to the
di sci pline
of Cod.

Al were men. The wonen and children were hidden away in the houses further
back

fromthe shore. They were not to be risked when God baptized the world with

t he

waters of H's storm

Anot her wave crashed against the pier. Mre spray fountained into the air and
was snatched by the wind. Lightning and Saint Elnp's fire made the gol den
bal | s

on the cross's three points gleamlike flanes.

Besi de him Gatherer of Souls Davies murmured just barely | oud enough to
hear,

"Kids." H's thin blonde hair was sneared by wet across his forehead and gaunt
cheeks. H s eyes were dark hollows beneath hedge-like, dripping eyebrows.
Consi deration Wggin said nothing in reply. He was as aware as his friend of
t he

contradictions between the preacher's words and gestures and the world around
them The stormwas both CGod-sent and denonic, to be both wel coned and warded
off. Children were a sign of God's |ove for Haveners and manki nd, but they
wer e

few, very few

But the stormwas a test, and it scourged the unbelievers as well as the
faithful. If few children were born to Haven, then the Haveners nust seek

t hem

el sewhere, rescue them adopt them raise themup in Haven's way. Then God's
ot her bl essings could reach nore widely, and all mankind coul d be brought
once

nore beneath the wi ng of the Dove.

If the numbers of the Haveners were declining, that was only a sign that the



Haveners were not doing the work of God with the vigor of true believers.

It was not, as Gatherer of Souls sonetinmes said when they were far from Haven
and |isteners who night repeat his words, a sign that the devil was w nning
or

that God had withdrawn his favor or even that God played no part in the gane
of

physi cal survival

"We nust struggle harder," screeched Delivered of the Lord against the storm
"Be zealous in our faith! Serve the Lord! Go anong the heathen, bring their
children home to God and Haven! Rear themin righteousness until they can go
forth to reclaimthe world! Until we can nake all of Earth the One CGod's

domai n! "

" Amen! "

The exhortation was too famliar to stir the blood any nore, not when God

H msel f--or perhaps the devil--was shaking sky and sea and |land with wath to

make t he preacher puny and only the gulls could screech with joy.

Consi derati on

Wggin stared into the murk of the storm There, anchored in the bay, its
nmast

whi ppi ng agai nst the clouds, was the small boat he and Gat herer were bl essed
to

use. Wen the stormquieted, they would join the other Haveners in fishing,
netti ng whatever the waves had chased into the bay. Later they would go to

t he

mai nl and. Perhaps they would find...

Once, the ol dest Haveners said, the bl eachers had been full to overfl ow ng
and

the fish had been nore plentiful. But children were few The conmunity

mai ntai ned itself in other ways. Consideration hinmself had cone...

H's belly runmbled | oud enough, he feared, for Delivered of the Lord to hear
Soon, he thought. The wonmen woul d have fish and potatoes waiting when the
service was over. Mostly potatoes, with maybe a bit of sea lettuce for
flavoring. He wi shed the servings could be |arger

"Sing!" cried Delivered of the Lord. "' M ne eyes have seen the glory...!""
Wil e the din of voices rose around himand warred agai nst the storm

Consi deration Wggin let his thoughts run on. Haven had nore children than
any

conmunity on the mainland, but it still did not have many. The wormen were not
fertile, not even when they were bl essed by Delivered of the Lord hinself.
CHAPTER 5

The man's body still lay beside the steps where he had fallen, attended by
flies

and beetles and ants. The hair was plastered flat agai nst wax-white bloodl ess
skin. The bl ood that had covered body and cl ot hing and ground had been washed
away by the rain. The only stains that still showed were where bl ood had

spl ashed the house's weat hered wood.

Yet even those would not remain much | onger

"Hey, Kiwi. She satisfied yet?"

Kiwi gave Hussey a sour | ook as he hitched his pants. "She ain't conplainin'.
You want anot her go at her?"

"Hell, no. Not now. "

Kiwi | aughed and gl anced over his shoul der. There was conplete and utter

sil ence

fromthe bedroom

"Idiots," said Ron. He was squatting in front of the woodstove, stuffing it
with

smal | sticks of wood. M| dewed books and old clothing were piled nearby. "You
jerkits ready to go yet?"

"Anytime, boss."

"Yassuh." Hussey took off his hat and stared at it thoughtfully for a nmoment.



The | eather was stiff and new and unbl ot ched, prom sing rmuch better shelter
agai nst rain and youvee than his old one had nmanaged to provide in years.
"Quy made a pretty good hat, kid," Ron had said.

Kiwi had snatched the old despite his automatic grab and protest. It was

st ai ned

and |inmp, sun-bleached, sun-cracked, but it was nolded confortably to his
head.

The new one was not. It pressed here, scratched there, and it would be weeks
or

nmont hs before it felt right.

But his friends had let himhave it. They had given it to himeven though
their

own hats were nearly as worn as his own.

"Yassuh," he repeated. He hefted the sack of potatoes and dried apples in his
hand. There hadn't been nuch el se in the house worth | ooting.

Except.... He looked around the kitchen. It was warm and dry, and there were
seasons and days when any wanderer would |like to have such a haven in his
pocket. Wen any bandit nust remenber tines past, childhood, a place like
this

all his own if he had ever been so | ucky.

"Like to stay put, would you?" asked Ron

"Peopl e do."

"Until we cone along." Kiwi showed his teeth. "You want to be a pussy, boy,
j ust

bend over."

Hussey gl ared at the other man. There was far too rmuch truth in what he said.
Ron stood up. He surveyed the room and swore and grabbed his knife fromthe
table. Then he eyed the stove. Its load of kindling was al ready roaring.
"Cet outa here," he said.

A moment | ater the stove was on its side and bl azi ng wood was scattered

acr oss

the kitchen floor.

* * %

"No nore bodies," said Hussey. He had noticed the row of three small stones
to

one side of the clearing. "Nothing to bury."

"No evidence." Ron was smiling dreamily and scratching in his beard. H's

ot her

hand once nore held his wal king stick

"Who gives a shit," said Kiwi. "It's not like there was any cops around."
Pol i ce

and | aw and order had vanished with all the rest of civilization. Now they
wer e

no nmore than nyth and | egend.

"I like a good fire," Ron said.

"Even if...?" Hussey was staring at the pillar of snmoke rising into the
yel | ow

sky above them

"So they know we're here," said Kiwi. The flanmes reflected off his bare scalp

and even in daylight gave hima denonic |ook. "It's not |ike they can do
anyt hing about it."

The roof fell in. Flames shot high into the air. A noment later, the walls
col l apsed as well. Burning |lunber covered the householder's forlorn body.
They

had never |earned his nane, nor the woman's. Nanmes did not matter to them
"Time to go," said Ron. "Just in case the neighbors get nosy."

Hussey picked up the small sack of food they had | ooted. "What nei ghbors?"
"Didn't see any, did we?" said their chief. "But there gotta be sone. Al ways
is.

Somewhere. "



The path fromthe house led themto an overgrown road with a narrow trai

down

its center. That in turn led themto a wider, clearer strip of pavenent from
which they could see a dip in the land, a glint of water, a streamor small
river, and a trio of chimey snmokes. They were not all that far off. Kiw
pointed. "W goin' that way?"

Ron shook his head. "Too cl ose together. Not enough of us."

They turned the other way on the road. Soon the pillar of snmoke was out of

si ght

behi nd them Al nost as soon, they were beginning to | ook for the marks
cartwheel s and feet mght | eave on the road, printed on thin sheets of nud,
crushed into grass or noss, the spoor of their favored prey.

If they found a | arger settlenent, they would pass it by, pretending to be

t he

nost i nnocent of travelers.

CHAPTER 6

Per haps Ma's prayer had done some good. Near midnight there was a flourish of
t hunder and |ightning, none close by, and the rain tailed off and stopped.
The

storm had passed. By norning the sky was clear, and only a few drops of water
were plunking fromthe ceiling into the buckets.

The sky was not blue, but no one had really hoped for that, no matter what

t he

col or of the shawl M flourished as an enblemof all that had vani shed. Felix
didn't think he had ever seen a blue sky. Yellow was normal. Yellow said
Uncl e

Alva, with dust blown fromdeserts their ancestors had nade. Yellow with

poi sons. Yellow with so nuch filth that a thousand years of rain would not
wash

it clean.

"Open the windows," said Ma. She was standi ng over a bucket, eying the
ceiling,

shruggi ng. She picked it up, spat in it, and dunped it down the sink. "Get
some

air in here. Dry the place out a little."

"'N wuseless,"” said Pa, even as he hamrered with his fist against a w ndow
franme

swol  en with danp.

"Don't swear. It's a good day today!"

"Wn't last."

"Doesn't matter. You want this place to fall down around our ears?"

"It's doin' that anyway."

"You built it. Felix!"™ Ma was swatting at a nanny that had clinmbed up on the
sofa to lean into the potato barrel. "Get those goats out of here." She swung
toward the fireplace and its near-dead bed of ashes. She plucked the rooster
in

his bag fromthe pot-hook and held himhigh before her face. He gaped his
beak

and blinked at her, but he did not sneeze. "And the chickens," she added.
"This

guy's okay now, but nake sure he gets a little sun. Not too nuch, nind!"
"Crmon." He clucked to the goats, grabbed his hat, and opened the door. They
foll owed eagerly, knowi ng that the stormwas over. \When he had them near the
shed, Felix grabbed the billy by his horns and steered hi minside and through
the gate to the pen. The nannies foll owed obediently. Once he had slid the
gate's bars back into their places, he scratched his tinglng, crawing rash
vi gorously. For the monent, the only thought in his head was that Ma wasn't
there to see and say, "Don't." He did not waste energy w shing that he had no
rash or that it had not got worse. It was nornal, a fact of life to be

accept ed.



On the way back, he stopped at the privy. Leaning over the reeking hole to
wat ch

his stream he made a face. The ness that filled the pit was only partly

rai nwater. They would have to dig it out soon, spread their own nanure

bet ween

the garden's rows, and spade it under before the next stormwashed it al
awnay.

He did not | ook forward to the task. The flies that now covered the walls and
door of the privy would swarm around hi mthen, and...

"Felix! The chickens!"

He turned them | oose in the burying ground to di ne on weeds and bugs. \Wen he
got back to the house, Uncle Alva and Ox were just energing fromthe ell,

bl i nki ng against the light. Uncle Alva had installed wi ndows when he built
hi s

part of the house, but he al nost al ways kept them covered with bl ankets.

Did Ox seemto have a wary look to him as if...? O was Felix only inmagining
it? His cousin never said a word, even though it was plain what happened in
t he

ell. Wuld it make any difference if Felix accepted the invitation to sleep
with

then? O would Felix be forced to accept...? Wat? He shuddered even though
al |

he had to shudder at was his own imaginati on. He had no experience. Al he
knew

was that sonehow the noises his parents nmade in their bedroom held nuch nore
attraction for him

He soon had ot her thoughts to occupy his mnd. Al four nen clinbed on the

r oof

to tug back into place the sheets of rusted netal that the wi nd had noved and
restore the slabs and boul ders that were supposed to hold them down. "You
need

nails," said Uncle Alva. He lifted his hat and ran a hand across his

f or ehead.

Felix imtated him The broad |eather brinms protected themall against the
sun's

youvee but sonetinmes seened to concentrate the heat. Perhaps, he thought, it
was

only that the nmetal beneath themreflected the sun. He hoped it did not
reflect

the youvee the way it did the heat. He coul d stand sweat.

"Ain't got enough," said Pa. The breeze lifted his tuft of hair and exposed
t he

rash on the back of his neck. The small, biting black flies appeared. He

br ushed

and swatted. He hawked, and there were threads of red in what he spat. "You
used

too many to build that ell."

"That was a long tine ago."

There was silence while they worked. Finally Pa answered, "W'd have to burn
anot her house down. Sift the ashes.” That was how he had obtained his [ ast
supply of nails.

Ox | ooked up. "Can't we nake 'enf"

Uncle Alva cleared his throat, and Ox bent his head back toward the sheet

net al

he was positioning.

"Tuck the end under, boy," said the man. "Overlap them so the rain runs
downhi I |

and off."

Ox obeyed, but as he nmoved one sheet of metal, a ragged corner caught his



trousers and ripped the fabric. "Shit," he said.
"dd stuff," said Felix, neaning the fabric of Ox's pants, his own, his Pa's,

Uncle Alva's, their shirts as well. "Ma's got nore. And yeah, sonebody had to
make those nails once."

"Plenty of scrap iron around," said Pa. "But we'd need a blacksmth. | saw
one

once. Burned coal, he did. Heated iron red hot. Then he hammered it into any
shape he wanted."

"Ox could do that," ventured Felix. "He's strong enough. But what's the
poi nt ?"

Only silence answered his question. They all knew as well as he that tine was
l[imted. That the fam |y Webb woul d di sappear in another generation. The
famly

Man m ght not last nuch | onger. But this was not sonething one ever

nmenti oned
"There's coal,’
I

went by the old power plant, there was a regular nmountain of it still there.”
"It stinks." Pa made a face. "We'd have to haul it. Besides which, we don't
have

the tools. A smth needs big hamrers, an anvil...." He shook his head

" Easi er

to burn sone old house down."

"So pick one." Uncle Alva waved an armtoward the horizon as if to say there
were plenty of themout there. Unused, available, rotting, some only heaps of
spi ky lunber, their ironware rusting into usel essness.

"Too much work. Besides...." Pa bent a particularly rusty corner and broke it
of f. "These ain't gonna last nuch |onger."

"Then what ?"

Pa shrugged. "Shakes. Slabs of rock. Maybe we could find sone slate.”

"Heavy stuff to haul," said Uncle Alva. "Bad as coal."

Felix set a rock down where it bel onged and straightened his back. Fromthis
vant age he could see widely across a | andscape of forest and ruins. Once, he
had

been told, "forest" meant trees massed so thickly the ground woul d be

i nvi si bl e

fromthe air except in winter. Now that was true only in spots. He could see
bare earth and patches of grass, fern, branble, and shrub despite the early
sumer foliage, and that foliage was truly green only where the apples grew
Most ot her trees seenmed | ess healthy, their |eaves yellowed, their trunks
dwarfed so that the ancient houses that still survived, or broken walls and

i sol ated chi meys, too often stood above t hem

Yet not every trunk was dwarfed. Enough trees were taller, especially where

t he

| and fol ded downward toward the streamthat carried rain toward the sea, to

| et

Felix believe that once they all had towered over human works. Now those

wor ks

showed, and hard by their remmant walls and crunbl ed stones was the green and

said Uncle Alva. He pointed nore south than west. "Last tine

violet and white of late-blooming lilacs, the green and pink of the earliest
wild roses, the green and cream of honeysuckl e, the flam ng pink of
rhododendrons that |oved acid soil, and a very few other plants that could

thrive no matter how their world di scouraged them

The paverent on which the farnstead sat stretched northeast and sout hwest,

t he

green that covered it thinner than that to either side. The farnstead itself
swelled like an egg in a snake, fatter on one side than on the other

He could al so see, nore clearly than he had the day before, that the shed was
undamaged. Its corner posts jutted unbroken above the walls. And there,

| eani ng



against the rail fence of the outdoor goat pen, was the roof the storm had
lifted off the shed. It | ooked intact, except for a few shakes m ssing, a few
nore skewed.

He pointed, and Pa said, "W'Ill get that next."

"Maybe not," said Uncle Alva. He was pointing in another direction, toward

t he

trail that served the farnstead, the sane trail on which he hinmself had once
arrived. "G lbert's conming."

G I bert was not much older than Felix or Ox. Unfortunately, his arns and | egs
had been tw sted since birth. "Poison in the soil," Uncle Alva had said nore
t han once.

He |ived alone about a mle fromthe Wbbs, where he struggled to survive on
hi s

own. He did not seemto want much conpany, either male or fenmale, although he
di d occasionally need hel p. Wen such occasi ons arose, he asked, and the
Webbs

and the few other people who clung to life in the area gave hi mwhat he
needed.

They knew that if they needed hel p thensel ves, the others would do as much.
Certainly Glbert was nore than willing to repay, and sonetimes he managed
gifts

of wild honey or berry w ne.

As soon as the young man was within earshot, Pa called, "Wat'd the stormdo
to

you, GI7?"

The other waved a jerky arm Wen he was cl ose enough for Felix to see that
he

too bore an angry red rash and his hair seenmed as stiff as straw, he spoke in
a

pl easant tenor: "Blew that dead birch down. It hit the house."

"Shit," said Felix.

"Let's go see," said Pa. "Ox, get the cart."

"I can wal k," protested G| bert.

"Tools. We'll need to cut the tree up."

"Patch the house, too," said Uncle Alva. "You've still got that |unber we
| eft

[ast tinme?"

"Yes, but...."

"What'd you come here for then?"

G lbert hesitated. "I thought you'd say tonorrow, or next week. You' ve got
your

own problens."
"They're not bad," said Pa. "They'|ll keep for a few hours."

"But not forever," said Uncle Alva. "So you'll ride. We'll get there faster."
"Nai |l s?" asked Feli x.

After a noment, Pa nodded. "I guess we can spare a few for this."

* * %

It took themuntil well after noon to cut Glbert's dead birch into firewood,
clear away the splintered corner of his small house, and rebuild his wall and
roof. Wien they were done at |last, their host produced a stew of w |ld onions

and

wi t hered pot atoes, flavored by shreds of sone small creature's neat, and

t hanked

t hem ef f usi vel y.

"Don't worry about it, dam it,’

said Pa. A green sprig of onion stuck to his

lip. "Felix"lIl bring you a bucket of blackberries |ater on, come summer, and
you

can make sone nore of that w ne."

"O we'll set you to siftin' ashes for nails," said Uncle Alva. They had

t al ked



about the shortage while they worked.

"Either way," said Glbert. "Or both. Sifting ashes |I can do. Someone told ne
once, that's what people used to do, way back before they built the
factories,

when there were horses to ride and deer to hunt. They couldn't afford to

| eave

'em So it's a deal."

Ma's voice greeted themwhen they pulled the cart into the yard. "Were the
hel |

have you been? You weren't done here!"

"Glbert...." began Felix.

"I know G I bert! Your Pa told me before you left. But the shed roof is stil
in

the goat pen, it's getting late, and | ook at that sky!"

Pa obediently bent his head upward. "d ouds," he said.

"Again! And I don't want those stinkin' goats in the house another night."
"It won't take long to set the shed to rights,"” said Uncle Alva

"It better not!"

It didn't. Wen Uncle Alva first joined the Webbs, the shed had had a
conventional roof, tightly fastened to the walls. A year later, a storm had
i nsisted on renmoving the roof despite those fastenings and had destroyed it
in

t he process.

"Don't fasten it down,'

Uncl e Al va had sai d.

"Then every little breeze will flip it off," had been Pa's answer.

"Uh-uh," said Uncle Alva, and he had nail ed posts to the corners of the shed,
letting themjut a foot above the wall. Then he had rebuilt the roof with

cor ner

holes to fit the posts. "The wind can lift it," he had said. "But then it
will

settle right back into place.”

Unfortunately, while small wi nds either didn't budge the roof at all or
lifted

it and let it fall just the way he had envisioned it, stronger w nds, w nds
such

as the one that had destroyed the roof before, lifted it, got under it, and
l[ifted it sonme nore.

They had gotten used to | eaning | ogs against the side of the shed,
manhandl i ng

the roof onto that makeshift ramp, and then pushing it with poles up the

sl ope

until it landed once nore atop the walls. Mre grunting and straining then
positioned it and raised the corners over the posts that had failed to hold
it

i n place.

"Shoul d the posts reach higher?" asked Feli x.

"Shaddap." Pa grimaced as he spoke. He worked his nouth. He spat, and it was
redder than the last tine. "It's hard enough to Iift this bastard over them
al ready. "

"It beats building a new roof every other week," said Uncle Alva.

"But...."

"Are there any spare shakes inside this dammed shed?" asked Pa. "Then get

* em

boy. You can do the patching."

When he reached the rooftop with the bundl e of shakes, he froze. There was a
stream a small river, alittle over a nile fromthe house, running in a
crease

in the land. And beyond that crease, over the shoulder of a distant hill, a
pillar of smoke was rising, thickening, roiling dark gray and white.
"Someone just got burned out," said Pa.



No one el se said a word. Wandering bandits were a fact of life in their tine.
They tended to prey on the smaller farnsteads. But sometines |arger gangs
woul d

attack even families with as many defenders as the Wbbs.

The shakes were thin sheets of wood split from bl ocks of ash, cedar, or pine,
what ever was avail able and had a snmooth, straight grain that lent itself to
splitting. They differed fromthe gray and weat hered shingles Felix had seen
on

the sides of some old houses in that they did not taper fromone end to the
ot her. Sonetimes he wondered how his ancestors had managed that taper. As
often

he gave up the wondering with a huff of exasperation. It was just as futile
as

wonderi ng how t hey nade trundl e wheel s or pavenent or any of a thousand ot her
relics of that vani shed age.

"Machi nes," Uncle Alva had said the last tinme he had asked the question.
"Machi nes," Pa had said, pointing at the trundle. "Like that, but even Al va
can't match those."

"Someday, " had said Uncle Alva. "W'll work our way back to it."

It did not take long to reposition the shakes that had cone | oose and repl ace
those that had split |engthw se or flown away on the wi nd. Wen Felix was
done,

he knelt straddling the roofpeak and stared west. That was where the old
cenetery lay, beyond the trees, down the path that no one wal ked any nore but
he.

He | ooked at the house. It was a | ow structure, one edge of its roof bow ng,
a

wal I bul gi ng, under the influence of both rot and gravity. Sheets of rusty
net al

wer e supposed to keep out the rain, though shakes like those beneath him he
t hought, would do a better job. But splitting themwas hard work. No wonder
Pa

kept putting it off. There was quite enough to do without that.

Uncle Alva's ell stuck out on one side. His roof too was netal, but neater
snoot her, held down by nails instead of rocks. A square glass w ndow gl eaned
blindly.

The main house's wi ndows were of several shapes, square, oblong, flat, and
bul ging, as dictated by the materials Pa had had to hand when he built the

pl ace. The walls of both ell and house were sal vaged boards, weathered gray.

On the other side of the house was a small, slant-roofed storeroomfor wood
and

tools. By fall, it would be full of wood, and there would be an even | arger
pile

out door s.

He sighed. He | ooked at the yellow sky and the clouds that were spreading

acr oss

its dome. They were thinner, less gray, less threatening. He did not think

t hey

were about to see a repeat of the stormthe day before. Not yet. But soon, of
course. Pa said the stornms cane nmore often than they had when he was a boy.
They

were stronger, too. And they al ways cane back.

He felt the rough wood between his thighs. He bounced on his hanms, trying to
i magi ne, Was this what it had once been like to ride a horse? He had never
seen

one, but he had heard.... Pa had told himstories.

They had been big, but not this big, and fast. Fast enough to take himto
Great-Gandpa's stone in nonments. He hadn't visited since the week before. He
was overdue. G eat-G andpa surely was expecting himand wondering where he
was.



Suddenly he thought of Great-Gandpa getting up to go looking for him and he
| aughed despite the shiver that ran down his spine.

It was too late now to wal k. He wouldn't be able to get back until after

dar k.

And Ma didn't want hi mwandering around at night, except to the privy or the
shed and back. "It's dangerous," she said. "There's things out there. The
dead

awaken to chatter and nmopan and scream People vani sh when they go too far
from

hone at night."

Uncl e Alva had | aughed at that. He and Ox, and Ox the merest boy, had
travel ed

long wi thout a horme. They had been out of doors for days and nights, in fair
and

storm and they had survived to find the Wbbs.

The bandits survived too, didn't they?

"Felix!"

A horse would bring himback in monments, too. If he heard.

"Don't just sit there, boy!" Pa's voice, and a gesture, and another chore.
Even

if it were not nearly dark, he would not be free to go. "There's still work
to

do."

Ox once nore pulled the cart while the nen and Felix gathered branches the
wi nd

had broken fromthe trees that surrounded the farnstead. Many of these trees
were the apples that provided Pa with the cider he fernented and distilled.
They

al one seened to flourish in the face of the changes that had cone to the
wor | d.

O her trees were stunted, though none were as gnarled as the apples. Their

| eaves were snaller and yellower, and their fruits or nuts or seeds were few
They too dropped branches, and a few the storm had snapped or uprooted.

The nmen and Fel i x used axes and saws to cut the wood into | engths that would
fit

the fireplace in the house, and the air grew fragrant with the scents of sap
and

sweat. Wen the cart was full, Ox hauled it to the woodshed where the others
unl oaded and stacked. Then they filled the cart again.

Ma was in the garden, poking at the muddy ground with a stick. Felix saw her
bend and grub and rise erect once nore, a |look of triunph on her face and a
[ unmp

of something in her hand. The rmud that coated it kept himfromtelling what
it

was, but he guessed a turnip, a potato, even an onion they had failed to

har vest

the fall before

"Felix!" she called. "It's getting dark. Get the chickens in the shed. And
see

if they laid any eggs."

Pa nodded, and he broke a long and sl ender sucker fromthe nearest apple
tree.

The chickens were still in the famly burying ground; it would serve as a
switch

to chivy themtoward their nighttine roost.

There were no eggs at all in the shed itself. \When he searched the burying
ground, around the small stones and under honeysuckl e and |ilac bushes, in

clunmps of weeds and violets, he found four. Three of them were already
br oken,
their thin shells unable to support either the shock of dropping an inch onto



ground still soft fromrain or the weight of their nother hens. Ants
sur rounded
the circles of ness.

"Poisons in the soil,’
* % *

Uncl e Alva woul d say when he heard.

Wien darkness fell, Uncle Alva and Ox retired to their ell, this time wthout
asking Felix to join them Pa, his color better, rose fromthe sofa and
banked

the fire as usual. Then he joined Ma behind their partition. Felix paced the
fam liar interior of the house for a little while, his feet finding their way
despite the lack of light, his hands touching the face of the fridge, a

pot at o

barrel, the sofa.

Eventual | y he stepped behind the sofa to his cot. The wi ndow there had
rounded

corners and bowed outward above an anple sill. On the sill rested a dark
rectangle with, centered near one edge, a single red spark glow ng bright, an
eye agai nst the dark.

He sat cross-legged on the grass-filled sack that was his mattress. It
smel | ed

musty and felt danp. He told hinself that it was dryer than the floor, but he
al so knew he would be glad to replace its stuffing come sunmer's end. What
woul d

he use? Grass again? Or nobss, or fern?

H s stare could not pass the wi ndow gl ass. The cl oud cover nade the night
out si de absolute. He could see no stars, no nmoon, no hint of shed or privy.
He could hear Ma and Pa settling down. Famliar, quiet sounds cane through

t he

doorway to the ell, and he shivered.

He reached out and | aid one hand flat on the red-eyed rectangle, covering the
light, one finger hovering over the spot that would, if he only touched it,
pressed it gently, depress and click and.... He had left it on the sill to
soak

up sun. The red spark said it had, it was ready, if he turned it on it would
speak to him

There were markings on its face. Wrds, Felix thought. But he couldn't read.
Al

he could do was listen and guess that the markings matched the first words

t he

little box would utter if he pressed the switch: _Swiss Famly Robinson_.

It was the only book he owned. Pa had given it to himwhen he was little,
sayi ng, "The Robinsons. That was your Ma's name, eh? So it's our famly too."
He had heard its story a hundred tines since then

There was a tier of narrow shel ves beside the wi ndow. That was where he kept
hi s

private, personal possessions, a splotchy mrror, a metal conb, a folding
knife,

cousin to the one he always carried in his pocket. He intended the knife for
hi s

someday son, unless he | ost or broke his owmn. He had found it in the glove
conpartnent of a car whose trunk his uncle was prying open for a trundle
wheel

One of the shelves had a space just |arge enough for the book, and that was
where he put it.

He did not want to hear it again, not now, perhaps not until he had that son
O

a daughter.

It was about his fanmly. He shook his head. O at |east about a famly with
hi s

Ma's nanme. About shipweck and the | oss of civilization. About the sal vaging



of

remants.

It spoke to him yes, there was no denying that. The life it portrayed had
something in common with his. But there was so nuch that was different. Tal
trees and caverns, onagers and bustards, lions and ostriches and peccaries
and

sugar cane, ninerals and other resources. A thousand things that did not

exi st

in his world, if indeed they ever had existed in the world his elders
stories

all insisted his owm had fallen from

But those differences were not why he found it so difficult to listen to the
story one nore tine. No, what nade the book so difficult, even painful, to
hear

was its insistent optimsm

Fel i x's own Robinsons, even if they were really Wbbs, found it a struggle to
survive. The book took that much quite for granted and then insisted it was
possi bl e for Robinsons to thrive and prosper. Even if they were Wbbs.

Per haps especially if they were Wbbs. He | ooked toward the fireplace. He
coul d

not see the framed Menory of the Webbs in the dark, but he knew it was there.
He

knew what it said, too, even though neither he nor anyone else in the house
could read it.

It had been menorized generations before, and its tale recited again and
agai n

until the only possible reason for keeping the frane and its contents was
their

status as a talisman, a charm agai nst disaster

Felix could not help but think it all a lie. Robinsons and Webbs and anci ent
stories and a world whose rubble sustained his own. Al a lie.

CHAPTER 7

_Sanuel Webb, a native of Great Britain, in the latter half of the
seventeent h

century, was conmander-owner of a slave ship, which for a nunber of years,
made

regul ar voyages to Africa, and purchasing cargoes of slaves, would carry them
to

the West Indies by which accurmul ated a Iarge fortune. He purchased an estate
in

Redrift in the vicinity of the city of London, where his famly resided,

whi ch

consisted of his wife and three children, one son and two daughters, viz
Susanna, Sanuel, and Margaret. H s wife died when he was at sea. In 1708 he
agai n manned his ship, which was of the |l argest class of slavers, with about
forty nen, and set sail from London, and arrived in Africa, at a place where
he

used to trade for slaves. The African chief came on board, and appeared to be
much pl eased that he had cone again to purchase the prisoners that he had

t aken

in alate excursion to the territory of a neighbouring tribe. He invited the
Captain and as nany of the crew as could be spared to go on shore to see his
prisoners, and dine with himthe next day; and they accepted the invitation. _
_The next day, having arrived, they all went on shore, except four men and

f our

boys, of which, his son Sanuel was one, he being about seven years of age.
Waen

they arrived at the Chief's house, dinner was prepared, and the custom of the
country was, that a seperate dish was set for each individual. The Chief sat
at



the head of the table, and the Captain at his left, and the other officers
according to their rank, and then the seanmen. The African chief had

cont enpl at ed

the capture of the ship, and for that purpose, had ordered poison to be put
in

every dish except his own. As soon as they discovered the treachery, they
returned to the Ship, cut the cable, and put to sea; and within twenty four
hours, every nan that went on shore was dead. _

_Thus was a large ship on the broad ocean, with only four nmen and four boys
to

navi gate her back to England. They had fair weather southerly w nds w thout
speaking with a vessel until they arrived in the English Channel. The ship
was

sold and the proceeds deposited in the Bank, where he had | arge funds, and
t he

children put under guardi anship; to be supported at school, out of the

i nt er est

thereof until they should becone of age._

_Samuel Webb son of Samuel Webb, was born in Redrift, England on Chri stmas
day

1696, and after the death of his father, as above stated, was sent to school
where he remained until the year 1711, at which tinme a ship, with em grants,
was

fitting out in London, for Newport, Rhode Island; sone of the passengers
bei ng

hi s acquai ntance, he was persuaded to run away from his guardi an, and take
passage for Anerica; having barely nmoney, at his command, sufficient to pay
hi s

fare.
_When the ship was off the Western |Islands, she was taken by a pirate, which
infested the sea in those days, and never before spared a soul that fell into

hi s hands, and the Captain never before boarded a ship that he captured, but
sent his officers, who did the work of plunder and death; but at this time he
cane on board hinself, and found one of the passengers to be a |ady, to whom
he

was betrothed, when he becane a pirate. At the sight of her he was nelted to
tears; he told her he would spare her life, and for her sake the lives of the
crew, and gave her noney and cl ot hi ng enough to support and cl othe her during
life. The piratical crew were in a great rage, because they could not "have

t he

fun," as they said, "of making themwal k the plank." This was the fourth year
that the pirate ship had been on the sea; and it was the first tine that it
was

known she was a pirate; it was thought that she was cast away. _

_The ship and passengers all arrived safe at Newport. After arriving at
Newpor t

he found himself w thout noney and anong strangers, and had it not been for

t he

fear of being taken again by the pirate, would have returned to Engl and, he

t hought that life was better than money, and so he made the best of his
situation, and bound hinmself out to a blacksnmth and | earned the trade. _
_--Seth Webb_

CHAPTER 8

By norning the thin clouds and their maybe threat of rain or storm had

vani shed.

The sky was its normal yellow, though perhaps, washed clean by the | ast

storm

it was the least bit clearer than usual

Felix was barely aware of the difference. H s face was quite sinply too near
t he



muck, for his current chore was to shovel soggy nanny plums and dirty hay out
of

the goat pen in the shed. As he worked, he swatted black flies and deer flies
and dreaded the thought that Ma or Pa woul d decide that the privy needed
simlar

treatment. But the pile of manure be~side the garden grew hi gher without

i nterruption. Noon cane and went, and he was out of chores.

He didn't linger where anyone could correct his shortage. He put the shed

bet ween hinself and the house and set out down the strip of weathered
pavenent

that once had been a road. At first it was no nore overgrown than near the
house, just nobss and grass. Once he passed the turn-off to Glbert's place,
young thistles and nettles, shrubs and snmall trees invaded the edges, their
roots crunbling the pavenent, and the trail narrowed. Alittle further, and
there was his footpath. Hi s because he cane this way nore often, he thought,

t han anyone. Ox sonetines cane with him Pa cane only once a year, or maybe
twice. If anyone el se did, he had never seen them

As he followed the neandering trail, he saw houses in the undergrow h,

weat her ed

hul ks 1 ong since | ooted of whatever they might hold of value. There were pits
full of twisted pipe and wire and bits of char, all bedded in the pul py noul d
that rotted wood becanme. There were columms of brick and stone that had once
been chi meys; a few were intact, with squared-off tops; mpbst were ragged
stunps. There were pavi ngs where other roads breached the soil. There were
clunmps of flowers--daffodils and narcissus, rhododendron, violets, clunmps of
pansi es, blues and pinks and yell ows for which he had no names--that stil

bl oomed where soneone once had dressed a dooryard.

There were walls, including a brick curtain fifteen feet tall, its top broken
ragged, its ends butted by | esser sheets of concrete. Tall openings had once
hel d wi ndows, and there were no clues to what the buil ding once had been

But people renenbered. Felix had first seen the ruins when he was small, wth
Pa, and Pa had said, "My Pa told nme. That was a school. Kids like you went
there

to learn to read.”

"What' s readi ng?"

Pa had only shrugged and then said, "How to make things, too. Fridges and
books,

you know?"

"Why is it broken?" he had asked then

"No people to take care of it. And the rain."

"Where' d they go?"

But for that question Pa had had no answer besides the obvious: "Away. Al
fuckin' gone away."

Fel i x wal ked on, flanked by the year's new greenery. Apple trees and sickly
birches, berry canes, stens and vines. Thick tangles of everlasting, a woody
weed that had earned its nane because it was inpossible to destroy. There was
a

rusted-out truck, a lower wall, a length of pipe erect in the air, an outdoor
fireplace weathed in cat-claw briar. A car bore no signs of rust, but its

pl astic skin had been faded, cracked, and pitted by youvee and acid.

The ruins thinned as he came to | and that had never been built upon. The
vegetation thinned too, as if whatever uses to which the I and had once been
put

i nstead had been no kinder, as if the soil had lost its richness to nore than
acid rain and youvee. He passed a barren zone, sign of poison, and then a

br oad

swat h of ground that grew only tussock grass and weeds. The path bent and
approached a knoll covered with brambles and topped by a single apple tree.
The path | ed between two nmasonry pillars and the remants of a w ought-iron
gate. To either side of the pillars stretched a tunbl edown stone wall. Just



past

t hem began the stones, and fromthat area emanated music such as Felix had
never

heard a human bei ng make, though it had in it the buzz of taut strings. From
time to time it was overridden by a rhythmic rattle |ike distant thunder or
like

rain on a metal roof.

The gate was decorated with strange netal shapes, sone of which swung from
corroded bolts. A few of themresenbl ed the shapes on the front of Felix's
_Swiss Family Robinson_. Simlar shapes were carved into the surfaces of the
st ones.

If he could have read, he woul d have known what they said:

Beneath a carved dog' s head:

THUNDER

2092- 2101

Beneath a staff entwi ned by a pair of snakes:

VANYA TASHNI KOV, M D.

2047- 2122

Beneath a broken heart:

AMELI E VAN LI NDEN

2108- 2126

Beneath a portrait of a bird:

CORKY

Cal |l ed every cracker bigot

Beneath nothing at all but polished stone:

ANDERS W\EBB

2035- 2111

And nore

But he could not read. He knew only that the first stone past the gate was

t he

one with the picture of a dog carved into its surface, and that as he

appr oached

it, it barked, "Felix! You went away. Didn't come. Gone so |ong. Thunder got
so

sad! "

The stone was a massive thing. It stood as high as Felix's breast, and its
square top was as long on a side as his forearm About a foot belowits top
was

a line of weathered nortar.

Felix patted the solar cells that covered that top as he always did.
"Thunder st one, " he sai d.

"Thunderstone," said the stone, accepting the correction as it always did.

" Got

Fri sbee? Wanta catch! Wanta chase!"

Felix patted the stone again. It was slick with a finish that was not just
pol i shed rock. "ldiot dog." There was a catch in his voice. That was what he
had

said so often to his Blunda, until that dog had fallen down an abandoned wel |
and drowned two years before. He had not seen a |living dog since.

He had wi shed then that the technology still existed to record the m nds of
t he

dying and |l et them speak forever after. On the other hand, Blunda had well
deserved his nane; Felix did not think he would have had nmuch to say, not
even

as much as this petrified Thunderstone.

The parrot was nearly lost within the thicket a rosebush had becone. As he
skirted the thorns, it squawked. It rarely spoke.

Anot her stone made a purring sound and said, "Got mlk? Got nmouse? No tongue,
no

nout h. But wi sh and wi sh and wi sh."



A voice called fromdeeper in the cemetery. "Felix? Is that you? |I'mglad you
made it. We were afraid that stormwashed you all out to sea. It was a bad
one,

wasn't it?"

"I'"ll be right there, Great-Gandpa." He touched the catstone. It had never
suggested that it had ever had a nane.

The music he had heard as he approached becane brassy, |ike wal king on sheets
of

roofing netal

"Anelie!" screaned sonmeone. "Wuld you stop already with that goddam Weddi ng
March!™

But the nusic only thickened, deepened, and repeated, again and again. Across
the cenetery, the rattling matched the rhythmof the nmusic. It becane nore
resonant, nore clearly the voice of sone mad drumer.

"Hush, Walter. It's not easy for her, you know. "

A snort, as if a stone could snort. "I know, Jenny."

Felix flinched and swatted at a deer fly's sting. He knew the story. Anelie
van

Li nden had died on the way to her own weddi ng. An accident of some sort. Then
she had been recorded in her stone. Her groomhad |lived on. Eventually he had
married anot her worman, and in tine he and his wife had been recorded too.
Their

stones were side by side in this cenetery, just a few feet away fromthe
bride

who had | ost her future and who now rarely spoke, but played the Wddi ng

Mar ch

over and over and over in the tones of different instruments.

He had known the story for years. He had been five or six years old when Pa
had

first brought himhere and introduced himto Geat-Gandpa. He had first net
Thunderstone and all the others then, and G eat-Gandpa had told himsone of
their stories. They thensel ves had tol d himothers.

He had come back, with Pa at first and later by hinmself. But only during the
day. Whenever he lingered so long that the light began to fade and the dusk
to

grow, panic swept over him and he ran

Why? Great-Gandpa was friendly enough and i ndeed was why he kept returning.
But

Ma had said, "Don't trust 'em boy. | know he's your Geat-Gandpa. O he
was.

But not all the dead like the living so well. They don't all wake up and talk
by

day, you know. Night's their tine, and sonme of them are jeal ous-mad and

gr eedy.

You don't want to neet 'em
"They do too wake up," he had said. "They talk to ne."

"Not all of 'em" she had answered. "They sit there, soaking up the rays like
pl ants. And when the sun goes down...."

Uncl e Alva had | aughed and said, "Let me tell you about the ghost | mnet once.
She was just as soft and cool as sumer fog, but she had teeth, she did...."
"You!" Hi's nother had swung her arm and whatever it was she held--a pot? a
rolling pin? "He's too young to hear such things!"

Felix had his doubts that a stone--even a talking stone--could do him any
har m

But every time the dusk began to slide across the |and, he renenbered what M
had said, his heart began to pound, and he ran

Sonetinmes he tried to resist the fear that swelled within him But then he
woul d

renmenber his uncle's tales and tell hinself that in a cenetery, in the dark
unknown voi ces woul d gi ve anyone the heebie-jeebies. And if that anyone knew



t he

voi ces did indeed belong to the dead, the living dead...

But it was daytine now Here was G eat-Gandpa's stone, a leafy twi g dropped
by

stormv nd across his solar cells. Felix swept it away with a hand and used a
leaf to wipe off a clot of birdshit. The fanmiliar voice said, "Thanks."
"The next bit of wind would have blown it off. You didn't need ne."

"Come on, boy. You know better than that."

Fel i x shook his head. "They made you to |ast forever."

"Al nost," the stone agreed.

"As long as the sun shines."

"And not hing covers ny head."

"Lightning can hit us," said a voice. Felix could not tell which stone it
cane

from "Sonetimes it goes KA-BOOM and one of us goes all to pieces. Ha. Wy
to

go. Qut with a bang. Though |I'd rather be banging a...."

"Is this all there is? Somehow | expected nore of an after _life_, you know?
I

paid a lot to be m ndl oaded, and...
The drumrer produced a grand, netallic crash, thunping booms, and a flurry of
ri mshots.

"Ch, CGod," said another voice. "Cynbals again!"

"Shaddap, Hammer head!"

The drumm ng stopped. The Weddi ng March pl ayed on

"Hush," said soneone. "Don't scare himaway. We don't get nany visitors."
"Yeah." Felix thought this speaker was the one called Walter, who had not
married Amelie. "It gets pretty lonely."

Felix let his gaze slide over the other stones. The ol dest ones were snaller
thi nner, carved into ornate shapes, shadowed north sides covered with soft
noss

and scaly lichens. Some | eaned. Sone lay flat beneath flattened stens,

wi nd- bl own | eaves, and crawling vines. It was the newest stones that stood
four-square, solid, tops gleaming with solar cells.

"I suppose it does." Then, at a loss for what else to say, he touched his
Great - G andpa once nmore. "So what's new?"

"Not a goddam thing. What did you think? There's no place deader than a...."
Felix had heard the joke before. He interrupted with, "They're going to set
Glbert to sifting ashes for nails."

The Weddi ng March turned netallic, chinmng

"The crippled fell ow?" Felix had described the neighbors |long before. "That's
an

awfully slow way to go about it. Why don't you nake an el ectromagnet ?"
"What's that?"

"You'll need a bar or rod of iron and sone wire."

"No problem" He thought of the wire he had seen along his path that

af t er noon.

Iron was everywhere.

"Insul ated wire," said the female voice that had chided Walter a while ago.
He

had cal | ed her Jenny.

"Right," said Great-Gandpa. "If you don't have that, wap cloth around the
iron

so the wire's netal can't touch it. G ease the cloth. Then wap the wire
around

the iron. Don't let the | oops touch each other."

"If the wire's insulated, you can criss-cross all you want."

"Then hook the wire ends to a battery. Wave the bar over your ash heap. And
see

what happens. Got it?"



Fel i x nodded just as if he were answering a |live human being. He did not
wonder
how Great - G andpa seened to know t he Webbs had the necessary solar cells and

batteries. But.... "What's 'insul ated ?"

Soneone made the sound of an exasperated sigh. "The coating on the wire. The
wr appi ng. "

"Just tell your Uncle Alva," said a sour voice. "He'll know "

Silence fell and | asted. The Weddi ng March al one remai ned audi bl e, although
it

did grow soft. Eventually the Jenny voice said cheerfully, "Gonna be a nice
sunset tonight."

What was goi ng on? The only tinmes when Felix had wi tnessed such sudden

si | ences

and shifts of topic had been when soneone said somet hi ng enbarrassing or
nmenti oned somet hing no one wi shed to think about. Was that what his Uncle

Al va

was to his Great-Gandpa and the other stones? An enbarrassnent? A topic to
avoi d? But why?

Felix said nothing. Instead, he | ooked at the sky and at last registered its
unusual clarity. Directly overhead, he thought, there m ght even be the

nmer est

hint of fabled blue. To the west, the sun's great ball was still above the
hori zon, but the yellow was al ready beconing tinged with orange.

There were hours yet to go before full dark. He had plenty of time to get
hore.

But still he felt the surge of panic in his blood.

"What's that red stuff on your arm boy?"

Now it was his turn to be enbarrassed. He sl apped a hand over the worst of

t he

rash near his el bow

"On your hand, too, eh? And your leg. | can see it through the hole in your
pants."

It was one thing to have Ma saying, "Don't scratch."” At |east she had sone
rash

hersel f. But these stones didn't even have nbss or lichen to speak of. "You
see

too damed wel | ."

"Don't sass ne, boy. |'ve got eyes, haven't |?"

"Not that | can see."

"Hah. But yes, that | can see."

"Where are they?"

"The sparkles,"” said G eat-G andpa.

"Those?" He touched an inch-wide strip of tiny, shiny dots that encircled the
top of the stone. It was not conspicuous.

"Fi ber optics." Felix's face must have indicated his | ack of conprehension of
the words, for Geat-Gandpa clucked and added, "Little eyes. | need so many
because | can't nove them"

"No noving parts,” soneone sing-songed. "Ain't got no nmovin' parts.”

"That rash," said Geat-Gandpa, returning to the earlier subject. "Had it

| ong?"

Fel i x shrugged.

"Qughta see a doctor, you know. "

"Aren't any."

"Ch, yeah." Hs tone said he had not really forgotten how thin the human
presence on the | and had grown.

"It's just one of those things," said Felix. "That's what Ma says."

"If you can't fix it, live with it," said a voice fromthe other side of the
cenetery. Felix did not think he had heard this one before.

"I't's not 'just one of those things,'" said Geat-Gandpa. "I saw sone rashes
in



my tine, | tell you. |I served in Africa, and Chile. Refugee canps, people
poor er

than you ever dreamed a soul could be. Even poorer than you, boy. So poor
t hey

died on their feet. No food. No nedicine."

The Weddi ng March was reedy, sad, interrupted by heavy, droning chords.
Soneone said, "They made nore babies, though.”

"That was half their problem™" said still another voice.

"Mre than half."

The drumrer tapped a rhythmic death march in counterpoint to the nournfu
Mendel ssohn

"Ch, shaddap awready!"

"I's this all there is? Sonehow
"Shaddap! Shaddap! | can only take so much, you know "

Felix had heard Great-Gandpa's stories of the days before civilization's
final

fall many tines. "Wat...?"

"Alot of the ones that weren't already dead had rashes a lot like yours.
After

a while they |l ost weight, if they had any to | ose. They got weak and cranky.
Their nenories went. They saw t hings."

"It's not like that."

"Yet, boy. Anybody el se |like that? Anybody acting funny?"

Fel i x thought of the way his Ma prayed to the fridge, but he didn't say a
wor d.

"\What about your Pa?" H s grandson

"We've all got it sone. We always did. You just didn't notice."

"It's worse, isn't it?"

Fel i x nodded reluctantly.

"And there's not many kids, right? That happened down there too, near the
end. "

Fel i x shuddered. "I'mthe only one |I know. " Was the hunman species really
goi ng

to die out?

The Weddi ng March, this time in flutes, swelled louder, and Walter said in an
irritated tone, "Did you ever find out what the refugees' rash was?"

"No," said GGeat-Gandpa. "But it wasn't good. Felix, you have to see a
doctor."

"There ain't any. There's hardly anybody around here except us."

The stone made a sighing noise. "There's one in here, you know "

Fel i x shook his head. "A stone?"

"What el se?" said Valter.

"But he sleeps during the day," said Geat-Gandpa. "He's a night-ow ."
Felix had never seen an owl. He had never even heard the word before. But he
renenbered his Ma's words about those dead who waked at night, he renenbered
her

war ni ng about G eat-G andpa, even him and he shivered.

"You need to see him boy."

Fel i x shook his head.

"You cone back tonight. Well after dark. Bring a light. And we'll see what he
can tell you. If he'll cooperate.™

He shook his head. "Unh-uh."

"Scared of the dark?" soneone asked.

He managed to nod. He coul dn't speak

"Nothing to be scared of," said Geat-Gandpa. "W don't bite, not even the
craziest of us. And there aren't any wild animals around anynore. Not around
here anyway. W'd know. "

Felix believed him but....

"I't's your only hope," said Walter. "He's the only doctor in town."



"Maybe he could help," said Jenny. "Maybe he coul d keep you from going crazy.
Maybe he coul d save your Ma and Pa. Your cousin Ox."

"Maybe even Uncle Alva," said soneone.

Soneone el se made a di sgusted noise. "Right."

Way didn't they like Uncle Alva? Felix w shed he knew.

But this was not the tinme to ask. Not when his heart was racing at the nere
t hought of coming here at night, and again at the thought of doing sonething
that mght save his famly's mnds and lives. Not when his mnd was racing
toward the thought that perhaps, just perhaps, the Menory of the Wbbs and
_Swiss Fanily Robinson_ could be right.

He hardly spared another thought for the possibility that the problens that
hi s

famly faced were al so problens for what remai ned of the human species, that
they threatened the exi stence not only of his parents and nei ghbors but al so
of

everyone he m ght ever neet or care for. That the few close to himwere
endangered was quite enough to fill himw th hope that maybe the worst of
fates

could be persuaded to set themfree. Maybe they really could overcome their
probl ems and survive and even thrive

He | ooked at the western sky. The sun was al nost ready to touch the horizon
The

sunset was as brilliant as it had prom sed to becone.

And the biting flies were giving way to nosquitoes. Dark was al nost there.
Suddenly he felt as if that were the only reason his heart was racing.
Anyt hi ng

el se--certainly the thought of setting out across the withered | andscape in
search of hope for better days--seened sheerest fantasy.

He was terrified.

"CGotta go," he said.

"But the doctor will be in soon," said Jenny.

He had no answer, and he did not care what they thought of his reluctance to
brave the dark, his cowardice, his fear

He turned and ran for hone.

The last thing he heard was one nore refrain of: "lIs this all there is?
Sonmehow

| expected nore of an after _life_, you know? | paid a |lot to be nindl oaded,
and...."

" Shaddap! "

CHAPTER 9

The air was rank with salt and nud and weed and the after-scent of storm Sun
baked dead fish fromthe weat hered planks of the sail boat.

The wonen wore dark gowns that brushed agai nst the rocks beneath their feet.
Their wi cker-framed fishskin hats were not round but w nged |ike captive

gul I's.

Their voices were silent. The gulls that circled above their heads were not.
It was inpossible to tell who they were. The wings of the hats provided only
smal |l glinpses of their faces, and at any di stance, that was not enough. The
gowns shrouded their figures. Al that was left was the way they noved, a
curve

of flesh beneath fabric, a hand, a scrap of voice.

Men were not so shrouded. They wore kilts whose pattern of black and white
and

gray was an unendi ng repetition of crosses, and |l aced | eather vests that |eft
the arns free to work the boats and nets and lines. Only when the sun was
brightest and the island's nmists were thinnest or they were away fromthe sea
did they cover their skin nore carefully.

Why did wormen have to wear the gowns that left so little of themvisible?
Delivered of the Lord preached that sernon every sunmer, when the weather was
hottest and his wi ves glared their |oudest, wordless conplaints: The



coverings

shi el ded nen fromtenptation and preserved their virtue. At the sanme tine,

t hey

shi el ded the women fromthe deadly youvee and kept the hope of children
alive.

There, thought Consideration Wggin. That one. Bending forward to retrieve
somet hing the sea had cast upon the shore. A lock of hair falling past the

wi ngs. A snmooth buttock beneath the fabric. A slender hand. A voice

att enuat ed

by di stance, |aughing with an openness never displayed before nen.

God' s Promi se. They had gi ggl ed over the name when they both were small and
nor e

aware of the difference between Haveners and mai nl anders than of that between
boy and girl. The |l aughter had taken a different tone when they grew ol der
and

in monents stolen on paths to garden, spring, and shore whispered of a life
together. But it had turned to quiet tears when she was taken into Delivered
of

the Lord's own | arge house.

Li ke a best-behaved wonman, he hadn't dared to say a word. The way of Haven
was

as much a burden as the bandits and filth of the mainland sinners, and it was
just as incontrovertible. It was al so, he had been taught ever since he and
God' s Prom se had been brought to the island, vastly to be preferred.

Wth an effort, he wenched his gaze fromthe rocky shore and | ooked upward.
There among the trees, back fromthe shore and the threat of storm waves,

st ood

the I nner Haven. Four |ow stone buildings arranged in a square, gates between
their corners. One for the boys, one for the girls. One for the three roons
in

which they ate and studied Scripture and | earned the skills of wonen and nen.
One for the teachers. The courtyard was for exercise and wel com ng Delivered
of

the Lord when he visited. It was al so where the boys | earned the use of

kni ves

and ot her weapons.

Sonetimes Delivered of the Lord would say in his sernmons, "W nust be ready
for

the day when there will be nore of us. Wen that day cones, we will be
trai ned

for God's work, and we will go forth to bring the blessings of His rule to
al |

the world."

H s own bunk had been near the end of the boys' dorm beside a window God's
Pronmi se had slept in the sane spot in the very next building. They had been
abl e

to peek out their wi ndows and see each other at dusk and dawn, though they
had

been too far apart to speak a word.

"l wonder what she found," said Gatherer of Souls. He was bent notionless
above

the gray wood of the gunwhale, the dripping, nossy line to the anchor stone
in

his hand. "A crab, maybe? A periw nkle?" Both were scarce enough to be
treasures

when found.

"Or an enpty shell. WIIl you haul that thing in?" Consideration held another
line in his own hands. As soon as the bottom of the bay no | onger gripped the
boat fast, he would hoist the sheet and they would be on their way.

"I'd rather see a crab on the table. O a fish. W didn't get mnuch



yesterday. "

They often didn't, but they had to try.

"Prai se the Lord and haul !'"

"Aye- aye, preacher."

“Not nme."

A moment | ater they were nmoving away fromthe island, |eaving cross and pier
and

shore and wonen behind. Swells lifted them smaller waves made the creaking
hul |

trenble, wind tipped the nast and bellied the sail. Qher boats worked nets,
haul ed traps, ferried men to islands where the gulls nested and provided a
few

fish-flavored eggs for the Haveners. They were to visit the harbor on the
mai nl and, where a small river flowed into the sea and fish had been known to
gat her.

Near the center of their small boat sat the tub in which lay coiled 500 feet
of

fishing line. Smaller lines branched fromthe thicker parent line a yard
apart,

each one tied to a steel hook baited with a chunk of dead gull or other neat.
When they reached the harbor they would feed the |ine over the side and tow
it

slowy along the shore. If they were lucky, if God blessed them..

He lifted up his eyes to the hillside where a small city once had lived. Now
there were only ruins, though a few buildings of brick and stone and even
wood

were still remarkably intact. One bore the pointed steeple of an old-tine
church, scarred by lightning-fire.

Further up the bay was a bridge. Once it had carried thousands of people
every

day on journeys up and down the coast. Now it |eaned unsteadily on high |egs.
He

dreaded those days when his assignnents forced himto wal k across it.

Gat herer of Soul s was standing now, showi ng hinself to be a little shorter

t han

his partner, but still staring at the shore behind them even though the
worren

were now barely discernible against the rocks. Only their hats, a glint of
yel | ow sky-1ight when they noved.

"You |liked her too." For a noment the boat seenmed to be resting still,
notionl ess, while the island rode the waves |ike some nonstrous raft.
"Everyone did." A wave broke against their starboard bow The illusion
shattered

as the boat lurched. Both nen tightened their grips until their knuckles
shone

like ivory. "That's the problem"

CHAPTER 10

"Who's there?"

As soon as they heard the feeble voice, Ron, Kiwi, and Hussey froze in the

m ddl e of the overgrown road. Ron raised his stick and drew his knife. The
ot hers produced knives as well

"Who's there? You tell ne quick, or |I start scream ng. Then you'll be sorry."
This time the words were underlain by a slight buzz and crackl e that betrayed
t he speaker's nature.

Kiwi pointed at the brush beside their path. Alnost invisible in the tangled,
archi ng woody stens of everlasting was a block of stone. Beside it was the
nmerest hint of another trail. It had not been used except by aninmals for a

| ong

tine.

Hussey shook hinmself. "lI'mglad it's daytine."



"Fuckin' deader," said Kiwi. "Can't hurt us now, and couldn't then either."
"Who's there? I'mwarning you...." The voice was noticeably weaker.

"Not gettin' enough sun?" Ron stabbed into the bushes with his stick. A solid
cl ack said he had connected. "Been here |ong? Want us to clear the |eaves
away?"

"Ch, would you, please? | don't know why...."

"Pretty useless, ain't ya?" Kiwi was pushing branches aside, stepping into

t he

remmant trail beside the gravestone, peering into the shadows.

"No! Don't go in there!"

"It won't do you a bit of good to scream” Ron swatted a blackfly on his arm
and

wi ped away a drop of bl ood.

"Bet your ass." Kiwi had found a rock the side of his head. He was holding it
high. "If you had one."

"No! "

He smashed it down atop the gravestone.

When all that remained was a litter of gravel and bits of shiny netal and
plastic surrounding a granite plinth, Kiw | aughed.

"I hope they didn't hear us," said Hussey.

"Ain't nobody to_ hear us," said Ron

"What do you nean?" asked the youngest of the three.

In response, Ron just pushed around the remains of the gravestone. As soon as
they were past the brush that had flourished thickly beside the pavenent they

had been following, the trail was nore obvious. Yet it was still clear that

t he

trail had not been used in years.

There were ruins beside the trail just as there were ruins everywhere. Broken

wal I's, cellar holes, rusted machinery. Occasional hulks with enpty w ndows
and

staved-in roofs.

And then, no nore than fifty yards fromthe road, there was a clearing. It
was

| arger than the one they had left the day before. It was al so overgrown with
scraggly vegetation, weeds and small shrubs. Positioned on its rimwere three
smal | houses, half a dozen sheds, and a patch of ground marked by as many
smal |

gr avest ones.

Al the structures had been built from sal vaged materials. Mst of the sheds
had

col | apsed. The houses, though, were still in decent shape. Their w ndows were
intact, there were no holes in their roofs, there were no signs of fire. The
only exception was the door of one house, sagging in its frane to say it had
been open to rain and wi nd | ong enough for rot to set in.

The only sign of human presence was a single skull resting on the sill of the
open door. Three teeth had fallen fromthe upper jaw and |lay on the wood

besi de

it. Other bones were scattered on the step and anong the weeds bel ow

Hussey shuddered as if the sights of human bones and vacant houses that had
once

been sheltering hones to loving fam lies reni nded hi mof sonething he had

| ong

struggled to forget. He set down the sack of food he had been carrying. "\Wat
happened here?"

Ron used his stick to block Kiwi's step toward the house. "W're not going
in"

"Why the hell not?"

Now he pointed at the remains of the |last person to | eave the house. The
bones



were not intact, for small animals had nibbled on themand rain had weat hered
them but there were no signs of violence, no broken Ilinbs, no holes in the
skul | that did not bel ong.

"You mean they got sick," said Hussey. "Plague."

"Shit." Kiwi backed off.

So did their chief. "It happens. And | don't want to take any chances."

"Can we burn 'en®"

Ron shook his head. "Let's just get out of here."

CHAPTER 11

The house was dark, but not yet still. The noises fromthe ell had ceased,
but

Pa was snoring. Either he or Ma rolled over and nade the bedsprings creak.
Felix blinked. He did not want to fall asleep, yet neither did he want to

| eave

t he house. CQutside was night, darkness hal f-noon | eavened, ghosts nore
terrifying than any he had ever met by day in the old cenetery. Ma had told
hi m

Sso.

He was scared. Hi s pounding heart insisted that the very thought of going
outdoors in the dead of night for anything nore than a quick visit to the
privy

was utter |unacy.

Yet Great-G andpa had assured himhe would be safe, as if either Ma were

wr ong

or he could give orders to those evil spirits that lay in wait for night-tine
travel ers. Since he was hinself a ghost of sorts, perhaps he coul d.

The boy--and that was all he was, he told hinself--touched the stub of tall ow
candl e he had secreted in a pocket. He remi nded hinself that Uncle Al va and
X

had survived |ong travel across the ruined | and, day and ni ght, and never
been

troubl ed by the dead. And the wandering gangs of bandits. They were surely a
far

wor se hazard than ghosts, weren't they? But there were none in the area, were
there? Only a plune of snoke in the distance.

H's heart was still racing. H's palns were sweaty. H's breath was comi ng hard
and fast. He struggled to cal mhinsel f--deeper breaths, slower--and

congratul ated hinmself when his heart no | onger seened to shake the house. Yet
his palms were still wet.

He had nmet the dead, hadn't he? Not the night-wakers, but the dead, ghosts,
voices with no power to do nore than frighten. Not that they did. They were
strange but friendly, kin, concerned for his health and the survival of al
their descendants. Wren't they?

He had never net a bandit gang. Never seen its handiwork. Yet he knew such
things were real. He believed. They had the powers of flesh, not vapor, and

t he

very thought that he m ght neet one in the dark made hi m shiver

He told hinmself that they had to sleep sonetinme. Surely they would rather
travel

in the light of day, pretending innocence until they found a victim At night
they woul d hide in sonme den. Perhaps they woul d even shiver at the thought

t hat

their past victims prowl ed the dark in search of vengeance

Fel i x sighed. The danger was real, or it was not. He would neet it, or he
woul d

not. He would return safely, or he would not. And he had said he would go.
No, he hadn't.

Not really.

He had sinply run

And now he had to.... His loins ached and his armitched furiously, as if to



rem nd himof what was at stake. He scratched.

He thought of girls and wi ves and meki ng babi es and wondered, Could it
possi bly

be that the same not hi ngness that had swall owed so nany of the aninmals
nmenti oned

in _Swiss Family Robinson_ was about to swallow his famly, even all his
ki nd,

as wel|?

And could a doctor, a dead doctor, possibly know anything that woul d hel p?
The

rash, maybe, but the rest?

At | ast he was sure that everyone el se in the house was sound asl eep. He
crept

fromhis pallet. Wen the rustling grass seened to echo in the room he
pani cked, froze, sighed when no one stirred. Then he was by the door

hesitating
over whet her he should take his | eather cloak and hat. But he woul d be back
by

dawn, wouldn't he? Surely, surely, |ong before dawn, |[ong before he would
need

protection fromthe sun.

Bar e- headed, he eased the door open, hesitated when it creaked, eeled

t hr ough,

and shut it again. Wen the cool of the springtinme night and the first
nosqui to

sting struck at him he wi shed he dared to pry the door open once nore and
grab

his cloak. But he feared one nore creak would surely wake his parents.

He took a deep breath and wapped his arns around his shoulders. It wasn't
col d,

really. He'd get used to it. The night itself, however.... He was out, the
pat h

he must take was visible before him and his rash was itching once nore, but
now

as if in protest against his wish to heal it. He scratched again.

He swore when he felt a fingernail tear through the scaly skin. There would
be

bl ood there to draw nore nosqui toes, then. Later, he guessed, there would be
i nfection and pus and scar, just as there had been before.

Every touch of breeze that nade a branch wi ggl e agai nst the sky, every sound
of

nmouse or rabbit or nighttine bug, every shadow that for a nmoment took the
shape

of nmonstrous flesh, all made his heart |eap and his mouth go dry and tine
stand

still. But his feet kept noving, and he knew that the hours that seened to
pass

before he heard the first rattle of Hammerhead's drunms, the first strains of
Amelie's Wedding March, the first refrain of, "lIs this all there is? Sonmehow
I

expected nore of an after _life_, you know? | paid a ot to be m ndl oaded,
and..." had to be only within his m nd

The iron gates | oomed to either side |ike spiderwebs, unnoving, |ocked in
g;a;?ass and vine. He froze. He had never visited the cenetery after dark
ﬁgdmas terrified even though he knew who and what dwelt there.

"He-ey," murnured a seductive voice. "l haven't seen a guy like you for a
:gzg'tine. Warm and novi ng. Cone over here, baby. Touch me, touch ne."



"Don't pay any attention to Ursula," cane Geat-Gandpa' s voice.

A dog howed as if the noon were full and he had a world to roam Across the
cenetery, another answered. The stones crouched and | ooned in the hal f-noon's
light Iike waiting beasts.

"I'f only I had hands."
"I smell a she in heat.
t he

first how. "I think I do."

"She can't hurt you, boy."

"Momy?" Anot her voice, young and | ost and hel pl ess. "Were's ny Momy?
want

my Momy. "

"Is this all there is? Somehow | expected nore of an after _life_, you know?
I

paid a lot to be m ndl oaded, and..
"Mt her!" Was that Jenny's voice? H|s head jerked as the voices | eapfrogged
about the graveyard. Most were unfamiliar, and no one was sayi ng who they
wer e.

"Don't mnd her either. She's regressed a lot."

"Where are you, Geat-Gandpa?" H s voice was shaking, and he knew that if it
were daylight he would see his own skin red with enbarassment at his fear
Sonet hing crawl ed on that skin. Sonething stung. He swatted, and then he
brushed

the feathery corpses of a dozen |large nosquitoes fromhis arm

"Over here. | haven't noved." Hamrerhead increased the tenpo and vol une of
hi s

drumm ng, and Great-G andpa spoke nore loudly. "Straight ahead. Alittle to
t he

left. Didn't you bring a flashlight?"

"What's a...?"

"Never mind. A candle?"

Felix patted his pocket as the bl ocky shape of his Geat-Gandpa s stone

| oonred

out of the shadows, right where it was supposed to be, of course. He grabbed
at

its flat top, his fingers clutching at the edge. Here was the known, the
famliar, the connected, and he felt suddenly safer.

"Lucky bastard," sonmeone said nearby. " _You_get visitors."

"Renenber the flint?"

"OfF course." Wat did Great-Gandpa take himfor?

"Then why don't you light it. Then I'Il tell you where to find the doctor."
He set the candle on top of the stone.

"No! Not on ny cells. You'll drip wax and spoil them"

Hastily Felix noved the candle to the weedy ground.

"That could kill me, you know. "

"Over here, boy!" The voice was raucous, rough. "What you got? Spots or
stripes?

Pocks or pus? Belly aches or tunors? You're walkin', so |l knowit's not a

br oken

leg. "

Fel i x shuddered, but then the spark caught in the tinder. The candle's w ck
caught next, and light bl ossoned at the foot of G eat-Gandpa' s stone. The
carved letters of ANDERS WEBB caught his eye, though he coul d not deci pher

t hem

That grow i ng voice cane fromthe sane direction as

"That's _not_ him" said his ancestor. "Though he's just as mad as Danny
there."

"A mad doctor?" Suddenly Felix was even |less sure that he wished to go
t hr ough



with this consultation.

"I's this all there is? Somehow | expected....'
" Shut up!"

"Mad doc!" cried the parrot's voice. "Maddoc! Maddoc!"

"Mad enough to answer to it," said a snoother, nore cultured voice. Its

sour ce

was al nost strai ght ahead, several stones beyond G eat-Gandpa' s. "Cone,
Fel i x.

Let me see that rash. Andy told ne all about it, and it sounds like you

shoul d

have attention."”

For sone reason, the civil tone frightened Felix worse than anything any
ot her

stone had cried into the night. "No," he said. "lI've changed nmy mind. |'m
goi ng
hone." But he did not nmove. His fingers still gripped the edge of his

Great-Gandpa's stone so hard they hurt.
The doctor giggled, cynbals crashed, and suddenly Maddoc seened quite a

fitting

nane. "Then go. |I'mout of practice anyway. Haven't had a practice for a

| ong,

long tinme. No practice to practice at all! But you'll be sorry!"

The raucous Danny screeched: "Your fingers and toes will rot and fall off!
Your

arnms and | egs and nose and cock!"

"Ch, no!" sighed Ursul a.

"Your skin will boil with pus!"”

"Monmmeeee. ... "

"Mot her!"

Felix took a deep breath. "\Were is he?"

"Si x stones back, one to the right," said G eat-G andpa.

The candl e was bright enough to show the unreadabl e inscription. "Doctor
Vanya, "

said the stone. "But call ne Maddoc. Mad for short. Mad forever. |'ve been
here

along tine, too long, nuch too long, and | don't feel any sign of age,
decl i ne,

wearing out, dying, dead again for good and all. Now hold that candl e cl oser
to
your skin. Raise your arm | never thought I'd wish to end it, but there you

are. Aren't you? That's what they tell ne. No nore babies, no nore kids, no
nor e

auctions, no nore bids. CGoing, going, gone with the hineysores and the
doodoos.

But let me see that rash. Hmm"

Alittle gust of breeze nade the candle flicker and go out. Felix fell to his
knees, reaching once nore for his flint and steel and tinder. "Just a

m nute...."

"Never mind," said Maddoc. "Wsh | had ny stethoscope. Nice and chilly. Never
really needed it, not when the scanners in the table told nme everything
needed

to know. Don't have that now. But it nmade them junp. Ch! It did!"

"Do you know what it is?" called G eat-Gandpa.

"Never saw it before. Not a clue. Can't do a thing."

"I thought a doctor...."

"Hey," protested Maddoc. "I never worked the charity wards. Rich folks only,
fol ks who could pay ny bills."

"And | ook where you wound up," said Walter sleepily.

"\What about the babi es?" asked G eat-G andpa.

"Or their lack? 1'd need hands to check the parents, count the spernms and



peek

t he eggs, rotoroot the tubes and feel the...."

The Weddi ng March becane a feedback squeal. "No!"

"Can't do a thing about that. Sorry."

"You're a help."

"Kid oughta see a doctor."

"You _are_ a doctor!" cried Felix.

""Are' is not the right word," said Maddoc. "'Were' is nore like it. Used to
be.

Once upon a time. Once upon a long, long tinme ago, when the world was a very
di fferent place and practice nmeant perfect. My practice, your perfect health.
At

| east, that was the idea."

" lI've_seen it," said Geat-G andpa.

"But you had to visit a Living Dead Country. We never had it here. Never saw
it."

"W've got it now "

"So now we're an LDC too. No nore perfect health. No nore babies. Kid oughta
see

a doctor."

"There aren't any," said Felix. "I never even heard of doctors until this
afternoon. ™"

"What about hospital s?" asked Maddoc.

"Are they anything |ike doctors?"

The stone made a sighing noise. "There used to be a small one in Stockton
Just

aclinic, really."”

That was a town a few nmiles north and east of the Webb farnstead.
Unf ortunately,

it had burned sonme years before Felix was born. "l've been there,’
"I't's nothing but ashes and weeds now. "

"Shit," said Maddoc. "Or no shit. Not any nore, you know " He giggled madly.
Then he fell silent as if stricken by what tinme had done, was doing, to the
worl d he once had known.

Walter's voice cane through the dark, just |oud enough to be clear above
Hamerhead's rattles and bangs. "That was just a little one anyway,
Vanya...."

"Maddoc! That's what the parrot dubbed ne, so call me Maddoc! Practice it!"
"Maddoc it is." Great-Gandpa made a sighing noise. "But we can't change your
stone."

"That's okay. Nobody around here can read anyway."

Wal ter sighed. "When we were trying to save Anelie, we sent her to Augusta."
"A bigger city," said Maddoc as sanely and civilly as ever. "A bigger

r egi onal

hospital. Do you know if it's still there?"

"Uncl e Alva says the whole place is dead," said Felix. The man had apparently
cone through that city before he had joined the Webbs. "Nothing but enpty
ruins.

he sai d.

But | guess it's still there.”

"Then the hospital should be there too." Maddoc paused as if he were

t hi nki ng.

"It's been so long, so long. | used to have privileges there, as well as in
St ockt on, you know? They had a great library. If that's still working...."

"What's a library?" asked Feli x.

"Li ke a doctor," said Maddoc. "Only bigger. A thousand doctors with but a
singl e

voi ce. Ask, and a chorus answers. It knows everything, or anyway everything
t hat

was known before it all ended. It'd be worth your while to go check it out.
See



if it's still there, still working. If it is, just |ook up your synptons
and...."

"Is this...."

"The kid can't read,"” said Great-Gandpa. "You said so yourself. It's a
forgotten skill."

"Probably doesn't know how to use a library either,"’
"I want my Momy!"

This time nobody tried to answer the regressed stone.

"But | do," said Maddoc. "So take ne al ong."

"Wl d it know anyt hi ng about babi es?" asked Feli x.

"You bet. They had a great fertility clinic there once upon a tine."

"Then if the library is still there...." Suddenly Felix felt nore hope than
he

had in as many years as he coul d renenber.

"Right," said Maddoc. "Maybe it can tell you sonething useful. O course
you' |

still have to find a girl."

Anel i e's Weddi ng March grew suddenly | ouder, baying at the night.

"Maybe while we're traveling?" Felix | eaned on the stone. It shifted very
slightly in its earthy socket.

"You won't find one if you stay here," said G eat-G andpa.

Felix tugged at the stone. "But howdo I...?"

"CGet a truck," said Maddoc. "Or a wagon and a horse or two."

No one bothered to say trucks and horses were no | onger avail abl e. Perhaps

t hey

never woul d be again.

After a noment the doctor said, "There's gotta be sonething."

"The trundl e?" asked Felix. Wen only silence answered him he said, "Uncle
Al va

made it. It's like a cart. It uses car wheels, and it has an electric notor
But

it's pretty slow "

A raspy voice floated fromthe far side of the cenmetery. "Sol ar-powered?"
Fel i x thought of the canopy of solar cells and said, "Unh-huh."

"Hah! | know how your bastard Uncle Alva got that, | do. He killed ny
Kirsten!

Smashed her stone.”

Fel i x suddenly realized that this voice's source had to be hard by at | east
one

of the smaller stones surrounded by broken rubble, plastic lunps, and
corroded

nmetal that marked the cenetery. But before he could say anything, the voice
turned reflective and less raspy: "I tried to tell himdon't, but he did it
anyway. Smashed her all to hell and took the cells. Said if | didn't shut up
he'd take me too."

In his mnd, the boy conpared the size of the trundle's canopy with the size
of

the patch of solar cells on top of each of these tal king gravestones. How
many

stones had Uncle Alva had to destroy? How many voi ces had he sil enced
forever?

How many ceneteries had he | ooted before he cane to this one and found he did
not need it all?

"Uncle Alva wouldn't do that!" Yet he knew- -

Several of the stones sighed ostentatiously.

"I expected an after _life_, you know? It ain't much, and | conplain a |ot,
but

| sure don't want it to end that way."

No one told the stone to shut up

"Peopl e do what they must," said Geat-Gandpa. "The worl d declined and fel

said Walter's voice



apart and coll apsed. It's still collapsing. Poison in the soil."

"Uncl e Alva says that."

"He's right, of course. There's poison in the air, too. So many people died
and

went away. The Great Die-Of, they called it. There's no nore conmerce, no
nor e

factories, no nore grocery stores, no nore hardware stores."

Felix did not understand the words his Geat-G&Gandpa was using. Commerce?
Factories? A store was a supernarket. Ma used both words for what was

pi ctured

on that piece of colored paper she kept in the fridge. But grocery? Hardware?
He

sai d not hi ng.

"He got what he needed where he could find it," said Jenny's voice. She
sounded

sour. "That meant us."

"Eventual ly...." murrmured G eat- G andpa.

"He'll smash us all," said the late Kirsten's husband. "For solar cells and
giznmo bits."
"At |least he'll make us useful,"” someone said.

"Useful!" said Maddoc disgustedly. "Get that trundle. Bring it here. Load ne
on,

and then we'll visit the library together."

"Just the thing," said Geat-Gandpa. "He'll make it work for you. No

pr obl em

Then you'll be...."

"But | can't lift him" cried Felix. "I can't lift any of you. You're all too
heavy. "

"That's easy enough," said Maddoc. "Just bring help. And get back here by
dawn.

W' ve got places to go! Things to do!"

"Hardly tinme enough," said Geat-Gandpa. "Dawn's al nost here."

"But 1'm not sleepy," said Maddoc. "Something interesting is going down at

| ast.

| want to stay up and see it all."

Felix stared up at the sky. Was it indeed yellowing the least little bit to
t he

east? Then he had to get home before anyone realized he had been out al

ni ght

and his nmother began to screamthat the dead or the denons had eaten him
They m ght as well have done so, he thought. There wasn't any help to be had.
Glbert would surely be willing, but he would not be able to do mnuch.

"There isn't anyone to help," he said at last. He would have to keep his
rash.

He woul d never find a girl. If he did, they wouldn't be able to make babi es.
No

one woul d, and the human species woul d di sappear

"What about your Pa?"

"He wouldn't let ne go off like this. If he would, Ma wouldn't let himlet
ne.

And Uncle Alva wouldn't let nme take the trundle. It's no use.”

"Then don't tell them" said Maddoc.

"Bring rope and poles," said a voice that Felix recognized after a nonent as
bel onging to the fal se doctor who had raved about pocks and pus. "Four poles.
W'll tell you howto use them"

He shook his head. The sky was definitely growing lighter. "I've got to go,"
he

said, and he turned and ran.

CHAPTER 12

The path was not one that was often used. |Indeed, where it left its bed of



anci ent pavenent to cut across some curve or angle it al nost vani shed. The
trail

remai ned because no matter how cracked and weat hered pavenent mnust becone in
time, it nmade thin, poor soil. Even npbss and grass and weeds grew but slowy
in

its interstices, while shrubs and trees did well only if their roots could
reach

better soil to one side or the other

Even then, the trees did not tower as once they had. The shrubs were sparse.
At

its best, the soil was poor, robbed of nutrients by time and m streatnent and
the acidic rains of years gone by. At its worst, it was toxic. Everywhere the
sun was a youvee torch

Yet there were places that seened | ess desolate, nore fertile, alnost |ush.
Where the trail rounded the side of a hill, they had a hazy view of the sea
and

along island a mle or two offshore. Despite the sea-haze--or perhaps
because

of it and its filtering of the sun--the island trees seened greener, taller
A

few | ow houses were visible, intact, their sides and roofs clad in silver
cedar

shingles, their chimeys snmoking. Half a dozen hi gh-nasted fishing boats
bobbed

at anchor near the shore.

At the end of a long pier stood a tall, white-painted cross. The peak of its
shaft and the tips of its arns gleanmed with gol den netal balls.

"Someday, " said Ron as the three nen stared at the tenpting vision of
prosperity. "W couldn't do it, just the three of us. But a couple dozen. If
we

had some boats."

"We could get there," said Hussey. Hi s gaze seened | ess hungry and nore
yearning. "Ask themto take us in. They call it Haven."

"You want your nomy back, kid?" asked Kiwi. "Forget it. They don't |ike
strangers. Unless they' re wonen."

"Or kids."

"Yeah. Anyway, we'd have to swim"

"I"ve seen them" said Ron. "They cone over here. If they find a boat, even a
canoe, they either take it or weck it. Wnen and kids, they just take."
"Winder what they do with 'em" said Hussey.

"Don't have enough of their own."

"So who does?" Ron turned away, setting his eyes once nore to the trail they
had

been followi ng. The others imtated him though Hussey kept gl ancing over his
shoul der until trees and ruins and the very land they crossed bl ocked the

Vi ew

once nore.

Alittle later, Kiwi flipped a hand at the ground in front of them "No
tracks,"

he said. "Nobody ever cones this way."

"Someone nust," said Hussey. "There's a trail, after all."

"Quys like us. Everybody el se stays close to hone."

"Used to be animals, Ron."

"Still are." Kiwi kicked at a snmall pile of rabbit droppi ngs and made a show
of

peering into the underbrush beside the trail. There were small rustlings,

m ce

and ground squirrels and other rodents. A bird sang not far away.

"Not many. Not enough to make a trail. Not big enough to need one."

"There's pigs and goats and dogs."



"Dogs," said Ron. "Huh."
"Haven't seen a pig in...
"Not since that place by the shore.”

"Didn't even know it was there till after we torched the house.”
"Noi sy bastard."

"The old man too." Kiw
"Snel | ed good. "

"But we only ate the pig.
"You' re maki ng ne hungry.
"So eat sonething."
"Onk," said Kiwi. "There's wild pigs too. 1'd like to find one now. "

"We didn't bring rmuch," said Hussey.

"They didn't have nuch to take."

“Think they hid it?"

"They sonetinmes do."

"Shoul d have nmade her tell us." Kiwi had a knife in his hand now, and he was
grinning as he twisted it in the air to show how he would have used it to
make

the woman tal k. He had done so before

"Pot at oes and appl es," Ron said. "Wo's got the sack?"

"Gave it to the kid." Kiwi gestured with his knife. "As usual."

"Shit," said Hussey. He | ooked disgusted.

Their chief sighed. "You nean you set it down somewhere."

Hussey nodded. "Back at the...."

"So go get it." The knife was pointing back the way they had cone.

"Yassuh." The younger man was al ready turning when Ron said, "Forget it.
Ve'll

find somet hing soon enough. O we'll set sonme snares for rabbit."

"Bull." Kiwi made a face. "There ain't been a sign."

"Right there." The chief was pointing at the path a step or two ahead, where
t he

thin soil held the print of a single booted foot. It was not as fresh as
their

own tracks, but it was no nore than a day old and cl ear enough to show the

aughed.

Hussey patted his stomach.

t hong

| aces that held together sole and upper

"Anot her fuckin' bandit, | just bet," said Kiw.

"Then he'll share.”

"Unless there's nore than one. O three."

* * %

They saw no nore tracks in the trail. Nor did they see any sign of habitation

bef ore they came upon a farnstead that had been burned out a year or two

bef ore.

The yard was thick with burdock and thistles and bl ackberry canes, and vines
were crawl i ng over the nound of charred wood and weat hered ash. But there was
al so the remmant of a small garden in which Kiwi recognized the tops of

par sni ps, potatoes, and carrots growing fromold roots. Not many of the
veget abl es had survived the | oss of their caretakers or the attentions of
rabbits and other small wildlife, but there were enough to provide a neal.
Afterwards they prowl ed around the ruins. Ron discovered a patch of weeds
growi ng thick and rich beside a second pile of ash and char. He kicked at the
weeds to expose black earth and dug in the ground with his heel. The stink of
rotted manure cane to their nostrils.

"Pigshit," said Kiwi. "They had a pig."

"Not anynore," said Hussey. He too sounded di sappoi nt ed.

"I hope they didn't clean the nei ghborhood out," said their chief. He nmeant
whoever had destroyed this farnstead and presunmably, |ike them gone | ooking
for

nor e.

He needn't have worried. Al npst as soon as they set out again in the norning,



the trail joined a broader path with nore exposed pavenent and the signs of
recent passage. One patch of dirt held a bootprint that |ooked much like the
one

t hey had seen before. Another, |longer stretch to one side was punctuated by a
series of small holes.

"Wal king stick," said Hussey. The others just grunted.

Alittle later there was the mark of a narrow wheel

Not | ong after that, they snelled snoke.

CHAPTER 13

When t he Webbs needed rope, they generally braided strips of cedar bark or
scraps of worn-out |eather and cloth. The result was strong enough for npst
pur poses.

There was real rope in the shed, ancient and rare and precious. Bright yell ow
plastic, still strong even though its surface was powdery with age and broken
fibers made it so splintery that no one dared to touch it w thout wearing

gl oves. So precious that no one dared to use it except at direst need for
fear

it would break and then they would not have it at all

There were poles too. They kept a few for repairing the animal pens and for
pushi ng the shed roof back into place after a storm Unlike the rope, they
woul d

be easy to replace if he took what the stones had demanded.

He did not touch themthat day, for there was work to do

Nor did he touch themthat night, for he was both tired and uncertain. Did he
have any right to take what the fam |y needed? Did he have any right to run
of f,

chasing sonething that m ght not even exist? A cure for his rash would be as
well a cure for Ma's rash, and Pa's and Ox's and Uncle Alva's too. But he had
only the word of a ghost that such a thing existed at all

Not just a ghost, but a nmad ghost. Perhaps a denon. Perhaps just a nad, nmad
remmant of the ancient days when the world was a bl essed pl ace of peace and
fertility, of anple food and weal th and heal th.

And what that mad ghost or denmon or remmant woul d have him seek might no

| onger

even exi st.

Yet, he asked hinmself as he dug and chopped and haul ed and finally lay on his
pall et staring at the dimglow of the ready light on his _Swiss Famly

Robi nson_, what other hope did he or any of his famly or even all the rest

of

their kind have?

In the norning, when he was searching out the few eggs the chickens had | aid
t he

ni ght before, he checked the rope. There were three coils. Wuld one of them
do?

How coul d he take nore?

He started the trundle's electric nmotor. It hunmed quietly, strongly. He had
never seen it refuse a job, though it nmoved only slowy under the heaviest

| oads, and then the notor groaned.

Sonet hi ng noved in the corner of his eye, but when he turned it was only Ox
watching himwith a quizzical lift to his eyebrow Felix turned off the
trundl e

and hefted the small basket and its burden of three eggs. He said not hing.

Nor

did O.

* * %

"WIl you put that goddam jug away?"
"Shaddap, Ma. Have a drop yourself."
count er

beside the sink and filled it full of liquid as clear as water. The wonan
grabbed it al nmost before he lifted the neck of the gallon jug out of the way.

Pa grabbed a filthy glass fromthe



She choked on her first swig. Pa |aughed. "Alva?"

The other man grinned and opened one of the cupboards on the wall to find a
cl eaner glass. He had three in his hand when he said, "Boys?"

Ox and Felix both shook their heads.

Alittle later, Ox got up fromthe ancient couch, said, "lI'mgoing to bed,"
and

headed for the ell.

Fel i x remai ned, watching the adults | augh and renenber other days no better
t han

today but sonehow filled with nore hope. They grew bleary. Pa sat down at the
table and laid his head flat. In a moment he was snori ng.

Ma emptied her glass and went into the bedroom

Alittle later, Uncle Alva foll owed her.

Felix was not surprised. It had happened before. And soon the house woul d be
qui et. No one would wake until late in the norning.

If he did not |eave, he too would come to refuse to see the trouble they were
in. He would turn blind, deny the threats of rash and infertility, refuse to
| ook for solutions, sinmply struggle on fromday to day and finally die.

Yet there was a thread of hope. Al he had to do was pick it up and foll ow
it.

Perhaps it would | ead him-and everyone--fromthe |labyrinth of despair, away
fromillness and death and extinction

How coul d he refuse the quest?

At last he sighed and got to his feet. He found a small sack and filled it
hal f

full of potatoes fromthe nearly enpty barrels. He added his _Swiss Famly

Robi nson_ and a stub of candle that clung to a windowsill; he had forgotten
to

pi ck up the one he had taken to the cemetery. Then he searched the house wth
his eyes. His father still snored. His nother giggled in the bedroom

The fireplace. The fire dying. Above it, the Menory of the Wbbs.

He lifted the frane fromits hook and tried it in the nouth of the sack. It
fit.

There was room And it felt very right to take it with him

He scratched and t hought, perhaps it would bring himluck

After all, his ancestor had survived treacherous chieftains and nurderous
pirates and reached a safe shore at |last. Perhaps his nmenory would hel p Felix
survive bandits and other hazards and conme honme again with answers for rashes
and dead babi es.

* * %

The open door of the shed let in just enough light of star and noon that he
could find the things he sought. Still, the place was dark, and he could not
hel p but stunble and clatter and swear at the thought that the noise m ght
awaken soneone in the house.

The noise did not bother the animals. Hi s nmere presence had been enough to
provoke the hens to querul ous conplaint, the goats to stamp, the pigs to
grunt.

But they were quiet now, surely watching as he chose a set of harness he

t hought

woul d do and sel ected the strongest coil of rope. He was turning to lay them
both on the trundle with his sack and hat and cl oak when the bl ackness of the
ni ght suddenly deepened and one of the hens cackl ed agai n.

He raised his head. A figure was silhouetted in the doorway, blocking the dim
light. For a nonent he thought it nust be Pa or Uncle Alva. He was caught
even

bef ore he had finished |oading the trundle. He would not be allowed this
expedi tion, not have to go once nmore to the m dni ght graveyard, not have to

| eave hone and brave a hostile world on a fruitless mission

A sigh of relief had al nost reached his |ips when the shadow whi spered: "I
want



to go too."

He was gl ad the dark hid his face. He should have known. The size and shape
of

the sil houette should have told him

"You don't even know where |I'm goi ng, Ox."

"Doesn't matter." After a brief silence, Ox added, "I watched you fromthe
ell.

You' re not coning back, are you?"

"OfF course | am" \Were else could he go, after all? Wat else could he do
ot her

t han becone a bandit? "Eventually. If nothing...."

"I still want to cone." The other boy stopped and picked up a broken | ength
of

wood. "I can fight off denobns for you."

Felix did not say there were no denons, no natter what Ma said. Instead he
eyed

his cousin's shadowy bul k and thought of his strength and said, "It's a
deal . "

Then he turned back toward the darkness inside the shed. He groped. There was
an

old axe, its blade chipped and its handl e weat hered. No one used it, though
Pa

or Alva would surely fix it one day. The poles he wanted were where he

t hought .

But. ..

"I brought nmy hat and cloak." Ox tossed themon the trundle's bed with
Felix's

own.

"Then let's get this thing out of here."

They left the notor off because he feared that even its qui et hum m ght be
enough to attract unwel come attention. But it was not so heavy and its wheels
were not so stiff and hard to turn that he and Ox together could not roll it
outside. Only then did he lay the poles on the trundle's bed, using |engths
of

honermade | eather cord to anchor themto the uprights that supported the
canopy.

"Where are we goi ng?"

Sonet hi ng creaked in the house. Felix froze. Had someone al ready noticed that
he

and Ox were not indoors? Wuld the next thing he heard be a voice calling
out,

"You boys get in herel™

Si | ence.

Finally, he whispered, "The cenetery."

The trundle rolled so easily that as long as the ground stayed flat and
snoot h

they left the notor off. But al nmbst as soon as they left the ancient pavenent
and began to follow the footpath, small shrubs began to seize at the wheels
and

sl opes of land forced themto struggle and pant.

"They can't hear us now," said Ox softly.

"Then why are you still whispering?' But Ox was right, and Felix was al ready
reaching for the switch that would tap the energy stored in the trundle's
batteries.

The nmotor hummed and groaned agai nst resistance and rolled the wheels over
shrubs and up sl opes. Ox displayed night-white teeth in a grin that said,

" See?"

Fel i x nodded and grinned hinself and when the trundl e seened to bal k and
strain

| ai d hands upon its frame and pushed until it sped ahead once nore. Wen his



hands were free, he swatted npsquitoes.

"Here they cone!"

The voi ce echoed from beyond a nmoonlit apple tree and skeletal iron gates. It
was followed quickly by Geat-Grandpa's jubilant cry, "Felix! Did you
bring...?"

Organ nmusic swelled into the night. Druns rattled. Thunderstone barked and
how ed: "Who's that? Hear stranger! Chase and bite and tear! Mke himrun
away!"

"That's Ox," said Felix. He glanced at the other boy. Ox was hesitating,
hol di ng

back, grimacing with the tenptations of terror and flight. He had visited the
cenetery before, but neither recently nor often, and never at night.

Then he added, "Uncle Alva's boy," even though he wasn't sure it was really
true. He gave the trundl e another push and watched as it entered the

cenetery,

found a rut, and banged into a stone.

"I'f I was still alive, 1'd say ouch,"” said the stone in a voice Felix had not
heard before. "Did you chip me? If you did, I'll sue. O | would, if there
wer e

still any | awers."

"That's what he used to be," said G eat-G andpa.

"What's a lawyer?" Felix turned the trundle off and jerked it back onto the
pat h

it should have stayed upon. Then he | ooked over his shoulder. Ox was stil
standing just inside the cenetery's entrance, staring toward the stone that
had

threatened to chase and bite him

When he noticed Felix's attention, he pointed. "A denon?"

"Just a dog," said Felix. He tapped his forehead. "Been dead a |long tine,

except

for his thoughts. They recorded him"

"Waste of noney," said a familiar voice. "I paid a |lot to be nindl oaded,
and...."

"Li ke your book," said Ox. He breathed nore easily as he recogni zed sonet hi ng
nmore fam liar, perhaps as nenory returned to tell himhe _had_ been here
bef or e,

he _did_ know what the stones and voices were, they could_ not hurt him
"Yeah. "

"Why are we here?"

"There's a doctor. He said...." Felix explained about the hope that had been
of fered him the distant hospital and its library, the help it mght hold for
rashes and ot her ail nments.

"Mad doc!" cried the parrot's voice. "Maddoc!"

"Over here, boys," cried Maddoc.

"You want to take himw th us?" asked Ox.

"That's the idea." Felix led the way and pointed at the stone. "But...."

"He just wants a free ride. Ha."

"Shaddap, Danny," answered G eat-G andpa.
"Uh-uh. Make a tripod with those poles, now...
Felix turned toward the trundl e, but Ox ignored the voice. He squatted and

wr apped his arns around the bl ock of stone. He heaved and grunted. "Help nel"
Fel i x added his strength, and Maddoc tore free of the ground. A few ninutes
later, they slid the stone up a ranp of poles and stood it erect in the
trundl e' s bed.

"Thanks," said Maddoc. "You can't know how |l ong |'ve been | ooking forward to
getting out of here. One way or another."

"Me too!" someone cried, and then the chorus rose. There was even a "Prrrt!"
fromthe stone that once had been a cat.



"Forget it!" Maddoc shouted them down. "There's not enough room up here.
Let's

get out of here, boys."

"Not yet," said Felix. "Wat about you, G eat-G andpa?"

"I suppose we can take a couple,"” Maddoc said, though his tone was grudgi ng.
The organ was replaced by a piano, and then the nusic turned cl angorous, as
i f

someone had dropped chains on the strings. "I can't listen to Walter
anynore."

"You didn't used to have any problem" said the stone named Jenny.
"Or her. | can't stand it. Take nme? Pl ease?"

"Yes," said Great-Gandpa. "Take Anelie."

"Bell e enough to make musi c wherever she goes," said Danny. "But none of us
got

any toes."

"l want Thunderstone too," said Felix.

The dog's el ectronic voice was the soft "Thunp! Thunmp!" of a tail on soft
ground.

" K"

But Ox was no | onger beside Felix. He had noved away, gravitating toward the
source of the strangest voice in all the crowd, whatever it was that had
sai d,

"Prrrt!" and now was murmuring, "Go out? Catch nouse, spray bush, clinb tree,
run and run and run?"

"I want this one," said Ox. "It's a kitty, right?"

"It used to be," said Geat-Gandpa.

"I knew a kitty once." He sounded wistful, and Felix knew that he had to be
renmenbering a tinme before he and Uncle Alva had come to the Webbs. A tine
nei ther of them ever nentioned.

"Not Kitty!" insisted the catstone. Its voice changed as if it were replaying
some | ong-gone nistress's call to dinner: "Heavy!"

* * %

Even with five nmassive gravestones aboard, the trundle still noved. But now
its

not or strained even on the | evel stretches, even after they had reached what
was

once paved road. The surface was harder, but there were so many small bushes
and

saplings forcing their way fromthe roadway's cracks, heaving the paving into
hunps and pits and obstructing the way with their bulk. On hills both boys
had

to strain, pushing fromthe sides and behind, to keep it crawling at its

sl owest

speed, while Anelie's Weddi ng March, endlessly repeated, timed their heaves.
When they stopped to catch their breath, Ox took his stick fromthe bed of

t he

trundle and hefted it in his hand. "Do you think we'll see a denon?"
Fel i x shook his head tiredly.
"Alion?"

Great - G andpa | aughed. "The last time | saw one of those was at the Bronx Zoo
A

| ong, | ong ways from here."

"A wolf? A deer? A noose?"

"You _might_ see a wild dog. There's sone of those around."

"There used to be." He thunped his stick on the ground.

"What happened to then?" asked Feli x.

"Too many people," said Great-G&Gandpa. "There wasn't any roomin the world
for

predators |ike wolves and lions. Then there wasn't any for the deer and
noose.



And there never were any denmons. Or unicorns.”

"What's a unicorn?" asked Ox.

"Didn't you boys bring any guns?" Maddoc's voi ce sounded incredul ous. "No
swords? No spears?"

"I"ve got a knife," said Felix, though he knew it was not |arge enough to be
much help if they met bandits. "And an axe."

"Huh. It'll have to do."

"Then let's get nmoving again," said Felix, and his cousin never did get an
answer to his question.

They were | aboring with the poles they had brought to heave the trundle and
its

massi ve cargo out of a | ow spot on the path when Maddoc said, "Sonme trundle.
I

wi sh we had a phone. Then we could just call the library. Find out anything
we

wanted, just like that."

Felix did not ask what a phone was.

"Haven't been any phones for a long tinme," said G eat-G andpa.

"I know that, Andy." There was silence. "Or cars, either. Used to be, that
city

was only an hour away.'
strai ned.

"Can't you boys speed this thing up? At this rate, you'll both die of old age
bef ore we get anywhere at all."

"It's overloaded," said G eat-G andpa.

The nmotor quit. Felix |ooked at the trundle's small control panel. "W've
drained the batteries."”

"You think I don't know that?"

Amel i e's music changed for the first tine.

"That's ' Rock of Ages,'" said Geat-Gandpa.

"*Cleft for nme,'" sang Anelie.

"OfF course!" cried Maddoc. "Stop, boys! Stop!"

Sil ence again, while Ox and Felix grunted and

"We're not noving," said Felix. "And we're not about to. Not till the
batteries
recharge. So now they'll find us, as soon as the sun comes up. W didn't make

it

far enough.”

"You got a toolbox in this thing? A hamer? A screwdriver?"

"Break the nortar," said Great-G andpa. "That's what she's telling us. Keep
our

tops, and throw away our bottons."

"Ah." Felix recalled the lunps of stone in the cenetery, each one surrounded
by

the rubble of Uncle Alva's salvaging. He realized what he had not before: The
tops of intact gravestones were only boxes built of stone slabs to contain

t he

pl asti c- bedded mazes of circuitry and wire that held the mnds of the dead.
The

line of nortar that marked each stone joined the top to a pedestal of solid
rock

that accounted for nost of the weight they had been struggling wth.

Hal f an hour later, they were making much better tine even w thout the notor
The trundle still deserved its nane, for it was never speedy. But now it bore
much | ess weight. Ox had depl oyed the harness so he could pull while Felix
pushed from behind, and it no | onger crawl ed. And when their overgrown road
nmet

another, larger one with an open trail down its center, sign of at I|east
occasional traffic, they found they could nove still nore easily.

The stones did not conplain again until dawn began to col or the eastern sky
and



Felix steered the trundle off the road. He stopped when a broken wal |
screened

them fromthe view of any other passersby.

Amelie imredi ately hushed her endl ess repetition of the Wedding March as if
she

knew it might betray themall. Now it was a quiet thread of ever-varying

i nstrumental sound, now organs, now violins, now brass or woodw nds. From a
di stance, Felix thought, it mght pass for wind in trees or water runni ng down
a

hi 'l si de.

"CGet us out fromunder this canopy,"” said Maddoc. "We need the sun too." When
Felix and Ox had obliged, he added, "People shouldn't have to travel like
this.

So sl ow. Takes forever. Used to be, we flew around the world, thousands of
mles, injust a few hours."

Ox | aughed.
"I"ve heard of airplanes,” said Felix. "Cars with wi ngs. But around the
wor | d?

You m ght as well tell ne people used to go to the Mon."

"They did," said Geat-Gandpa.

"Moon!" said Thunderstone, and the stone that had once been a dog how ed

twi ce.

The | andscape fell quiet as even the bugs hushed their voices. There was no
answer .

* * %

It was only a little while before the day was bright enough to reveal the
weedy

shore of a small | ake no nore than fifty feet beyond their canp.

"Hah," said Geat-Gandpa. "You ever go fishing?"

Felix did not say that of course they did. The stream not far from home held
fish, though they were neither nmany nor |arge.

"l used to," said the stone. "There were still trout and salnon and bass in
this

state when | was alive. Maybe even in this | ake. You didn't happen to bring a
rod, did you?"

"W use a net."

"Did you bring it?"

Fel i x shook his head. The fam |y owned only one, and he had not even thought
of

taking it.

"Did you see that?" cried Maddoc. "Arise!"

"Then the fish are there," said G eat-G andpa.

But Felix saw only a circle of ripples on the water, as if someone had thrown
a

smal | pebbl e. He scanned the shore. There was no one there, but anong the
smal |

trees he glinpsed a sparkle as of an intact wi ndow and a shape that m ght
have

been the edge of a roof. Wen he pointed themout, Maddoc said, "Sunmer
hores.

Just ruins now. "

Ox indicated the sky and a sheet of gray cloud spreading toward them "Is it
going to rain?"

"We've got our hats and cloaks. And we can sit on the trundle, under the
canopy."

"It"ll slowus down," said Maddoc. "The batteries won't charge if the sun
isn't

shi ni ng. "

"You' ve got batteries too," said Ox. He was pointing at the stone.

"Not enough to share. O to make much difference."



"Besides," said Great-G&Gandpa. "There's no way to do it."

Amelie's quiet nmusic stopped. "W have data plugs,"” she said.

"They're for uploading us," said the other stone. "O for downl oadi ng

di agnostics. "

"And power," said Anelie.

"I don't see a plug,"” said Felix.

"It's there, all right," said Geat-G andpa. "But 1'll be damed if I"'Il pul
ny

pants down for another man, even if he is a relative."

Ox | ooked away.

CHAPTER 14

M st hung anong the trees as it had all norning. Rain pattered around them
dripping fromthe trundle canopy and their hatbrinms, alnost the only sound in
t he | andscape around them It softened the noss and |ichen that covered the
anci ent pavenent of the road. It nmuffled their voices and steps and the
creaki ng

of the trundle's joints.

More mist clung to the surface of the stream before them The slightest of
breezes curled it over the bank and the edge of the bridge. Ox, his wet

| eat her

cl oak snugged cl ose against himby the straps of harness, did not take the
step

that woul d have set himon the cracked concrete of the bridge. Fromwhere the
two boys stood, they could see the trail on the other side, broader and

cl earer

of vegetation, the ancient pavenent showi ng. Yet that meant the trail was
nor e

used, and neither one was eager to confront strangers who m ght not be
friendly.

Not that there were any strangers in sight. There were no footprints in the
nmud,

no clots of nmud tracked onto the bridge, no sign of a house or farnmstead. Yet
they could not see far. Across the bridge, the path ran along the base of a
bank

just high enough to keep them from seei ng anyt hi ng beyond. It then bent
around

the end of the bluff and di sappeared. An arny of bandits could be waiting for
t hem just out of sight.

" Snoke, " said Ox.

"I snell it." The other boy thought the streamin their path must be the sane
one that passed near the Wbb farmstead, though it was smaller here. Their
pat h

had taken them upstream

Felix sniffed again and scratched his arm beneath his cl oak. He thought the
snoke was fresh, not stale, close instead of far. And it was no nore pungent
than mght float froma chimey with the hint of boiled cabbage just strong
enough to make his nmouth water and his stomach clench. He did not think it
coul d

nmean danger.

"I can smell a privy, too." He pointed downstream into the breeze. Anelie
shifted key and rhythm and her incessant song became cautious, uncertain.
Across the bridge, the road bent in the direction they wi shed to go. There
was

no ot her choice. They noved forward cautiously, their feet slipping in

pat ches

of mud and sodden | eaves. As soon as they rounded the end of the bank that
had

bl ocked their view, they found a | ow, boxy buil ding whose wooden wal |l s were
encased by brickwork pillars. The roof was a patchwork of sal vaged netal



wood,

and other materials; a gap in the patching emtted a wi sp of snoke. Head- high
bushes crowded the ground before it except for a narrow footpath. There were
several snmall gravestones anong the bushes.

"I ate there once," said Geat-Grandpa. "It didn't used to be boarded up

t hough. And there was a big sign out front."

Amelie's voice was organ now, with a touch of string.

"That's purty nmusic, but if you ain't friendly, nove on."

Fel i x dropped his half of the harness and spun as a wonman even ol der than his
Ma

st epped out of the shrubbery beside the footpath. Her hair was thin and white
and plastered by the rain to her scalp, her eyes grimy narrowed, her clothes
faded jeans and shirt. Were her skin showed it was as red and scaly as
Felix's

own. Her throat was swollen with a goiter. In her hands she cradled a

cr ossbow.

Thunder st one began to grow .

The wonman swivell ed both eyes and crossbow past the trundle. "Were's the
dog?"

No one spoke.

"You heard Sissy."

There was a second worman on the other side of the path. She was identical to
t he

first except that she was taller and thinner and her crossbow had no bow She
wore a flat-crowned, broad-brimed hat.

"Yes," she said. "It works." She pointed her weapon at the ground near
Felix's

feet and pulled the trigger.

The sound was sudden, sharp, a bark rather than the | oud boom he had thought
a

gun nust make. It still made himjunp. Yet it did not frighten him He knew

t he

worren were not bandits. They were only defending their own.

"lt's arifle," said the woman.

"We're friendly!" cried Maddoc fromthe trundle.

Thei r heads spun.

"What the hell are you doing with those things, boys?" An ancient nan had
appeared in the path between the wonen. He too had both rash and goiter. His
eyes were wi de and soft, as if....

"Shut up, Franklin."

"Yes, Sissy."

Ox closed his eyes and bowed his head.

"Just passing through," said Geat-Gandpa. "Don't want to bother you.

Nossir.

Not at all."

"Well?" The woman with the rifle was glaring at Felix. Now she |icked her
lips.

"The dog!"

"One of them stones," said the man.

She nade a di sappoi nted face and ai med the crossbow at the trundle. "Were
you

goin' ?"

"Going to the city.'
back

than the stickiness of the day could account for. He felt cold. He w shed he
could nmove out of her line of fire, but the best he dared to try was half a
step

as he turned to point at Maddoc's truncated stone. "He says there might be a
cure there." He clapped his hand on his other arm and scratched at the rash
"For this."

Felix could feel nmore sweat formng on his chest and



The ot her woman | aughed harshly. Franklin shook his head.

"Chunps," said Sissy, but she let her crossbow sag and scratched at her own
hi p.

"You boys look tired. Hungry too?"

"We've got soup," offered Franklin.

"We can snell it." Felix was already turning the trundle into their path
"Ever shot anybody?" Ox was | ooking at the weapons so intently that he nearly
fell over when the trundle pulled his harness tight against him

"Bandits make good fertilizer," said the taller wonman. "I'mLizzie Gegg."
"They kept me, though,"” said Franklin.

"Sonmetines | wish we hadn't," said Sissy.

"And Eddi e. But a snake got him"

"Shut up, Franklin."

The inside of the building was a single large room poorly lit, its walls
dar kened by woodsnoke. A fire burned on a stone platformin the center of the
room the only chimey was a hole in the roof through which spattered a
little

of the rain. The floor was covered with ancient rugs, just as at the Wbb
farmst ead.

Li zzie Gregg reached for the pot beside the fire. "There used to be a kitchen
out back."

"But the roof fell in," said the nan

"Along tinme ago," added Sissy. She lay the crossbow across her |ap when she
sank cross-1egged onto a thick cushion. She was prepared to be hospitable,
but

she was not about to be too trusting.

Felix stared into his bow. The few cabbage | eaves in the thin broth showed
bl ack spots of nold. The bits of potato were wi thered even after cooking. The
shreds of meat were not identifiable. Yet the soup was hot and gone too soon
"W don't see many fol ks cone by."

"You | ook like decent sorts."

"There's bandits out there, you know. Ain't safe to wander around."
"Specially at night."

"Qught to stay right here."

"The Baptists don't bother us rmuch, not anynore," said Lizzie Gegg.

"We're too old," said Franklin.

"Baptists?" asked Feli x.

Si ssy pointed toward the coast to the east. "Over that way sonewhere." She
shook

her head. "They send teanms out, looking for stuff. They'd |ove that cart of
yours."

"Wonen and kids, too," said Franklin.

Fel i x coul d understand why someone might like to take the trundle, but
peopl e?

Si ssy answered his puzzled | ook by saying, "One of "emtold us once. They're
saving the world. The kids they teach to love their God and to live their
way.

The wonen they use to nmake nore kids."

"Or try," said Franklin.

"They have to," said Lizzie Gegg, and Felix suddenly realized just how

wi despread nust be the problem he had glinpsed already. It was not just the
Webbs and their neighbors and their animals that had few babies, or whose
babi es

died at or soon after birth. It was everyone, everywhere. "Poison in the
soil,"

Uncle Alva would say. "Love bugs" would be Pa's answer.

"I't nakes sense,"” he said. If any group wanted many children, it would need
many

worren. He wondered if there were any place where people could have babi es
easily, where the babies lived, where there were no rashes.



"Maybe so," said Franklin. "You still want to watch out for them As well as
bandits."

"You could stay here," said Lizzie Gegg, and she was staring at both boys
with

a hunger that made Felix increasingly unconfortable. He did not dare | ook at
X

to see if he too was squirning.

Then Sissy licked her lips and said, "W could do a lot for you. Mike you
confortable. Keep you safe.”

"Though we're not nmuch help for rashes.” Franklin scratched at his wist.
"You could help us too," added Lizzie Gegg. "W ain't as spry as we used to
be. "

"No, " said Ox.

"Those rashes.” Felix grinned with relief that Ox had answered as he had. He
shook his head. "If we find anything, we'll let you know. " He got to his
feet.

"W have to get noving."

Si ssy began to get to her feet, the crossbow once nore in her hands.

H s eyes wi dened.

She | aughed and pointed it carefully at the floor. "No," she said. "W

woul dn' t

keep you. Though...."

"Too young." Lizzie Gegg was grinning too.

Felix was not at all sure he believed them He glanced at Franklin, who
seened

somehow di sappoi nted. Then he gestured toward the soup pot and fire. "Nice to
get warm Thanks for the soup." Then he backed toward the door

No one followed them and a few minutes later they were back in harness,
pul I'i ng

the trundle along the old road that paralleled the stream

"I didn't like them" said Ox after a bit.

Felix grunted and shook his head and slipped in the wet.

"What happened?" asked Great-G andpa. The stones had renai ned on the trundle.
"They fed us. But they seened awfully hungry."

"Were they going to eat us?" Ox's eyes were suddenly round.

"l don't think so."

"Peopl e do," said Maddoc. "Feed you and lull you, and then sone ni ght, when
you' re sound asleep...."

"Bite," grow ed Thunderstone. "Chew bones. Eat dog and cat and....'
"I'f you were really here," said Felix. "But they did warn us about--"
"What ?" interrupted Maddoc.

"The Baptists." He repeated what they had been told.

Great - G andpa made a snorting noise. "Bible pounders. In ny day...."
Anel i e's Weddi ng March stopped just |ong enough for her to say, "They were

| onely. Just lonely."

Fel i x thought she sounded wistful, as if she recognized that |oneliness. "Wy
don't you talk nore?" he asked. But the only answer was a return to

Mendel ssohn

"I'f they were younger," said Maddoc nusingly. "You could have stayed the

ni ght .

Gven thema little fresh blood."

"What about that Franklin?" asked Feli x.

"Didn't | ook Iike he'd dare object.”

"First tinme |I've been out of that cenetery in a long, long tinme," said
Great-Gandpa as if he thought it best to change the subject. "Aren't many
peopl e around, are there? No wonder they're lonely."

The nusic stopped. "I'mnot surprised,” said Anelie in a tone that suggested
effort, as if she were finally answering Felix's question by forcing herself
to



speak. "As long as we were stuck where we were, we didn't get much sense of
t he

worl d. We couldn't see very far, and we didn't get many visitors."
"Squirrels," said Maddoc.

"Not very chatty," said G eat-G andpa.

"The world has certainly declined," said Anelie. Her nusic began once nore.
"CGotten hungry too," said Maddoc.

No one answered that. Felix wished silently that the rain would stop and the
sun

woul d cone out and the trundle's batteries would charge. Lacking that, all he
and Ox could do was |lean into the harness, hauling slowy toward a
destination

that mght or mght not hold hope for a better future.

* * %

By the time the road bent away fromthe stream the rain had dimnished to a
drizzle. As they struggled up a slope, it quit entirely. Wen they reached

t he

top, they could see a band of |ight ahead of them and before |ong sunlight
was

reaching the cells on the trundle's canopy.

"Don't stop here," said Maddoc. The road had turned al nost bare of plant
growt h

t hough the pavenment was as cracked and hol ed as ever. Beside it, the grass
was

thin. To either side stood ranks of |inbless tree trunks. Thistles and
nettles

and brushy honeysuckl e and everl asting were thick around their bases, but

| eaves

were yell ow and twi sted.

"Poison in the soil,"” said Ox just as Uncle Al vah would have if he were with
them Felix nodded, thinking again of Baptists stealing wonen and children in
order to maintain and even increase their nunbers, wondering if he would ever
have children of his own. He was not tenpted to stop here, even if a few
hour s

in the renewed sunlight could make the trundle able to nove under its own
power

once nmore. Besides, now the road was nearly level. Wth the |lack of plant
growt h

intheir way, it was easier to keep noving than it had been since they had

| eft

the cenetery.

Here and there he could see patches of healthier green. "Apple trees," he
sai d.

"They're tough," said Great-G andpa. "Them and branbles."

"Conplicated genes," put in Maddoc. "I never was a botanist, but | picked up
a

little. The genes m xed up a different way in every seed, so every seed

pr oduced

a different kind of tree. Different flavor fruit. Different shape. Different
tol erance for poison or youvee."

"I know they had to graft," said Geat-Gandpa. "If they wanted nore than one
of

somet hing. And the woods were full of wild ones. It's no wonder sone of them
do

so well."

Felix had no idea what the stones nmeant by "genes" and "botanist" and
"graft."

Yet he thought he understood enough: Apple trees did well even in this toxic
| andscape because they had nore potential for variety. Those variations that
were vul nerabl e di ed. Those that were not remained.



He sai d not hing, however, until the grass and weeds and small shrubs and
saplings were once nore growing in the roadway's cracks and the worst of the
bl i ght was behind them That was when Ox pointed at a pile of ruins that
seened

crouched beneath the branches of a dead tree and said, "W could have a
fire. "

Soon the stones had been set on the ground to soak up what sun they could
before

the day ended. The fire was flickering in a ring of stones taken fromthe
ruins.

A chunk of rusty sheet netal taken from what had once been an autonobile

refl ected heat toward the boys. Two potatoes were roasting in the coals.

Ox had found an iron bar as long as his armin the rubble. Now he squatted
beside the fire, scrubbing the rust away wi th handsful of sand.

Felix used a stick to arrange coals around their dinner. Then he | ooked

t owar d

the stones. "Wiere did all the poison come fronf"

"People," said Geat-Gandpa. "There were so many of us, just before the end.
And everyone wanted a house, a car or two, a television or maybe three,

wal | -to-wal |l carpeting, electric toys of a thousand sorts."

"Making all that stuff nade poison too," said Maddoc. "Like the shavings from
a

whittler's knife. Except it wasn't good for anything, not even kindling."
"Some of it went into the air and nade the youvee."

Amelie interrupted her endl ess song to say, "Didn't make it. Made it
_happen_."

"What ever," said Geat-Gandpa. "I never understood it, really. But we didn't
have to, did we? It was enough to know that the youvee made pl ants and

ani mal s

and people sick."

Fel i x nodded as he |istened. That was why they could not plant corn, why he
wor e

hi s broad-brinmed hat and | eather cl oak.

"And sone went into the soil," said Maddoc. "In the water, in the dirt, into
roots and food and guts. Making cancers, stopping dancers, beggi ng answers."
"We knew the answers,"” said Anmelie. "But we didn't like them" She sounded an
enphatic chord and the nusic resuned

"Not so loud," said Maddoc. "Not allowed when fol ks are tal king."

The Weddi ng March hesitat ed.

"Someone mght be |istening, too."

The vol une declined to a whisper

"We'd rather dig a hole," said Great-G andpa. "Bury the garbage, the poisons,
even the toys, as if that nade them go away. Bury our heads, too. That didn't
hel p."

"They wore themout and threw themall away and then bought nore."

"W weren't any better, were we?"

"Just look at us." Geat-Gandpa | aughed. "At least _we_ were built to last."
"They wore the soil out too. Just feeding so many people."

"That didn't help."
"Not a bit."

"I't got warner, too
"Bi gger storms."
"More trouble for the plants.”

"They had to nmove to find the kind of weather they I|iked.
"Except they couldn't."

"Unl ess sonething carried their seeds."

"The wind," said Felix. He had seen mapl e seeds bl ow ng, spinning, to |land
sone

di stance fromtheir parent tree. "And sticktites."

"Burrs," said Ox.



"I"'mnoddi ng at you." Wirds were the closest Geat-Gandpa could cone to any
gesture at all. "That's it exactly. And birds eating berries and shitting
seeds.

It's a slow process, nostly, but it's how those cat-claw briars got here."
"Adaptation," said Maddoc. "Perfectly natural. W fuck up the world, and the
worl d adjusts. Mowves on, without us if need be. Maybe just as well."
The stones fell silent. Felix thought of the scenes they had passed that day,
the trunks of trees that had not been able to tolerate the changes in climte
and storm and youvee. Large trees that sonmehow |ingered, casting their seeds
upon the wind in hopes that they would land further north, on cooler, |ess
toxic
ground, and sprout and prosper. Small ones struggling for their toeholds in
new

| ands.
"How do you know?" asked Ox, and Felix felt oddly ashamed of hinself for not
asking the same question. He had al ways thought hinself quicker than his nore
muscul ar "cousin."
"W renmenber," said Maddoc.
"W were never eggheads or ecofreaks,"” said Geat-Gandpa. "But it was in the
papers and the magazi nes and on teevee. They were tal king about it when I was
a

kid. My parents said they had been tal king about it when _they_ were kids."
"Then why didn't they do something about it?"

Silence was the only answer. Felix thought he knew why, but all he could do
was

| ay another stick on the fire, scratch his Ieg and arm and check the
trundl e's

power gauge. He was pleased to see that the canopy had intercepted al npst
enough
sunlight that afternoon to bring the batteries to full charge. It woul dn't
have

if they had been using the motor. Tonorrow they would be able to handle a

hi Il

or two, or heavy undergrowth. O, if the road stayed as passable as it had
been
this day, they could take it easy, sinply wal king, chatting with the stones
while the trundle rolled itself along.
Wien he turned back toward the fire, Ox had rolled hinmself in his cloak and
stretched out beside one of the stones. A purring noise made it clear which
stone he had chosen

Felix bent to pat Thunderstone. Then he sat down once nore and fished his

Swi ss

Fam |y Robinson_ fromhis sack. Its ready light still glowed red. H s finger
hovered over the book's switch. But no, he didn't need to turn it on. He knew
the story well, quite well enough to see in it exactly the attitude that the

stones said had destroyed the world.

The Robi nsons had not destroyed a world. They had built one. But they were
peopl e, and people never were content with what they had, whether they had a
little or a lot. They wanted nore, and to get it they would rearrange the
wor | d

around t hem however they must, digging and buil ding, using and discardi ng.
CHAPTER 15

They made rapid progress the next day. The road remained snooth, the
veget ati on

inits cracks was little nore than grass and thistles, the trundl e had enough
power to roll itself along, and the sun stayed out in the yellow sky, bright
enough to keep the batteries fromdraining too rapidly.

The sounds they heard were the hum of the trundle's notor, Anelie's endless
Weddi ng March, now | oud, now soft, now organ, now strings, now a single pure
sweet trunpet, now the fullest of orchestras. Maddoc and the catstone slept.



Great-Gandpa murnmured the nanmes of Anelie's instruments in a drowsy voice
Thunder st one made tail -thunpi ng noi ses and said, "See a bush, see a tree. Oh,
wish a snell! Wsh a sniff and search, find trail and chase. Throw ball!

Thr ow

Fri sbee! Chase and catch, catch and fetch!" Ox and Felix said very little,
concentrating on steering the trundle and lending it their own strength to
hasten it along the trail. Wen the land ti pped down some gentle slope, X
woul d

take his iron bar fromthe trundle bed and swing it at weed tops or rest it
on

hi s shoul der, doing his share of the steering sinply by |eaning against the
trundle's side if it tried to |leave the trail

The I and was enpty but for ruins. Mdst were ancient curtains of brick or

st one,

cellar holes half full of rain water, concrete slabs heaped with rubble. A
few

i ntact buil dings remained, including one built of massive stone bl ocks beside
a

field of headstones overgrown with everlasting. As they passed, shrill voices
called after them "Has he come yet? Is it time yet? Have you seen the whore,
the pit, the crown?"

Ox laughed as if the words touched some chord of menory. He m ght have
spoken,

but at that nmoment they cane upon a | arge bl acksnake sunning itself on a
near - bare patch of paverment. It was already sliding out of sight when Ox
smashed

its head with his club and flipped the body into the trundle.

"Has the trunpet bl own? When do we rise?"

Maddoc roused then, just enough to cry, "The trunpet blew, but no one cane.
The

gane was called on account of rain."

"Vials of wath!" soneone screaned. "Bl ood and death! Four horsenmen riding
across the land!"

"Horses are extinct," replied Geat-G andpa.

The voi ces shrieked and call ed them nanes, but then others cried out, "What
do

you mean? \What happened? Why doesn't anyone ever visit? W haven't seen the
sexton in sinply ages, and the weeds are...."

When the voi ces faded behind them WMaddoc | aughed. Felix asked, "What were

t hey

tal ki ng about ?" Great-G andpa said, "They're mad. You'd think by now they'd
have

figured it out. They aren't going to get out of bed again."

"But...."

"Ask one of those Baptists," said Maddoc, but after that he would say no

nor e,

no matter how Felix pressed.

Later they passed in quick succession three one-tine farmsteads nmuch like the
one where Felix had been born and rai sed. Every house and barn and shed had
been

reduced to a pile of weathered ash and charcoal. The gardens and yards and
rubbl e were overgrown with burdock and nettles, thistles and bl ackberry
canes,

t he new season's growth al ways | ushest where the privies and manure piles had
been.

"Bandits," said Ox as Anelie's Mendel ssohn slowed to the pace of a dirge.
"I"mnoddi ng," said Geat-Gandpa. "Nothing else it could be."

* * %

It was anot her day before they saw another sign of living people.
They had canped the night before beside a tiny stream set out the stones to



catch the last of the day's light, and nade a fire. This time they did not

bot her to cook potatoes. The snake was enough

Cl ouds hid the nobon. Thunderstone felt no need to how. The night was qui et
except for the smallest of noises and, once, near dawn, a distant cry that

m ght

have been a human voi ce.

In the norning, they could see a colum of snmoke ahead, in the direction they
pl anned to go.

"That's not a cookfire," Felix said.

"You'd be fools to go any closer,"” said Maddoc.

Felix renenbered the cry in the night. "Maybe we could....'
"No," said Geat-Gandpa. "They're dead, whoever they are. O were. But the
bandits are still there.”

Ox said nothing, but he did pick up his iron bar and smack it against his
pal m

Amelie rmuted her music to the nerest of whispers but laid dowmn a martial beat
behind the tune. It sounded al nost as if Hamrerhead had sonehow joi ned t hem
Fel i x checked the trundle's control panel. The batteries were alnost fully
char ged

When he picked up the ancient axe he had brought, G eat-Gandpa said, "You're
going to get us killed."

"Just us," said Felix. He knew there was a risk, but he felt quite wordl essly
that it was a risk he had to take. He glanced at Ox; he seenmed to agree, for
he

was grinning, showing teeth, and waving his iron bar in time to Anelie's
beat .

"You already are.”

"It's worth it," whispered Anelie. "W can't just cover our eyes."

Wth the boys adding their strength to the trundle's motor, it was not |ong
before they could hear the fire as well as see and snell its snmoke. A nonent

| ater they could see flanes through the scrubby trees and hear shouts and
cries.

The road passed by a farnstead |ike all those they had passed al ready, but
this

one was not yet, not quite, in ruins. To the right of the trail was an open
space, bare dirt beaten hard by wheels and the feet of humans and animals. A
rusted box bearing traces of faded red paint was all that remai ned of an
anci ent

truck. Hay was scattered across the yard between a | ow shed or barn and a
house

much |i ke the Webbs'. Fromthe house's wi ndows flanes gouted and snoke

pour ed.

The netal roof glowed red in spots. Fromthe branch of a tree beside the
house

swung the body of a goat, its hide snoking in the heat of the housefire.
The body of a man lay in the yard m dway between shed and house. A snall

ani ma

was spiked to the shed wall with a pitchfork

A gust of snoke brought themthe stench of burning goat hair. \Wen that

whi sked

away, there was still the stink of a privy that woul d never be used again, of
manure that woul d never be spaded into a garden patch, of burning neat that
sai d

soneone had been left within the inferno that had been a hone.

The fire crackl ed and runbl ed and roared. A piece of roof fell in with a
crash.

FIl ane and sparks spouted high. Enbers | anded near the boys. Ox brushed
severa

of f the canopy of the trundle before they could do any damage.



The three men watching the fire were conpletely unaware of the boys. Two held
a

struggling figure clad in denimshirt and jeans, clanping her arnms behind her
back. The third occasionally reached out with a long stick to set the

SWi ngi ng

goat to spinning. All three wore broad-brimed hats and | eat her cl oaks which
when they swayed, reveal ed | ong knives slung fromtheir belts.

"They're not | ooking this way." Maddoc's voi ce was al nost inaudi bl e agai nst

t he

roar of the flames. "Let's just keep going."

Fel i x shook his head and scratched tensely at his arm

The captive, the only survivor of the bandits' raid, opened her nouth and
screaned. One of the men clubbed her with a fist. She kicked backward with
her

heel s, and he swore. She screamed again, and the other man tore at her shirt,
exposing a snmall breast. She alone wore no protection agai nst the youvee of

t he

sun.

Fel i x pushed the trundle's throttle as far as it would go, leaned into its

si de,

and began to run toward the bandits. On the other side of the trundle, Ox

screaned shrill ululations. Thunderstone how ed. The catstone screeched.
Great - G andpa and Maddoc did their best to imtate a horde of noaning

gi bbering

denons.

The bandits spun and gaped. They hurled the girl aside and reached for their
kni ves. Now Felix too began to scream He let go the side of the trundle and
flourished his axe over his head.

The bandit who had been turning the goat on its twi sting spit poised his pole
like a spear. Ox snmashed it aside with his iron bar and caved in the man's
skul I.

Felix used his axe to knock a knife aside. Then he struck at a skull, but an
arm

got in the way and the axe handl e snapped. The head flew toward the shed. He
struck wildly with what he still held and pounded an arm a |eg, a shoul der

Ox spun toward the remaining pair of bandits, his iron bar dripping blood
above

hi s head.

Maddoc shrieked, "Save his soul for me!"

They ran.

Silence fell, except for the crackling of the flanmes and the panting sobs of
t he

girl.

They stared at her. She crouched on the ground where the bandits had hurled
her .

Her mouth was open, her teeth showi ng, her eyes wide and wild and dry. Her
exposed breast heaved as she panted. She was about the sane age as the boys.
Li ke them she had a rash

When Ox reached for her, she gasped and | eaped backward. Then she stopped as
if

she knew there was nowhere to run. The tendons in her neck showed like tree
roots or wres.

Fel i x | ooked past her, trying to see where the axe head had fallen

After a long nonment, she said, "The shed." Her voice was staccato with

t ensi on.

It squeaked. "A better axe. In there." She | ooked at the body the bandits had
left in the yard. "Take it," she said. "Papa'd want you to."

Ox turned away toward the bandit whose skull he had split. A nmonent |ater, he
said, "He's still breathing."

"Throw himin the fire," said the girl. Now her tone was vicious.



The boys silently obeyed. Felix barely wondered whet her the nman mi ght have
been

able to survive or should have been spared or could feel the agony of the
fl anes.

Then Felix checked the shed. There was indeed a better axe, double-bitted,
freshly honed, solidly hafted. There were also files, whetstones, saws, and
ot her tools.

When he energed with his arms full and a shovel over his shoulder, the girl
had

rearranged her clothing. Wien she saw the shovel, she froze and hal f-cl osed
her

eyes. Her face twisted with knowl edge and grief. Then she stood up and
poi nt ed

toward her fanmily's garden. "Over there."

He and Ox dug the grave for her Papa where she indicated, near a small
cluster

of headstones. \Wile she watched, tense, white-knuckled, they eased his body
into the hole and filled it in again.

Afterward, she said, "I'm Luanna."
The boys naned thensel ves. "Do you want to go with us?"
She touched the stones on the trundle. She hesitated. "I haven't got nuch

choice. Wat...?"

"Gravestones," said Maddoc in a runbling voice

She j unped

"He's an idiot," said Geat-Gandpa. "Crazy too. That's why we call himthe
Vad

Doct or, Maddoc."

Amelie's music resuned, soothing against the sound and stink of the fire.
Thunder stone nmade tail-patting-floor noises and woofed gently.

When the catstone purred, Luanna's eyes finally filled with tears. "I had a
cat."
Felix | ooked at the shed and the small creature pitchforked to its wall. He

t hought they should have buried it with Luanna's Pa.

"Leave it," she said. She pointed at a single crow that had settled in the
tree
that still held the roasting goat. It and its fell ows woul d cl ean up what ever

remai ned when they left. "What's this one's nane?"

"Heavy," said the catstone. A hint of a smle flickered on Luanna's mouth
despite the trauma she had just endured. "Butt chin and cuddl e-curl."

* * %

For the rest of that day, Luanna rode on the trundle, curled against the
catstone's side. She hardly said a word, and once Felix noticed that her

t hunb

was in her nmouth and her cheeks were wet with tears.

He t hought he night respond much the same if bandits rmurdered his Ma and Pa
and

burned the house he had grown up in. He left her to her grief, saying
not hi ng,

only steering the now heavier trundle along the trail, w shing he had noticed
whi ch way the surviving bandits had run, getting out the harness when the
batteries ran low and, with Ox, hauling the trundl e onward.

He could hardly forget she was there. His eyes kept going back to her. He
noti ced the slenderness of her form the contours so unlike his own, even so
unlike his Ma's. She was a girl his own age, or near enough. She was just
what

he had hoped he nmight find on this journey.

Yet she was hardly in a frame of mnd to share that hope. He understood that.
There was a brui se devel oping on the side of her head. Her features were so
twi sted by pain that he could feel his own face cranping in synpathy. He

wi shed



desperately to see her snile.

So did Ox, he guessed, for the other boy also kept glancing toward Luanna,
and

his face too echoed the pain in hers.

Felix's nouth watered when a breeze brought himthe aroma of the roasted

goat .
Luanna had nade no objection when they removed it fromthe tree and draped it
over one end of the trundle. Like them like the bandits, she recognized its

val ue as food.

Yet she al so watched Felix and Ox warily. They were nen, strangers, and even
t hough they had driven off the bandits and shown no sign that nmurder or rape
was

on their mnds, she clearly did not trust them She had cone w th them
because

she truly felt she had no choi ce.

"She'll conme out of it," said Geat-Gandpa.

"Tough little thing," said Maddoc. "' Throw himin the fire,' she said. Let
hi m

suffer, if there's anything left to suffer in that skull you smashed, Ox.
Fuck

him and the horse he rode in on, too."

Arelie interrupted her nmusic to say, "Not that. Not after what they nust have
done to her already. And her nother, in the fire."

"Maybe even her father," said Maddoc, and Ox | eaned into his harness as if he
could get further away fromthe voices.

"Both of you, shut up," said Geat-Gandpa. "Can't you see she's shaki ng?
She's

not used to us."

Fel i x | ooked over his shoulder. He thought Luanna had better reasons to shake

and even screamthan being surrounded by tal king gravestones. After all, she
had

| ost everything she had ever known and | oved. Parents, pets, and hone. Yet
Great-Gandpa was right: She was still curled against the catstone, but her
eyes

were shut and she was quivering with obvious distress.

Silence fell except for the boys' heavy breathing, Heavy's purr, and the
creaking of the trundle under its load. Felix thought that he had never known
how fortunate his fam |y had been. They knew of bandits, of course. But they
had

never been attacked, raided, slaughtered. Neither had their few nei ghbors.
When he next | ooked back, Luanna was watching himand Ox, and her expression
showed a trace of puzzlenent, as if she wondered how anyone could travel with
the dead the way they did, where they were going, and what their nission was.
Later, he thought. Later, when they were as far as possible from wherever the
surviving bandits had fled to lick their wounds.

CHAPTER 16

"Now what ?"

The two surviving bandits had stopped running not far fromthe farnstead they
had just torched. They could even snell the goat they had been roasting in

t he

fire's heat, and it seenmed very natural for Hussey to ask the question. He
had

al ways been the junior nember of their small gang. Now the | eader was dead.
Ki wi

was the next in line, even if he did not seemto have his mind on | eadership.

"Fuckin' kids!" said Kiwi. "I don't believe it!"
Bl ood was still trickling froma gash in his scalp down the side of his head
and

neck. H's soaked shirt was already stiffening.
"Dam good thing that axe handl e broke." Hussey w ggled his fingers and felt



t he
forearmthat had stopped the blow that should have | eft himon the ground
with

Ron.

"Fuck the axe handle."” Kiwi's right wist was covered with drying bl ood from
a

smal l er gash, and it nmade an awkward angle with the rest of his arm It was
al ready swollen. He touched it with the other hand and winced. "I think it's
br oken. "

"W shoul dn't have run," said Hussey. "There was only two of
"And a bunch of denons."”

"Gravestones from sone cenetery. |If they hadn't surprised us...."

Kiwi did not answer but | ooked down at his injured arm He could not deny

t hat

Hussey was right, any nore than Hussey could guess why their attackers should
be

traveling with the stones.

"Now what ?" Hussey finally repeated.

"W get those bastards. And the girl." \Wien Hussey eyed his wi st

skeptically,

em

he added, "I don't need two hands to cut their throats. Wait till they're
asl eep. Then...." He gestured one-handed. "And we'll smash those fuckin'
st ones

just like we've done before."

* * %

When they could no | onger hear the fire and the aroma of roasting neat had
di nmed al nost to a nenory, they crept cautiously back toward the farnstead.
Hussey went ahead, for Kiwi was clunsier and swore al oud every tinme his

br oken

wri st touched a branch.

As soon as he could see the clearing, he froze. A single man stood in the

m ddl e

of what had been a farnmyard. He was thin, darkly bearded, scowing. H's

br oad- bri med hat swung from one hand. A pack made the small of his back

bul ge

beneat h his cl oak

He was just one nman. Hussey was sure he could take him

O was he? Could others be waiting out of sight, hiding until sonmeone dared
to

attack? Was he with those kids, and were they not gone after all?

When the stranger | ooked away, Hussey dropped to all fours. He held his

br eat h,

listening, trying desperately not to be noticed. He heard footsteps, the
brush

of | eather on branches, a curse, silence. Long nmnutes later, he crept slowy
t hrough the brush. When he finally had a decent view of the yard and shed, he
breathed a sigh of relief. He needn't have bothered. Their attackers were
gone.

So was the stranger.

He stood up, and a dozen crows took wing fromthe ground in front of the
shed.

"Fucki ng thieves." He junmped when Kiwi's voice sounded right behind him
"They

t ook the goat."

"Looks like they buried the bodies."

"Not Ron." The skull of their late |eader, already stripped by the fire of
every

trace of flesh, was nestled in a nound of ashes. It seened to wear a sardonic
grin. Behind it, the remai nder of the skeleton traced |lines and curves anong
t he



still-glow ng enbers.

Kiwi found a rock and threw it. The white bone-ash of the skull shattered
wher e

it struck, exposing a black cavity and rel easing a puff of steam "Fuck him
too. "

Toget her, Kiwi and Hussey studied the hard farnyard soil. In a nonent, Kiwi
pointed out the trundle's tracks, one set atop another and | eading toward the
trail. The stranger's boots nade a line of tracks beside them "W'Ill|l have to
hurry.”

"What do you nean?"

"Or he'll get themfirst.” Their eyes met, and Kiwi showed his teeth in a

wol fish grin that quickly collapsed in a grimace of pain. "Yeah, | saw him
too."

Hussey | ooked at the other nman's wist. It was nore swollen than before, and

it

| ooked agoni zi ngly unconfortabl e even though the fingers were now tucked into
Kiwi's belt. "Maybe they left sonmething you can use for a sling."

Kiwi's other hand now held his knife. He was pointing toward the shed and the
single crow that had already returned to perch on the edge of its roof. "Skin

the pussy. W'll do the other one later."
"It"Il just stink."
CHAPTER 17

Felix and Ox strained at the trundle long after the batteries were drained,
until the sun went down and a hal f-moon di nmred by thin clouds made the | and
seem

to glow Anelie' s Wedding March, like the trundle, kept rolling along, a

r hyt hm

by which to pace both | egs and breath.

"Aren't you going to stop, boys?" asked Maddoc.

Felix didn't answer, but Luanna spoke for the first tine since they had |eft
t he

ruins of her home and chil dhood, crying in a panicky voice: "No! They're
behi nd

us, follow ng! They want ne!"

"They want the boys too," said G eat-Gandpa. "They've got a grudge, eh?"
Maddoc chuckl ed nastily. "You m ght say that."

A shadowy rabbit |olloped across the path in front of them Thunderstone

bar ked

and said, "Chase!"

"You trying to spook her?"

"Just trying to make her get out and walk. O push. W'd nmake faster progress
i f

she did. If she doesn't...."

"Need hat," said Thunderstone. "For youvee."

"Not at night, you dunmb dog," said Maddoc.

"It's not night yet," said Ox.

"d ose enough."

"Leave her be," Felix panted. The aroma of roast goat made his nouth water
and

his stomach grow. Hi s feet and nuscles hurt, his lungs burned, and he wi shed
she woul d i ndeed | end a hand, or at |east make the load lighter. But he al so
t hought she nust have little attention or energy to spare for the nonent.
"For now. "

"What's this?" Felix |ooked, and her hand was on the sack that held both
their

smal | supply of potatoes and the Menory of the Webbs. The frame that held the
Mermory was straight and rigid against the cloth. So was the smaller contour
of

his Swiss Fanily Robinson_. But it was the franme that energed in her hand.



"I'"ll read it to you, ny dear," offered G eat-G andpa.
"No," said Felix. He leaned into his half of the harness once nore. In a
nonent ,

he added, "It's the nmenory of my family," and began to recite the text.
When he was done, he | ooked over his shoul der and saw Luanna careful |y
r et ur ni ng

the Menory of the Webbs to its sack. He thought the tears in her eyes nust
nmean

she wi shed she had such a thing for her own famly. Even words on a paper she
could not read. But they were gone, and all their possessions were snoke. The
only menories that remained for her were those in her own head.

Saying nothing nore, he concentrated with Ox on hauling the trundle up hills
and

t hrough brushy stretches of the road where past floods had covered the
pavenent

with silt enough for roots and growh to match the ground to either side.

I nt ent

on putting as much di stance as possibl e between them and the bandits who had
fled their attack, they kept their heads down and their mnds bl ank. They

br eat hed, punped, adjusted harness straps when they grew painful, and stared
at

t he ground ahead of them

Thunder st one bar ked whenever something rustled in the brush beside their
pat h.

The dog qui eted only when Luanna tensely nurnured, "Hush. They'll hear you."
The boys barely noticed such things, nor when the trees shrank until they
wer e

little nore than brush, when cellar holes grew nore frequent, when piles of
tunmbl ed brick and rusty steel crowded all el se aside and then dim ni shed,

gi vi ng
way to cellar holes once nore, to trees that for awhile grew rmuch taller than
usual and hemmed in the trail like walls. They hardly saw those few buil di ngs

that remmined intact, or nearly so except for broken wi ndows and rotted or
storm battered roofs. Mst of these survivors were built of stone; only a few
were wood or brick. There were none that had the | ook of salvage, that said
any

heir to the lost age of wonders had ever tried to scratch a living fromthe
soi |

inthis vicinity.

They stopped only when Felix found hinself |agging behind the sturdier Ox,
hi s

own harness drooping and his cousin being forced to carry all the |oad. They
were at the top of a slight rise in the |andscape, and twilight was by then
wel |

advanced. Night was near. He needed rest and food. Surely his cousin did as
wel | .

To one side of their trail extended an expanse of |ow growth ruch |ike that
whi ch struggled to penetrate the surface of the road. He stepped aside |ong
enough to see that here too was pavenent, and anong the bushes were the
rusted

and youvee-faded hul ks of dozens of ancient autonobiles. When he kicked a
plastic panel, it split and crunbl ed.

He | ooked back the way they had cone.

"See the snoke?" said Maddoc.

"Yeah," he panted. A dozen cl ose-spaced threads were a band of snpke agai nst
t he

hori zon, tattering into nothingness as it rose. He guessed it must mark the
pl ace where Luanna had lived until.... It was surprisingly distant.

"See the other one?"

A second thread, thinner, bright near its top where the |ast rays of sunlight



caught it before it thinned to invisibility. Only a little closer than the
first. The bandits? Shouldn't they have nmade nore progress? Or was it someone
el se?

When his breathing cal ned, he forced hinself to resune the pace for a little
| onger, but then he saw another farmstead to one side of the road. Its yard
was

as overgrown as those of other farnsteads destroyed by bandits, but a house

still stood. In the near dark, it was hard to tell but he thought the roof
m ght

be intact. Certainly there was a glint of nmoonlight on w ndow gl ass. A
pillared

porch faced the yard. He could see nothing of what might |ie behind the house
or

to its sides. "There," he said.

Ox turned off the road so pronptly that Felix knew he too was tired.

They stopped not far fromthe house's porch, stripped off their harness, and
sat

down wi t hout taking another step. Once his breathing had returned to normal,
Felix said, "I'mhungry."

"Food, " said Thunderstone. "Chew bone. Go wal k."

Ox snorted. "We've wal ked enough for one day."

"The goat," said Luanna. She was now sitting up beside the catstone, which
mur mured softly, "Catch nouse, catch bird." She patted it as if it really were
a

cat named Heavy. Her voice started tentatively but quickly firmed. "O it'll
spoil ."

"I told you she was tough," said Geat-G andpa.

"Practical,"” said Maddoc.

"We shouldn't waste it," said Luanna. She closed her eyes as if that was al
it

now took for her to accept them They were tal king stones, strange and
frightening, but once they had been people, just as Heavy had been a cat. If
she

didn't look, they still were people.

Felix forced hinself to rise once nore to his feet. He wi nced and gasped when
his muscles spasned in conplaint. He took a painful step toward the trundle.
"Was it a pet?"

The girl's head-shake was just barely visible in the shadow of the trundle's
canopy. "She was pregnant. The billy got away."

Fel i x shooed off half a dozen flies that buzzed near the nmeat and tore a
strip

fromthe animal's thigh. He passed it to her. She accepted. He handed anot her
to

Ox. Finally he took sonme for hinself.

* * %

When he first opened his eyes the next norning, Felix thought he nust have
dreaned the events of the day before. He never would have thought he could go
charging into the mdst of even a small gang of bandits, much | ess nmake them
flee and rescue a mmiden and then haul the trundle for so many niles and
hours.

Yet he could still taste the roast goat in his nouth and snell it on the air.
The abandoned farnhouse | oomed over his head, the edge of its broad porch

al nost

cl ose enough to touch. There was a bank of rhododendron to one side, its
fallen

flowers pink rags in the grass. Roses pouted red, white, pink buds on the

ot her

and promsed to fill the air w th sweetness.

Now he could tell that the pillars that held up the porch roof were no nore

t han



| ogs stripped of bark and cut to size. Across the yard was a small barn, its
cl osed door sagging inits frane.

"No sign of the bandits," said Geat-Gandpa's voice. "But you've got a
flat."

"W kept watch, would have waked you, screaned 'FIRE!'" at the tops of our
speakers," said Maddoc. "But they haven't caught up yet. If they' re even
foll owing."

"They are," said Anelie in an om nous tone that played counter to her nusic.
"And flats can wait," added Maddoc.

Felix | ooked at the trundle and swore. So did Ox, who had slept on the other
side of the trundle and was now al so awake. It undoubtedly | eaned toward its
left rear corner. When he checked the tire, he found that its rubber was
cracked

and fissured. The youvee did that, Uncle Alva had told him

The other tires proved not nuch better. He hoped he could find a car with a
replacenent in its trunk, still sheltered fromthe sun. Tires were inpossible
to

repair once they had rotted.

And soon they woul d need nore replacenments. They woul d have to find them as
soon

as they could and then carry them al ong. He made a face at the thought of
addi ng

still nore weight to the trundle.

But there was the girl, Luanna, half under the edge of the porch, poised to
roll

out of sight if the bandits had i ndeed showed up. O if he or Ox had had the
energy or will to...

He felt his body quivering in response to Luanna's presence. He had never
known

a girl so near his own age. He thought he night never nmeet another in this
wor | d

so devoi d of people.

Wul d he and she eventual ly grow cl oser? Becone friends? Could she possibly
become what Ma so prayerfully and so often wished for him-a wife, a mate?
Felix clinmbed to his feet, suppressing a groan when his abused nuscl es
protested, and checked the trundle's control panel. The batteries had only

j ust

begun to charge. They woul d need every bit of sun the day would give them
Yet

they could not remain here |ong. The surviving bandits were surely foll ow ng.
I f

t hey caught up...

The house's wi ndows were closed with plank shutters. The door was shut. It

| ooked as it might if its occupant had just gone away for a day or two. Yet
there was nore than one season's growh of weeds and everlasting in the yard.
Felix stepped onto the porch. It creaked alarmingly. It creaked again when Ox
foll owed him

The door was not |ocked. Inside, enough light came through the shutters to
show

dust and worn furniture, much with the gnaw marks of the mice, rats, and

ot her

rodents whose droppings littered the floor. The |light also showed that the
house

had been kept up, repaired, protected fromthe elenents |ong after nobst other
houses of its age had succunbed. In some of its roonms, the walls were stil

pl aster and wal | paper hung in curling strips. In others, the plaster had
fallen

and been replaced by rough boards taken from other buil dings.

A short hallway led to a kitchen with a sink and an ancient fridge nuch |ike
Ma's. Before Felix could obey the inpulse to open its door and see if its



l'i ght

cane on, he registered the remains of a body on the other side of the snall
room It lay in a nest of rags produced when rodents had chewed through its
clothes to get at neat and bone. What was |eft was scraps and splinters and
an

al nost untouched skull the color of fried potatoes.

"Di sease,” said Ox. "Bandits woul d have burned the place."

A shel f above the table held several ragged-edged books. Felix |ooked at the
shutters over the wi ndows. \Whoever this person had been, he--or she--could
not

have |ived al one. There nust have been soneone else to close the house up and
wal k away. The di sease had not been one of those that struck down everyone
who

came near a victim

Perhaps it had been like the rash. He fingered his wists and el bows. It was
still there, as scaly and red as ever. But did it perhaps tingle and itch a
little |l ess today? He had no idea how that could be, unless.... He poked at
t he

swel I i ng where he had gouged his own skin. It hurt, and he had known one pain
to

cancel out another. It also oozed pale, cloudy liquid. There would be pus in
anot her day or two.

"I think we're okay," he said. Now he did open the fridge. It contained only
a

bone that had been pierced several tines along its I ength. One end was carved
into a nout hpiece, the other into a tiny replica of its owner's skull

"Look!"

He turned. Ox had found a ring set in the floor. Now he was lifting a

t rapdoor

to reveal a cache of cans and jars whose | abels bore nouth-watering pictures
of

food. Some of the jars had burst, sone cans had swollen and others were

st ai ned

by rust, but nany seened intact, undamaged.

Felix shook his head. "We can't use it." Ma and Pa and Uncle Al va had al

war ned

t he boys agai nst sanpling such things. They were too old to trust.

Soneone screaned.

The boys' heads jerked up. Their eyes widened. Felix felt his heart |eap
wi t hin

hi s chest.

"Luannal " said Ox.

Thunder stone howl ed desperately.

They ran fromthe house. "Qut back!" cried Geat-G andpa, and they saw where
she

had trodden grass and broken stens on her way around the house, past another
door and a rotted-out stoop and a privy half collapsed into its hole. The

| ack

of stink betrayed how long this farmnmstead had been abandoned.

They al most collided with the girl. She stood rigid, berry canes and

ever| asting

and honeysuckl e surroundi ng her, facing the near-bare skeleton of a long, |ow
house or barn, curved ribs and straight cross-pieces all of rusty,

pai nt - f 1 ecked

metal, its only remaining flesh scattered panes of glass. Wthin the space

t he

frame encl osed, rows of weathered concrete platfornms were visible anong the
weeds.

Now Luanna screaned agai n: "G eenhouse!™”

She bent and grabbed a rock. She hurled it through one gl ass pane. The crash



and

tinkle made surprisingly little noise.

Ox made a roaring noise and used his iron bar to snmash anot her pane.

Felix did nothing. He had never seen such a structure before, and he had no
i dea

why it should be destroyed on sight.

The others did not end their destructive rage until every pane of glass had
been

reduced to shards. Then Luanna turned, one rock still in her hand, and saw

t he

house and its still intact panes. She raised her armto attack this too, but
Fel i x grabbed her wrist.

Ox was already standing still, shoul ders saggi ng, the rage gone fromhimlike
an

armfroma sleeve, leaving himlinp, drained of notive. Now she too gave up
She

dropped her rock. She |ooked at the ground. The bruise on the side of her
head

was livid black and purple.

n \N]y?ll
Nei t her could answer him but when he repeated the question to the stones a
little later, Maddoc | aughed nockingly. "ldiots!" he said. "lIt's a greenhouse

you're in, for sure, but not that sort of thing."

"G eenhouses, " explained Geat-Gandpa, "were used to grow fl owers and
veget abl es when the outdoor weather was too cold. They were covered wth

gl ass

or plastic to trap the sun's heat."

Fel i x nodded. He had felt the heat just within the wi ndows of the Wbb
farmst ead.

"That's what buggered the Earth," said Ox. "Uncle Alva told nme once."
Maddoc | aughed again, as insanely as ever. "G eenhouses gone wld, gone

ber serk,

cook the whole wide world to a crisp and | eave only us, the talking dead
bor ed

stiff not stiff enough.”

Felix | ooked at the sky. There was no sign of a netal frame, much |less the
endl ess spread of panes of glass that might enclose the whole world in a
singl e

gi ganti c greenhouse.

"No," said Great-Gandpa. "Not quite. But |ong before the end we were putting
in

the air gases that could trap the heat in sonething |ike the sane way."
"Carbon di oxide," said Maddoc. "Methane and chloro...."

Felix was gl ad when Great-G&Gandpa interrupted. He had no i dea what Mddoc's
words nmeant. "From burning coal and oil. Fromfactories. Even from naking
tal ki ng gravestones. And then those gases made the whole world warner. Ice
nmelted in the far north. The seas warned and swelled and rose. Storns grew
fiercer. Deserts just grew"

"Peopl e died," said Luanna. "Mana told ne, and it was so nice then. Lots of
food. Lots of neighbors." She hesitated and | ooked away and trenbl ed before
she

added, "No bandits."

Fel i x understood. Her fam |y had had nmenories just as had his own. The
conditions of her life had been much Iike his, though wi thout an uncle and a
cousin and even the few nei ghbors the Wbbs had near their farnstead.

And a greenhouse was a greenhouse. The one behind the house they had sl ept
besi de was a synbol, and if no one could attack the greenhouse that had
changed

the world, they could its nanmesake.
* * %



When Felix brought the books he had seen in the kitchen outdoors,

G eat - G andpa

sai d, "Wat have you got there?"

"Paper." That was all they were to him sonmething with which to start a fire
to

ward off the cool ness of the norning and warma little of the goat neat.

"Let me see," said his ancestor. "Sone books are just paper, but...." Felix
hel d

his finds in front of the stone's vision strip. "The covers are too chewed by
mce. Qpen it up. Ahh."

"What ?" asked Maddoc.

Great-Gandpa read out the titles: "_The Housew fe's Hone Medical Assistant,
Dr.

Spock's Child Care, Herbs and Health_. You should save these, boy. They're
preci ous. "

"Can they tal k?"

"Li ke your _Swiss Family Robinson_? No."

Fel i x shrugged. "Not good for nuch, then."

"' Cause you can't read? But | can." Despite Felix's protests, Geat-Gandpa
t hen

insisted he flip the pages while the stone recorded every word. "It won't
t ake

long," he said. "And nmaybe 1'll find something about that rash of yours."
Maddoc made a snorting noise. "If | don't have a clue, those things won't.

Kitchen reference books. Laynen!"

Great - Gandpa ignored the other stone. Luanna took the first book he finished
with and built a fire. Ox sliced off pieces of goat. By the tine Felix could
set

the third book down, breakfast was ready for them all

Amelie interrupted her nusic | ong enough to ask, "Did you find anything?"
"Hrp. Now | can tell you how to burp a baby and nmake a tea for headaches and
when a bel |l yache neans stones in your gall bladder."

"I can do that too," said Maddoc. "And wi thout wasting nenmory on that sort of
stuff."

"Then why don't you go do sonething useful ?"

"Me? Do you see nme pointing at the legs | don't have?"

"At least |I'musing what |'ve got," said Geat-Gandpa.

"At least you didn't say, 'CGet alife.""

Felix sighed. "W need to find a tire."

"We passed a lot of cars yesterday." Ox was pointing back the way they had
cone.

Luanna shook her head. "They're waiting for us to do just that. They'll get
us

one by one."

"We could go all together," said Felix.

"Then...." Ox gestured toward the trundl e and the stones.

"Or you could use your eyes," said Maddoc. Wien no one responded, he added,
"The

shed over there. The barn. There's a crack beside the door."

Then Felix saw what the stone neant. Rot had weakened the barn's frane unti
it

sagged and the door dug into the ground and hung askew. The crack was a | ong
triangl e of darkness in the shadow of a lilac clunp whose flowers were

t ur ni ng

to brown clusters of seeds. Near its base was the shine of netal

"A bunper," said Ox.

But no matter how hard they tried, they could not budge the door. They had to
use the axe from Luanna's place to chop a hole | arge enough to reveal. ..

For a nonent Felix hardly recognized what the barn held. Every car he had



ever
seen had been riddled by rust and youvee, its paint and chrone remai ning only
in

dull, flaking patches, its plastic faded and split. This one was coated wth
dust, but light reflected frompaint or plastic that still gl eaned al nost as
it

nmust have done when new. The shed, decrepit though it was, had shielded the
ancient car fromthe ravages of tine.

Ox sighed. "It looks like it still runs.”

"We just need a tire." The four on which the car stood were as linp as the
one

they had to repl ace.

"Uncle Alva would love it."

"We'll tell himwhere to find it when we get back."

Felix stooped to enter the hole in the door, but Ox blocked himwith an arm
as

if his closeness to Uncle Alva gave hima greater right to repair the man's
device. "I'Il get it."

While Ox pried open the trunk and replaced the trundle's flat, Felix returned
to

t he house. Luanna followed him and together they explored every room

They found no other books, but in a closet they did di scover a short |eather
cape and a hat. Both were stained with mldew, dry and cracked wi th age, but
they would serve to protect the girl against the youvee.

In another roomthey found a small bed with barred sides. In it lay the bones
of

an infant.

CHAPTER 18

The trundl e noved nmuch nore easily when Luanna no | onger rode but wal ked

besi de

and lent her effort when clunps of brush got in the way and a hill rose up
ahead

of them At the top of the hill all three paused for breath while Felix
checked

the batteries: they were not yet charged, though they would be sone help in
an

ener gency.

"Quite a view," said G eat-G andpa.

Above their heads thickening clouds fled rapidly across a dirty yell ow sky.
The

air was cooling.

W nd gusted and yanked at the trundle's canopy. Felix swore as he and Ox and
Luanna all grabbed at the small vehicle's sides to keep it fromtipping over.
"W need shelter," said Maddoc. "Forget the view"

Al three of the hunmans | ooked back the way they had come. There were no

l'i nes

of snoke agai nst the clouds, no signs of pursuers. They turned, and there was
the sea, recogni zable by its sheer expansiveness, its waves and whitecaps,

t he

sound of its inpact on the shore, even though not one of them had ever seen
it

before. There was an island, a pier, a pillar with a cross whose arns were

ti pped with gold, three small sailboats scudding toward it across the bay as
if

toward shelter fromthe coming storm A pair of white-w nged birds screeched
and

soared above the watchers.

Salt and nud and decay scented the air fromthe sea as it always had, as if

t he

wor |l d had not changed fromthe tine of the first Wbb



"Sea gulls," said Great-Gandpa. "There used to be mllions of them"

"My parents hid nme," said Luanna. She was staring at the island. "There were
four men. Haveners, they said. | heard them asking about children, fanmlies
with

children.™

Felix felt a shiver march down his spine. Ox was the one who asked, "Why?"
She

shook her head. "Papa never said. Mana neither, though she did say she was
gl ad

they hid ne.'
of

grief.

The two boys reached for her shoul ders sinultaneously, and Felix caught his
breath. Could his cousin have feelings just like his own? Was it nerely
synmpathy? O was it sonething nore, even though Ox was a year younger, even
nor e

a boy? Could he too be thinking of her as a potential mnate?

Ox glared as if to say age did not matter. He was |arger, stronger, and if
need

be.... Felix let his hand fall back to his side.

Luanna twi sted out of the space between them and a nonent later Ox let his
hand

Her eyes were filled with tears, and her voice was tight, ful

fall too.

Felix wi shed he could know what they both were thinking.

Luanna poi nted ahead, down the hill, to where a broader road still kept
enough

of its solidity to bar all growhs but noss and lichens fromits surface.
"The
way gets better."

* * %

"The foundations shifted," said Geat-Gandpa. "I renmenber when...."

He did not have to conplete the thought. The fissure just before themsaid it
all. Once the road had continued as if there were not 200 feet of air bel ow

it.

Now it ended just before the bridge, where a crack in the earth had eroded
into

a six-foot wide chasm Through it was visible a steep slope covered with
branmbl es and wild roses and everlasting, studded w th boul ders, dropping

t owar d

the water far bel ow.

On the far edge of the gap, the pavenent tilted so that the | efthand side of
t he

road was a foot above the right. The tilt grew worse a little further off,

ti pped back the other way, and then grew worse again as if a wave were
passi ng

down the length of the bridge. Many of the holes that pocked the concrete
surface were deep enough to expose the corroded netal rods that bound the
bri dge

t oget her.

"It's flat enough," said Ox. His | eather cloak was flapping in the grow ng
wi nd,

and he was tying the thong that anchored his hat to his chin. "And there's a
railing. W can nmake it."

Felix pointed at the chasm They mght be able to junmp it, but not with the
trundle, not with the stones, perhaps not even with their meager possessions
in

t hei r hands.

"Boards," said Luanna, and she pointed back the way they had cone, toward the
| ast cluster of ruins they had passed.

Thunder st one woofed. "Hide," he said. "In bushes."



"Why?" asked Felix. He could see no hazard anywhere, except that there were
nor e

sea gulls in the air here, and the stormwas closer, the wind harder, the air
col der. He shivered

"There's a boat." Ox was staring to the left of the bridge, where the brick
and

stone remants of a town still clinbed the slope of the hill across the

narr ow

bay. Waves marched in from beyond the island they could see in the distance
and

smashed agai nst the buildings at the bottomof the hill. Mssing roofs and
wal | s

told of the fury of past storms, as did a row of broken pillars that once had
supported another bridge closer to the I evel of the sea. Seaweed and

bar nacl es

clung to the shadowed northward sides of what was left. Further up the hil
many

bui I di ngs were intact.

Amel i e' s Weddi ng March stopped entirely.

And there, yes, there was a boat, mast erect, sail furled, tossing in a slot
between two brick walls. There was no sign of the boat's owners.

"No, " said Thunderstone. "In bushes."
Luanna stepped off the road. It took her only a few m nutes to di scover a
sinmpl e

bri dge of |ogs and pl anks. "Someone comes this way," she said. "Oten enough
to

need this."

"Don't use it," said Geat-Gandpa. "There's soneone down there. W don't
know

who. "

"Baptists and Haveners and bandits,"” said Maddoc. "We've been warned. 'Al
hope

abandon, ye who enter here.'"

"We still need shelter,"” said Felix grunpily. He w shed he had been the one
to

realize the limts of a dog's intelligence--even despite the aid of

gravest one

t echnol ogy- - were what nmade Thunderstone so cryptic.

* * %

"It's alibrary," said Anelie softly.

Felix's heart |eaped as he realized she was reading the words carved in the
stone above the door that had once been bl ocked by the broken glass that
crunched beneath their feet. H gh windows, their glass intact and covered by
tangled ivy vines, |ooned above and to either side. Still higher was a roof
of

nossy slate with green netal borders. On its ridgeline perched half a dozen
pi geons despite the building w nd.

"Then we're there!" he cried. The journey was over. Soon he woul d know what
hi s

rash was and how to heal it, how to heal Ma and Pa and Uncle Al va and

everyone
el se. Babies would no longer die. The Webbs would thrive once nore.

"Uh-uh," said Maddoc. "I'm shaking my head. Nothing here but a dinky little
t own

library. | bet it can't even talk."

Di sappoi nt ment washed over Felix, but before he could speak, G eat-G andpa
sai d,

"Not hi ng here but books. Thousands of them™

"Or mush," said Maddoc. "If the roof |eaks."

Luanna was a few steps ahead, peering within the building. "It doesn't."



"How much | onger?" Felix asked. "How far?"

"A few days. Lots of mles."

"And it may not even be there.”

The first heavy raindrops were already striking the ground around them the
trundl e's canopy, their |eather cloaks and hats. Wnd rocked the trundl e and
made Maddoc swear and the catstone hiss.

"CGet in herel"

The trundle barely fit through the doorway. Inside, they found a short
corridor

that effectively kept wind and rain fromreaching the nmain room beyond. Storm
noi se was also muffled, and the flagstone floor was dry.

"Animals," said Ox. At |east one of the building' s recent tenants had been a
skunk. The snell of its presence was unm st akabl e.

"Primtive place," said Maddoc. "No better than a cave."

"Unl ess you can read," said Geat-Gandpa. "That was always true."

"Huh. "

GQusts of stormwind rattled the library's wi ndows just as they had made the
bridge trenble until they feared it would tilt still further and plunge them
into the waves so far below They had all been relieved to find that the far
side of the bridge was firmy connected to the [ and beyond and there was
not hi ng

to delay their rush to solid ground.

On their way to the library, a handful of starlings taking flight had drawn
their eyes to a field of brush fromwhich emerged a tangle of rusty pipes and
an

angul ar frame from whi ch hung | engths of chain. The two | ongest still held a
seat of thick, gray fabric, its edge turned to fringe by time and youvee. The
seat jerked in the wind as it had for decades--for generations--but Felix

t hought the chain | ooked too thin to | ast much | onger

Beside this field was a heap of fallen brick. Across the street was the
open-fronted, roofless shell of what had been...."

"A shopping center," Geat-Gandpa had said. "A playground. A school."

Now hone to roosting pigeons.

Alittle further on they had passed a building with a high, pointed tower.
Even

t hough it was wood, even though the dark tracks of past fire clinbed the side
of

the tower, it had survived when other buildings had not.

More pigeons. Seagulls screeing in the air. A raven croaking froma tree

i nmb.

The light fromthe library wi ndows was di m and grow ng di nrer as the cl ouds
out si de thi ckened, rain pounded, and wind battered the walls and thrashed ivy
vi nes against the glass. But they could see shelves full of paper books,
enpty

shel ves whose books were junbled piles upon the floor, wooden chairs and

t abl es,

arnchairs and couches. Everything had been gnawed by rodents, shredded for
nest

materials, and covered with dust, seed hulls, and wastes. There were even
smal |

bones anong the litter.

Felix chose a nearly intact book fromthe nearest shelf and began to tear out
and crunpl e pages.

Great- Grandpa groaned, "It's too dark in here! | can't even tell what that
was. "

Ox used the axe to snmash a pair of ancient chairs. Luanna arranged paper and
ki ndl i ng near the door and used their flint and steel to start the fire.

Rai n was pounding the library's shell. Wnd roared in nearby trees and around
the town's remaining buildings. Gusts whipped the flames of their fire high



Snoke whirled around their heads and made t hem cough and wi pe their eyes.
Wth the |ast of the daylight, they broke nore chairs and a table and stacked
books beside the fire for fuel. They found a netal cart and used it to hold
t he

| ast of the goat meat over the flanes.

Later, when the wi ndows were black and wi nd gusted through the library's
door way

and rain hanmmered the roof harder than ever, Luanna retrieved her |eather
cape

fromthe table where they had all tossed their gear. She fingered the dry,
cracked | eather and shook her head. Ox handed her a piece of goat fat.

"That should hel p." She began to work the fat into the |eather

Fel i x picked up a book to feed the flanes. The sheets of gl ossy paper

separ at ed

in his hands, and he saw pictures instead of words. Miutely, carefully, he
spread

t he book where the fire could illum nate the pages.

"I remenber that one," said Maddoc gently. "A classic."”

" _The Family of Man_," nurnured Amelie. Her Wedding March resumed with a

pl ai ntive, yearning tone.

Ox | eaned over the book on Felix's left, Luanna on his right. Together they
studied the pictures of a world that had vani shed forever. Young wonen in
white

veils, babies, birth, death, tall trees, intact buildings, people in nunbers
Felix could hardly believe had ever existed, sniles and scow s, desperation
and

j oy.

"That was old when | was alive," said Geat-Gandpa.

Ox pointed at a face so dark it |ooked |like char. "A rash worse than ours."
"No," said Maddoc. "People conme in different colors. Pink |like you. Black
like

that."

Sonet hi ng crashed in the distance. Felix thought of home and wondered if the
farnstead' s roof would need repair again in the norning, if Glbert would
need

hel p once nore. For a nmonent he wi shed he had not left, for he was needed

t here.

Yet this journey, this quest, was al so necessary.

"Like me," said Anelie, and her words brought him back to the fire. He shook
hi s

head. Even with the book and its pictures laid flat before him he found it
hard

to believe that such a thing could be.

* * %

"Look!" cried Ox against the din of the wind and rain that still continued
out side the building. One hand brandi shed half a dozen small bl ack boxes in
t he

nmorni ng |ight and gestured over his shoulder. The other cradled a | arger box
whose face | ooked like dark glass. "Just |like yours. There's a whole rack of
t hem back there."

"Look!" cried Ox against the din of the wind and rain that still continued
out side the building. One hand brandi shed half a dozen small bl ack boxes in
t he

nmorning |ight and gestured over his shoulder. The other cradled a | arger box
whose face | ooked like dark glass. "Just |like yours. There's a whole rack of
t hem back there."

Only two of the tal king books showed even the di mest of glows in their ready
lights. Felix lay the axe on the table he had been using for a chopping bl ock
and took one of them Yes, he thought. Just like _Swi ss Fam |y Robinson_,

t hough



al ong one edge there was a line of cryptic lettering. If his had ever been
mar ked the sane, it nmust have worn off |ong ago.

Luanna strai ghtened from stacking firewod, took the other, and pronmptly
pushed

its button. The voice that said, "_101 Tips for Healthy Skin_," was weak, but
its words were nore than enough to nmake her | ook at her arm and touch the

pat ch

of red and angry rash that grew there. Then she pressed the button again, and
agai n, but the voice got progressively weaker.
Felix touched the button on his own and heard,
j ust

once before the girl cried, "No!" and snmashed her book against his. Both fel
in

pi eces on the fl oor.
"Let nme see the rest,’
mar ks. "
al oud,
"U S. Robotics. PalmPilot. They've changed since nmy day. Now the fronts."
X

obliged, and Great-Gandpa read again, "_The Sacred Aninmal _ and _The Tal ki ng
Holy Bible. "

"Heresy," said a strange voice.

Luanna yi pped in surprise and terror as she and the boys spun toward the
library's doorway.

Anelie fell silent.

Two dripping wet nen faced them across the remants of their fire. They wore
t wo

days' stubble and round hats of translucent |eather stretched on a
basket -1i ke

framewor k. Instead of anti-youvee cl oaks, they wore | aced | eather vests and
knee-length kilts.

The taller of the two had dark eyes that burned with fire. He was staring
intently at Luanna even though his stained forefinger and its bl ackened,
ragged

nail pointed unwaveringly at Geat-Gandpa. "Only the Delivered of God can
speak

the Scripture. Never the denmon dead."

"That's my Great-Gandpa,"” said Felix.

The ot her stranger shook his head. Neither was much ol der than the boys, but
their faces were already set in lines that spoke of wi nd and sun, hard | abor
and

_Greenhouse Revel ation,

said Great-G&Gandpa, "The edge first. The one with the
VWhen Ox held one before his vision strip and tilted it, he read

stern beliefs. "If they speak, they nust be denons. Else they would be in
heaven
with Christ."”

Were these the Baptists, the Haveners? They stank of fish and salt. The boat
they had seen on the shore must be theirs, sheltered fromthe storm by broken
wal I s. They thensel ves nmust have sheltered beneath a roof, and when they
smel | ed

the fire and the goat neat...

It was no nystery why Luanna was shaki ng and edgi ng backward, away fromthe
strangers, one hand on a dusty chair, solid wood, making it a barrier and a
r ef uge.

But why was he staring at Luanna? WAs it the bruise that spread around one
eye

and across her cheekbone to her ear, barely beginning to turn yell ow around
its

edges?

Now t he shorter stranger was |ooking at the floor and the remains of the
books

Fel i x and Luanna had broken. "You did good," he said. "There is only one



Revel ation."

The first man's finger shifted its aimto _The Talking Holy Bible_ in Ox's
hand.

"Destroy it. Destroy themall. W should have burned this building |ong ago."
For the first tine, Felix noticed the Iong knives they wore on their belts.
Wiere had he set the axe? Behind him but....

He backed a step, reached as if to support hinmself on the edge of the table,
and

the handl e of the axe was in his hand.

They did not mss his nove.

Nor did they miss the iron bar Ox now hel d beside his |eg.

Bot h strangers kept their hands away fromtheir knives, but the shorter one
reached toward Luanna. His fingers were cupped quite gently. He seened to be
| ooking at her bruise. "You will cone with us."

Luanna shook her head and trenbl ed harder than ever and backed still further
fromthe tabl eau.

The catstone hissed.

The taller of the two licked his lips. "You nust. The Lord requires you."
Thunder st one grow ed.

The strangers ignored the stones, but they made no nove to attack and seize

t he

girl.

"Why?" asked Feli x.

"Wirren cannot be exposed to the world and its dangers. They nust be protected
and cherished in the Haven."

"The young ones," said Luanna.

The shorter Havener nodded. "OF course. And the children.”

It nade sense, thought Felix. He renenbered what Lizzie Gegg and Sissy and
Franklin had told them O der wonen would not be fertile. Young ones m ght

be.

Suddenly the taller stranger had his knife in his hand and was | ungi ng toward
Ox. Wth one hand, Ox raised _The Talking Bible_as a shield, and the
stranger

shifted his attack to followit. That was his target. He struck, and new

shar ds

joined those already on the floor

At the same nmonent, Ox swung his bar with his other hand. Wth a netallic

pi ng

t he Havener's bl ade snapped.

The Havener kept his grip on the hilt and stub of blade that renmained, but he
st epped back. "Wen the stormends,” he said. "W will conme back, wth
others."

A moment | ater they were gone.

"Enough to take her," said G eat-G andpa.

"They're n-no better than the ban-bandits," said Luanna. She was shaki ng.

Ox was licking blood froma small cut he had taken in the encounter

"At least their intentions are honorable," said Maddoc.

"Hah." The Weddi ng March resuned, organ with an overlay of voice so that for
t he

first time in his menory Felix knew the words that went with the tune.

"W have to run," said Maddoc. Now he sounded frightened. The Haveners seened
quite likely not only to seize Luanna for cherishing and breeding but also to
burn the library and smash any stones that harbored denmons. "W have to get
away

fromhere."

"When the stormis over," said Felix. Ignoring the others, he stepped to the
library's doorway and | ooked out at the ruins of what once had been a town, a
community of scenes like those in _The Family of Man_. There was no sign of

t he

Haveners. The pointed tower he had noticed the day before had fallen



splintering in the road. There were broken tree linbs too, and other debris.
Rain and nist veiled any nore distant view

The next tinme he checked the weather, an hour |ater, Luanna pushed past him
to

run into the street before the library. Before she reached it, he saw beside
one

of the fallen branches a sodden nmass of gray fur

"Asquirrel,"” she cried as she retrieved it. Back in the doorway she pushed
her
soaked hair back fromher face and snoothed the fur. Its eyes were white. "It

was blind," she said.

"Youvee," Felix murnured when he saw the cataracts.

"It won't go far," she said. "But we've alnost finished the goat."

Felix stared at her for a long nmonment. Such a short tine ago, she had | ost
everyt hing she had ever known, parents and honme and all. The shock had curl ed
her hel pl essly upon the trundle. But by the time the Haveners had appeared,
she

had al ready been comi ng out of her paralysis and grief.

The Haveners had then given her the shakes, but only for a little while. She
was

al ready recovered enough to cope, to seize the opportunities that came their
way.

He t hought she might be a fine mate for him He al so thought Ma woul d agree.
But

he had sense enough, after the encounter with the Haveners and after what he
had

sensed in x, to keep his mouth shut.

* * %

The rain stopped in nid-afternoon. The wi nd continued, whipping clouds across
the sky and driving the ocean's waves to crash agai nst the shore so |oudly
Fel i x

wondered if the Haveners' boat could survive.

"They can't get back to the island yet," said Maddoc. "We're safe for
awhile."

"Let's | eave now," said Luanna. "The further we can get before they cone

| ooki ng

for us...."

"The nmore likely they won't find us," said Geat-Gandpa.
"We'll |eave tracks,"” said Ox.

Felix tucked _The Family of Man_ and two picturel ess paper books in the sack
with his Swiss Family Robinson_ and the Menory of the Webbs. Ox stacked the
firewood they had nmade from broken furniture and anong the sticks braced a
dozen

of the tal king books, including _The Sacred Aninmal _, as well as the |arger

gl ass-fronted box he had found.

The trundle's batteries were charged enough to get themto the top of the

hi Il

on which the town was built. Fromthere they could see that the bridge they
had

crossed the day before was now gone. Two of the pylons that had held it al oft
were all that remained, tilting like grass stens in w nd.

"I"mshivering," said Great-Gandpa. "W wal ked across that just yesterday."
The living and the dead both stared at the remmants of the bridge and thought
of

how cl ose they had cone to disaster. Finally Ox said sinply, "Can't go hone

t hat

way. "

Fel i x shook his head. Ox was right, if they cane hone at all. If the Haveners
did not catch them if they ran into no bandits, if no building fell on their
heads, if no bridge coll apsed beneath them The hazards they faced were nore



varied and nore real and nore serious than he could ever have dreaned before
he

[ eft honme.

That had been just days ago. It was already inpossible to believe that he had
worried nore about denons than about bandit gangs. He had never heard of
Haveners. Ot her hazards had sinply not occurred to him

The cl ouds were thinning. The |light was growi ng brighter. The wind was a
little

less than it had been. Felix took a nmoment to arrange all the books where the
sun coul d strike their surfaces. Then he and Ox | eaned into their harness,
Luanna pushed from behind, Anmelie gave thema lively, rhythm c Weddi ng March
and they noved on as fast as they coul d.

They did not stop until after dark

There came a point when a narrow gap between the bushes beside the road,
barely

visible in the glow fromthe rising moon, was nore inviting than the trai
ahead. They turned aside, forced their way into a small thicket, and
col | apsed

on the danp ground. Anelie's nusic stopped.

"No fire," said Felix once he had caught his breath. The Haveners were surely
foll owi ng them by now, and snoke had betrayed them once al ready.

"Just a small one," said Luanna. She had the squirrel she had sal vaged in her
hands, skinning it. "W have to cook this."

Felix's stomach runbled its agreement with her point. He clinmbed stiffly to
hi s

feet and fetched some kindling fromthe trundle and tore a few pages fromthe
paper books in his sack

He was working on the fire when G eat-G andpa said, "Some of these books are
alive."

"What do you nean?"

Ox got up to look. He said, "Their lights are on."

"OfF course they are," said Maddoc. "They got a little light."

"What are they?" asked Great-Gandpa. "I couldn't see their |abels."

Ox touched buttons and voi ces murmured, weak at first but gaining strength as
t hey awakened:

_"The Hi story of Peterboro."_

_"Introduction to Econom c Cal culus."

_"The Last Hero." _

_"Classic Wnders of Animation." _

_"The Sacred Aninal." _

_"A Flash of Geen."_

_"The Rapture at Hand." _

_"Love Beyond the Grave." _

_"Gravity's Angels." _

The inventory ended, though Felix could see that the other boy was stil

pushi ng

buttons. "Pitch '"em" said Maddoc. "They can't take a charge."

Great - Gandpa made a grunbling noise. "I wish.... But we can't fix them can
we?

W shoul d go back and get all of these things we can."

"lt's too late," said Amelie. "Look."

Fel i x | ooked back the way they had conme. A red glow flickered agai nst the
scattered cl ouds raci ng over head.

The seas had qui eted enough, then. The Haveners had fetched their fell ows and
returned to the library to collect Luanna. He felt pleased that they had
chosen

to | eave when they had.

"They're burning it now "

The gl ow of the flanmes was not nearly far enough in the distance to let him
f eel



saf e.

"We don't need the tal ki es anyway," said Maddoc. "Teach "emto read, and...
Great - G andpa | aughed. "Wasn't very popular, was it?"

"Tell me a story,"” said Anelie as if she were quoting. "Don't make nme do the
wor k. "

"Literacy was on the skids even when the books were on paper," said Maddoc.
"They'd rather drink and snoke and watch TV and novies," said G eat-G andpa.
"If it expected themto think, they didn't like it," said Maddoc. "Readi ng
and

education just couldn't conpete.”

The chatter continued while two snmall potatoes cooked in the fire, the
squirrel's carcass steanmed and dripped, and the last of the goat neat threw a
sour snell into the air.

When the food was gone, Felix snmothered the fire with dirt. Then he retrieved
_The Sacred Aninmal _ fromthe trundle. It identified itself when he touched
its

but t on.

"Shh," hissed Maddoc.

Everyone obeyed, and the book spoke its opening line very gently: "Is human
life

sacred?"

"OfF course it is!" whispered Luanna.

Amrelie murrmured, "That's why we...."

The book went on, but al nost every sentence was interrupted by soneone's

obj ect i ons.

To Luanna, human |ife was unquestionably the highest good. Any hint that it
could be disposed of, for any reason, made her protest.

Felix did not disagree with her, but he did not help when he said, "Hush.
want

tolisten to this."”

Great - Gandpa | aughed. "It's usel ess, boy. Wnen have a stake in life. Even
in

nmy day, they cared nore than nen about the concrete, the i mediate, the
short-termsurvival of the famly."

"Men are just as bad," said Anrelie dryly. "They want power and wealth and
sons. "

"Billions of sons," said Maddoc. "Daughters too."

"How many is a billion?" Ox | ooked puzzl ed.

"I"'mcalculating," said Great-Gandpa. After a nonent's pause, he added, "The
nunber of seconds in thirty-two years. C ose enough.™

"Shh," said Felix, but then the book's voice weakened and quit, and he had to
set it aside until another day's sun could recharge its powers.

The hal f npbon scudded anpbng thin clouds, and Thunderstone how ed once before
t he

ot hers shushed hi m

CHAPTER 19

I's human |ife sacred?_

_Go ahead. Ask the question. Don't try to answer it inmediately, even though
your upbringing, your traditions, your religion, and your political ideology
al |

surely supply you with an automatic answer. _

_Just ask it. Think about it. Consider possible alternative answers. If we
insist that human life is sacred in and of itself, with no reference to other
people's attitudes toward it, w thout considering its deeds, we find

our sel ves

saying as a logical consequence that human |ife deserves protection whatever
t he

formit takes, whether that of a fetus or that of a mass-nurderer.

_If we say that human life is not so sacred, what follows? Do we



automatically

approve of abortion? OF the death penalty? O mass nurder?_

_Surely not. What follows is the thought that |ife need not automatically, no
matter what, be protected. We can consider the value of an individual life in
terns of its costs and benefits to society. W can then conpare the val ues of
different lives. In appropriate cases perhaps we can approve the death

penal ty.

W can consider the prospects for a child, and perhaps we can approve
forestalling a life of suffering due to birth defect or poverty or parental
resentment, neglect, and abuse. _

_There are reasons to ask such questions and to reject the confortable,
traditional answers. Qur world is threatened in a thousand ways. _

_One of the worst is sheer hunman nunbers. Sone call it _the_ worst because it
aggravates every other problemwe face. Indeed, if it did not do so, it would
not itself be a problem _

_How bad is the nunbers problen? How crowded or overcrowded are we? World
popul ati on was about two billion when | was born. It is now over six billion
I't

will be in the nei ghborhood of twelve billion by 2050. _

_This cannot be. It won't be--if only because the Earth cannot support such
nunbers for long. Every year, we |lose agricultural land to devel opnent and
fertility to erosion, salinization, and desertification, even as we require
nor e

food. W& already face shortages of fresh water, not because any less of this
life-giving fluid is avail able, but because we demand so nmuch. W are
exhausti ng

nature's supplies of fossil fuels and mneral resources, and there is

absol utely

no way we coul d make enough available to give everyone on Earth today a
lifestyle resenbling that of the devel oped nations. _

_Yet if we can't, resentnent over the inequities we see in the world

t oday--whi ch can only grow worse as popul ation continues to grow -seens bound
to

lead to war, terrorism and burdensome mgrations of econom c refugees. W
see

such things al ready. _

It is very easy to see as well that when the world is choked by twi ce as
many

humans as it hol ds today, a bad crop year, an epidenmc, or even a failure of
foreign aid could begin the collapse, the Geat Die-Of, when perhaps as nuch
as

nine tenths of the human species will die._
_In the space of a year or two. _
_The only growth profession will be nortician. Wth a backhoe. _

_A thousand things could begin the catastrophe. One surely will. _
_Disaster is inevitable because when Mother Nature steps in to contro
over popul ati on, she does not have a gentle hand. Her rod is fami ne and

pl ague. _

_Mother Nature does not treat aninmal |ife--and humans ARE ani nmal s--as
sacred. _

_If we wish to prevent the catastrophe, we cannot treat human life as sacred
either. Only then can we hope to prevent the deaths of billions. _

_What we need is a concept well known to the families of recovering
al cohol i cs.

It is "tough love," the sort of |love that says, "I don't care how nuch it
hurts,

how mad it makes you, how nmuch it makes you hate me, I'mtelling you what a
ness

you're in, the damage you're doing to yourself and others, and here's your
ticket to the detox ward."



_Those famlies will tell you that tough |love isn't easy. Delivering such
nmessages hurts everyone involved. But the pain is essential. If the nessages
don't get delivered, there is no hope of reform The patient is doonmed. So
are

the marriage and the famly--the environment, if you will--in which that

pati ent

lives.

_The sane thing is true of the relationship between humanity and Mot her

Nat ur e.

If humanity doesn't wi se up, clean up its act, get detoxed, the marriage and
t he

fam ly--the environnent--are doomed. Humanity will be reduced tenfold in
nunbers. CGvilization will crunble.

_We may even join other species in extinction. _

_How can we possibly prevent this catastrophe? How can we protect our
future?_

_As soon as we begin to consider one answer to these questions--popul ation
control --we discover that the idea that human life is not sacred in and of
itself has plenty of precedent. _

_Think about it. The countries with the highest population growh rates treat

worren worst. They bar wonen from education, owning property, voting, deciding
the conditions of their own lives. Efforts to help these countries contro
their

popul ati on growt h by supplying birth control devices and by fundi ng

devel oprent

have not worked. But educating and enpowering the wormen has. Once wonmen know

what they are nissing and once they can nake their own decisions, they
frequently say, "Not tonight, dear."_

_Not surprisingly, the nen get a bit annoyed at this. Yet the men do not

di sagree that some human lives are nore val uable than others. They just think
the nore valuable lives are male lives. After all, the victins of infanticide
are al nost always female infants. Boy babies are the "keepers."_

_You don't need contraceptives and abortions to say no. On the other hand,

t he

contraceptives and abortions certainly help. _

_There are, of course, other possible answers to the questions of how we can
prevent catastrophe and protect our future. These answers have in comon t hat
each demands that we accept that human life is not so sacred. Human |ives
can

be rated agai nst each other. Some human lives _are_ nore val uable than
others. _

_--From Al aneda Croxford, The Sacred Ani nmal

_(University of Chicago Press, 1998).

CHAPTER 20

"Fucki n' Haveners." Kiwi's face was a mask of pain, his wist a black and
swol l en mass cradled in a sling made by cutting a pair of holes in his

| eat her

cl oak. He had thrown away the catskin as soon as it had begun to draw flies.
That hadn't taken long, and it hadn't made the flies go away. Now t hey cane
to

the stink of his own rotting flesh and ignored his attenpts to brush them
awnay.

He stood where he could see the ancient, lifeless landfill ahead. Hussey

st ood

nearby. Both nen were staring down the road.

They had been fortunate. Hussey had | ooked behind in time to notice the

f our sone

trotting toward themhalf a nile away. They had had just time enough to step
of f

the road and conceal thenselves in the shadows of the trees. Then the



Haveners

had passed them too intent on the trundle's tracks to notice those the
bandi ts

had left.

O so confident, so cocky, that they had felt free to ignore the signs of
their

presence.

"They want her too."

"We' || get ahead tonight. Keep noving after they make canp.”

Kiwi's grunt showed what he thought of that. He wanted rest. "W should go
back

to that town. Anmbush 'em when they come back.™"

"What about _him ?" They had not seen the stranger again.

"He's gone. OFf on his own business."
"Back in town. Waiting to ambush _us_.
"Fuck '"em" Kiwi scowl ed down at his wist. Hussey knew what he must be

t hi nki ng: The bl ack woul d spread, angry red |lines creeping further and
further

up his arm It would not heal. In fact, Kiwi surely did not have long to
live.

"Cut it off," Hussey said. He touched the knife at his belt. "At the el bow. "
"Not without a gallon of applejack, you fuckin' sadist.”" Kiwi was glaring

j ust

as he had the last tinme the younger man had nmade the suggestion. Hi s own
knife

was in his good hand. "Maybe not then."

"I't'"ll be too late if | have to wait till you're dead." He felt sorry for his
conpani on, but he also found hinself feeling sorry for the three young people
ahead. "What'Il they do with 'enf"

"No use for the boys. Too old." Kiwi paused to lick his lips. "I'd like to

hi t

that island. They collect pussy, you know But...
Hussey nodded. He knew. OF course he did. But it was too well defended. There
were no boats. Two nen--or one man and a half, he thought, looking at Kiwi's
gangrenous wist and the flies that orbited it despite the flappings of his

ot her hand--woul d never succeed.
* % *

The stranger held a small torch in one hand and stared at the tangle of pipe
and

wire that filled what once had been a basenent. He grappl ed one-handed wth
an

ancient bicycle, tugging it into view, but the tires were as rotted as any
t hat

had been exposed for all the years to the sun's youvee.

Yet the rest of the sinple machine was intact. The pedals turned freely. The
brakes wor ked.

If he renoved the tires, he could ride for a day or two before he destroyed
t he

rinms. It would be noisy and bumpy, but it would be faster than wal king.

He blinked when he enmerged back into the Iight. The ruins of the library
still

snoldered a little ways down the street. He shook his head at the waste. At
| east on the downhill stretches.

A pair of Havener boats were tied up to the ruins along the shoreline. Each
one

had a guard on board.

He woul d have to carry the bike until he was out of hearing.

* * %

The Haveners had no need for wheels. They were young and strong and quite

f ast



enough even with the packs on their backs to carry a few days' worth of food,
the rope they m ght need to bind their captive, the knives that sl apped

agai nst

their thighs. Now, far fromtheir island and its msts, they did not wear
kilts

but wool en trousers. Their sleevel ess vests had been replaced with shirts,

t hough their chests still showed behind the web of |acings that held them

cl osed. Their hats were the sane.

Consi derati on Wggin had replaced his broken knife. Now he and Gat herer of
Soul s

Davies led the small pack. Behind them cane Preserved Hanson, so naned
because

he had been one of the few children of his age group to survive the pox, and
Hopewel | Conner, a stocky man who was one of the few Delivered of the Lord
trusted to use Haven's few surviving firearms. A small pistol rode in a

hol ster

fastened to his belt.

They had known when they passed the pair of bandits in the trees, but they
had

seen no threat in them and they had had nothing the Haven needed. The three
youngst ers ahead, however. ...

They did not tal k. They saved their breath for trotting.

Consi deration did think, though, and his thoughts circled around and around
t he

prospect of replacing his lost God's Pronise. He had seen this girl only
once,

and he knew that she could please himwell enough, at |least until Delivered
of

the Lord rel eased God's Pronmise fromhis household. If he ever did. If she
proved fertile, he never woul d.

He did not know their nanes, not hers, not the boys'. But that did not
natter.

She woul d have a new one as soon as she reached the island.

He gl anced over his shoulder at the man with the gun. Call her Hope, perhaps.
H s hope. Even though he knew she was quite pleasing enough to the eye to be
clainmed by Delivered of the Lord.

He told hinmself that did not matter. He had his duty, to help the faithfu
spread and multiply, to replenish the Earth with a holy peopl e.

If he was not one of the fathers of the next generation, that did not really
natter.

CHAPTER 21

The yel |l ow dawn sky was streaked with curdl ed clouds, remants of the storm
di m ni shing as Felix watched, prom sing clear weather and easy travel. Ox,
swatting at nosquitoes on his arnms and neck, had di sappeared into the

shr ubbery.
Luanna was still curled around the catstone, Heavy, though her eyes were open
and bl i nki ng.

It was hard for himto | ook at his conpanions and think that their lives were
any nore or |ess valuable than his own. O no--it seened quite natural to put
his own life first in value, and then the lives of Ma and Pa. They were dear
to

him of course, but if he had to choose.... He shook his head. He did not
like

what he was thinking. But yes, first hinself. Ma second, Pa third. Then Ox
and

Uncl e Alva. Luanna had to come |ast sinply because she was not famly. Yet he
recogni zed that this was a matter of viewpoint, or bias. Luanna would surely
rate their lives quite differently.

Coul d he and she agree on anything? Surely they would both put a very | ow

val ue



on the bandits' lives. The Haveners mght rate a little higher. And that was
enough to reinforce _The Sacred Animal _'s point. It seened inpossible that
anyone could say all human lives were of equal val ue.

O of the sane value all the tine, forever. Not very long ago, he had had no
| east idea that Luanna even existed. Familiarity had given her val ue and
noved

her well ahead of Lizzie Gregg and Sissy and Franklin. Love, if it happened,
coul d nove her ahead even of Ma and Pa. Hate, if that cane, could rob her of
any

value at all, just as it and its cousin fear did for bandits and Haveners.
He | ooked at the gravestones soaking up the nmorning |ight. The peopl e they
had

been had died | ong ago, yet they retained a kind of life. Was that life as
val uabl e as the one they had lost? Certainly they would resent being deprived
of

it. He had heard them say as nuch.

H's skin did not itch and tingle and crawl the way it had at hone, but he
still

scratched his armvigorously, avoiding the infected area.

"Doesn't | ook any worse,"” said Great-Gandpa. "But don't just sit there.

V' ve

got a long way to go."

Felix grunted agreeably and got to his feet. A few mnutes |ater, he was
setting

what remai ned of his ancestor in the trundle. "Wat's a contraceptive?"

Behi nd him Maddoc cackled. "Just a little something to keep your heir from
grow ng."

Anmel i e paused her mnusic | ong enough to make a sniffing sound.

"People didn't always want all the kids they could have," said G eat-G andpa.
"They--we--had lots of ways to...."

Felix felt a wave of shock wash over himas he realized what the stone was
saying. Prevent the birth of children, when children were so rare and

pr eci ous,

so sacred? When without them humanity nust vanish fromthe Earth? In his mnd
he

saw the small stones in the Webb family's burying ground, those who m ght
have

been his brothers and sisters. There had been similar stones at Luanna's

pl ace.

The probl em was not stopping children from com ng, but encouraging them and
keepi ng them from dyi ng.

Yet that was new. _The Sacred Animal _ clained that once there had been many
nor e

peopl e, so many that sone people worried nore about having too many children
t han about having too few So many that cities could be full, that all the
ruins

around the Webb farnstead and on the road between there and here could be
houses

and barns and supermarkets full of food.

At the thought of food, saliva squirted beneath his tongue and he felt
sonet hi ng

clench within his belly.

So many, he thought, that the pictures they had studied in _The Fam |y of
Man_

could fairly represent the world.

"W bagged it and blocked it and tied it in knots," |aughed Maddoc. "So we
woul dn't keep stunbling over the tots."

"ldiot!" said Anelie. This time Mendel ssohn did not hesitate.

Felix did not dare ask what abortions were. He was afraid he knew, and the

t hought that such nmeasures had ever been necessary, that the world could



possi bly have changed so nmuch, frightened himas nothing ever had before.

I nstead of saying anything at all, he wal ked away fromthe trundle and his
conmpani ons, living and dead, flesh and stone. \Wen he reached the top of a
smal |

rise, he | ooked back the way they had cone. There was no sign of the enpty,
ruined city, no snoke rising fromthe library that had sheltered them That
fire

had burned itself out.

But those? Three threads of snoke, breakfast canpfires, spaced along the |ine
they had followed fromthe city. Three followers, or sets of followers. The
Haveners. The bandits. And soneone el se.

The closest of the three was barely half a mle away.

When he came back to the trundle, he found that Ox had returned. Together he
and

Luanna had finished | oading the trundle. Now they were staring raptly at the
box

Ox had found. Across its glass face danced tiny, colorful figures with jaunty
VOi ces.

"Cartoons," said Great-G andpa. "Haven't seen themin....'
Ox | ooked up and saw Felix. He touched the box's controls. The images on the
screen changed to show nore hunman figures carryi ng weapons, running through a
tunnel, erupting into a cavernous roomfilled with what Felix instantly
recogni zed as the heads and skins and tusks of animals, even though he had
never

seen the animals thensel ves.

"El ephant ivory," said Maddoc. "Rhino horns. Leopard pelts."

"l remenber that show," said Anelie. "' Tunnel Vision.'"

An enorrnously fat man stepped into view hol ding what could only be a weapon
"The chi ef of the poachers.”

"Enough, " said Felix. "W have to go. Now." He told them what he had seen

The box instantly went dark and joined the books, stones, tools, and neager
supplies on the trundle.

"They want ne," said Luanna. She now | ooked fri ght ened.

"Those Haveners," said Ox. He was already arrangi ng the harness for hinself
and

Felix. "But who are the others?"

"The bandits," said Maddoc. "Maybe they'll neet and kill each other."

"And the third?" asked Feli x.

"I'"m shruggi ng. How should I know?"

* * %
"Bush-tail," said Heavy.
"Wsh snell, w sh nose," grow ed Thunder st one.

Anel i e's Weddi ng March took on an urgent beat.

Felix too felt as if someone were watching them His back itched, and it was
not

all sweat. He grunted as he and his cousin tugged the trundle up slopes and

over

the small bushes that sprouted insistently fromthe cracks in the tine-worn

paverment beneath their feet.

"We left just in time," said Luanna, pushing at the trundle's rear. "Didn't

we?"

Felix swore as a wheel caught on a log. "They don't have this bastard to sl ow
t hem down. "

"Use the notor," said Great-G andpa. "There's charge enough for awhile."
Fel i x obeyed, and their pace increased. Soon he no |longer felt that eyes were
boring inimcally into his back, though he knew he had gai ned only the |east
of

| eads. The batteries would inevitably run down, and then the trundl e would
only



slow them Then escape would only be possible if he and Ox and Luanna
abandoned

the trundl e and its burden.

That was sonething he could not do. It would nmean abandoni ng G eat- G andpa
and

Maddoc and Amelie, Thunderstone and Heavy, as well. Kin and past, history and
love, all the context that made human life worth living. And if he | ost
Maddoc,

he woul d | ose destiny as well and he might as well turn around and go hone.
At the top of the next hill, he paused |ong enough to | ook back the way they
had

cone. In the distance, the sea and the island of the Haveners were visible.
The

road was a furrow across the | andscape, a line of nore than usually stunted
vegetation. Once, Felix guessed, it would have been entirely bare. A strip of
paverent, smoothed and cleared for the passage of cars. Perhaps kept clear of
brush and saplings _by_ the passage of dozens, hundreds, even thousands of

f eet

and cars.

He tried to i magine the throngs of _The Family of Man_, the billions _The
Sacred

Ani mal _ had nentioned, but he could not. He shook his head and told hinself
t hat

on so worn a path a trundle would surely nove nore easily, nore rapidly.

He could see no sign of their followers.

Ox handed hima raw potato and waved his hand at the black flies and
nosqui t oes

and deer flies that had found them as soon as they stopped. "All we've got."
He shrugged. "We'll find something."

"Not very soon."

He | ooked where Luanna was pointing, where the road woul d | ead them next, and
he

felt shock like a physical blow The trees and brush stopped as if someone
had

drawn a line and said, "Thus far, and no farther." There were not even
stragglers, other than a few sick-1ooking scraps of grass and weed near the
border. Beyond that the bared earth was gullied into a | andscape of

st eep- si ded

mounds. \Where the ground was even approximately level, it was paved with
rocks

of many sizes, all that remained after the soil had been washed away. Only

t he

road remained as it nmust have been before, when G eat-Gandpa and the other
gravestones had been alive, gently curving, disappearing into devastation
Fel i x wi shed he had not thought of bare pavenment and easy traveling, even

t hough

he knew he coul d not possibly be responsible for what he saw Whatever had
happened to cause this | andscape had happened | ong ago.

He swal l owed the I ast of his potato, felt his stomach conplain at the

nmeager ness

of the ration, and | ooked at the others. Ox had a hand on _The Sacred

Ani mal _.

"It's charged again."

Fel i x nodded. Ox turned it on

As it continued its recitation, they |leaned into their harness once nore.
* * %

_Mbst human- popul ati on experts believe that the best we can do in the way of
popul ation control is to stabilize our nunbers. The mni num projected fina
wor | d popul ation, under the nmpost optimistic of assunptions, is in the

nei ghbor hood of eight billion, reached in the second half of the 21st



century. _

_Aworld population this large or |arger poses another very awkward question
How do we take care of themall?_

_The sinple answer is: we can't. W don't have the resources. Not food, not
wat er, not energy, not minerals. Not w thout enornpus technical achievenents
that seemquite unlikely to happen in the necessary time frane of half a

century. _

~We will therefore be forced to ration our resources. _

_Political realities will force the rich nations to give up sonme of their
wealth, to share. If they refuse, there will be war._

_There may well be war anyway, because no one coul d get enough to satisfy
even

if all the world' s wealth were shared out equally. Currently that wealth is
concentrated in the hands of perhaps a quarter of the world s popul ation, the
peopl e of the industrialized nations. The people of these nations are by no
means equally well off, but even the poorest anmong them are weal t hy conpared
to

a peasant of Bangl adesh. _

_Rationing will surely nean something nore |ike tough |Iove. Inagine if you
will

two heavily popul ated, fami ne-stricken nations. Call one the Ki ngdom of Doom
its women are property; the birth rate is high; it makes no effort to contro
its popul ation; indeed, when foreigners offer contraceptive technol ogy or
education, it accuses them of attenpted genocide. The Ki ngdom of Doom has
real -world parallels._

_Call the second nation the Republic of Hope. It too has a high birth rate,
but

it is trying desperately--and successfully, albeit slowmy--to bring this

pr obl em

under control. The Republic of Hope also has real-world parallels._

_The rich nations see these two nations and their problens and ask, "How can
we

hel p?" The conventional answer is to supply food. But feeding the Kingdom of

Doomwi Il only guarantee further popul ation growh and ever-larger future
generations. The next fami ne, or the next, when enough food to help sinmply
cannot be delivered, will kill far nore people than the current fani ne would

if

it were allowed to run its course. Furthernore, if this current fam ne were
not

relieved, the people of Doom m ght be so reduced in nunber that their own
soi |

woul d support them for decades to conme. If they |learned fromthe disaster

t hey

m ght be safe forevernore. _

_What happens if the world feeds the Republic of Hope? This nation's
popul ati on

problemw || not get worse. In fact, considering their success to date in
reducing birth rate, it will get better. Foreign aid will therefore not be
wast ed.

_If the world has enough surplus food to save only one nation, the choice of
whi ch nation to save seens obvious. _
_What we see here is an exanple of triage. It nmeans using resources where

t hey

can do the nost good, not where they will be wasted. It has been called
"l'ifeboat ethics," because you can't put nore people in a |lifeboat than the
boat

will hold or it will sink and everyone aboard will die. It is better to save

sone than to lose all. _
_We can see the sane concept in nedicine. In fact, triage is a nedical term
drawn fromthe battlefield where a "triage officer" would choose those



casualties likely to die no matter what help they received, fill themfull of
pain-killer, and park them out of the way. He would then set aside those
likely

to get better on their own and route to the operating roomonly those who
woul d

recover if and only if they got pronpt access to the limted nedical help
avail able. _

_--From Al aneda Croxford, The Sacred Ani nmal

_(University of Chicago Press, 1998).

* * %

Only when they were surrounded by the desol ate | andscape they had seen from
t he

hill could they truly appreciate its nature and its scale. To either side of
t he

weat hered pavenent steep nmounds rose ever higher as they progressed, building
toward a single massive dome whose gullied sides reveal ed | ayers of gravel
alternating with what seened white bones, scraps of paper, broken glass, and
rusty metal enbedded in black slinme. Yet what at first glance seemed so stark
was relieved by bits of color, sonme faded, some as bright as flowers.

The ditches beside the road and snmall pools between the nmounds held gaily
colored liquids that renm nded Felix of the blue poison Pa and Uncle Al va had
dug

out of the garden. Some were even blue, others yellow, red, and irridescent
green. Many were rimred with varicol ored encrustations.

He nade a face at the sour, acrid, nusty snells of ancient waste that
emanat ed

fromthe land to either side. He kicked at a scrap of cloth that had bl own
onto

the road. It was hard to believe its colors had faded | ess than those of his
own

cl ot hes.

"From before my time," said Geat-Gandpa. "Fol ks used to pile their garbage
up

and cover it with dirt."

"Filled the land," said Maddoc.

"Broken di shes and furniture and toys, worn-out clothes, dead cats, sewage
sludge, barrels full of toxic chemcals."

"It could be worse," said Maddoc. "Some dunps used to glow in the dark."
"Not around here," said Great-G&Gandpa. "Not before | died, and by then we
wer e

pretty well done wth nukes."

"Had to put it someplace.”

"What's that?" Luanna was diving down the bank beside the road and | eapi ng
across the poisonous ditch. Her hair flew behind her, her arms windmlled to
keep her bal ance, and then she was squatting, reaching for sonething stil
enbedded in the hillside, tugging.

When she returned she held a small, narrow waisted figurine with yellow hair
on

one side of its head. It wore a pink dress. Both hair and dress were stiff
with

filth.

"Mne only had one leg," she said. She stroked what was left of its hair with
a

finger tip, pinched the fabric of the dress, and nade a face. "This is
better."

"What is it?"

"Adoll," Amelie paused her Weddi ng March | ong enough to say.

"Atoy," said Geat-Gandpa. "Little girls loved them Little boys called
theirs

"action figures.'"



"l never had one," said Ox, and Felix nodded.

"M ne burned up,"” said Luanna, and her voice was suddenly choked. Felix knew
she

nmeant that she had had a doll of her own until the bandits destroyed her
hore.

Alittle later, a small stream pool ed agai nst one side of the road and
spilled

across the pavenent. Its water was clear and cool, but when Ox knelt as if to
take a drink, Maddoc cried, "No!"

"Why not ?"

"I't runs through the dunp. There's no telling what's in it."

Luanna squatted to wash her new doll as clean as she coul d nanage.

Felix said, "W need to drink."

"Later. We'll be out of it soon enough."

"The mounds are already smaller," said G eat-G andpa.

Felix studied the land to either side of the road, and he could see that the
stone was right. The dunp's great central done was behind themnow Its
satellites were spreading out ahead, ever lower, and in the distance, just a
mle or so ahead, barely visible before the road curved out of sight, he
coul d

glinpse the green of vegetation

* * %

The trundle's batteries were drained before the first sprigs of grass energed
fromthe cracks in the road beneath their feet, before the first everlasting
appeared to either side and trees brought Iife back to the land. The boys
groaned and | eaned harder into the harness, but not before Felix |ooked

behi nd

themas far as the road's curve permtted himto see. There was no trace of
fol | oners.

Yet now he felt that there was another follower at his back. One far worse

t han

the bandits or the Haveners or the unknown who had built the third fire that
nmorni ng. That anci ent dunp they had crossed had shown himthat _The Sacred
Ani mal _ did not speak only of ancient history, only of a tine so different
from

his own that it held no | essons for the present.

Now he could nore truly glinpse the sources of the world in which he had
grown

up. O ruins and youvee and greenhouses and poisons in the soil. O people
like

himand all he knew. O people who had made dreadful m stakes.

He shuddered at the thought that people were still capable of such m stakes.
The

bandits and their raw greed. The Haveners and their hunger for fertile wonen
and

children. Very briefly, he |ooked at Luanna and then away. After what had
happened, she must want safety. For now t he best she could manage was to tuck
her doll into the sack beside the Menory of the Wbbs.

And then there was Ma's and his own wish that he find a mate.

It seenmed so natural to crave posterity, continuance.

Yet was so natural a wi sh sonething that humanity deserved?

As the trees once nore cane to dominate the |land around them Felix |ooked at
themw th new eyes. They seened | arge enough to him but he knew they were
smal l er than those described in _Swiss Family Robinson_. Now, with the

anci ent

dunp added to his nenories of blue poison being dug fromthe Webb famly's
garden and of his Uncle Alva saying, "Poison in the soil," he had a far, far
better sense of why.

The road tipped up before them Together, he and Ox | eaned into their harness
whi | e Luanna pushed from behi nd. "Someone's watching us," she said. She too



was
panting, as tired as the boys.

Amelie's music grew al nost inaudibly soft as she and all the rest strained to
hear above the sound of feet and tires on the ground.

"I feel it," said Felix. And he did. His back twitched as if sonething were
craw ing over it. He wished they could nove nore quickly, but the hill and
their

own fatigue confined themto a wal k.

Yet not hi ng happened to alarmthem No voice spoke fromthe brush to either

si de

of the road. No sticks broke beneath a footfall. By the tine they reached the

crest of the hill, Ox was saying, "W inmagined it," and the others were ready
to

agr ee.

The trundle rolled dowhill easily, and then along the floor of a vall ey,

besi de

a small stream while the sun settled behind the hill ahead of them They no

| onger felt watched, and when they found a spot where the road had crunbl ed
into

a bank of gravel and sand beside the water, they stopped.

Ox gathered sticks that had washed up beside the stream but they nade no
fire.

Once nmore they ate raw potatoes, and Felix shook his head when he realized
how

nearly enpty the sack had al ready becone.

"It's back," said Luanna.

Once more Anelie fell alnost silent. For a noment Felix thought he heard the
rattl e of everlasting stens disturbed by novenent, the click of two stones
touchi ng as sonething or someone shifted weight. The sounds came from j ust
upstream of their canp.

"How far do we still have to go?" He ran fingers over one arm The rash was
wor se near the el bow, and when he scratched he rel eased something wet. He
thought it mght be pus this tinme, but he did not |ook. He only w ped his
fingers on his pants. "To get to the city and the hospital and its library?"
He

now had a better idea of what that nust nean.

Amelie answered himthis tine. "It used to take just a couple hours, but this
trundle is so slow "

"If they're watching us," said Luanna. "W might as well have a fire."

Ox obeyed whil e Maddoc said, "Another day or two."

Fl anes caught in the wood. Warnth and a feeling of safety spread i mediately.
So

did light, though it was sufficient only to show the glinting water a few

f eet

away, the edge of the road, the gravel on which they sat. There was no hint of
a

wat cher, no hul ki ng shadow, no gl eam ng eyes.

"It's still there." Luanna's eyes were wi de as she | eaned agai nst the
cat st one

and ran her fingers absently over her doll.

"Wsh nose," said Thunderstone. "To see."
"Only a dog could say snelling is seeing.'
smile.

"And teeth. Snarl and bite. Chase and guard." The dogstone's voice was rough,
as

if agrom lay not far beneath the surface.

The only sound was the slightest of burblings fromthe stream and the crackle
of

burni ng wood. The humans and their stone conpanions were silent. Not even
Amel i e's Weddi ng March interrupted the night.

Great-Grandpa's voice seened to



Felix turned his back to the fire and stared into the dark. Wat was out
there?

Bandi t s? Haveners? Strangers they had never net? Friends or foes?

He wi shed he had stayed honme, safe in the house with Ma and Pa and Uncl e

Al va.

He nade a face. If he had stayed hone, Luanna woul d be dead.

But. ..

Gravel crunched, but not |oudly enough to say that whoever was out there was
very | arge.

A chil d?
"Eyes, "
t he
road, there they were, gleaming in the firelight, alnost glow ng, so | ow they
nmust bel ong to a man who was crouching to spring upon them

He reached behind him H's hand fell upon one end of a stick whose other end
was

enbedded in the fire. He tightened his grip even as he glanced to either

si de,

| ooking for other eyes, other foes.

Heavy hissed threateningly.

Thunder stone said very gently, "Here, boy!"

The silence stretched. The eyes sank closer to the ground.

They bl i nked.

A shadow nmoved, and they coul d recognize a dog, its scrawny belly held cl ose
to

the ground as it crept into view Fromit cane an anxi ous whine.

"Scared," said Thunderstone. "Hungry-lonely."

"Body | anguage," said Anelie.

It stopped, stared at themeach in turn, seemed puzzled when its eyes fel
upon

the stones, and rolled over as if in abjectly pleading subm ssion. Its fur
was

matted and filthy and missing in patches. Its alnost hairless tail bent oddly
in

two spots. Its eyes watered, and it wheezed as it breathed.

"A she!" vyipped Thunder st one.

When Ox got to his feet, the bitch tensed but did not run. She seened to
sense

that he meant no harm as he stepped toward the trundl e and rummged briefly
within its bed.

Great- G andpa nmurmured, and when Felix turned his attention toward

"Goat bones," he said. He shrugged. "I kept a couple. Didn't know why,
but...."

He tossed one toward the dog. Her tail wagged.

CHAPTER 22

Fel i x shivered even before he opened his eyes and rolled free of his cloak
The

nmorning air carried more chill than usual. He wi shed they dared to take the
tine

for a fire, though he knew that exercise would warmthemall. Mre to the
poi nt

was food.

The others were stirring too, and trenbling as nuch as he. The stones sat in
sunlight, silent. The strange dog |l ay curl ed besi de Thunderstone, |ooking and
soundi ng no better than she had the night before. Her head |ay snug upon the
ground, her nose pointing at him her ears flat against her skull. She was
staring quite as if she had heard his eyelids unstick and was now nervously
awai ting his first nove.

There was a crease in the fur of her neck. Felix sat up, |eaned forward, and
reached, but before he could touch her she shied away, her tail between her

| egs. As she noved, he glinpsed red-raw skin and a bl ack-crusted band.



"Acollar," said Geat-Gandpa. "It's too tight. That's why she wheezes."
"Poor thing," said Anelie. The Weddi ng March throbbed with synpathy. "What
happened to her peopl e?"

"Bandits," put in Maddoc. "Want to bet?"

Ox too was now free of his cloak. He made a clucking noise and held out his
fingers. The dog did not cone to him but when he got to his feet she let him
approach and run his fingers along the collar

"No buckle. Just a knot. Can't get my fingers under it.
"Use a knife," said Luanna.

The dog was trenmbling violently now, but this time she did not flee. There
was

somet hi ng about Ox that she trusted.

Still, he did not et go of her. "On ny belt."

Luanna got the knife and passed it to him Gently, Ox sawed through the rope
and

renoved it. Inmediately the dog's breathing seemed easier

He passed the rope collar to Luanna, who turned it over in her hand and poked
at

the crust with a finger. Tears flooded her eyes. "Dried blood," she said.
Felix blinked as his own eyes watered, but it was not the dog's pain he

shar ed.

Luanna's brui se was yell ower now, fading, but it was still plain how hard she
had been hit. Menory rem nded himthat she had suffered nuch deeper injuries
as

wel | .

Ox's hands were gentle on the dog's neck. He shook his head as he studied the
raw fl esh where the collar had been. The wound did not seem deep or infected.
Finally he scratched behind the dog's ears and nmurrured sonething Felix did
not

cat ch.

The dog's tail gave a tentative twitch.

"She needs a nane,"” said Anelie.

"Rosi e?" suggested Maddoc. "Ring around a...
"Dotty," said Anelie firmy, and Mendel ssohn swelled | oud around them "That
was

what we planned to call our first daughter. Dorothy. Dotty. Donald woul d have
done for a boy. And then Margaret, Madge, or Meg; Linda; Ceorge.... W had a
list, we did. And then...."

She fell silent. Even Mendel ssohn stopped, while the others said nothing at
al |

until at last she began to sob

"Ckay," said Ox. "Dotty."

The dog wagged her tail once, twice, as if she knew she once nore had a nane
and

peopl e.
* * %

As they lifted the trundl e's wheels back onto the cracked and weed- grown
paverment, Dotty turned to face the way they had cone the day before and

grow ed.

Her legs stiffened. The matted fur over her shoulders bristled in irregul ar
clunps. Her ears were flattened.

"Be nice if she could talk," said Maddoc.

"She is," said Great-G andpa. "Those Haveners are too dammed cl ose. ™

Thunder stone uttered a defiant snarl

"Run!" said the catstone. "Bush-tail and hurry! Hurry!"

The trundle's batteries were not fully charged, but Felix turned on the notor
anyway. Anelie cried, "You too!" and double-tinmed her Weddi ng March. The boys
did not bother with their harness. Felix pushed against the trundle's rear
whil e

Ox | eaned his wei ght agai nst one of the posts that held up the canopy. Luanna



joined in on the other side.

The dog brought up the rear, occasionally stopping to stare and snarl
stiff-legged at the road behind them and then running to catch up
Unfortunately, once she caught up she no longer had to run. The trundl e was
never a speedy vehicle, and the humans were hardly at the peak of their
strength. They did well to keep their speed above a fast walk or slow trot.
"W're too easy to follow, " said Geat-G andpa.

"Tracks in the grass," said Maddoc. "I'm noddi ng. They |ead right up our
ass."

"Even without that. W're on a road."

"So they can tell where we're going."

Felix forced hinself to speak past his panting and rapidly growi ng fatigue:
"They can hear you too."

"Sorry."

"Doesn't matter how nuch we nmake of noise. They're gonna catch you, boys."
"Shut up, Vanya."

"It's true, Anelie."”

Felix twisted his neck to see behind them They were indeed leaving a trail,
but

they had no choice. They had to go where the road led them for the brush to
either side was even thicker. It did not really matter how much noi se they
made.

They soon |l eft the stream behind. But then the road began to clinb out of the
val l ey, and halfway up the hill the trundle's notor quit. "Batteries kaput,"
sai d G eat- G andpa.

Fel i x wasted no breath asking what "kaput" neant, nor on shifting to the
harness. He and Ox and Luanna were far too intent on pushing the trundle

t owar d

the crest ahead, even as the back of his neck itched furiously to say they
wer e

bei ng wat ched once nore, that their foes were near, that soon...

"Stop!" The voice rang out behind them

"Go!" cried Ox, and the hilltop was in front of themand only |evel ground
ahead, not some |life-saving steep descent that would let themroll to
freedom

or at least stay a little further ahead for a little | onger while.

"Go!" cried Maddoc, and they did their utnmost, leaning into the trundle,
runni ng, pushing, panting, sweating. But when Felix gl anced behind, four
kilted,

round-hatted figures were jogging toward them Haveners, not even running,
confident of their ability to catch themand claimtheir prey.

"There," said Ox, and he was shoving the trundle toward a pile of broken

bri ck,

a crunbling curtain wall against which to set their backs, a corner in which
to

make their |ast stand. \When they stopped, Luanna grabbed a brick in each
hand.

Felix once nore seized the axe. Ox took his iron bar fromthe trundle's bed.
The

stones were silent.

The Haveners stopped a dozen feet away. "Let us have her," said one. Felix

t hought he was the sanme one who had done nost of the talking in the library.
"Then you can go your way," said a second. "Or...."

Fel i x recogni zed the nmetallic object in his hand as a gun. It was mnuch
smal | er

than the one Lizzie G egg had had.

"The books too," said the third. "And the gravestones. Smash themall."

"You sure you don't want the trundl e too?"

"Too slow." The third speaker grinned toothily even though the sweat that



soaked

his pants and shirt and nade drops on his face and between his |l aces admitted
that their pursuit had not quite been effortless. H's skin bore the nyriad
circular scars of the pox. "W'IlIl be generous."

Ox smacked his bar against his palm

"Unl ess you resist.”

Felix took a deep breath. He could feel his heart pounding deep within his
chest, thudding as if it would break | oose. He could snell his own sweat, as
wel | as that of the Haveners. Hi s nmuscles quivered, but not with fatigue.
That

was suddenly gone as if it had never been
"I"ll go," said Luanna. "Leave them al one.
The Havener who had spoken first held out one hand as she took one step away
fromthe boys. His grin said very clearly what she coul d expect when she
reached

the i sl and.

Felix clenched his jaw

"Drop the bricks," said the Havener

One hand opened, and one brick thudded on the ground.

"No, " said Ox.

"No!" screamed soneone else entirely, and before he could spin a rock struck
t he

Havener with the gun on the shoul der. "She's ours!"

Fel i x recogni zed the bandits as soon as they burst out of the brush beside

t he

road, |ong knives held in their hands |ike swords, and he marvel ed that now
he

and they were on the sane side against the Haveners. But he did not let his
gratitude make himhesitate. His first swing of the axe m ssed, but the
backswi ng sl anmed into neat and bone. Luanna's remaining brick struck a
Havener

in the head. When the gun went off, both he and she jumped, and Felix felt
hi s

heart race even faster than fear and excitenent could explain. But no one
fell

and then his axe knocked the weapon to the ground. Ox swung his iron bar

agai nst

t he back of a neck; his victimcoll apsed.

As soon as the bandits' distraction had served its purpose, Ox slammed one in
the thigh and sent himrolling across the ground. A Havener sliced at the

ot her

even as Dotty sank her teeth into the armhe carried thrust through holes in
hi s

cl oak. Thunderstone and Heavy how ed.

The first bandit got to his feet. The second screanmed and tried to run. The
first flailed with his knife at a thrashing, heaving Dotty until Thunderstone
grow ed, "Back girl!" She let go. The bandit then hel ped his conpanion
retreat.

A moment | ater, the two surviving Haveners retreated as well, leaving their
dead

on the ground.

"Coul dn't do 'em nuch good even if | wasn't dead nyself," said Maddoc.
"Thank God for the bandits," said G eat-Gandpa. "They got one of them"
Felix stared at the nearest body. The mark of either Luanna's brick or his
axe-head was a dent in the side of the head. The fatal wound was a gash in

t he

neck. The dog was | appi ng the bl ood.

"Good dog," said Anelie, and Maddoc added, "She adopted us quick enough.".
"Ox got one too." Luanna's eyes were w de as she | ooked fromthe bodies to

t he



boy.

So were Ox's, though he did not seem pl eased wi th what he had done.

He held one hand flat in front of his chest; it was quivering. Luanna
imtated

his gesture; hers was quivering just as badly.

Felix did not ook at his hand. He could feel the same quiver deep within his
chest, in the rhythmof his heart, in the shaking of his breath, and though
hi s

life had held no such nmonents before he had enbarked on this quest, he
recogni zed the touch of nortal excitenent, fear and dread, blood-thirst and
pani c. He thought he did not |ike that touch

A nmetallic screech drew their eyes back toward the valley where they had
spent

the night, but they saw nothing on the road or in the brush. There was only a
crow circling overhead.

* * %

The concrete wall beside the road bore the faded outline of a skull above an
X

"A warning," said G eat-G andpa.

"Used to mean poison," said Maddoc.

"W shouldn't go any further."

"We can't go back," said Felix. The feeling that someone was watching them
was

still with him It had never left after the brief battle, and he was sure the
Haveners and bandits still lurked just out of sight, waiting for another
chance.

"Dotty says," said Thunderstone. The bitch stood stiff-|egged, facing back

t he

way they had come, growling and showi ng her teeth.

"W can't stop," said Luanna. "W have to keep noving."

But they had to stop. It was hours since the battle, and all three were
panti ng,

sweating, needing rest. Yet they could not rest, or else the bandits and the
Haveners woul d catch up and attack once nore. This time they mght win.
"It's an old sign. The danger nust be gone by now "

"Then it won't stop...." Felix felt dejected.

"They nmust be tired too."

And it was nearly dark. Perhaps it would serve both their pursuers and

t hensel ves as an excuse to take a break. They could resunme the chase in the
nor ni ng.

They noved ahead slowy, tiredly, |ooking for a place to rest. Ahead of them
t he

road | ooked no different, furred with grass and weeds, snmall brush and
occasi onal saplings struggling through the pavenent. Stunted trees grewto
either side, their pallid, yellowed | eaves interrupted occasionally by the
brighter green of apple trees. There were ruins too, of course, and a few
nearly

whol e buil dings that once had flanked the road. Felix thought he recognized
t he

shape of one that seenmed to match the picture Ma kept in her useless fridge.
When they grew cl oser, he saw that this one contained nothing but w ndbl own
debris, fallen masonry and roof-beans, and the stink of small animals.
"Bones," said Thunder st one.

They were there too. Crunbled rib cages. Fragments of skull. A few intact
j aws

and fermurs and pelves. A pair of intact skulls sitting on their bases and
faci ng

each other as if to continue a conversation they had begun before disaster
had



struck them down.

Dotty abandoned her guarding of their rear to sniff at the bones.
"Don't go any closer," said G eat-G andpa.

"Afraid of plague?" asked Maddoc. "It's been too |ong."

"Don't take any chances. |'ve seen...."

Maddoc made a | aughi ng noi se.

Once a small town had spread out on either side of the road they were
fol | ow ng.

The houses were now nearly all turned into nold and cellar-holes. The
skel et ons

of many stores remai ned; one still had an intact roof and a pl ate-gl ass
wi ndow

behi nd which spraw ed three long clubs and a pair of over-sized gl oves.
"Sporting goods," said G eat-G andpa.

"Stay out of it," said Maddoc. "Can't you see the bones?"

These bones lay just inside the doorway, laid out as if their flesh had
sinmply

evapor at ed. Beyond was al nost total darkness.
"Keep going," said Luanna. "Don't stop, or....
But Felix rummged in the sack that sheltered the Menmory of the Wbbs and
found

the stub of candle that still remained. Soon its flickering |ight was
reveal i ng

a maze of shelves and counters. There were piles of nulti-colored rags that
had

been chewed by generations of mce. Pictures of guns still clung to one wall
above an enpty rack. Debris crunched underfoot, and when Felix | ooked down,
he

saw transparent boxes full of fishhooks.

Pa had once shown him a single hook, corroded into usel essness, and told him
how

they were used. The last tinme Pa had taken himfishing, they had spent half a
day netting two carp fromthe stream near the farnstead.

A few feet anay lay a litter of fishing rods. Most were broken but he found
one

that seenmed intact. When he showed it to the stones a few mnutes |ater
Great- Gandpa said, "There should be reels in there too, and line."

"Li ke this?" Ox held out a spool of dark string so fine that it seened

i mpossible it could hold any weight at all

"What's this?" Luanna held an arc of yellow plastic, tapered at the ends, but
her mind was nore on the trail they had followed into the ruins. She kept

gl anci ng back the way they had cone.

"A bow," said Ox. "Did you see any arrows?"

"What's a reel ?"

Great - G andpa described a fishing reel as best he could, but the ruin proved
to

hold nothing of the sort. Nor did it hold a bowstring, though they did find a
bin of arrows, a |long-bladed knife that had been overl|l ooked by previous

| oot ers,

and a set of nested netal pots and buckets that could be carried by a single
bail. By then the candl e was gone.

"W've got to get noving!" Luanna's tone was urgent.

"Look at Dotty." The dog was quiet, sitting on her haunches beside the
trundl e,

her tongue lolling. Fromtinme to time she glanced toward the town's edge but
seened to hear nothing al arm ng.

"No one coming," said Thunder st one.

"Let's go!" She sounded al nost pani cky.

Fel i x put hooks, line, rod, bow, arrows, knife, and pots on the trundle, and
they nmoved on until Anelie suddenly stopped her nusic and cried, "That one!"



"Why?" The buil ding they were passing looked little different fromso many
ot hers. Were once there had been a sheet of glass, now there was a gapi ng
hol e.

The interior was dimMy lit by the fading daylight, for half its roof was

m ssi ng.

"I remenber. It used to be a deli....
Maddoc interrupted her: "Bagels! Lox! Pastram ! Cheesecake!"

"I't's ruins now. " Felix knew he sounded inpatient, but Maddoc's words were
nmeani ngl ess to him

"On the left!" Amelie made a single note of her suspended song provide the
enphasis. "There used to be a counter there."

Fel i x stepped through the deli's open front. There was no counter on the
left,

but against the wall still stood a rack of cubicles, some of which still held
bottles. Many nore had crunbl ed under the onslaught of time and weat her, and
br oken gl ass was thick beneath his feet. There was a strange, faint snell of
earth and acid that rem nded himof the pressed-dry apple pul p Pa di scarded
every fall.

"These?" He held up a pair of the bottles. Their glass was a deep, dusty
green.

Any | abel s they m ght once have worn were | ong gone.

"Wne," said Arelie, and Mendel ssohn began to play again, strings and brass

t oget her.
Great - G andpa | aughed briefly. Then he added very wistfully, "I used to |ove
that stuff, you know And it's been so long.... It should be well aged."

"Cet a few nore," said Maddoc.

Felix pointed at the trundle and protested, "W have to haul them"

"Do it anyway. They should be worth it."

CHAPTER 23

"One wonman isn't worth it," said Preserved Hanson. The two nmen were severa
mles past the scene of the battle, staring after the quarry that had

def eat ed

and then outdi stanced them

"W need every one of themwe can find." A massive bruise was swelling on
Consi deration Wggin's left thigh, just below his hip, but he refused to
conplain. If the axe had turned just a little, he would not be nerely

['i mpi ng.

"So we can do God's will and multiply the saved." Preserved fingered the gash
in

his woolen shirt. A knife had done that, and sliced a red line across his
skin

as well. One of the bandits who had interrupted them Fortunately it had not
gone deeper.

Consi derati on nodded. That was what Delivered of the Lord had preached for as
| ong as he could renmenber and what had bound the island comunity together

t hrough the preacher's predecessors for nore than two generations.

Then why was he thinking of the girl? Not of God's plan for the Haveners, not
of

her place in the community, but of her face and hair and flesh? Her place in
t he

voi d | eft behind when God's Promi se had been taken from hinf

"But they don't count unless they're fertile."

For the briefest of nmonents, Consideration wondered whether fertility was
really

all that counted, but then he quashed that heretical thought and said, "She
is.

She nust be.”

"Then she'd have a baby on her hip or in her belly. She's old enough. So are
t hose boys."

"And none of 'em are saved. They can't possibly have any norality or



self-restraint. So to Hell with them eh?"

"They' ve seen to that. Two of us dead! And the gun's gone. W have to go
back. "

Preserved Hanson eyed the road behind them He did not seem pl eased at the
prospect of reporting such thorough failure.

Consi derati on shook his head. "I'mnot giving up." Gatherer of Souls had been
his friend. This girl was _his._ "Besides," he added. "W've never explored
nmuch

this far inland. There's no telling what we'll find."

"Delivered of the Lord has to give us a mission for that."

"I'"'m keepi ng on anyway."

"By yourself." Preserved | ooked skeptical. The countrysi de was not safe for
single travelers, especially when they were already injured. Both nmen knew
t hat .

“I'"mnot,"'
He

did not say his own chances of seeing the boats and the island again woul d be
| essened if he had to travel alone.

he added a few seconds later. "I can't. And I'll have to say....'

"OfF course. But I'Il bring her back." He slapped his bruised thigh. "This
will
heal soon enough. I'Il be up to speed. I'Il catch them"

Both nmen faced the way they woul d go and contenpl ated the paths ahead of them
for a long noment. Then they turned toward each other and said al npst
si mul t aneousl y:

"CGood | uck."
"God be with you."
* * %

Kiwi's face was pale, but his eyes glittered feverishly as he strode
furiously

along the road. "They didn't get her!" he cried, oblivious to the possibility
of

bei ng heard. "We'Il have her yet. And...." He waved the gun that had bel onged
to

the Haveners in the air. "Bang!" he shout ed.

Hussey kept his distance. He trusted neither the gun nor his feverish fell ow
He

envied the fever, for _he_ was cold, his skin covered with goosebunps instead
of

the shirt he had sacrificed to bind Kiwi's new wounds. Hi s cloak al one was
not

enough, not with the sky darkening toward night. His leg hurt too.

He hoped the dog that had bitten Kiwi was still scrubbing its nouth out with
sand. Surely the pus and bl ood that still |eaked through his shirt had tasted
as

foul as they snell ed.

"Put it away," he said.

"Why? You want it? Just because you're the one who picked it up? It's not for
little boys, you know. Besides, | never had one before." He pointed it toward
Hussey, who shied away. Kiw |aughed and once nore shouted, "Bang!"

Hussey tried to ignore his conpanion. He studied the road and the | andscape.
A

curve ahead, a hill, a grove of trees, a broken wall with two jutting fangs
of

steel. Around that curve, he thought, they would find a trickle of water, a
spring in the hillside, a place to canp.

Way did he think that? He did not renenber ever being here before.

O did he? The | and around hi m now seermed i nbued with a haze of fanmiliarity,
of

al nost vani shed menory. At the same tinme, Kiwi seened | ess a conpani on and



friend than a stranger, even a frightening stranger

"Gve me the gun." That too he suddenly disliked, as if...

"“No! "

This time the "Bang!" was real

He ducked just in tine.

CHAPTER 24

Dotty and Ox had gone downstream Now she frisked around his ankl es, stopped
to

shake and spray water in all directions, frisked again, and even yi pped. She
held a stick in her jaws.

When she dropped the stick in front of him Ox threw it downstream into the
water. The dog raced after it, plunged in, found it, and cane racing back to
her

friend before she shook once nore.

Thunder st one barked excitedly. "Chase stick! Chase ball! Splash and swi m and
chase and shake!"

Luanna | aughed. "You don't need a bath!"

Fifty feet anay fromher, Felix smled and | eaned agai nst the bridge's
crunbl i ng

concrete railing while he worked a grub onto the hook. Then he dropped the
l'ine

into the water bel ow

It was not quite dark. He could see Ox and Dotty and Luanna, now bendi ng over
a

spark of flanme, |laying wood in place, waving snoke from her eyes, standing
back

with satisfaction in her stance. The dog had fl opped beside the trundle, her
tongue lolling. Ox had sat on a rock and begun to braid |l engths of fishline.
Amel i e's Weddi ng March was audible, a thread of silvery flutework laid over
t he

t hrob and buzz of an organ.

None of them had wi shed to spend the night anmong the ruins of the town. The
hazards of which that crude skull sign once had warned were presumably | ong
gone, purified by tine and weather, youvee and storm But the sense of threat
remai ned, and when they had glinpsed the streamon its other side, they had
al |

felt on nore confortable, famliar ground.

It was a small stream running toward the sea over rocks thick with green

al gae.

The bridge, as flat and solid as the road itself, with no hint of sway or

tw st

or vulnerability to any storm held himabove a deep pool just downstream
from

the road. On the far side of the pool, water foamed over the ruins of an
anci ent

dam

He was | ooki ng past the broken tree trunk at the end of the bridge to watch
Luanna | ean over the trundl e when his fishline tugged against his grip. He
jerked, and a small fish, no |onger than his hand, was flipping madly on the
ground by his feet. He had no idea what kind of fish it was, except that it
was

not a carp.

"Cet one," (eat-Gandpa had said after telling howto use at first a grub or
worm or bug. "Then use its guts for bait."

He had known that. Yet his ancestor had insisted on telling him just as he
had

pushed Felix into this journey of hope that hardly seened worth the hunger
and

danger that had so far acconpanied it. Pushy old bastard, wasn't he? Felix
snmled at the thought and was glad his G eat-Gandpa was just a stone and al



he

could do was talk.

When he returned to the canmp, the stone |aughed. "Chubs and yell ow perch. One
api ece and one for Dotty too."

Heavy's yearni ng meow was so eloquent that it hardly needed her words: "M

t 0o,

me too, give fish, oh wish a fish and wi sh and w sh!"

Ox was grinning at the prospect of a decent neal. Luanna.... \Were was she?
Then he saw her. Crouching beside the trundle, the Menory of the Webbs in her
hand, the sack on the ground beside her, staring at himwth tears in her
eyes.

For a nonent, Anelie's Mendel ssohn turned portentously slow

"l broke it," Luanna said.

She held up the Menory of the Wbbs. It was no |longer stiffly framed,

gl ass-fronted, safe against the hazards of tinme. The frame twi sted now, and a
shard of gl ass dropped, glinting in the firelight.

Her other hand held three tiny potatoes. She showed themto him "I was

| ooki ng

for nore. Dunping out the sack. | forgot what else was in there, and it fel
out

and broke. ™"

He dropped the fish beside the fire and took the w eckage from her hands. For
a

nmonent he wanted to screamin rage at the desecration and never mnd that it
had

surely been an accident. The Menmory of the Webbs had survived intact for
gener ations upon generations, for centuries, only to.... H s nuscles

qui ver ed,

and his chest was tight. But then he recognized a simlar tension in her
hands--quivering like his--and jaws and eyes and realized that she was
terrified

of him

He took a deep breath and forced hinself to say nothing at all. He inspected
t he

damage, and then he knew he woul d have no troubl e keeping his tenmper. Two
joints

of the frame had separated, but the frane itself was still intact. So was the
Mermory itself. "We'll need to find another piece of glass.”

"The trick is cutting it," said Maddoc fromthe trundl e bed.

"Dotty!" Geat-Grandpa's roar made Felix junp, but Ox was already chasing the
dog away fromthe fish

"Uncle Alva...." He had a tool that could cut glass, but.... He turned the
broken frane in his hands. The back had been stiff, a sheet of sonmething |like
thi ck paper or thin wood. Now it was creased and torn, and he could see ....
"There's something...." He held it toward the fire and plucked at the backing
whi | e Luanna and Ox watched. "Witing," he said. "Mre witing."

Dotty was now facing the brush beside the road, stiff-Iegged, ruff-necked,
grow i ng.

"She hears sonething," said Ox.

Luanna's mouth tightened. She grabbed the axe fromthe trundl e before anyone
could beat her to it.

But the dog was already relaxing, as if whatever had al arned her had now
noved

further off.

"We'| | need a guard tonight," said Felix. "A watch."

"The stones don't sleep,"” said Luanna.

"Dotty," said Ox. And indeed it seenmed the dog would do. She had noticed

what ever it was when no one el se suspected, not even the stones, and now she
was

telling themthey were safe again, for a while.



"Let me read what you've got there," said G eat-Gandpa. "Show ne."

The writing was on a separate piece of paper fromthe Menory of the Wbbs,
thi nner, nore faded, creased and torn. In places the witing di sappeared
entirely. In others, the paper itself was nissing. Sone of the gaps were
filled

inwith wrrds that even Felix, illiterate though he was, could tell had been
written by another hand, in darker ink. The sanme hand had added several |ines
at

the bottom of the sheet.

"Show nme!" insisted Geat-Gandpa. "I never suspected that was there when |
was

alive. Let ne see!"

Felix lifted the stone fromthe trundle and set it near the fire. Then he
hel d

t he sheet of ancient paper in the best Iight he could manage.

During the long silence that foll owed, Ox began gutting fish and flipping the
guts and heads to Dotty with the tip of his knife. He |aughed when she

snat ched

themfromthe air before they could strike the ground, and he | aughed again
when

she turned between bites to stare suspiciously at the brush

Luanna positioned the [ast three potatoes beside the fire and raked coal s
over

and around them Felix stared at his ancestor's gravestone and hel d the paper
still until his arms ached and thought of an old nman twi sting his head to
make

t he best of eyes that had no best to give, of hinmself twisting just as nuch
to

make sense of squiggles he knew were words but could not connect to sound or
sense.

Finally, Geat-Gandpa said, "This is what it says:

* * %

_WIliam Wbb Cross was sixteen years of age in the sumer of 1831, and in
hi s

pocket he had twenty-five cents, two bits, or the fourth part of a dollar

and

this was sufficient capital for he knew how to nmake nobney and how to save
it...

known as O d Confort Cross, for sone reason no |onger renenbered... bluff and
geni al and pop[ular]... a practical nman and nade noney in many ways... shrewd
and thrifty... respected well-to-do citizen of the conmmunity.

It is atraditionin the famly that Captain Joseph Wal ker's son, Benjanin
Wl ker's brother, the son named J... accunul ated an i mense fortune, cane to
Bri dgton sone years before his death in 1891, and called on M. Cross.... As
they sat on the piazza Joseph Wl ker said: _

_"WIlliam | want to know how you are fixed for noney." _

_"I"ve got enough,"” said WIliam Cross. He probably did not then know t hat
Joseph Wl ker would | eave a fortune of nearly $400,000 at his death in a few
years. Neither did he know that Joseph Wal ker would | eave at |east $130, 000
to

relatives of his brother Benjamin [WIIliam Cross's uncle by marriage]. ..
coul d

easi |y have becone heir to a bequest of at |east $5,000 or $10,000, if he had
i ndicated a desire for such financial aid. H s rugged i ndependence and his
satisfaction with his own efforts to make noney, led himto nake a sinple
statement--"1"'ve got enough." Joseph Wal ker left himno noney. _

* * %

"At the bottom" said Great-G andpa. "It says WIliam Wbb Cross's

gr andnot her

was a grand-daughter of Samuel Webb, and his daughter Mary Carissa married



John

T. Webb, a great-great-great grandson of Samuel Webb. He wasn't one of your
ancestors, but he was sone sort of cousin.”

"l shouldn't have taken it," said Felix.

"Way not? It's yours as much as your Pa's."

"But...." The frane had held the Menory of the Webbs in a stronger sense than
anyone had ever suspected.

"And it was mine before it was _his_Pa's."

"He neans it's okay," said Maddoc with a | augh

Fel i x knew when to shut up. He reached for Dotty and scratched her ears. He
felt

her neck and noticed that the rawness where her collar had been was al ready
dry

and scabbed.

* * %

If Iife could have a flavor, thought Felix, it would be |like the wine they
had

taken fromthe ruined deli. Its color was that of blood, and on the tongue it
had a bite but also substance like liquid wood, scents of fruit and earth,
hard

| abor, grief, and joy. The tang of al cohol was there too. He liked it nuch
nor e

than he did what Pa nade from appl es.

"We'| | need to get sonme nore on the way hone,"’
bottle

to his cousin.

"Don't we have enough?" Luanna was sitting cross-legged by the fire, running
a

twig through her doll's hair, fingering the naked side of its scalp as if her
touch could make nore hair grow. Fromtinme to tinme she tw sted and reached
and

put another stick on the fire.

"For Pa," he said. "And Ma and Uncle Alva." Ox was noddi ng.

"Peopl e never have enough," said Geat-Grandpa. "Billy Cross was a rare bird
in

his own tine, or no one woul d ever have witten down that story about him
Rar e

in any tine."

"The bandits,"” said Maddoc. "The Haveners."

At their mention, Felix felt his back itch as if they were bei ng watched
agai n

or still. It would not surprise him he thought. Neither group seened likely
to

gi ve up easily.

"More and nore and nore. Never satisfied." Ox passed the bottle to Luanna and
pi cked up once nore the string he had been braiding. He tied a loop in one
end,

hooked it over the tip of the bow they had taken fromthe ruins, bent the
bow,

and found the length of his work three inches too short. His fingers began to
fly once nore.

Fel i x nodded. He | ooked at his arm The rash showed even in the firelight. It
itched. He scratched and told hinself he was no different. That was why he
was

here. He wanted nore too, though not noney. He knew what noney was, or what
it

once had been. There wasn't nuch use for it now But health. Freedom from
itches. And he could wish for nmore and better food as well. The fish had been
boney and thin, not enough, not enough at all

Amelie's music hushed just |ong enough for her to say, "_The Sacred Aninmal._"

he said as he passed the



And yes, of course. Wen people could not have enough, could never be

sati sfied,

t hey destroyed their world.

Ox was neasuring his bowstring once nore, nodding, tying another |oop

cat chi ng

it on the bow s other end, flicking a "tung" fromthe string. He picked up a
stick, positioned it against the string, drew, and released. It vanished into
t he darkness.

"Didn't want to | ose an arrow," he said. Three of the arrows they had found

| ay

on the ground beside him

"I's that how it works?" Luanna was hol ding the bottle upside down. It was
enpty.

Felix got to his feet and staggered as the wine made itself felt.

"Not anot her!" said Maddoc.

He shook his head. "We've had enough. But...." He |leaned with one hand

agai nst

the side of the trundle and runmmaged with the other. Books, books, books, al
with their ready lights gl owi ng. Were had he set it down? He touched buttons
and heard themidentify thenmselves. _There_ it was. _The Sacred Animal _.

"But not enough of this." He sat down by the fireside once nore.

* * %

_We do need that "tough love" attitude. Social and nedical triage make sense.
Physi ci an- assi sted suicide and eut hanasia, both restricted to require the
consent of the patient or, where that is inpossible, the consent of the
famly

or legal guardian, seemquite reasonable. _

_They are especially reasonabl e because the problens that led us into this

di scussion are not about to go away. They renmain. They pronise to contribute
to

an enornous catastrophe, that Geat Die-Of. And they demand sol utions. _

It is unfortunate that those solutions do | ook so threatening. It is even
nor e

unfortunate that nost people seemto believe that the best way to stay off

t he

slippery slope is to pretend it does not exist. The best way to guard agai nst
extrem sm they say, is to refuse even to think about the problens that can

| ead

toit.
_But closing our eyes to our problens, refusing even to consider such
guesti ons

as whet her some people are nore worthy of help or Iife than others, or

whet her

all human lives are equally sacred, does not help. It is far better to strive
to

understand the probl ens, the possible solutions, and the inplications of both
probl ems and solutions as fully as possible--as fully as possible...._

_But closing our eyes to our problens, refusing even to consider such

guesti ons

as whet her some people are nore worthy of help or Iife than others, or

whet her

all human lives are equally sacred, does not help. It is far better to strive
to

understand the probl ens, the possible solutions, and the inplications of both
probl ems and solutions as fully as possible--as fully as possible--as fully
as. ...

_--From Al aneda Croxford, The Sacred Ani nmal

_(University of Chicago Press, 1998).

* * %

"It's stuck," said Maddoc. "It's menory's looping. That's all you'll get out



of

that one.™

"They're old," said Geat-Gandpa. "As old as us. Ader, even. But _we_ were
built to last."

Felix stared at _The Sacred Animal _ in his hand. Its little red light was
still

gl owi ng. Beside the light were two buttons he had not touched; they were

mar ked

with arrows pointing left and right. He tried the one that pointed left.
"Sure," said Geat-Grandpa. "Try the rewind."

Unfortunately, the button did not change a thing. Wen he once nore asked the
book to read itself aloud, all he heard was, "...whether all human lives are
equal ly sacred...."

"Toss it in the fire," said Anrelie. "Useless thing."

"No." But Felix did not know what else to do. _The Sacred Aninmal _ had gi ven
hi m

t houghts it had never occurred to himto think. But now it was as good as
dead.

"Try another," said Ox.

He shook his head, and silence fell until he finally asked, "WAs that what
happened? Triage and slippery slope? Did they get out of control ?"

"No," said Maddoc. "W never did adnmit we had to make the hard choices. So it
was the problens that got out of control. Too many people, so we destroyed

t he

land as we tried to feed themall. W used up oil and gas and coal and heated
up

t he greenhouse effect. We let in the youvee. W used up nmetals and forests and
a

t housand ot her things and threw the remains in dunps like...
Felix and Ox | ooked back the way they had come. Luanna tightened her grip on
her

dol I .

"What | saw in Africa and Chile...
"I"'mglad | died before...."
was

on her feet once nore, facing the brush behind Luanna's back, stiff-Iegged,
fangs bared. Her growl was joined by Thunderstone's, and then both were
bar ki ng,

bayi ng, how i ng.

Felix lifted a burning stick fromthe fire and held it above his head. Its
l'i ght

reveal ed two shadowy figures the size of crouching nen. Wen they realized
t hey

could be seen, they nelted into the brush behind them The dogs paused | ong
enough to let Felix hear the crackling sounds of the strangers' departure. A
few

m nutes later they stopped their noise entirely.

There was pain in Geat-G&Gandpa' s voice.
Dotty's grow drowned out Mddoc's voice. She

“Who. .. ?"

"The bandits," said Ox. "They didn't have those round hats, and one | ooked
| opsi ded, like he had one armin a sling."

"I'"ve been wondering." Felix scratched the back of his neck. "I could
feel...."

"Why didn't you say something?' Luanna's voice trenbled on the verge of
hysteria. The men who had just disappeared in shadows had al ready destroyed
her

fam |y and her hone. They had been about to do as much to her. Now they were
foll owi ng her, and there was nothing she could do. Not even as nmuch as she
had

done when they had interrupted the Haveners' attenpt to seize her for their
own



ends.

"Wul dn't do any good," said Ox.

"Just upset the little lady," said Geat-Gandpa.

"Vapors and frights!" cried Maddoc. "Sl eepl ess nights, and besi des we coul d
tell

they were there."

"You coul d?" Luanna junped to her feet, nearly shrieking in outrage.

"OfF course! W've got good ears, good mkes, could even hear them saying,

" Hush!

They' Il hear!"'"

The bow still sat beside Ox. Luanna grabbed it as if she had suddenly
remenber ed

what it was for. She seized the arrows too, nocked one, and fired it toward
where the bandits had appeared. It vanished in the darkness even though it
wobbled as it left the bow

"Hey!" cried Ox.

Dotty barked, and Thunderstone joined in.

"You could hurt sonebody!" Anmelie sounded horrified.

"That's the idea!" She was sobbi ng now.

"They' re gone anyway," said Maddoc. "That's a pretty usel ess gesture."

"I forgot." She set the bow down once nore, but she did not look as if she
regretted her useless gesture. "But | had to do it."

Fel i x nodded to show he thought he under st ood.

Great-Gandpa said, "We'll let you know next tine they get close."

"How can you tell?"

"We've got good hearing, as Maddoc said. They nmade us that way, so we could
hear

each other across the cenetery."

"Way didn't you say anything before?"

"We didn't think it was necessary. They seened to be nore interested in
wat chi ng

than in attacking."

"Did you know who they were?" asked Feli x.

"Weren't their voices famliar?" asked Luanna.

"I'"'mshrugging," said Maddoc. "W can't hear them anynore anyway. They're
gone. "

"I don't believe it. They'll be back."

"We'| | be listening," said Anmelie.

"Sniffing too," said Thunderstone. "To bark and bite and tear."

"Bush-tail and claws," hissed the catstone.

"This time we'll let you know. "

Despite the words, the girl did not seemconforted. Felix watched her pace
about

their canpsite, circling between the trundle and the fire, brushing
nosqui t oes

fromher arms and face and neck, waving away the noths drawn by the fire. She
was staring into the dark, always staying within the light. For a little
whil e

she carried the axe. Then she switched to the bow again. Dotty split her
attenti on between Luanna and the brush into which the bandits had

di sappear ed.

Only when her step grew | abored with fatigue woul d she sit down again. Soon
she

and the boys were all three curled up within their cloaks.

Later, Felix roused just enough to be aware that she had cupped herself
agai nst

his back. He smiled as he realized how conforting her warnmh was, and he
hoped

it was the sane for her.



CHAPTER 25

A low growl woke him

He peered fromthe shelter of his cloak. The sky was gray, a touch of yell ow
appearing in the east to say dawn was near and soon the whole sky would share
the hue of dust lofted fromdistant deserts. Dotty was on her belly, chin
bet ween her paws, ears pricked forward, staring toward the sane bushes t hat
had

swal | owed the bandits the night before.

Luanna still lay warm agai nst his back. She did not stir.

Dotty grow ed agai n.

Then she shifted her head, pointing about thirty degrees to the right as if
to

say the bandits had split up and were now trying to flank the canpsite. O as
if

the Haveners were there as well.

She growl ed once nore.

"We'd better run," said Ox. He lay half under the trundle, the bow and arrows
besi de him He was watching Felix, not the shrubbery or the dog, and his eyes
were dark and hollowed as if he had so watched all night. Felix thought he
wi shed Luanna had chosen to sleep beside him "No time for breakfast."

"No food anyway." Felix snorted, and his stonmach growl ed. The fire was dead,
nmere ashes without a spark of enmber or thread of snoke.

"Are they close?" Luanna's breath tickled his ear. She sounded still half
asleep. Ox shifted his stare to the bristling dog.

"Not far," said Thunderstone. "Sneaking, stalking."

"They're up," said Anelie. Her nusic was very soft, but she had added to it
an

urgent beat. "They'll be on their way soon."

"Do you know how to use that bow, boy?" asked G eat-G andpa.

Ox shook his head. Since everyone had seen himnake a bowstring, string the
bow,

and | aunch a stick into the brush the night before, he had to mean he could
do

little nore.

"Then why don't you take a few practice shots? W can spare a few m nutes.”
"I'l'l lose the arrows."

"You'll lose themanyway if you can't hit what you aimat. Pick a tree."
"That one." He pointed at the broken stub of trunk near the bridge and got to
his feet. Then, while the others | oaded their few possessions onto the
trundl e,

he positioned hinself so that when he missed the arrows flew down the road

t hey

woul d soon be traveling.

Hs last three arrows actually struck the tree trunk. One bounced into the
brush

and vani shed forever.

While he was retrieving the two that had stuck in the wood, Dotty got to her
feet and began once nore to grow. Felix's back and neck began to itch far
wor se

than the rash ever made them do. Luanna scratched as if she felt the sane

i ntense sense of being wat ched.

"I could do better than that," she said when Ox returned. "Let ne try." The

| ook

he gave her in reply was skeptical and hurt. He said nothing, and instead of
passi ng her the bow and arrows, he laid themcarefully in the trundle.

"Time to go," said Great-G&Gandpa. "Mve 'emout.”

Fel i x checked the trundle's power gauge. It showed hardly any charge at all.
"Hurry, hurry," Heavy hissed.

* * %

They were exhausted | ong before the sun neared its zenith. They had not seen



any
sign of the bandits or the Haveners, although whenever a hill or thicker
brush

had sl owed the trundle, Dotty had stopped and turned and snarled at the world
behi nd them

That, thought Felix to hinself, rmust be deliberate. Their pursuers had no
trundle to sl ow them down, no burdens to carry. They could surely catch up
any

time. If they did not, if they did not pass around them and set up an amnbush,
if

they did not attack, that could only be because they planned to wear the
youngsters down. To stay just close enough to keep the dog alarnmed and to
keep

their quarry running. The attack would cone as soon as they collapsed and
coul d

resi st no | onger.

Now t he road ahead was flat, curving around the flank of a hill, and a narrow
| ane down its center was clear of growh. There were footprints in the thin
skin

of dirt that covered the pavenent. To the right a dirt path led toward the

hi Il

and the distinctive green of apple trees.

The air carried a faint scent of woodsnoke and manure.

Not one of the three had the breath to speak. They could only stand and stare
at

the signs that there were people in the vicinity, settled people who tended
appl e trees and probably--like Felix's Pa--got drunk on appl ej ack.

Did the trees seema little taller here, alittle greener? Felix shook his
head

and | ooked at the sky. Yet the |ight had not changed, and the youvee could
not .

Per haps there was | ess poison in the soil.

He still felt watched, but Dotty was quiet. He laid the itch between his
shoul derbl ades to his rash and studi ed the | andscape until Luanna pointed

t owar d

the brush to one side of the road and said, "WI|d onions."

"There's better than that," said Great-G andpa. "Right behind you and two

st eps

off the trail."

Felix had no trouble finding what the stone nmeant. The purplish-green

t hunb-thi ck spears were somet hi ng he had never seen before. Beside them
three

greener stalks fanned into feathery foliage adorned with dozens of small,

el ongated, red beetles with black spots. "What...?"

"Sparrow grass," said Maddoc. "Asparagus. Break them and steamthem and serve
themw th butter. O hollandaise. O vinaigrette."

Bef ore anyone could renind himthat his words bel onged to anot her age of the
worl d and were quite neaningl ess here and now, Anelie said, "Raw. | used to

| ove

them t hat way."

Luanna tried one. Felix watched her face, and when she took a second bite he
followed suit. So did Ox, and soon the spears were gone.

"Pigs," said a young, disgusted voice.

Felix wished he were closer to the trundl e and his axe.

Dotty pricked her ears and faced the sound but said nothing.

"Not scared," said Thunderstone. "No danger."

"Come out," said Maddoc gently. "Come out, come out, wherever you are. Allee,
allee, in cone free."

Amelie put the sound of small bells in her nusic.

A thin figure stepped out of the brush a little up the path that |ed off



t owar d

the apple trees. Her posture was wary yet drawn, as if by the nusic. "I was
supposed to get those for lunch." Then, as if in afterthought, she said, "I'm
Karyn. Who are you?"

She wore faded, much patched jeans, a threadbare sweater, and sandal s that
seened to have been cut froman old tire. Her ankles were bright with a
famliar

rash. A dark pigtail jutted frombeneath a hat as broad-brinmred as Felix's
own.

She seened about a year younger than he.

Now Dotty began to bristle, but not toward the strange girl. She spun to face
behi nd them and growl ed and snarled even as a voice carried to their ears.
The bandits or the Haveners--or both--were close behind them pushing themto
nove on and exhaust thensel ves.

Felix resisted. He wanted to take a nonent to catch his breath, and another
to

i ntroduce hinmself and his conmpanions to the young girl who stood before them
But even as he was opening his mouth, a rock flew fromthe bushes behind t hem
and whanmed Luanna in the head.

A curse said the stone-thrower had not nmeant to hit _her_, but the damage was
done. Ox | eaped and caught Luanna before she could strike the ground.

Karyn cried, "Follow nme!" and began to run

Amel i e shouted her march in a voice of bagpi pes.

Felix slamred his wei ght against the trundle's rear even as Luanna | anded
bonelessly in its bed, the mark of the stone now bl oody on her forehead. H's
cousin was beside him and the trundl e was gathering monentumin its flight
towar d what ever refuge Karyn could offer them

* * %

As soon as they rounded the bulge of the hill, they cane upon a well-trodden
path that led off the road and into a fold of the | and where every | eaf
seened

al nost as green as apple |l eaves. There, alnost entirely hidden fromview by a
thick growth of unusually tall birches and other trees, was a house that

rem nded Felix of the ell Uncle Alva had added to what his Pa had built. The
wal I's did not bul ge. The windows were all neat rectangles filled with gl ass.
The

roof was shakes, and it was not held in place by chunks of rock. He thought

t he

slopes to either side nmust shelter it from storns.

Besi de and behind the house rail fences enclosed a garden rowed with bright
green seedlings, a pen, and a bit of pasture. A pair of pigs, three goats, and
a

singl e rooster watched the newconers.

"Dad!" As Karyn cried the word ahead of them a short man holding a

| ong- handl ed

sl edge charged fromthe open door of a long, |ow building whose stones were
stai ned by decades of rust fromits netal roof, of snoke fromits brick

chi mey,

of nmoss and |ichen. Beside himraced a gray dog whose pelt was marked with

bl ack

fl ecks and pat ches.

"She's hurt!”

Amelie still skirled, but her pace was slow ng, her volune quieting.

"Who?" The voice and the slam of a door jerked Felix's eyes back toward the
house on the other side of the yard. "Cal eb?" The woman on the steps was worn
thin, her face creased, her expression frantic until she saw Karyn. Beside
her

stood a pair of girls. One seened about twelve years old. The other was about
Felix's age.

"Look what Karyn found! Boys!"



"Hush!"

Karyn's Dad reached the trundl e, but he did not stop. After a single glance
at

t he young woman and her bl oody face, he positioned hinmself where the trai
entered the farnstead's yard. He held his hamer as if he w shed someone
woul d

challenge him H's dog bristled beside him

The wonman reached the trundl e al nost as quickly and began to wi pe at Luanna's
brow with a cloth. Wen she said, "Oh, she's pale," she sounded worri ed.

The rock and the curse spilled out of Karyn, while Felix said, "They're
follow ng us."

"Who?" asked one of the other girls.

"Hush," said their nother. "Later."

When Felix | eaned under the canopy, he barely had tine to see that Luanna's
breat hi ng was fast and shal |l ow before she shooed him off.

He backed a step. Karyn's hand tugged at his cloak. "Mama's good. She'll fix
her."

"No," said her nother. "She'll fix herself. If the rock didn't hit too hard.
| f

it did...."

"Concussi on," said Maddoc. "Coma. Persistent vegetative condition.”

"I don't know those words." A talking stone did not seemto faze her

"Who did it?" Karyn's Dad was beside them now, his hanmmer on his shoul der
Waen

Fel i x seemed surprised, he shrugged. "No one out there now. " H s dog stood
stiffly beside Dotty, nose to tail, sniffing. Wien he wagged a whiplike tail,
the man added, "Doesn't | ook like she's in heat. That's Tickles."

"'Cause his fur is ticked," said Karyn.

"He gets ticks, too." The youngest girl was beside the trundle, staring
eagerly

at Luanna, Felix, Dotty, Ox, the stones.

"Trudy." Then the man pointed at her sister, also approaching at |ast.
"That's

Bella."

Felix and Ox both | ooked fromone to another, confused by so many faces

t hr ust

upon them so suddenly even as Luanna seened at risk of disappearing. At |ast
they settled their gazes on the man. He wore a leather kilt, shoul der cape,
and

back shield that exposed a massive belly and arnms as thick as Felix's thighs.
He

wore no hat, and his hairless scalp shone in the light. H's el bows and knees
were alnost as red with rash as Felix's.

"I don't think they're bandits," said Karyn. "They ate the asparagus."

"Then they nust be hungry," said her father. His attention shifted fromthe
boys

to Luanna to the trundl e and back again. H's expression was puzzled, as if he
did not know what to make of strangers, or perhaps of Anelie's Weddi ng March
whi ch showed no sign of stopping, its Highland voice an apt reflection of the

air of panic that still surrounded them all
Bel | a was peering past her nother's shoul der and busy hands. "Is she your
wi fe?"

Ox stiffened. Felix shook his head, though he thought he recognized the sane
wi sh for mates Ma had expressed for himand he had felt in hinself.

"Call me Caleb. Caleb Inger."” The man indicated his wife. "Mdge." Wen the
house' s door opened and cl osed once nore, he added, "That's Mriam" The

ol dest

of the four daughters, she was scaling a pair of broad-brimred hats toward
Trudy



and Bel | a.

Felix felt puzzled. He | ooked fromone girl to another, conparing themwth
each

other and their parents. Mriams hair was light in the shadow of her hat and
her face was taut with reserve. The younger girls' faces were nmore open than
their sister's and rounder than their nother's. Yet all had noses and chins
and

eyes of a kind. The fam |y resenbl ance was unni stakable. And there were so
many

of them How did Caleb and Madge do it? What secret of fertility did they
have?

"I think she'll be all right," said Madge at |ast. She stood up, her hands
agai nst the small of her back. Luanna was still pale, still breathing
shal | owl vy,

but the blood was only a row of droplets on her skin. "There's no depression
in

the bone. No softness.”

"Just let her sleep,” said Maddoc. "Keep her warm and safe.”

"l know that nuch."

"He's a doctor," said Great-Gandpa. "Or he was."

"Humph." She did not seemto appreciate advice even from such a source.

"How many were there?" asked Cal eb

"Four, after the last attack," said Ox.

"How many did you Kkill?"

Ox held up three fingers. "One bandit, two Haveners."

Luanna's eyelids flickered. "K muh Manm, Pa-pa."

"We saved her once, we did," said Maddoc.

Cal eb nodded approvingly and reached to touch Luanna's cheek just where her
old

bruise still stained her skin with yellow At that nonent, Felix saw, Caleb's
wi fe, Madge, closed her eyes.

"What are Haveners?" asked Trudy.

"You haven't seemthem here? You nmust be too far fromthe shore.” Felix told
themthe little bit he knew about the islanders. "They take kids, especially
girls they can breed."

"We don't need to worry," said Cal eb, though he glanced toward the trail and
hi s

fingers tightened on the haft of his hammer. "W outnunmber them here.™

Madge nodded, but her hand found and tightened on her nearest daughter's
shoul der.

"They can get reinforcenents. And they will, once they see the girls."
Caleb turned toward the trundle. "You boys |ike gravestones instead?" He
| aughed

and ran a forefinger over the markings on the stones. "An-d-er-s \W-ebb
V-an...."

"You can read," said Maddoc. He sounded surprised.

"Alittle. W don't have anything |ike you around here, though I've
heard...."

"I"ve seen them" said his wife. "They talk too nuch."

Maddoc made a | aughi ng noise. "You would too, if...."

Dotty spun toward the trail they had foll owed and barked. Tickles joined her
with a deep-throated "Haarrooo!"

"Cet the kids out of sight," said Geat-Gandpa. A second later, as if he had
deci ded the chorus needed anot her voi ce, Thunderstone began to bay as well.
Amel i e redoubl ed the wildness of her Weddi ng March and i ncreased the vol une.
"I's that a song?" On the steps, Mriamwas | eaning forward. Felix noticed

t hat

she too, like all the rest, wore the rash. He neasured it with his eyes,

| ooked

at the other Ingers and nmeasured theirs. Were their rashes really | ess severe



than his own? Than those of the Webbs? Did that go with their greater
fertility?

"Mendel ' s song," said Maddoc. "The music of heredity.”

"Never mind that," said Madge. The dogs were already quieting, their how s
dyi ng

to yips and grow s. \Watever had set themoff had retreated. "Just cone

i nsi de. "

* * %

Lunch was boil ed potatoes, hard-boil ed eggs, a few small asparagus stal ks
from

anot her patch, all served with butter made from goat milk. The Ingers seened
to

think it very plain. Felix and Ox, who had had even plainer fare for days,

t hought it a feast.

Luanna sai d not hing, though she was very much the center of attention. The
boys

had carried her indoors and stretched her out upon a bed of blankets on the
other side of the room There she lay still, nearly lifeless except for an
occasi onal twitch or npan. Madge got up fromthe table twice to check on her
The daughters stared first at her, then at Ox or Felix, who watched nmainly
their

injured friend. At one point, Felix noticed that Cal eb watched her too,

t hough

his expression seened less worried than.... Felix could not name the enption
he

sensed.

The Ingers were easier to read. They were a famly like his own famly,
struggling to hold on in a world that was no | onger as hospitable to human
life

as once it had been. The difference lay only in their obvious fertility.
Sonmehow

their struggle was nore successful than the Wbbs'

Yet there were tensions. The younger girls talked freely, but Mriam was
qui et

and her face remained stiff. Madge watched her with an expression al nost as
concerned as the one she wore for Luanna. Wen she | ooked at her husband, she
seemed wat chful , wary.

After lunch, Caleb showed the travelers his barn. One end of the | ow building
held the animals' stalls and emtted the distinctive aromas of pig and goat.
The

ot her was a workshop, with a | ong bench covered with tools and bits of

uni dentifiable apparatus; a m sshapen | eather hat |ay beside a vise. Attached
to

the chimey was a raised firepit whose brick rimsupported an anvil. Beside
it

hung a heavy | eat her apron. The ashes in the pit were cold.

The center of the barn was dominated by a | ow platform covered i nches deep
with

hay. "No loft," said Caleb. "That's to keep it off the ground and out of the

danp. You can sleep there tonight. Your girl'll be okay in the house."
Fel i x hoped the man was right.

"Later, if you stay, we'll build you a place of your own."

CHAPTER 26

When the third spoke snapped and the wheel at |ast went usel essly out of
true,

he was delighted. He grinned as he threw the bike into the ravine beside the
road and then massaged his crotch

The tireless rinms had sl anmed every crack and pothole straight up the frane



and

t hrough the seat. He hurt.

So did his ears. Those rinms had been so noisy that he had had to stay far

behi nd

those he foll owed. The bi ke had al so needed oil for squeaky pedals and hubs.
So why had he even bothered? He'd be closer to themnow if he had sinply

wal ked.

It was quieter and | ess painful and even easier, a |east as |long as every

bi ke

left in the world was a corroded weck. He had hoped, though. He knew what

bi kes

had been once, he had even had one a long, long, tinme ago, a small one with
tires made of arcs of wood bolted to the rims, and he had | et hope overpower
hi s

sense. And he did | ove gadgets, the old machines, their snell of ancient,

gol den

weal th and heal th and happi ness.

But now, he told hinself, if he could just catch up...

M ght he get too close? The surviving bandits could be around any corner

behi nd

any bush. If he noved cautiously enough to avoid any chance of stunbling over
them he mght as well stay where he was. But...

He cut a sapling and trimmed it until it was as long as he was tall. Gipping
it

by one end, he slashed it in an experimental arc, scowling as his cloak swing
wi de behind him If he needed to fight, this would do. In the neantine, it
woul d

serve as a wal king stick

He | eft the broken bicycle behind. Ancient pavenent, as webbed with cracks as
his | ong-dead granny's skin, slapped against his feet. Hi s stick, bark rough
beneath his pal mand fingers, thudded counterpoint. Conforting sounds, easing
his soul in a way that machi nes such as bicycles never could, especially when
t hey screeched and bal ked and broke. Quiet sounds that sonehow let all his
senses open wi de. He was aware of seagulls and crows in the air, |eather
brushi ng agai nst his thighs, his hatband tight against his brow, stretching
nmuscl es, the scents of soil and growi ng things, the not-too-distant sea, his
own

sweat, hot sun, cool breeze. He was also aware of the ruins beside the road,

t he

rust ed- out, youvee-eaten remmins of vehicles, a slunping roof that shone wth
what m ght be sol ar cells.

He did not think of why he was on this road, of who he was follow ng, of what
he

hoped to do when the tine was ripe. Al that would cone. For now, it was
enough

to be here and noving and renenbering a time when he had been not nuch

di fferent

fromthose he foll owed.

Eventually he would retrace his path, going hone again. On his way he would
stop

and check that roof. Perhaps there would be sonething to sal vage, though he
had

never yet found hone-use solar cells with any life left at all. They had just
not been nmade to last like those in the ceneteries.
* * %

"Asshole," said Kiwi. He sat on the ground, his |legs straight out before him
his back against a low wall that was all that remai ned of what once had been
a

house. Hi s face was a mask of pain, his armswllen and bl ack. Red streaks
showed on one side of his neck. "You had to throw that goddam rock."



Hussey squatted m serably a few feet away. "I was trying for the guy." He
hel d

anot her rock in one hand, studying it as if it could tell himwhy its fellow
had

gone astray.

"So you spoiled my chance for one last fuck. They'd be out of there by now.
Ve

could hit them grab her...." He grinmaced with pain, clamping his lips tight.
Hussey did not answer. Instead, his mnd pounded futilely at a single

guesti on:

Why had he mi ssed? He usually had better aimthan that. Perhaps it had
somet hi ng

to do with that hazy sense of famliarity he had felt for the |last day or

t wo.

"Have we been through here before?"

"How t he fuck should I know?" Kiwi flailed with his good hand at the flies on
his swollen arm They lifted, buzzed, returned, and he struck harder. A crack
opened in his skin, releasing foul fluids and a gangrenous stink. "Uhhh!"
When Kiwi spoke again, his voice was weaker. "Maybe," he said. "Wat
difference

does it nake?"

Hussey shrugged.

"You saw that other girl? The kid?"

He nodded and rolled the stone in his hand.

"Go get her for ne."

Hussey didn't nove. The very thought of doing what his |ong-tine conrade
asked

made his stomach churn

"I haven't got |ong, you know. You'd better hurry."

Hussey felt his head nmove in al nost invisible refusal

"Dam you. Fuck you. If | could stand up I'd nmake you bend over. Fuck you."
Finally Hussey said, "There's too many of themthere. They know we're here.
It'd

never work."

"Fuck you." But Kiwi's voice was weak, as if the man had resigned hinself to
an

unswi ven deat h.

* * %

Consi deration Wggin could hardly believe what he was seei ng.

The probl em was not that the farnmstead was neater than nost he had

encount ered

on the mainland. Houses, barns, sheds, and fences often bore the mark of
despair, but not always. Rarer was the richness of the green in and around
this

fold of land. Only the island was greener

Rarest of all was the famly itself. Four living kids! Al of themgirls!

It had taken a while to find a suitable hiding place from which he could

wat ch

peopl e nove from house to shed and back again. There were few signs of ruins
here, only long lines of junmbled rocks that marked the boundaries of ancient
fields long since grown up to forest. The ground between the trees was nearly
bare of dead branches and fallen trunks, even near the frequent stunps.
Probably, he thought, they cut nost of the wood they needed for their fires
but

gat hered whatever fell as well. Perhaps they even knew t hey were reducing the
danger of forest fire.

Yet some wood remnmi ned on the ground. Add, half-rotted | ogs, nmossy and soft,
dating to years before the famly had settled here. Now he |l ay prone behind a
log on the hillside behind the shed, only his head showi ng above it, and

st udi ed



four girls, four sizes, four ages. Though they wore broad-bri med hats, he
coul d

see so much nore of hip and thigh and--on the ol dest three--even breast than
t he

robes of Haven ever reveal ed.

Delivered of the Lord had nore children than that, many nore, but never so
many

per wife.

And Delivered of the Lord woul d be delighted when he brought back word of
this

pl ace. He woul d be given a squad and assigned the task of bringing these
girls

to the island. They would be safer there, sheltered out of reach of killers,
rapi sts, and rock-throw ng bandits.

He hoped the girl he had been following was all right. He had not seen the

i ncident, but he had overheard enough to know what had happened. O perhaps
he

hoped that she was injured just enough to keep her here until he could return
with that squad. Then he could rescue her too, take her too to safe Haven,
and

when he brought in all five, perhaps Delivered of the Lord would let God's
Promise return to him

Robes and all, he reminded hinself. Cothes did not matter. Neither did

bodi es.

Soul s were the point of existence, the central thene of life. And God's
Prom se,

he had al ways known, had a | ovely soul

H s breath shuddered in his chest at the prospect ahead of him Then he
settl ed

down to study the farmstead, noting the | ocations of doors and w ndows,
wonderi ng whet her there were hiding places, ceiling spaces, perhaps hol es
excavat ed beneath the floor. H's finger twi tched against the ground as if he
were drawi ng a map, but the only marks he nmade were in his mnd

It was gray dusk when the man, the head of this farnstead, enmerged fromhis
barn, turned as if scanning his yard, and wal ked toward the path that led to
t he

road. Wien his dog tried to acconpany him he turned again and gestured a
peremptory, "Stay!" The dog obediently lay down in his tracks and laid his
head

on his paws.

Per haps he was scouting to see if whoever had thrown the rock was stil

ar ound.

Per haps he was pl anning a night attack on the eneny canp.

Then why, as long as Consideration Wggin could still see him did he seemto
wat ch nore carefully behind hinf
CHAPTER 27

Luanna did not awaken the next morning.

Felix and Ox watched her for a |long hour, but she refused to respond to their
hopes. Yet--Did she twitch nore frequently? Did her lips withe? Did her
eyel i ds

flutter? Certainly her forehead was swollen and red beneath the skin; she
woul d

carry anot her colorful bruise.

"Yes," said Madge Inger. "She's a little better. She's going to make it. I'm
sure she will."

Bel | a and Karyn stood behind the boys, occasionally |eaning against their
backs

as if there were no roomfor themto stand apart.

Their nother's face was intent with concern for the injured Luanna, but Felix
saw the flicker of smle that said she had noticed what the girls were doing.



She said nothing aloud. Nor did Cal eb, though he watched as if he did not

wi sh

to m ss whatever m ght happen next.

Were they hoping that Luanna woul d never waken? That she woul d di e? That
Fel i x

and Ox woul d soon be available for the matel ess girls?

Felix did not know, but he could avoid neither the questions nor the
pressures

agai nst his back. Nor could he avoid the heaviness in his chest and the
tightness around his eyes that said he was about to | ose sonething very

pr eci ous.

When he gl anced sidelong at his cousin, he saw an expression that said he was
not alone in his thoughts and feelings. That was when he said, "W should get
the trundl e out of the barn."

"Good idea," said Caleb. "Get your minds off this poor girl." He tried to

sl ap

Ox on the shoul der, but the boy slipped out of reach and headed for the door
Felix was right behind him

A high haze filtered the sun's youvee harshness, yet the ball of Iight was
bri ght enough to cast shadows. The boys positioned the trundl e where the sun
woul d strike the canopy for nmost of the day. Then they set the stones beside
it.

Amelie's Weddi ng March swell ed from a whisper to a glorious shout when the
sunlight struck her stone. "How is she?"
"Not gone," said Thunderstone. "Waiting still."

"He neans," said Geat-Grandpa. "They're still out there. Lurking in the
bushes.

We can hear themnove fromtinme to time."

"She's still asleep,” said Ox. He sounded nour nful

"She'll wake up soon." Felix wi shed his words could only nmake it so.

"About tinme you got us out of that cave," said Maddoc. "Not that we coul dn't
have stood the dark a little longer, but...."

"Why do they need the sun?" Dotty had flopped in the shade beneath the
trundl e.

Trudy, the youngest, was stroking her side and | ooking curious.

Ox pointed at the solar cells on Heavy's top. "They run on it. These soak up
t he

sunlight and store it in batteries. The trundle's the same way."

"It has a notor then?" Caleb | ooked surprised.

Ox nodded, but before he could show off the trundle's solar-cell canopy, the
batteries, and the electric notor, their host spotted the talking books.

Pi cki ng

one at random he pushed its button, and a famliar voice spread through the
yard:

* * %

_But closing our eyes to our problens, refusing even to consider such

guesti ons

as whet her some people are nore worthy of help or Iife than others, or

whet her

all human lives are equally sacred, does not help. It is far better to strive
to

understand the probl ens, the possible solutions, and the inplications of both
probl ems and solutions as fully as possible--as fully as possible...._
_--From Al aneda Croxford, The Sacred Ani nmal

_(University of Chicago Press, 1998).

* * %
"That one's broken," said Geat-Gandpa. "That's all it'll say now "
But Cal eb was nodding. "It still nakes sense.”

"Peopl e shoul d have thought so a long tine ago."



"They had other things on their mnds." The man's face lit up as he | eaned
further into the trundl e and touched the dark green w ne bottles al nost
reverently. "VWere' d you find these?"

"In the ruins," said Maddoc. "Back a ways."

"I's that where you found this?" Trudy was on her feet, staring into the
trundl e

and reaching for Luanna's doll.

"She found it in a dunp we passed," he said.

"I bet she wants it. I'll loan her mine too." The doll disappeared. Then so
did

Trudy.

When Felix returned to the house a little later to check on Luanna, he took
t wo

of the bottles with him

"What're those?" asked Mriam She was sitting cross-legged near Luanna's
feet.

Her nother was at her head, a wet cloth in her hand. Three dolls |eaned

agai nst

her side. One of them had been lovingly constructed of carved wood and scraps
of

faded cl ot h.

He told her. "'For tonight,' Caleb said. 'W have to celebrate.""

"He woul d." She nade a face.

"If we stay, he said, there's a lot we can do with the extra hands. C ear
some

| and, build us houses, turn this place into...
"That's his dream Make us a tribe, a village, a little nation. Wth hinself
as

the patriarch.”

Felix set the bottles on the table and then | eaned over Luanna just as her
tongueti p appeared between her |ips and Madge dabbed at her nouth. "She's
dry,

so dry," she nurnured

WAs one eye open just a crack?

"She'll wake up soon. | think. She'll be okay."

He hoped she woul d, whether she wound up as his own mate or Ox's or no one's
at

all. Whether they continued on their journey or stayed to help Caleb found a
nation all his own.

He and Ox were helping Caleb cut up dry logs and split the pieces into
firewood,

as inmrersed in the snells of sawdust and sweat as ever they had been at hone,
when Bel | a appeared on the porch. "She's awake!™"

Felix barely registered Caleb's grunt of satisfaction and anticipation before
he

et go of his end of the saw and began to run toward the house. Ox, who had
dropped a | og he had been carrying to the sawhorse, met himthere.

I nside, Madge still sat beside Luanna's makeshift bed. She was using her wet
cloth nowto wipe the patient's forehead, carefully avoiding the swelling
wher e

the stone had struck her. The girls knelt nearby, glancing up when Felix and
X

cane into the room

Luanna blinked. Her fingers danced over the trio of dolls at her side, and a
smle flickered over her lips. "They won't let me up. And | have to...."
"You sound al nost normal ," said Felix.

"I feel normal. Alnost."

"Later," said Madge. "A little water first, a little soup. You weren't out

t hat

I ong. Your strength will cone back quickly."



"W won't |eave without you," said Ox. He sounded determ ned.

"It won't be long," said Madge. "Tonorrow or the next day."

The door slammed as Cal eb arrived. "She doesn't have to go."

There was a stillness in the room as if everyone were holding their breath.
"She can stay as long as she likes," he added. "W won't need that beddi ng
till

next wnter."

"She's still weak." Madge's nouth pursed as if she had tasted sonething sour
"But she'll be on her feet by tomorrow. She can stay with her friends then."
Luanna | ooked at Felix, eyes wide. Her fingers found the doll with only half
a

head of hair and clutched at it. Neither had any doubt about the topic of
conver sati on.

"Only if she wants, dear."

"Can | get up now? | really have to...
"OfF course." Madge shooed the men out of the roomw th an obvious air of
relief.

* * %

Luanna did not go back to bed that afternoon. Once on her feet, she stayed
there

as if determined that no one could possibly call her too weak to travel when
t he

boys left once nore. At suppertine, it was clear that she was struggling. She
did not nove rapidly, her face was pale, and her hand kept going to her

f or ehead

as if she hoped to rub away a massive headache. Still, she did conme to the
tabl e

under her own power. The ensuing nmeal felt like a festive cel ebration, and

t he

two bottles of wine did not hurt a bit. Nor did the onmelet with its burden of
sausage and a few wi Il d onions fried in goat mlk butter

Felix felt obliged to say, "You do so nuch better here. My folks...." He
shook
his head as Luanna added weakly, "M ne too." Few farmnmsteads were so fertile

t hat

their people could eat eggs and nmeat and butter on a regul ar basis.

Caleb grinned. "My Daddy picked a good spot, he did."

"Tall trees,"” said Mriam "That's what he said he | ooked for. And greener

| eaves. "

"I"'d like to find sone sheep and cows and horses,"” said Caleb. "They're al
this

pl ace needs to be a real farm But Daddy al ways said fol ks ate themall when
t he

world went crazy."

Luanna touched the edge of the table. Like nuch of the furniture in the Inger
house, it was not bare wood. Instead it wore a thin skin of reddish brown.
"Pai nt ?" she asked.

"Mk and bl ood," said Madge. "An old, old recipe.”

"We've gone back to a lot of the old ways," said the youngest of the girls,
Trudy.

Fel i x thought of the conversation on the Webb roof just a few days before.
"Nails," he said. "W sift themfromthe ashes because we can't nake them"
"I can," said Caleb. H's gesture made his right biceps bulge, and Felix

t hought ,

of course, we even spoke of blacksnmiths. "But you're right," added their
host .

One bottle of wine was still half full. He held it toward Felix and Ox, and
when

t hey shook their heads, he filled his own chipped mug. When he set the bottle



down, his wife clainmed the small anount remaining. "There are millions of
t hem

out there, if you can get to them before the rust."

Bella offered Ox a dried apple. "Were are you goi ng?"

"You never said," added her nother.

Felix let his gaze sweep across the entire famly. "Mst folks aren't as

heal t hy

as you." He touched his arm "W've all got the rash, but I'"'mthe only kid in
ny

famly. Ma had a few others, but...." He shrugged and | ooked down at the

t abl e.

"Me too," said Luanna.

"One of the stones is a doctor."

"Maddoc, " said Ox.

"He told us there's a city over this way. Alibrary, a place with answers. |f
we

can find it....
Cal eb nodded. "The city's there. About two days off, if you can cross the
river."

"There's no bridge?"

"I never saw one." Cal eb nodded again, though his eyes were on Luanna. "You

m ght as well stay right here.”
* * %

"She's with Mama," said Karyn. She was kneeling beside him tugging the
frayed

corner of the blanket fromhis hand. "They're waiting for Dad to go to sleep
She poured himout a nmug of 'jack the way she does.™

Felix could not see her face, for so little of the noonlight outside
penetrat ed

t he darkness of the barn that he could barely tell she was there. Still, he
t hought he knew what she neant.

"I's he always like this?" Luanna had wanted to stay in the barn with the

boys.
Madge had sai d she was not well enough to | eave the house, though if she
insisted.... But then the wi ne was gone. Caleb had grown insistent. Bella had

drawn her nother aside in another room And Madge had finally sided with her
husband.
Felix coul d see just enough to know Karyn | ooked aside. "There aren't any

boys

around here. There used to be, | guess. But...." Her hand was on his thigh
He

felt nmore than saw her shrug. "If you conme back this way...."

On the other side of the hay platformhe could hear Bella whispering to Ox.
There was a grunt, a giggle, nore whispers.

"Mama deci ded you should be al one out here. So...." Now Karyn had pul | ed
enough

bl anket fromhis grip to nove onto it. A knee pressed his side. A hand noved
on

his thigh and made it plain what she wanted, or what her Mama had told her to
want. |If humans were to persist on the Earth, this famly rmust survive for
anot her generation, and then another and another. And that neant there nust
be

chi |l dren.

But. ..

Felix shifted his position so that her hand was closer to his knee. The
sounds

fromthe other side of the platformtold himthat Ox was not bal ki ng at what
was

asked of him He, on the other hand, could feel hinself responding, but he
did



not want....

"Am | too young?"

"I't's not that." Her body was fem nine enough, if |ess devel oped than those
of

her ol der sisters and Luanna. But...

"It's her then."

"W haven't done anything." He shook his head in the dark. "I never have."
"But you want to."

"He'd better," said Maddoc softly. They had rolled the trundl e under cover
for

the night. The ready lights of the books on its bed were sparks in the

bl ackness.

"Shut up," said Anelie. Her nusic was violins, sweet and gentle, with a
backbeat

t hat sounded |i ke a pounding heart. "Leave him al one."

"If the boy linps out...."

"Shut up."

The nusic continued but the chatter stopped. Felix said nothing at all while
Karyn took her hand away from hi mand noved, rustling the |layer of hay
beneat h

t hem

Sonet hi ng--cl ot h?--nmade a gentle breeze in the lightless air.

She seized his hand and pressed it to her. "Can you pretend?"

* * %

"It's al nbpst dawn."

He opened his eyes, realizing as he did so that his face was set in a
self-satisfied grin. The barn was as dark as it had been when.... The warnth
agai nst his side beneath the bl anket, the breath against his neck, the quiet
snore. ...

Then who had spoken?

A shadow nmoved and poked the bl anket, but not where it covered him "I
said...."

" Mama?"

He junped. He could not help hinmself, just as he could not help but feel his
grin turn into a smrk and vanish fromhis face, replaced by a wave of heat
t hat

had to mean he had turned bright red. "Huh?"

"You' ve got to go."

Karyn extracted herself fromthe bl anket and stood up. "He was nice, Manma."
"I"'mglad." The girl began to make the sounds of dressing. Simlar sounds
wer e

already conming fromthe other side of the platform Aninmals were al so
stirring.

"He's still asleep," Madge added. "But | can't get himdrunk every night. If
you
stay....'
Fel i x understood. Was the dark a little less? He groped for his own clothes.
"She recovered quickly, though she should take it easy for a day or two. |

br ought sone food."

Yes, it was lighter. He could see the bag on which she laid her hand. Had she
seen his face?

"Hurry, now. "

"Are you sure?" he asked as he pulled his pants on beneath the bl anket.
"We're

bei ng fol | owed. "

"Maybe they' |l visit too, then." Bella produced a throaty giggle not far

awnay.

"And maybe they'll stay. My girls _do_ need husbands."

"Ch, to be young again and in the flesh!"



"Shut up." Felix said it this tine.

"My wife was right. | should have let her put me in her vi...."

The nusi c squawked. "1'm blushing," said Anelie.

"The axe is right beside you," said Ox. He was still buttoning his shirt, and
he

seened unable to neet Felix's eyes as if he--as if both of them-had done
somet hi ng shameful that night.

Maddoc didn't say another word until after the boys had pushed the trundle
into

the yard, where Luanna stood facing the road. Her arns were fol ded across her
chest, and her back was stiff. She did not turn.

Felix froze, staring at her. \What he could see of her cheek was pale. He felt
baffl ed but afraid he knew all too well why she refused to | ook at him He
did

not notice Mriambeside her, a sack at her feet, until she spoke. "I'm goi ng
with you."

"Hey," said Maddoc. "The boy's getting a harem"

"That's not fair," said Felix. Mriamwas the only one of the Inger girls who
had paid no attention at all to himand Ox. She had not even said very much

t he

day before. Certainly she had not come to the barn.

"Sure it is," said Great-Gandpa. "Luanna's good and mad at you right now,

but

she'll cone around. Stop by here on the way hone, and you could have two

api ece.

Nice fertile stock, too."

Felix glanced toward Karyn. She was blushing in the way that Anelie could
only

nane. So was Bella, though she was grinning too.

"You're wasting tine." Madge grabbed Mriam s sack and tossed it onto the
trundle's bed. "Get noving now. He could wake up anytine."

* * %

Felix and Ox |l eaned into their harness, and the trundle rolled nore easily

t han

ever despite bl ackberries and everlasting and other stens that thrust between
t he anci ent roadway's cracks. Luanna and Mriam marched behind, Mriam

| eani ng

into the cart's rear whenever it slowed. Dotty trotted to one side and the

ot her, ranged ahead to see how the boys were doing, dropped back to trot

besi de

the girls, stopped to sniff and listen and utter occasional warning barks

t hat

warned all hazards to steer clear

The next tinme Mriamspoke, it was to ask, "Wiy don't you use the notor?"

"W save it when we can." Felix grunted with effort and concentration as he
and

Ox struggled to avoid col |l apsed pavenent and an eroded ditch with a nmuddy
bottom "For steep hills and when we have to run. It takes too long for the
batteries to recharge."

Luanna hersel f broke the ensuing silence, but her words were not for Felix or
Ox. "Why did you | eave?"

"You couldn't tell?"

"Hey, guys!" yelled Maddoc. "They're watching your buns!"

A shall ow ditch beside the road held stagnant water and rmud. Luanna scooped up
a

handf ul of mnmud and plastered it over Maddoc's sol ar cells.

"CGood idea," said G eat-G andpa.

"My batteries are good for days," said Maddoc.

"There's nmud enough for months," said Luanna. "For years."

When the stone said nothing at all, she put the conversation back on its



previous track. "Your Dad?"
M riam shook her head. "He stopped bothering me a couple years ago. Most of
t he

tine."
"Then why? These guys?"
She shrugged. "I couldn't |eave by myself."

"It's not safe staying home." Luanna's voi ce was subdued, as if she were
renmenberi ng how unsafe--in a very different way--her own hone had proved
"Besides, they're yours, aren't they? And | need to find someone."

"Both of then? Not even one of them Not anynore!"

"You're being silly," said Geat-Grandpa. "Silly and jeal ous, which al ways
was

pretty silly all by itself."

Amelie's music stopped dead as if she wished to hear his words nore clearly.
When he stopped, she said, "You have to breed, you know. And strangers are
better than kin. You shouldn't mss a chance."

"You can't take just anyone," Luanna said.

"It's not like you had claimed either one of them" When the silence
stretched,

G eat - G andpa added, "Had you?"

In a small voice, Luanna said, "I was thinking of it."

The nusi c began again, gently. Amelie asked, "Isn't there anyone el se around
here? No other famlies?"

"There used to be," said Mriam "Years ago. Mana always said it was too bad
t he

bandits showed up, since they had a boy."

Felix glanced at Ox beside him Which of them had Luanna been t hi nking of

cl ai m ng? He thought he coul d guess--she had sl ept warm agai nst _his_ back
after all--but then he chided hinmself for feeling too snmug and wondered if
hi s

face--both their faces, surely--would feel as warmif they were not | eaning
into

t he harness as hard as they could and pretending as mightily that they did
not

hear .

CHAPTER 28

There was no sign of bandits or Haveners as they left the Inger farnstead,
but

no one believed they had abandoned the field.

"We could hear themlast night," said Great-G andpa. "One was chew ng
sonet hi ng

hard. Another one was swearing."

"Swearing sonething awful,” said Anelie.

"So where are they?" asked Mriam

"I'"'mshruggi ng," sai d Maddoc.

"He neans... he doesn't... know. " They had been on the road for |ess than an
hour, and Luanna was still wal ki ng. But now she | eaned on the trundle's rear
She had to struggle to get her words out.

"You' re exhausted,"” said Mriam

"Time to ride," said Maddoc. "Listen to the doctor. Hop on and take it easy.
Let

the rest of us do the work."

She did not argue as the boys dropped their harness and lifted her onto the
trundle. Mriam produced her doll from sone fold beneath her cloak and passed
it

to her. She curled herself around Heavy just as she had once before, cuddl ed
t he

dol | agai nst her cheek, and whispered, "I hope... | hope they're not waiting
for...."

"There's three of us," said Felix. "W can run faster. The batteries are



charged. And besides--" He gestured as if to draw her attention to the way
ahead

of them "The road's getting better."

She did not answer. Her eyes were already closed. But he was right. For the
first time since they had begun this journey, the pavenent was clear of
everything but noss and |ichen al nost fromedge to edge and as far ahead as
t hey

could see. There were few cracks and potholes. There was not even nuch of a
slope to fight against, though where the road curved out of sight around a
distant hill they could see it begin to rise.

"Easy goin'," said Ox. "For a while."

"There's that river," said Mriam "And no bridge."

"W'll find a way," said Felix. He glanced at the trundl e as he picked up the
harness once nore. There, beside Luanna, were the tools they had sal vaged
from

her famly's place and the rope he had brought from home. So were Ox's bow
and

arr ows.

"We shouldn't have left," said Ox. "Not yet. She isn't ready."

"Madge said we had to," said Felix.

Mriam made a snorting noise. "She was ready enough for Dad."

The boys fell silent. Felix knew what she neant, knew as well that neither of
t hem wi shed to see Luanna hurt again. He thought she might go as stiff and
speechl ess as Mriam had been before she had |l eft her chil dhood hone behind
her .

He did not want that, for when she spoke--when Mriam spoke as well--they
wer e

peopl e whose conmpany he coul d enj oy.

When peopl e did not speak, they were nere objects, useful perhaps, but of no
val ue beyond their use. They might as well be the sort of ol d-fashioned
gravestones that had no soul or voice and could be reused as doorsteps and
pavi ng- bl ocks to wal k upon

He and Ox |l eaned into their harness, and the trundle rolled fast enough to
belie

its name. Luanna slept. Mriam pushed, and the boys actually trotted as they
pul | ed.

They kept up their pace as long as they could. But in time they had to sl ow
The

road col | apsed al ong one edge where erosion had renoved the soil beneath. It
sl unped where a culvert had | ong since rusted away. Brush once nore

encr oached

upon t he pavenent, and progress once nore becane a struggle.

They stopped to catch their breath. To their right rose a hillside covered
with

scrub that m ght hide a thousand bandits, but no one anbushed them To their
left the ground sank away anmpbng trees, and a | ake coul d be seen not far off.
Along its shore stood rows of thick pillars; nost were broken stubs, but a
few

still retained their full height.

"That used to be a reservoir," said Geat-Gandpa. "Water for the city. It
can't

be far now. Those pylons were for the cables that supported the roof. Like a
huge tent to keep the crap out."

Mriamstared at the stone. "You renenber that. You really do."

"I really do."

"But you're dead." It said so right on the stone.

"Uh, uh," said Maddoc. "That's just the nmeat. It wore out, you know, got
beat

went and quit, turned to wormshit."

"You mean, they could take you out of your body?"



"No," said Great-Gandpa. "We died with our bodies. O course we did. But
t hey

copied us first. Qur mnds and nmenories."

"W didn't want to die, you know," said Maddoc. "But that just couldn't be
hel ped. "

"Someone once told nme that was what books were," said Geat-Gandpa. "Copies
of

their authors' mnds."

"I feel alot nore real than a book. Mre alive."

"You sound real enough," said Mriam "If | close ny eyes, | can al nbost see
you. "

"So what do | ook I|ike?"

"A bl ockhead," said G eat-G andpa.

Luanna's giggle said she was awake once nore.

"Stay right there," said Mriam "Don't get down."

"That's right," said Maddoc. "Hold her eyes open."

Fel i x | ooked over his shoulder. Mriamwas using her fingers to spread
Luanna's

eyelids. "They | ook okay to ne."

"Just fine. No pinpoint pupils. No concussion. But she'll be tired for a
while."

Now M riam gl anced sidelong toward Felix. "Look at him He's worried about
you. "

Luanna did not |ook, but she did giggle once nore and Felix felt heartened.
:;g girls were getting along very well. And perhaps what had happened the
BL?Zie woul d not ruin his chances. He | ooked at Ox. His nmouth was set in a
?:%g]that said he resented the fact that the girls were tal king about Felix,
that he wi shed Bella had come instead of Mriam perhaps that they had stayed
?Le I nger farmnmstead despite whatever lay in store for Luanna. Surely, Felix
L?Lgelf, they could have protected her, kept her with themin the barn at

ni ght .

But then, just as surely, Bella and Karyn woul d not have visited them again.
"You'll live forever, won't you?" Now she was talking to the stones again.
"I'f no one smashes us," said Maddoc. "If lightning doesn't strike."

"You think that's so nice?" asked G eat-Gandpa. "Lots of us are just stuck.”
"Waiting for a train that never cones."

"You shoul d have seen the churchyard we passed the other day."

Amelie stilled her Weddi ng March | ong enough to sigh dramatically. "Me too,"
she

admtted. "And we never get to do anything or go anywhere."

"Until now," said Maddoc. "So say thank you to the nice boys."

For a nonent, her nusic recapitulated the throb she had given it in the barn
t he

ni ght before. Luanna flushed; she nust have heard somet hing of the noise the
boys had made. Felix and Ox both put their heads down as if by jerking the
trundle into notion once again they could sonehow escape the reninder. Dotty
| oped beside them tongue lolling, while Thunderstone barked, "Chase! Run!
Chase! "

Several mles of curving, dipping road rolled away behind them There was no
sign of bandits or Haveners or anyone else. There were no |lines of snoke
agai nst

t he sky, no scent of manure or cooking food, no sound of distant voices, no
echoes of axe or hammer. They began to feel safer. Their pace slowed to a



wal k

as exhaustion grew, and when they cane to the bridge, they stopped.

Its surface stood a hand's breadth above the pavenent where the road had
settled. The stream bel ow was small and clear. Beyond it, the land rose in a
hill as long and steep as any they had strained to clinb before, and

bl ackberries, everlasting, and other brush crowded as thickly as ever in upon
t he pavenent.

Luanna insisted on getting out of the trundle. The boys, still panting,

gat hered

ferns fromthe bank of the streamand tried to nake her confortable. Mriam
dug

into the sack of supplies her mother had gi ven them and produced a stick of
I nger sausage. Then she fetched cold water fromthe streamand returned to
her

conversation with the stones.

"Did they have to cut open your heads to put you in there?"

Maddoc | aughed. "If you still had computers, you'd understand."”

"We're information, really," said Great-Gandpa. "Collections of habits and
words and nmenories. They had a way to read them and store them™

"Like this." Ox had the box he had taken fromthe library. He turned it on
and

pi ctures marched across the screen. He sniled when Mrianm s eyes went w de.
"Li ke batteries." Felix knelt beside the trundle to point at its nechanisns.
He

wasn't about to be left out of the explanation. "They store power, and then
t hey

send it to the notor on wires."

"They poured us in on wires too." After a brief pause, Anelie added, "Look
j ust

under ny edge."

Mriamlifted the stone and felt its underside. "This?" Tipping the stone up
she exposed a round indentation

"Push it." When the bottomof the hole split into | eaves and swung asi de,
Anelie

said, "My dataplug."

Dotty spun to face the way they had cone. Her fur bristled.

"They're conming," said G eat-G andpa.

Thunder stone's grow was all gnashing fangs and strings of bloody drool
“Run!"

Amel i e's Mendel ssohn was a skirl of bagpipes and a rattle of druns.

Felix felt a second's urge to how with |aughter as he plunged first toward
t he

harness and then toward Luanna to boost her back onto the trundle. It was
quite

i nsane, but they had been pursued | ong enough. Al day he had thought--had
hoped--they had left the bandits and the Haveners behind at |ast, and now
here

they were again, while the path seemed designed by hill and brush to inpede
their flight.

If only they had not rel axed and sl owed and st opped!

Fortunately, the trundle's batteries were fully charged

* * %

"Where are they?" panted Mriam She and the boys were red-faced and sweaty.
Despite the youvee hazards, they had tossed their |eather cloaks on the
trundl e,

keeping only their hats.

"I haven't seen a sign," said Ox as breathlessly as she. Even Dotty was
exhaust ed; she had fl opped beneath a rhododendron that was all new green

| eaves

and no sign of this year's flowers.



"W can hear them" said G eat-G andpa.

"They're coming," said Maddoc. "Down the hill, round the bend, out of sight,
swearing, 'Wiere the hell'd they run to? Can't be too far ahead, can they?
Wher e

el se could they be? Look at the tracks."'"

Even with the aid of the trundle's nmotor, it had taken them hours to reach
this

| evel stretch of the road, a shoulder of the hillside, fighting brush all the
way, doing a lot of swearing all their own. Ahead of themthe hill rose just
a

little nore, or so it seened. So it had better be, for the trundle's
batteries

were now nearly dead. They needed a downhill stretch if they were to stay
ahead

of their foes.

"Then don't stop here.”" Mriam |l eaned agai nst the back of the trundle as if
she

could push it the rest of the way up the hill all by herself.

"I wish | could help," said Luanna.

Amel i e laughed. "You'll get your turn as soon as one of themdrops."
Felix sinply |l eaned into the harness. The trundle began to roll. His breath
cane

harder, faster, hotter. The hillside passed behind him The road flattened
once

nmore, and bright western sun was in his eyes. C ouds were piling high against
t he southern border of the sky, dark against yellow and orange and red. A few
nore steps, a few nore, and the road dropped away ahead.

Bel ow t hem now was a broad valley. Toward its other side, just a few mles
away,

t he | andscape becanme a grid of streets and rubble nounds and intact--or
nearly

so--buil dings. One of the largest buildings was topped by a rounded skel et al
framewor k that nmust once have been a done. The stunted trees that covered so
much of the | and el sewhere becane sparser than ever

Felix was still panting, but he managed to ask, "lIs that the city?"

"Don't stop," said Great-Gandpa. "They're getting closer."

"That's it," said Maddoc. "We're al nost there. The hospital's on its other

si de.

Up that hill."

Fel i x groaned.

"I see the river," said Ox. It lay at the bottomof the valley, a line of
reflected sun, blocking their way to the city and the library beyond. They
coul d

see no bridge.

"There they are!"

They spun to see a single figure breasting the hill behind them
Dotty and Thunderstone both how ed with fear and rage.
" Dad! "

"You shouldn't be here, Mriam It's too dangerous."

"I"'mnot coming honme." Her voice shook, but her expression was grinly
determined. "You can't make ne."

"Of course | can."

The dogs how ed again, nore fiercely and desperately than ever, as two nore
figures came into view. Felix recognized theminmedi ately as the bandits they
had met before, and his heart crashed to the pit of his stomach. They were so
close, on the very brink of the fulfillnent of their quest, and their foes
had

found them again. He wi shed they were not too exhausted to flee.

Yet the bandits seened as tired as they. One of them | eaned against a stick
whi | e one hand funbl ed beneath his cl oak; his free hand and arm supported by



slits cut in the cloak, were so blackly swllen that it did not seem possible
they coul d ever heal

"Stop!" Luanna was sitting up on the trundle. The bow was in her hands, an
arr ow

agai nst the string. For a nonent, she was an anci ent goddess of hunt or war,
and

Felix wi shed he knew the nane to call her. Ox seened to agree, for he nade no
nmove to claimthe bow he had strung and practiced with, the bow she had used
only once before.

The bandits obeyed her conmand as soon as they cane abreast of Cal eb, who

gestured at the younger, uninjured fellow "Renmenber the Husseys? He'll be

your

husband. | pronised him"

"Why?" Her voice shook worse than ever. "So he'll |eave ny sisters to you?"
Luanna drew the arrow back even further. "And nme?"

Cal eb held one hand toward the injured bandit. "We'll take care of you once

Kiwi's done."

"What about us?" Felix was reaching slowy toward the axe on the trundl e bed.
Unfortunately, the axe was in plain sight.

Kiwi finally pulled his good hand from beneath his cloak. It held a shiny
pi ece

of metal that no one could fail to recognize as a gun. "Back up."

When Felix had obeyed and the harness that linked himto the trundle was
nearly

taut, he added, "We have enough men now. "

"Yah!" Luanna shouted as she rel eased her arrow

She missed, but the startled bandit | urched.

H s gun went off. There was a sound of inpact and breakage.

"Go!" Simultaneously, Felix and Ox |unged agai nst their harness. The trundle
rolled over the Iip of the hill and began to gather nmonmentum M riamran
behi nd.

Luanna nocked and fired another arrow

There was a cry of pain.

Dotty barked, tucked her tail between her |egs, and raced past Mriam

No one tried to restrain the trundle's headl ong rush down the hillside. The
boys

struggled only to keep it on the pavenent.

Luanna clung to the trundle's sides while snatching at bow and arrows, bags
of

food, tal king books, and anything el se that threatened to bounce over the
edge.

There coul d be no stopping, no going back for anything that was |ost, not
even

for the Menory of the Webbs.

When ten minutes |ater they reached | evel ground once nore and | ooked back
no

one was visible on the hilltop

"What did he hit?" asked Ox.

"I"'mall right." That was G eat- G andpa.

"Me, too," said Maddoc. He sounded relieved.

Amelie did not have to say a word, for her nusic continued.

"No chase," said Thunderstone. "No purr."

"Ch, no," Luanna sobbed. "Heavy."

Al'l that remained of the catstone was an inert stone shell. A single round
hol e

penetrated one side of the stone. There was no exit hole, nor any sign of
life.

CHAPTER 29

Consi deration Wggin had felt torn when Felix, Ox, and Luanna had |left the
farmstead with one of its daughters. He had known he should return to Haven



report, and bring a band of his fellows to collect those that renmained. Yet
he

had said he would bring Luanna herself back with him

Now he al so wi shed to know where those he had been foll owi ng were goi ng. Was
there another farnstead still further inland? Mdre young wonen for Haven?

He had not nade up his mnd until the man fromthe farnstead had enmerged from
t he house, screamed at his wife and renmai ni ng daughters so |oudly that

Consi deration had no trouble hearing the names--Madge, Trudy, Bella,
Karyn- - and

sworn he would bring Mriam hone. Consideration had watched himleave then
join

the bandits as if he had known them for years, and strike out with themin
pursuit of the others.

He had really had no choice but to followin turn. He had even been able to
get

cl ose enough to hear one of the bandits call him Caleb

Now he stood anpbng the trees and watched the two bandits trudge up the hil
toward Caleb. He could tell fromthe man's gesticul ati ons that he was talking
to

someone. He could not see Felix, Ox, Luanna, and Mriam Caleb's runaway
daughter, but he could hear the howing of their dog and see the canopy of
their

cart, and the man's comandi ng, threatening gestures left no doubt that he was
a

father and Mriamwas his daughter. O.... He shook his head. The man's
manner

rem nded him of Delivered of the Lord renonstrating with a wayward nenber of
t he

Haven fl ock. He had seen other men speak that way to dogs and tangled

ri ggi ng.

But Delivered of the Lord would never give way to others the way this nan did
to

t he bandits when they caught up to him

Consi derati on Wggin wished he were closer. There was anger there, and the

i njured bandit sounded vicious. If he turned that viciousness against the
girls....

He grinned as he saw a hint of opportunity. He had only his knife for a
weapon,

but the boys and the bandits woul d weaken each other in the battle that nust
cone soon. He would step in at the last nmonent, an Angel of the Lord. He
woul d

slay the last of them and then he would offer both girls safe Haven. They
woul d

go with himgratefully.

Yet--he had a core of honesty that left himless than confortable with
Del i vered

of the Lord' s autocratic, self-serving rule. That sane core nade hi m squirm
at

his own thoughts and admit that he would step in even if he knew the girls
woul d

refuse to go with him How could he | eave when danger hovered?

* * %

The other follower of the little band was further down the hill, |eaning on
hi s

staff in the shadow of an arching apple tree. He could see even |ess, but

t hat

was enough to tell himFelix and Ox and the girls were in trouble. He bit his
l[ip. He wished he dared to step forward, to intervene. But his stick was his
only weapon. _They_ were better equi pped than he to ward off attack

When an arrow rattl ed anmong the branches overhead, he al nost |aughed out



| oud.

What had he just told hinself?

The flat report of the pistol sobered himinstantly. He had not known the
bandits had such a thing, but there it was, reflecting golden sunlight from
t he

hand of the thug with the gangrenous arm

A moment' s thought insisted that he _hadn't_ had it before that |ast battle,
or

he woul d have used it then. It nust have been a Havener's, and he nust have
pi cked it up when that Havener died.

It was no relief when the farmstead man sat down abruptly, an arrow jutting
from

hi s thigh.

Al that proved was that the bullet had not touched whoever held the bow. Ox
m ght be dead. O Felix.

O either of the girls.

But now the other bandit, the one with two good arnms, was shaking his fist.
He

did not | ook satisfied. Indeed, his posture shouted frustration and said
quite

clearly that the others had escaped once nore.

He waited beneath the apple tree until the bandits had gone on, passing out
of

si ght beyond the crest of the hill, and the wounded nan had extracted the
arr ow

fromhis leg, struggled to his feet, found a stick of his own, and hobbl ed
back

down the hill, grunting and swearing with every other step. He thought it
woul d

take the nman at |east three days to nake it hone. If infection set in, it
woul d

t ake rmuch | onger.

He al so waited until the Havener had left his own conceal mrent and noved on
Only

when everyone el se was out of sight did he foll ow

* * %

"Mt her-fuckin' sons of bitches. Way the fuck did we have to catch up at the
top

of a hill?"

"Because they stopped to admire the view," Hussey answered. "And we're too
sl...."

"Who t he fuck asked you?"

You di d, Hussey thought, but this tine he kept his answer to hinself. Kiw
was

still walking, still in hot pursuit of the |last piece of ass he could ever
hope

to grab. And it would be his last. H s armwas bl acker than ever, it oozed
constantly, it stank, and the red streaks had clinmbed his neck to his ears
and

cheeks. Surely they also stretched across his chest as well. Hussey did not
under stand why the other bandit was still on his feet.

Why did he keep going hinmsel f? Caleb had recogni zed him hadn't he? He had
wal ked right up to themthere in the woods and said, "You're Batchel or
Hussey,

aren't you? You |l ook just l|ike your Dad."

"Just Hussey," he had answered. Had he once had that other name as well? It
seened famliar, but.... "You knew nmy Dad?"

"Kill him" Kiwi had said.

"I"'mCaleb Inger." He had ignored Kiwi in every way but one: his forehead had
suddenly been covered with sweat. "W thought you were dead. W found the



house
all burned and your folks' bodies laying there. W didn't find you."

"Ron |liked the shape of his ass."” Kiwi had glared at Hussey. "I said kil

him"

"You want the girl, don't you?"

"One last fuck," Kiwi had said.

"And t he boys?"

"They' re fuckin' neat."

Cal eb had nodded. "I'Il help. But | want the girl when you' re done. My wife's

gettin' old."

The two bandits had stared at himfor a |ong nonent before noddi ng. Wy not?
And then, when he had showed up that norning, he had said his daughter was
with

them Kiwi had licked his |lips at that and whi spered, "Double pussy."

"She's not for you."

"Way not, old man?" Suddenly Kiwi had had his gun in his hand, and it had
been

pointing at Caleb. "She too good for the likes of us? O is she private

st ock?"

Kiwi had | aughed.

"You're getting the other one."

"Then she's for me," Hussey had said. He had surprised hinself. He was guilty
of

as many rapes as Kiwi, but he had never sinply told a father or a husband
what

he was about to do. He had killed themfirst. Yet nurder did not feel right
here, while claimng Mriamdid.

After a |long nonment, Caleb had cast his eyes down and nodded and softly said,
"That was the idea, once."

Now t hey watched the trundle and their quarry receding rapidly down the hill.
Kiwi swore again.

"We'|l get them" said Caleb. He was clutching his thigh and grimacing with
pain. H's face was white.

"Not you," said Hussey. H s wound woul d sl ow himdown far too much.

"You made themrun," said Kiwi. He pointed his gun at Caleb. "The deal is
fuckin' off."

"Stop it," said Hussey. "If he wasn't here, that arrow m ght have got you."
Kiwi | ooked thoughtful for a moment. Then he | owered the gun. "They're al
dead

now. As soon as we catch up. First the guys. Then the stones. Then the
girls.”

"Not Mriam" said Caleb between teeth cl enched agai nst his pain. "Bring her
hone. "

The gun came up again. "She left home, old man. She's not yours anynore. So
even

her."

For a nonent, the man seenmed about to defy the bandit, but then he gl anced
toward Hussey.

Hussey shrugged. When Kiwi nade up his mind, there wasn't nuch that he could
do.

Though perhaps. . ..

Cal eb sl unped, surrendering to pain and threat and futility.

Kiwi turned away, lurching, grimacing with his own pain and futility. "Let's
go."

Hussey hesitated while he studied the top of Caleb's bowed head. He knew now
why

this |l andscape had seened faniliar. He had known it when he was a child. He
renenbered now. He al so renenbered the day when his |life had changed, though
a

wal I of something like mst kept himfromseeing the faces or the deaths of



hi s

parents. Had he had a brother or a sister? That too was gone. But Ron and
Ki wi

were not. Their faces hovered over him stinking of snmoke and bl ood and

gri nni ng.

He had gone with them and he had | earned to do awful things.

Now he found hinsel f wi shing he could save Mriam not from Kiwi and hinself
but

from her father.

"I said, let's go!"

CHAPTER 30

The catstone rattled when Felix picked it up and set it down beside the road.
No

one spoke, though Luanna cried softly over Heavy's |oss and Anelie's Weddi ng
March turned runbly soft, as if it were being sung by a chorus of purring
cats.

They listened in silence until Geat-Gandpa finally rem nded them "If we
st ay
here, they' Il catch up again."

Mriamwaved one armtoward the valley ahead of them "How are we going to
Cross

the river?"

"Worry about it when we get there.'
once

nmore. Mriam and Luanna wal ked beside the trundl e, adding a push when the
brush

became unusually thick. Dotty ranged ahead, her tail jaunty.

"What was he doing there?" asked Felix. "He | ooked |ike he knew them ™"

"Too many people at the farm" said Geat-Gandpa. "So they nmade nice."
"When?" The bandits had not showed thensel ves before they left that norning,
and

t hey had caught up so quickly that they could not possibly have taken the
tine

to negotiate an alliance. "He had to go to them™

"Woul d he do that?" Felix found it hard to believe.

Ox snorted. "He was there.”

"He wants us back," said Luanna with a glance at Mriam

She nodded. "And he does know them One of them | think."

"What do you nean?"

"There really did used to be another fanmly a couple of mles away. The
Husseys. "

"You recogni zed hi n?" asked Maddoc.

She shook her head. "We were just kids the last tinme | saw him Though there
was

already talk that we would marry. There weren't any other choices, after
all.”

"I can guess what happened." Luanna's voi ce choked on her own nenory.

"I't was pouring rain that day, so we didn't see the snmoke. But we snelled it,
and Dad went to check it out. He told us later. Their place had been too danp
to

burn well, and the bodies of his parents and his sister were stil
recogni zabl e. "

"No sign of him"

"No. "

"They took him for a bugger boy," said Ox in a tone that said he did not find
the idea strange at all

The trees beside the road gave way to broad expanses of cracked and weedy
paverent surroundi ng ruined buil dings. Mst of the ruins were mere piles of
rubbl e festooned with green. Some had walls still standing, doorways, w ndows.
A

Felix and Ox | eaned into their harness



very few had partial roofs that filled their interiors with shadows and--what
el se? Anot her cache of wine? O a second set of bandits, lurking in anbush?
Luanna nocked another arrow just in case and held the bow across her |ap. Her

hands were sure and confident; after all, hadn't she nade one of those
bandits

screanf

"Parking lots," said Geat-Gandpa. "Car dealers. Furniture and conputer

stores.

C ot hi ng and shoes. Restaurants and supermarkets."

As they came nearer to the city, they began to see walls pockmarked w th
craters

the size of a hand, each one with a dark central hole. Side streets becane
frequent, though their pavenent, apparently thinner than that of the main
road,

was heaved and broken by the tree-roots that hunped beneath it. The brush

t hat

rooted in the cracks and pothol es was inpassably thick. Cellar holes and
chi meys and twi sts of pipe and stubs of brick wall replaced the parking

| ots.

Decrepit cars were everywhere, and for the first tine Felix realized that
each

car's north side, where | ess youvee touched paint or plastic, always retained
nmore color. The parallel to gravestones and trees with their nbpss nade him
| augh

abruptly. Black flies swarned, and as dusk grew nearer they were joined by
nosqui t oes.

"People lived here once," said Luanna as a pair of crows cawed froma |inb.
"Lots of them"

"They died," said Anelie through her nusic. "Just like us."

"That hospital didn't help much," said Felix. "The library."

"Fami ne," said Maddoc. "A hospital's usel ess when people are starving. And a
library is only good for hel ping you prevent disaster in the first place. Add
to

t hat pl ague and poisons in the air and water and soil. Maybe war as well,
when

peopl e started taking what they needed wherever they could find it. Just to
f eed

their famlies."

"They were all bandits, then," said Ox.

"If they survived, they had to be."

"Qur own ancestors," said Felix.

"So what else is new?" asked G eat-Gandpa. "Don't forget old Sam Wbb. "
"What do you nean?" Mriaml ooked puzzled. "Wo's...?"

Luanna fished the broken frame fromits sack. Felix recited the Menory of the
Webbs as he and Ox continued to haul the trundle toward the city.

"But they changed," said Mriamwhen he was done. "Even then. _He_ wasn't
what

his father was, and even the pirate changed for a little while."

Her tone was pensive, and Felix guessed that she was thinking of their

pur suers.

But he had no chance to pursue that thought, for their road bent into a
circle

from whi ch branched several other roads. To their right the ground dropped
away

to the river, broad and silver-tarnish yellowblack with.... He | ooked
upwar d.

No, the water was not reflecting just plain yellow sky. The cl ouds they had
noted when they first saw the city had clinbed further fromthe horizon
spread

wi der, and now they boiled with the pronmise of a stormas bad as the one they



had waited out in the library. Low in the west, occasional breaks in the

cl ouds

| et through the reddening |ight of approaching sunset.

One of the roads fromthe circle extended into space above the water, sagged,
and stopped; the rest of the bridge had fallen | ong ago. Another |ed them
down

the hill past swirls of pigeons startled fromtheir rookeries to the actua
river bank, where tangl ed roses and honeysuckl e and berry canes spilled

t owar d

the water.

Here the road itself was al nbst clear of vegetation. The chief obstacles were
spills of rubble fromthe ruins to either side. There was no sign of hunman
life,

and Dotty seemed quite unperturbed by scents of other creatures. Like her
conpani ons, she ignored the insects in the air.

They could see the river to their left. Its roiling, heaving waters were
clearly

not hing they could ford. There were no boats. There were no bridges except
for

the stub that jutted fromthe hillside above their heads.

"We're stuck," said Ox.

"They'l|l catch us now " Luanna lifted the bow as if she were | ooking for
their

foe. "W can't go any further."

"How many arrows are |eft?" asked Feli x.

She touched them where they | ay beside Thunderstone. There were not many.
"Go upstream " said Arelie. "There'll be another bridge."

"Maybe even a boat," said Maddoc.

"Not likely," said Great-Gandpa. "But do you see that? Toward the water,
behi nd

that rubble pile...."

"Those red lines?" Squatting over them here and there were massive tanks and
boxes and long platforms, all on wheels, all thick with rust and streaked
with

pi geon droppi ngs.

"Railroad tracks," said Maddoc. "Yes, go upstream Follow them"

It was easy to obey. The tracks paralleled the road they were already on, and
t hough they lost sight of the rusty lines fromtine to tine behind or under
sone

pile of rubble or billow of vegetation, they always found them agai n.

On their side of the river, the size of the rubble piles did not change. This
had been a district of |large buildings. "Wrehouses," G eat-Gandpa said
"Factories."”

On the other side, the piles grew smaller and nore trees appeared on the
bank.

They coul d see another road, ruined houses, and still no sign of human

bei ngs.

Shadows grew as the clouds grew thicker and the sun sank behind them Wnd
bl ew,

trees lashed, and then the tracks bent toward the shore.

"I told you so," said Anelie.

A steel trestle, as rusted red and pigeon shitted as the railroad cars,
stretched across the water, supported m dway by a pair of weathered stone
pillars. The rails they had been foll ow ng stopped a hundred feet short of

t he

structure. They had been removed fromthe bridge as well. Mst of the wooden
cross-ties remmined, twi sted and cracked and gray from decades of youvee and
weat her. Where they were missing soneone had filled in with chunks of I og.
Yet

t hat someone had done the work | ong, |ong ago. The new wood seened al nost as



weat hered as the ol d.

When Felix tested the trestle with his weight, it creaked and trenbl ed. The
cross-ties, new and old, crunched under his feet and shed flakes into the

wat er

rushi ng bel ow. Dotty, who had ventured onto the crumbling structure with him
whi ned.

A gust of wi nd whi pped out of the sky, and the trestle trenbled again. He and
t he dog both backed off. "I don't like it."

"No choice," said Geat-Gandpa. "No tine to build a raft. Look behind you."
Half a mile away on the road they had foll owed he could see two figures.
"This trundle's too damed sl ow, " said Maddoc.

"I'"'mshaking my head," said Geat-Gandpa. "Skeptically. W my be slow, but

| ook at the way that guy noves."

One of the figures in the distance |eaned on a stick and lurched forward with
a

feverish, desperate intensity that explained how he nanaged to stay so cl ose
behi nd them

"Not nmy Dad," said Mriam "Not the right shape. What did they do to hinP"
"Maybe he went hone," said Luanna.

"Why woul d he do that?" She both | ooked and sounded worri ed.

"Hurry up!" cried Maddoc. "Stop the chat, don't | ook back, hit the track."
They wasted no nore tine.

Despite the trestle's frightening weakness, they had to trust it, and they
had

no tine to carry the trundle's cargo across piece by piece. They rolled the
trundle onto the first of the cross-ties and wi nced when it shifted under
their

wei ght. The bolts that had once anchored it to the steel frame beneath had

| ong

since corroded away.

They wi nced again when the trundle's wheels jolted into the first of the

bet ween-ti e gaps. But though the steel shook and the wood crunbl ed even worse
than it had beneath Felix's weight alone, it held.

They were nearly hal fway across when a tie broke conpletely under the weight
of

the trundle's rear wheels. The end of the cart fell abruptly. Stones slid and
shout ed.

"The poles!" Felix shouted. Ox and Mriamhastily untied the only tools they
had

that could help themnow Using themas |levers, they then boosted the trundle
onto the next tie, which groaned and crunbled but held even as they all held
their breaths. Amelie's Wdding March bell owed [ oud and tri unphant.

Fel i x | ooked behind. N ght was al nost on them now, and the cl ouds nade the
dusk

quite murky. But he could see the bandits. They were alnbst to the other side
of

t he bridge.

A dozen ties later, they broke through again. This time the | evers they
needed

were ready in their hands and they were hardly del ayed at all

The bandit's gun cracked just as they reached the other side. A slug spanged
of f

the nmetal of the trestle. Flakes of rust scattered on the wind and stung
their

necks.

"Let's go!" yelled Maddoc.

"Not yet," said Ox, and he led the way back onto the bridge to renove as many
of

the ties as they could, piling theminto a barrier wall and opening a |ong

gap



inthe trestle's deck, leaving only the narrow support beanms as a solid

pat hway.

They lost only a few of the ties into the river

They ran fromthe bridge at |ast and began to haul and push the trundl e back
downstream toward the center of the city.

"That won't stop them" said Maddoc. "You just wasted tinme, |ost your |ead."
"I't wouldn't stop anyone with two arns," said Geat-Gandpa. "But one of
them s

pretty ginpy. He'll want nmore light."

Fel i x was not sure the stone was right, but he realized they had no choi ce.
Even

if they could destroy the trestle--and despite its shaki ness he did not think
they coul d--they shouldn't. They didn't dare. It would strand the bandits on
t he

other side of the river, but it would also strand them Wen they were ready
to

go home again, they would have to trek far upstreamto find another bridge.
None of them could be sure that such a thing existed, or that nore bandits
did

not lie in wait just over the horizon. He m ght never see his Ma and Pa
agai n.

Now it was growing rapidly darker. They could barely see the bridge behind

t hem

They could not see the bandits at all, though all four could inmgine them
approaching the trestle, venturing onto it, finding the gap in the surface,
swearing, backing off to wait for norning.

It was too nuch to hope that one or both would fall through the gap into the
rushi ng water bel ow.

Just enough noonlight came through the clouds overhead to show how rapidly

t he

stormv nd bl ew. CGusts touched themon the ground, rattled branches, tugged at
the trundl e canopy. A banging drew their eyes to a roofless ruin beside the

road; once-white pocknmarked walls still bore the stains of fire.

"A door," said Geat-Gandpa. "Still on its hinges after all these years."
There were few such active remants of the past. Mst of the ruins they
passed

were silent, everything that was | oose | ong since blown into some corner
wher e

the wind no | onger touched it. The marks of fire were comon. Mre comon
still

were the crunmblings of sheer age and rot.

"Where's that hospital ?" Felix asked.

"Mles away," said Maddoc. "South and west and up that hill you saw. W won't
get there tonight."

The scent of roses canme to them A vine-covered wall of decorative masonry

| oomed beside them A drive arced behind it, overgrown with everlasting and
branmbl es and small trees. Above that hung the facade of what once had been a
multi-story building. Through its gl assless upper wi ndows they could see the
raci ng clouds; there was no roof. Its | ower w ndows, just as gl assless, were
bl ack.

"That'll do," said Great-Gandpa. "Enough out of the way so they won't
stunbl e

over us in the dark. And it's solid enough if the storm breaks."

They did not explore. They had no lights, they were tired, and besides, the
interior stank of small animals and decay. They canped just within the

bui | di ng' s broad entrance.

* * %

When Felix opened his eyes, it was even darker than it had been when he

cl osed

them The w nd roared through branches and gaps in ruined walls and whistled



over still-standing chimmeys. Branches rattled against the side of the
bui I di ng.

He had no idea how nuch of the night had passed.

Li ghtning fl ashed, and on its heels peal ed the thunder

He did not hear rain or the crash of falling masonry.

Nor was there the snap and crackle of fire.

What was there? Anelie's ever-present Mendel ssohn was the merest thread of
sound, al npbst inaudible. In the dark recesses of the building, small
creatures

scratched and rustled. Over-riding both was a | ow runble, a growl of danger
and

defiance and. ...

Anot her bolt of lightning, nore distant, just a spark but enough to show him
Dotty standing stiff-1egged, bristle-shoul dered, staring toward the road.
"What is it?"

He could not tell who was whispering. His "Quiet!" gesture was just barely
visible in the dark. He pointed outside. Soneone was there. The bandits, the
Haveners, Mrian s Dad, he had no way to tell. It was enough that Dotty

war ned

t hem

Bodi es shifted near him Everyone was awake and |i stening and watching and
fearing discovery.

But Dotty's grow never changed its volume or its pitch

On the road, soneone swore.

"They're ahead of us now," Geat-Gandpa said no nore |loudly than the w nd.
"Anbush, " said Maddoc just as softly. "That's what they' Il try."

The grow i ng faded, nessage enough that the danger had noved on

"They don't know they're ahead of us," said Mriam

"They will," said Ox. "In the norning, as soon as they don't see our tracks
in

front of them"

"Not if it rains," said Maddoc.

"Then they'll backtrack." Luanna's voice shook

"We' || have to watch. Both ways."

"You told us where you're going," said Mriam "If Dad told them..."

Maddoc rmade a soft, derisive noise. "They still don't know where the hospita
is."

"That depends where they've been before.”

After a brief silence, Maddoc said, "Sorry. You're right, of course.™
"Hush!" said Great-Gandpa, and they could hear it too. Dotty was grow ing
once

nore. Felix reached for her, petted her, and felt her body change its
post ur e,

ai m ng now back the way they had come, toward the trestle.

"It's someone else," he breathed. Not the bandits backtracki ng al ready.
"The Haveners."

"ol

* * %

The entranceway in which they sheltered faced east, but no sun struck their
eyes

to wake themin the norning. The cl oud cover was conplete, the sky dark gray
streaked with wind furrows though for the nmonment the air at ground |l evel was
still. It had not yet rained.

They positioned the trundle to soak up whatever light it could. Then they
ventured out of the building's drive and past its shielding wall to exam ne
t he

road. Felix thought the weeds and npbss and brush seemed nore tranpl ed than
t hey

al one coul d account for, and the signs did go on past their hiding place.
"A stick," said Ox. He was bent over a patch of silt sone past storm had



deposited on the pavenent and no noss or grass had yet covered over. Wen the
others joined him they saw what he neant, a round inprint with one drawn-out
edge, as if the walker had let his stick drag for a nonment each tine he

pi cked

it up. There were also footprints, though counting the number of foes who had
passed themin the night was al nost inpossible.

"At least two," said Ox. "See? One print overlaps another."

"I thought they weren't supposed to be able to get across in the dark," said
Mriam

"The ties were loose." Felix shrugged. "They must have picked them up behi nd
them and set them down ahead. At least it slowed them down."

"Here's another on top of that?" asked Luanna. The ground was too dry to be
sure.

"Then three," said Ox. "At |east. Maybe nore."

"Let's stay here a while," said Mriamtentatively, alnost as if she were
asking. "We can rest, while they get further ahead."

"Or set up their anmbush." Luanna scratched nervously at the rash on her

wi st.

She was not happy at the thought. She knew what her fate would be if the
bandi ts

got her.

Felix snorted. He thought Mriams point was better than she had herself. "If
we

wait | ong enough, they'll think we went some other way."

"W haven't seen one yet."

"Or that we're still ahead of them so they'll hurry on."

"Hah. W | eave tracks too, and there won't be any ahead of them™

"We shoul d get higher," said Mriam "W mght see them or another road."
The buil ding that had sheltered themthrough the night offered as nuch

el evation

as anything in the nei ghborhood. Daylight, dinmed though it was by cl ouds,
penetrated fromthe gl assl ess windows into roons and corridors. Rusty netal
stairways trenbl ed under their weight. Doors sagged on corroded hinges and
disintegrated into thin |layers of veneer and wads of fibrous pul p. Paper hung
in

faded scrolls fromthe water-stained walls. Plaster grew nulticolored furs of
nmol d. Carpeting was matted with noi sture and wi nd-blown dirt and dung.
Cockroaches scuttled away fromtheir steps. Tracks of small aninals--but not
of

peopl e--were visible. There were all the stinks of mildew, rats, a skunk, and
decay.

There were signs of vandalismas well as time: One rooms walls and ceiling
and

floor were streaked and splattered with a hundred colors of paint. The cans
scattered across the floor suggested sone frenzied madman whirling about the
room can after can in his grip, paint spraying wildly. In one hallway, the
wal I s had been destroyed, beaten in by clubs or axes; the floor was thick
with

br oken plaster and wood, and |ight cane through the holes fromthe roons

behi nd

the wal |l s.
Those roons still held furniture: Wod had gone the way of the doors, but
there

remai ned nmetal and plastic, chairs and tables and desks. Metal cabinets held
sliding drawers full of layered pul p, turned unrecogni zabl e by danp.

d ass-fronted boxes |ike |arger versions of the moving-picture box Ox had

f ound

at the library sat on many desks, attached by wires to netal cases and fl at
arrays of pushbuttons. Wen a snall version, screen and keyboard and all in a
single unit about twice the size of his _Swiss Fanm |y Robinson_ or _Sacred



Ani mal _, caught his eye, Felix picked it up. "I'll ask Geat-Gandpa what it
is."

The top floor was open to the sky. Mre dirt blended with the matted car pet.
Grass and weeds and even snall trees sprouted am d pigeon tracks and

dr oppi ngs.

Here the wi ndows gave thema good viewin all directions. They could see the
river and the trestle bridge they had crossed the day before, the road they
had

been foll owi ng, the skeletal dome that was still ahead on their path,

t oweri ng

hi gh above everything else in sight. They could not see any sign of the
bandit s,

nor any hint of an alternate route to their destination. Every side road
seened

choked by vegetation or rubble.

"They'd be traps," said Luanna, pointing at one of those congested streets.
"l f

they found us there, we couldn't run."

"We can nove faster on this one." Ox indicated the road outside the building.
"But there's still no way off it. W could be boxed in."

Now it was Mriams turn to point. "Mre buildings," she said. Felix saw what
she neant: Away fromthe road they had to follow the buildings were smaller
and

nmore ruined. Near it, the buildings were larger--sone of themlarger than the
ruin that now sheltered them-and in better shape. "Built to last. At |east
we

can go to ground."

"And we can shoot back."

"The bow?" asked Ox. "Wiere is it?"

"I left it...." Her hand went to her mouth as she gasped. It was with the
trundl e, where Dotty and the stones stood guard, ready to cry out a warning

i f

the bandits appeared. But if that happened, w thout the bow, they would be
trapped.

Yet there seemed no real need for worry. \Wen they energed fromthe buil ding
once nmore, Dotty lay beside the trundle, undisturbed. "No sight, no sound,"”
sai d

Maddoc. "Except the storm The baronmeter's way down."

Felix did not ask what the stone neant. Instead he held out the device he had
found on the desk.

"A computer,"” said Geat-Gandpa. "Alaptop. Adin ny time. | wonder if it
wor ks. "
"No way," said Maddoc. "I can see where the battery | eaked from here."

"What's a conputer?"

"Li ke us," said G eat-Gandpa.

"A person?"

"Uh-uh. Not enough nmenory in that little thing to hold one of our recordings.
Not even Thunderstone. But maybe a cockroach. "

"Same thing," said Maddoc. "The way a cupboard is a house. It just can't hold
as

nmuch. "

CHAPTER 31

Consi derati on Wggin had not been far behind the bandits when they reached

t he

trestle. In fact, though he had managed to stay out of sight anong the ruins
of

the ancient factory zone, he had been cl ose enough to hear them swear when

t hey

di scovered the gap their intended prey had created in the long line of ties.
The growi ng dusk let himdare to come even closer. He found a crunbling brick



building with a wi ndow that overl ooked the tracks just a few feet fromthe
bri dge. He hovered by the wi ndow frame, carefully not touching the powdery
wood

and its encrustation of pigeon droppings, and strained his eyes to see

t hr ough

the growi ng dark. In one hand he held a pair of pigeon eggs he had taken from
a

nest on another w ndow sill.

The bandit with the stick and the gangrenous arm sat heavily down. The ot her
took | oose ties and set themin the gap until he could reach those the others
had stacked to block their way. Consideration grinned, wondering if he had
any

sense at all of the irony in what he was doing, repairing, building instead
of

destroying so he could pursue nore destruction

Though it was the other one who rmade all the threats: "Hurry up, Hussey.
Pussy- hoosey. They'|ll get too far ahead."

"They haven't so far." If anything, his nmovenents sl owed. Consideration

t hought

he was not so enthusiastic a bandit as he had once been. Perhaps there was
hope

for his soul after all, even though Delivered of the Lord woul d never accept
an

adult male recruit.
"Hate to admit it, but |I'mrunning out of steam" Consideration could not see

his face, but the voice was strained. "I can't wait for fuckin' ever for that
pussy. | haven't _got_ for fuckin' ever. One last piece, that's all | ask.
Kill

the guys and put it to her. You can do the other one."

Hussey said nothing in reply, but he did keep noving ties. Consideration
coul d

hear the thud of punky wood on wood and rusty steel. Finally, the Havener
hear d

a, "There. Let's go."

Footsteps in the dark. The thud of the stick. The crunch of powdery wood
beneat h

human wei ght. The creak of the trestle.

They were gone.

Consi deration Wggin waited only | ong enough to swallow the contents of the
eggs

before he foll owed them Because he had no wi sh to pass them by, he would
have

to stay close enough to hear their steps.

O course, they might stop and then he nmight stunble on themin the dark. He
hoped the stink of gangrene would warn himthen, though the wind did not

al ways

bl ow hi s way.

* * %

The cl ouds raced overhead. The wi nd bl ew harder than ever, tearing snall

branches fromthe trees and | oose shingles fromthose houses that still had
roofs, propelling a few drops of rain to sting cheeks and other bits of
exposed

ski n.

"Can we get there before it lets |loose?" Felix and Ox had stepped out of
their

har ness when they canme to the pile of brick that had tunbl ed across the road.
Now they strained at the sides of the trundle while the girls lifted the
ends.

Wnd jerked at the canopy and nearly knocked them all over

Amelie's Weddi ng March was violins in an upper register that blended with the



wi nd.

Luanna steadi ed Maddoc's stone as he answered, "How the hell should I know? |
thought it was going to let |oose last night."

"Use the motor," said Geat-Gandpa.

Felix glanced at the trundle's controls. "No charge," he said. "W haven't
had

enough sun."

Ahead of them buildings of many sizes and states of disrepair flanked the

r oad.

Pi geons swung across the gaps between. An intersection was marked by the

wr eckage of two cars that had been | eft where they sat after a collision. The
paverrent was infiltrated with nmore grass and weeds than brush, but it was

al so

tilting upward. Their progress renained a struggle.

"What's that?" Ox was pointing toward a single-story buil ding whose flat roof
sagged in back where a wall had coll apsed. The rest was supported by a pair
of

cracked concrete pillars. Inside, a long counter faced a row of seats set on
nmetal posts. The seats' upholstery was tattered. The posts were so corroded

t hat

only fragnents of the plating that had once nade them shine renai ned.
"What' s what ?"

"On the roof. Sonmething noved."

Dotty assumed her stiff-1|egged stance and began to bark

"A pigeon.”

But no pigeons strutted al ong the edge of the roof.

"The wind."

But Ox did not need to argue that he had seen sonething nore than w eckage
stirred by the storm A head heaved into view over the [ ow curb that marked

t he

edge of the roof. Lips parted to reveal yellow teeth. A hand, a shining piece
of

netal, a sudden crack, an "Quch!" behind him

He did not hesitate to see who had been hurt. He dropped the harness and
raced

toward the building. As he dashed under the overhang of its roof, he seized
one

of the seats and tore it fromthe floor. Then he slamed it against a pillar
The seat tore off the post and flew into the street.

"Havener!" cried Luanna. The round, fishskin hat was enough to identify the
figure who ran fromthe shelter of the building next door. She raised her
bow,

but Mriam s hand on her el bow kept her fromrel easing the arrow. The
stranger

was not charging at them but at the building where Ox was sl anm ng the
pillar

again and again and again with his nmetal post and bl ood was al ready reddening
his fingers and wists.

Dotty still stood and how ed defiance and threat of mayhem fromthe niddle of
the road.

Felix swore. "Dammed dog!" But he did not try to pull her to a safer

posi tion.

Instead he jerked both Luanna and M riam down behind the trundl e as the
bandi t

on the roof fired another shot. This tine the bullet nissed entirely, perhaps
because every bl ow Ox delivered nade the roof tremble visibly.

The Havener seized another stool and added his own strength to the attack on
t he

pillar. The trenbling of the roof grew worse. The pillar's cracks w dened and
shed crumbs of concrete. Both Ox and the Havener grunted with effort, and



when

the pillar finally began to buckle they |eaped toward the street.

They al most didn't nmake it. Once the pillar began to go, it did not hesitate.
Concrete cracked and crunbl ed. Rusty reinforcing steel snapped. The bottom
hal f

of the pillar toppled one way, the top half the other. The roof sagged and
creaked and sl anmed to the ground. A cloud of gritty dust puffed from beneath
it.

The bandits were clinging to the roof, but as soon as their fall was done,

t he

one with the gun glared at Ox and lifted his weapon. Luanna stepped cl ear of
t he

trundl e and | aunched an arrow. The bandit shrieked when it pierced his belly.
The Havener's club smashed his head. The Havener hinmself grabbed the gun

The other bandit al nost seemed to relax at that. Raising both hands into the
air, he began to shake. "My leg's broke." It was indeed bent at an awkward
angle. Hs face was white with pain.

Luanna nocked anot her arrow.

"No," said Mriam

"Why not ?"

"Maybe he can change?"

Soneone snort ed.

"Dad was right, you know. He wasn't always a bandit."

"He's not your little neighbor anynore,” said G eat-G andpa.

Luanna drew her bow.

"Pl ease,"” said Hussey. There was sweat on his brow, even though the day
beneat h

the clouds was cool. "I didn't want....
"But you did."

H s nod was jerky.

Luanna bit her lip and | owered the bow, though her novements were jerky too,
as

if she had to struggle with herself.

Feli x knelt over Hussey and straightened his leg with a jerk. The bandit
screanmed. Felix yanked roughly at his clothing, |ooking for hidden weapons,
but

found only rash and sores. "Wrse than ours,'
al nost synpat heti c.

He stood up and studied the other man. He was not much ol der than he, thin
but

with an overlay of soft flesh that said he had | ong eaten better than he
shoul d.

Hs hair was stringy. He stank of dirt and sweat just as, Felix was sure, he
did

hinself. H s face was pale beneath its layer of grinme, and he seenmed | ess a
t hreat now than an object of pity.

Dotty stalked to his side, growl ed, and sniffed. Thunderstone echoed the
grow .

"Don't let her...!"

"Why not ?" Maddoc called fromthe trundle. "She's our buddy. You're dogneat.
You

damed near killed ne."

"Just a chip," said Anelie above her nusic. "I can see it."

"An inch closer, and 1'd be just a pile of chips. Chips and gizno bits."

Ox pushed the dog away with his club. Felix noticed that its renaining
fragnents

of plating curled up at their edges, and the netal was red with blood. Ox's
hands were dripping. He glanced at the Havener. H s were too.

Yet neither man had let go of his club.

Ox realized who he was | ooking at, turned, and tightened his grip despite the

he said, and now his tone was



pain it had to inflict on him The Havener still held the gun. Now he held it
up, looked at it, and said, "This has to go back." Then he tucked it inside
hi s

shirt and gripped his own club until his knuckles whitened. Blood welled
bet ween

his fingers.

"No," said Mriamonce nore. "There's been enough of that."

Maddoc | aughed. "Don't you know what he wants? If we don't stop him he'l
kill

us and take you and Luanna back to his island.”

"He won't kill you," said Geat-Gandpa. "But you'll be slaves."

"Sex slaves," said Maddoc. "Raped and raped and raped. Screwed, blued, and
tattooed with a 'Property of Haven' sign."

"It's not rape," said the Havener, though he was al ready backing up as if he
feared the stone would goad the nore nobile humans to attack him "You' d be
w ves. "

"Babymakers," said Maddoc. "To help them spread all over the world all over
again. "

"Truce?" asked Mriam "Can we nmanage that?"

Hussey snorted where he |ay.

Felix could not help but share the bandit's skepticism

"Why not ?" Luanna gl ared over the bow she still held.
" He's_ a predator," said the Havener
"Li ke you?" There were tears in her eyes now. "Is that all there is?"

Ox did not wait for anyone to answer her question before ainmng one of his
own

at Hussey. "Wy didn't you ever settle down like normal fol ks?"

The bandit | ooked away from Luanna, at the Havener. "That's what they taught
ne.

Predators and prey, and we were predators."

"So you killed ny Mana and ny Papa. You were going to kill ne.
He nodded hel pl essly.

"Why?" she screamed at him "But why?"

Dotty growl ed and bared her teeth at the hel pless bandit, who did not answer.
He

coul d not.

When the silence had stretched for over a mnute, Geat-Gandpa asked, "Wy
did

you foll ow us? Revenge?"

It was no surprise that Hussey ignored him The answer was obvious, and if

t he

urge for revenge had bel onged to his conpanion instead of him that made
little

di fference.

"He's not human," said Luanna. She was raising the bow once nore, pulling the
string toward her ear, aining the arrow He did not try to escape, though his
face turned even paler and he | ooked to one side, away from everyone, as if
he

wi shed neither to see her release the arrownor to let the others see his
fear.

"OfF course he is." Mriamwas pointing at a pockmarked, cratered wall nearby.
"See the bullet holes? Remenber the walls this norning?"

"It's what people do," said Geat-Gandpa in a bitter tone. "I sawit in
Chi |l e.

Never thought 1'd see it here. But it is what people do."

Hussey was nodding tentatively. "That's what Ron said. 'Peace is for
asshol es. '™

"I wouldn't go that far. But it's certainly uncomon, and it never seens to
last, no matter how |l oudly people shout that life is sacred.”



"It is!" said the Havener.

"Only if it belongs to your own little tribe," said Geat-Gandpa. "If it
bows

to your god and snpkes what you snoke. If it doesn't, it's not even human."
When the Havener said nothing in reply, Felix stared at him In his way, he
seened as unconfortable as Hussey, the captive, broken-Ilegged bandit.

He had not recogni zed the pockmark scars on so many of the city's remaining
wal s as bullet holes. He did not have the experience to do so, even though
he

had been shot at. Yet now he knew, and as he scanned the ruins around him he
realized the scars were everywhere. There were thousands of them MIlions of
t hem

The civilization of his ancestors had not sinply faded away. It had torn
itself

to pieces. And with it had gone both its history and its destiny.

Poison in the soil. Was that it, as his Uncle Alva would say? O youvee

poi son

in the sky? The greenhouse? He shuddered even though he knew his perception
of

the catastrophe was too dim too faint, to come anywhere near the truth. \Wat
was happening now, with bandit killer-rapists and Havener girl-nappers, was
only

a distant echo. The truth had to have been horrifying.

Poi son in the soul

* * %

"Can | shoot himnow?" Luanna's tone was vicious; her hand quivered on the
bowstring. Felix had no difficulty understanding her feelings, nor the beads
of

sweat that sprang to the bandit's forehead and cheeks.

"But he's helpless!" cried Mriam "You can't!"

"I's that what makes |ife sacred?" She drew the bowstring even tauter

"Hel pl essness?"

Mendel ssohn dwi ndled into silence. "That used to be enough,"” said Anelie.

" For

babi es and children, for the poor and the ill."

Luanna shook her head furiously. Her grip on the bow did not waver now, and

t he

arrow poi nted straight at Hussey's heart. "_They_ never thought so."

Silence foll owed her words until she herself broke it: "Or is it that you and
he

wer e supposed to...?
"Leave himright here," said Maddoc. "Let himrot. He has it coming."
"You've got a rock for a heart," said Anelie, and she restarted her eterna
music with four notes that mght have been struck by hamers on stones.

"And for a brain,"” the other retorted. "So what else is news?"

G eat - G andpa | aughed. "If we wanted what _we_had coning, we wouldn't be
here

now. '

"At least fix his leg." Mriamturned to the trundl e and began to untie one
of

t he pol es Felix had brought from home and never di scarded.

"Why bother, when I'mgoing to...?"

But Felix pushed down her bow. "No," he said. _The Sacred Animal _ had argued
that no life should be preserved just because it was |life. Each case should
be

considered on its nerits, and this one did not have many nerits. Yet _The
Sacred

Ani mal _ had been witten when people were as nunerous as grass bl ades, when
preserving one neant threatening all the rest. Now people were scarce.

Per haps



an individual life, whatever its nerits, was sacred now in a sense it had
never

been before.

"Not yet, anyway," he added. "He's no danger to us now. We can give hima
chance. "

The tabl eau held for a dozen heartbeats before she nodded at | ast.

"W'|l take himwith us," said Mriamthen. "If we don't, he'll just be a
bandi t

again. "

It was clear that Luanna would rather kill the injured bandit. But she
managed

to let go of the bow, and a nonent |ater she was even hel pi ng Felix obey
Maddoc's instructions to splint Hussey's |l eg. They used her Papa's saw to cut
the pole Mriam had sel ected. They tied the pieces in place with rope,
cutting

it without a thought to its irreplaceability. Then they lifted himonto the
trundl e along with everything el se.

Yet they were not gentle in their handling of the broken linb or their
patient.

Hussey bit his lip until it bled. He whinpered once and noaned twice. If he
sai d

not hi ng, that was perhaps because he agreed that he deserved no nore

consi derati on

The Havener watched, his eyes noving intently from Luanna to Mriam and back
again as if he were evaluating, appraising, choosing which one to claim as
if,

i ndeed, it were up to himto choose.

" _You_ can go home," Ox told him He still held the club that had bl oodi ed
hi s

hands, though he had set it down |ong enough to wap it with a strip of

| eat her

fromthe dead bandit's cl oak

The ot her man shook his head. "I'll go with you. After all, he's still a
bandi t .

Maybe | can help."

Ox gave hima skeptical glare. "You did once, but...."

Felix glanced toward Hussey. His eyes were closed. "So did they, the first
tine

_your _ gang attacked us."

Great - G andpa | aughed. "' She's ours!' they said. Just conpetition.”

"You're taking _him."

"We can't very well |leave himhere," said Mriam

"Why not? He's a killer."

"And you're not." Luanna's tone was bitter.

This time no one said what the Haveners were instead, though Maddoc nuttered,
"He just wants to get the girls closer to Haven," and Anelie swelled her
Weddi ng

March wi th organ nusic.

"I want to see where you're going."

"So follow us."

"l could." He | ooked once nore at Luanna, and then at Mriam "I wll. But
you

_could_let me help. You can't trust him™"

"Or you," said Maddoc.

The standoff was only inmobilizing them beneath the thickening storm clouds.
| f

they let it continue, they would never reach their destination or solve the
problems that had driven themthis far on their journey. They were, it
seened,

destined to absorb their enem es, bandits and Haveners bot h.



Felix finally sighed and said, "What's your nane?"

The Havener |ooked thoughtful. He hesitated. Finally, he seened to take
Felix's

qguestion as the offer of truce Mriam had suggested sonme time before. He
opened

his bl oody hand and let his club fall to the ground. Hi s knife remained in
its

sheath at his side. The gun stayed out of sight. "Consideration Wggin."

"A churchy name," said Great-Gandpa. "The sort of nanme they used in the
1600s.

Even before our Menory."

Dotty recogni zed the change in the voices that surrounded her and produced a
tentative swing of her tail.

Fel i x tossed Consideration Wggin a piece of cloth for his hands.

* * %

Even though the road now | ed uphill, the wind was in their faces, and the

| oad

on the trundl e was heavier, Consideration Wggin was not allowed to help. He
mar ched ahead, scouting. Dotty stayed near him ranging to either side of the
road but al ways watching himas if she trusted himno better than she did
Fel i x.

Once she cane cl ose enough for Wggin to reach out and scratch her between
her

ears. She did not protest, but after that she stayed further off.

Ox and Felix strained against the trundle's harness. Luanna and M riam pushed
behi nd. Hussey | ay quiet except when a |urch banged his broken | eg against a
stone. Then he gasped or noaned and gritted his teeth, while Maddoc sang
tunelessly, "W're sorry, you duffer, but you gotta suffer. 'Cause we haven't
a

grain of ass-prine. Neither we got no norphine. No ibby-youprofen, no
seedy-no-mnnerfin. If you' d rather be dead, we'll cut off your...."

Amelie interrupted her music |ong enough to say, "ldiot."

"And you're an obsessive-conpul sive. You and your nusic."

As they approached the center of the city, the marks of |ong-past violence
became nore frequent. Bullet holes were everywhere in the ruins to either

si de

of their path. Snoke stains and char were comon.

Fifty feet down a side road that was remarkably clear of debris and
veget ati on,

a rusty, wheelless panel truck lay on its side. A single piebald goat stood
at op

it, all four feet together as if it balanced on sone nountain pinnacle. It
showed no sign of fear as it watched them

Furt her down the road, perhaps two hundred yards away, stood the buil ding
whose

skel etal done had caught their eye fromthe other side of the valley. It was
built of white stone, as were the long flight of steps that led to its broad
entrance and the row of pillars that adorned its front.

"That was the Capitol building," said Geat-Gandpa.

This close, they could see that the done still retained a tw sted scrap or

t wo

of the black and green netal that once had sheathed it. Several of its ribs
wer e

bent off the gentle curve they should have foll owed. Many cross-pieces were
m ssing entirely; the rest were visibly nounded wi th pi geon droppi ngs.
"Where our rulers net," added Maddoc.

"Rul ers?" asked Ox.

"The peopl e chose representatives to cone here to discuss their problenms and
deci de what to do."

"How many?" asked Feli x.



"A couple of hundred in this state. One for every thirty thousand people."

No one spoke. In a world where no one had nore than a handful of neighbors,
such

nunbers were i nconprehensi bl e.

Consi deration Wggin was just a few feet away, staring first at the remants
of

government, then at Luanna, then at Mriam "I want to see it."

When he began to wal k toward the Capitol, the goat bounded fromits perch and
vani shed in the brush beside the road.

Wthout a word, the others followed him but not before both Felix and Mriam
had turned to scan the ruined city that surrounded the Capitol. It stretched
so

far. It had held so many people. The disaster that had struck it, as well as
t he

rest of the world they knew, was staggering.

When they got closer to the Capitol, they could see that the building s stone
was as bull et-pocked as any other single ruin in the city. Every one of its
nmyri ad wi ndows was a gl assl ess hole. The doors that once had filled the

door way

at the top of the steps lay shattered behind the pillars.

I nside the place was a shanbles. Ceilings had fallen. Wat had been furniture
was now piles of punky splinters. Only patches of plaster remained on the
wal | s,

and pi geon nests clung to battered cornices and ot her niches. The pigeons

t hensel ves were bursting into the air.

They could not enter the broad rotunda the dome had once covered, for it
contai ned the remnants of the dome itself. Torn panels of green-black copper
and

br oken girders made the room i nmpassabl e, though they could see the white

st one

statues that still stood in recesses around the perineter

"Just the way it was in ny day," said Great-G andpa when they returned to the
trundl e and the stones and captive they had decided were too heavy to carry.
"Except for the damage. | bet the bonb went off in the rotunda, right under

t he

done. | wonder if it was a terrorist.”

"Airburst," said Maddoc. "Had to be, or the sheathing would be all outside

t he

bui I di ng. "

"Why haven't we seen any peopl e?" asked Consideration Wggin. "There's plenty
of

shelter here.”

"Not enough cl ear ground?" asked Feli x.

"Chosts," said G eat-G andpa.

"No," said Mriam "Anyone who conmes here can see what happened once upon a
time, and it gives them ni ghtmares."

"It should," said Amrelie.

Ox | ooked thoughtful. "I remenber,"” he said. "I think. W came through here
when

| was little. And there wasn't anyone then, either."

"They'l|l come back," said Great-Gandpa. "Folks will forget what happened,
and

their nunmbers will grow "
"We've already forgotten,"” said Felix.
"Not quite."

"And the nunbers aren't grow ng nuch.”
"That's what we're here for," said Maddoc.
Consi deration Wggin slowy nodded as if what the nad doctor had just said

expl ai ned a nystery.
* * %



The remmant of the Capitol dome was still visible behind them when they nade
canp that evening. They could even see the dark cloud that issued fromit and
di spersed beneath the still-heavy cl ouds above their heads.

"Bats," said Consideration Wggin. "lI've never seen so many."

"The youvee can't touch them" said G eat-Gandpa. "They're nocturnal."

Full dark fell rapidly. The wind eased a little, though it remained strong
enough to whip the flames of their fire and send sparks cascading into the
air.

For a few noments, the clouds parted just enough to let the three-quarters
noon

shi ne through and provoke a pair of hows fromDotty and Thunder st one.

Even as the clouds closed up and the world went dark again, a third how cane
to

them so faint that it was barely audible over the rush of wind. Dotty's ears

pricked, and she stared into the night. "It nust be mles away," said Luanna.
Their canpsite had once been a netal -sided building. Much of it had coll apsed
flat upon the ground, but one wall had instead folded when it fell, fornmng a
triangul ar cave |arge enough to shelter themall if the storm broke. The

net al

was not one that rusted.

The nmen hel ped Hussey down fromthe trundl e | ong enough to relieve hinself
out side the cave. Consideration Wggin bedded down in a nearby house that
still

clung to enough roof to ward off rain. Ox and Mriam found separate spaces in
t he back of the cave. Felix rolled hinself in his cloak near the opening,
wher e

he coul d watch the dying fire and rushing clouds and listen to the w nd.
Shortly after the others began to snore, he felt Luanna once nore curl ed
agai nst

hi s back. Somehow he was not surprised. Nor was he surprised when she

whi sper ed,

"She's a nice kid," he rolled to face her, and she clung to him her breath
hot

agai nst hi s cheek.

Per haps they woul d not have cared that they were watched fromthe shadows
outside their metal cave, nor that the watcher chuckled gently at what he saw
and heard.

CHAPTER 32

Wnd flexed and boonmed the netal walls of their cave. Around themswirled the
scents of mold and danp and an ani mal nusk that was only partly their own.
Rai n

drops pinged and rattled and banged and found holes in the metal they had
hoped

woul d shield them Spray blew in upon themin the dark.

"W need better shelter."” A flash of lightning silhouetted Consideration

W ggin

standing in the triangular entrance to the cave. Felix thought the nest he
had

found for hinmself nust have been even wetter and nore w nd- bl own.

"It's going to get worse," said Great-Gandpa fromhis place on the trundle.
"Lots worse. Better hurry, or you'll never reach the hospital."

"If it even exists anynore." Felix's rash was slightly better than it had
been,

but the journey had revealed a world so thoroughly destroyed that it seened
i npossible the library Maddoc had prom sed himcoul d have survived.

"Hell of a note to quit now," said Great-G andpa.

Felix sighed. "Let's nove on, then. At |least we can | ook for a better place
to

sl eep.”

The night was not over. No one had had enough rest. Al were still tired. Yet



no
one said another word as they got to their feet and rolled the trundl e out of
their inadequate shelter and back onto the road.

More |ightning flashed. Thunder booned. Wnd jerked at the trundle' s canopy.
Hussey swore when his broken | eg | urched agai nst Thunder st one. Maddoc swore
back. "watch it, bonehead. We break easier than your goddamleg."

Felix and Ox each had their own harness to put the |oad they haul ed on wai st
and

shoul ders. Neither objected when Consideration Wggin stepped between them
grabbed one harness strap with each hand, and added his strength to theirs.
Luanna and M riam pushed. Anelie's Wdding March was wild with trunpets and
bagpi pes. Despite wi nd and exhaustion, the trundle rolled steadily up the

hi Il

that still remained

Dawn cane before they reached the crest, but the daylight it brought was

nmur ky,

stained the yell ow and green of an old bruise.

"Tornado sky," said G eat-Gandpa above the noise of the storm "I don't like
this. W need to find a hole."

"No such thing any nore," said Maddoc. "Manma Nature's kicking till we're
sore. "

"It's God," grunted Consideration Wggin against the wind and the wei ght of

t he

trundle. "Punishing us for the sins of our ancestors. 'Unto the seventh
generation,' says the Bible."

"How many are |eft?" asked Luanna.

"How many what ?" asked Ox.

"Cenerations."

The Havener | ooked over his shoul der and smiled, pleased that she should show
any interest in his beliefs. "W'Ill know when our nunbers finally begin to
clinb

again. That's what Delivered of the Lord says. Wen we can multiply and

repl eni sh the Earth. Then we can cl eanse away the unbelievers, raising up
their

children to be saved. And when all the world is saved....'
"Judgment Day, right?" Maddoc sounded skepti cal

The road | evel ed under them and began to di p. They stopped. "Wat happened
her e?"

Not a building was intact within their sight. The few fragments of wall were
so

riddled with bullet holes and bl ackened by snoke that it seemed inpossible

t hey

were still standing. The road was littered with rubble, rusted out cars and
trucks, and....

The scene was of great violence and many deaths, but tinme had | eached away

t he

bl ood and pain. Small trees and shrubs stood anmong the ruins. Vines--woodbine
and bittersweet and wild grape--crawl ed over the broken walls and piles of
rubble. The land snelled like | and anywhere, of soil and gromh. If there was
any taint, it was only the usual sour acridity of a poisoned world.

Movement jerked their eyes toward a machi ne as rusty and corroded as any

anci ent

car. Its massive |lower portion sat on tracks through which grew a cluster of
late daffodils. Its snaller upper portion was slowy sw veling a | ong snout
toward them Entangling vines tore fromthe ground and fell away.

Unl ubri cat ed

joints creaked and groaned. When Felix could see that the snout had a single
nostril, clicking noises emanated fromthe nachi ne's bowels.

"That's a tank," said GGeat-Gandpa. "It wants to shoot us."

Suddenly the clicks were so freighted with nenace despite the flowers that



Fel i x

shivered. The only guns he had ever seen were small things, held in a single
hand, that made small holes in catstones and people. Suddenly he had a vision
of

hi nsel f repl aced by a single nan-shaped hol e surrounded by a spray of bl ood
and

guts.

"It's not the only one," said Mriam But the other tanks were notionl ess.
The

vi nes that hung across their corroded netal were undi sturbed.

"And APCs. Arnored personnel carriers." Boxy trucks with slitlike wi ndows, as
red with rust as any car.

"A helicopter.” Two thin netal wands thrusting into the air, one drooping |ike
a

pl ant stem one bent and broken. The rounded hull bel ow t hem had been made of
a

netal that had not rusted.

"That was the city arnmory," said Maddoc. "That pile of bricks with the
girders

sticking out. | remenber driving past it. It had a sign."

"They fought a war here," said Felix.

"Just a skirmsh," said Great-G&Gandpa. "But yeah. Things really did go to
hel |

around here. Must have been worse in the big cities."

"Worse?" Ox's voice cracked with his disbelief.

Maddoc' s voi ce was subdued when he said, "I hope the hospital's still there.™
A gust of wind tipped the trundle up on its |efthand wheels. Hussey screaned
when his leg lurched and roll ed and grabbed whatever he could to keep from
falling. All the stones shrieked with alarm Thunderstone barked, and Dotty
joined in. Luanna and Mriam caught the rising edge and used their weight to
bring it down again.

"How much further?" cried Ox as he struggled to unfasten the trundle's
canopy,

fold it, and tuck it beneath the weight of stones and Hussey. The w nd was
roaring, the rain now coning harder, faster, driving past their hats and

cl oaks

and soaking to their skin. Lightning blinded them Thunder deafened.

"Couple mles," shouted Maddoc. "That's all. Hurry!"

Amel i e screamed triunmph and defiance with her Weddi ng March

Maddoc tried to outshout her with, "I"'mgetting wet!"

Great- Gandpa said, "So what else is new? Renenber the cenetery!™

They did their best, but that |ong-quiet battle had bl ocked the road with

wr eckage. They had to force their way through the brush beside the pavenent,
cl amber over drifts of crunbled masonry, gasp relief when the way opened up
for

ten or twenty feet ahead, and then repeat it all again.

Al most inmmediately, the storminforned themthat so far it had been nerely

pl ayi ng. The rain becanme a sideways-blasting torrent as the w nd doubl ed and
tripled its strength. If the canopy had remained in place, they would surely
have lost the trundle and its cargo. Hats abandoned every head, and
rain-slippery, rain-heavy cloaks strove to turn into wi ngs. Branches and

ot her

debris bl ew past them slashing at their faces and arns; fortunately none
wer e

| arge enough to do harm

They coul d not take shelter. There was none to be had. Al they could do was
struggle onward while Anelie's music screamed in debate with the el enents. No
one spoke. Felix put all his energy into noving the trundl e on, even as he

wi shed they had not left the netal |eanto cave that had sheltered themfor
part



of the night, wi shed they were still in the building at the bottom of the
hill,

wi shed they were still at the Inger farm no matter what Cal eb nmust have been
pl anni ng for Luanna, wi shed they had never |eft hone.

He hoped Ma and Pa and Uncle Alva were okay. Their house had survived dozens
of

storns, maybe even ones as bad as this though surely, he told hinself, it
sounded worse when you were out init. Maybe it wasn't so bad then. Yet....
He

al nost | aughed at the thought of Pa and Uncle Alva struggling to put the shed
roof back all by thensel ves.

Three hours later, when they were finally past the arnory and the devastated

battl e scene, the stormwas still raging as furiously as ever. Yet now the
road

was open. They made rapi d progress.

* * %

"That's it!" cried Maddoc. "Take that turn! I'mpointing right!"

The stormhad flattened every bl ade of grass. Even weeds with sturdy stens
bowed

before the weight of wind and rain. Water rushed across the pavenent and

f oaned

in the ditch beside the road. Yet there, to the right, there was no ditch

I nst ead anot her stream rushed over flat, weedy ground and into their path.
They could not see a thing nmore than twenty feet fromtheir faces. Rain and
spray and blowi ng debris filled the air. It was inpossible to tell whether
there

was i ndeed a hospital at the other end of the torrent. Yet they foll owed
Maddoc' s instructions, splashing against the flow, up a slope, and around a
curve.

"Who are you?"

They froze. Felix swung his head fromside to side, but he could see no one.
There was only a wall of netal before them

"Identify yourselves!" The voice was perenptory, harsh, with the sound of
net al

toit.

Dotty whined, and her tail drooped between her |egs. Thunderstone said,
"Patting

head. Dead thing. No harm no harm"

"Ignore him" said Great-Gandpa. "He's just another tank."

Now Fel i x saw the cannon jutting above their heads. It was not noving.
"Identify yoursel ves."

"Shut up," said Maddoc. "I'm a doctor. These are ny patients and assi stants.
W're going to the hospital ."

"The hospital is closed.”

"I"'mopening it up again."

"What is the wagon?"

"That's my anbul ance. Can't you see the guy with the broken | eg?"

"ldentify yoursel ves."

"Get a new tape."
"I will shoot you.'
t hem

St ubby gun barrels twi tched back and forth. Triggers clicked. But except for

t he

pl umreti ng sensation in Felix's stomach, nothing happened. Either the deadly
nmechani sns had failed or the tank was out of anmunition

Maddoc | aughed quite shrilly. "I _thought_ you couldn't get it up."

They pushed past the inpotent guardian to find an APC, bl ackened by fire, with
a

small tree growing through its roof. They broke a trail through sodden

wi nd- whi pped brush and encountered another tank, this one silent as well as

Smal | hatches creaked open in the rusty barrier before



noti onl ess, and two nore APCs before they could return to pavenent. A

bul bously

insectile helicopter lay on its side, perhaps capsized by the very stormthat
buffeted them Vines entangled its |anding skids.

For a nonent the wind | et up. The hospital stood before them two broad
stories

of creany stone and concrete stippled with the narks of gunfire. Some w ndows
still held glass. Most were enpty except for occasional shards.

Felix blinked rain fromhis eyes. He panted fromhis struggle against the
storm

Hope surged in his breast as he said, "W nmade it. It's there."

"I was afraid they'd wecked it," said Maddoc quietly. "Like the arnory."
Felix felt the hope die back, though not all the way. Yes, he told hinself.
The

wor |l d was weckage all around. Nothing worked any | onger except the

nmechani sns

of death. The inpotent tanks. The stones, just as inpotent unless they could
convince sonme living chunp to haul them around.

"They were defending it," said Great-Gandpa. "You saw that tank. This is
wher e

t hey nmust have kept their wounded."

Consi derati on Wggin pointed at the hospital walls. Like the other humans, he
wore no hat. Hi s hair streaked down his forehead. H s nobuth was open

br eat hi ng

hard. Only Hussey and the stones were not exhausted by the fight against
brush

and storm "Small holes," he said. "Snmall guns."

"I'"'mnoddi ng," said Geat-G andpa.

Fel i x thought of the tanks and APCs. "Wy didn't they take their gear wth

t hen®?"

"Ran out of fuel," said Maddoc. "As well as ammo."

"Can we get inside? This storms not over." Mriamloosened her sodden cl oak
and

reveal ed that the rain had plastered every scrap of cloth she wore agai nst
her

skin. Consideration Wggin stared at her. So did Hussey.

When she turned away, Consideration |ooked at Luanna, but she was keepi ng her
cl oak wrapped tight around her no matter how useless it was against the wet.

Amelie's music stopped. "lIs there any point? So many w ndows are broken
There

was so much fighting. Surely there's nothing inside."

Felix felt nmuch the sane. How could there possibly be anything at all in
there

of any use to himor his famly? If there were cures for rashes or dead

babi es,

surely Maddoc would know. O Ma would. Since they didn't, there could not
possi bly be any hope behind the walls before them Al their effort had been
wasted. Al their risk. And now the Haveners knew his famly and the |Ingers
exi st ed.

But then he | ooked at Luanna. No, all their effort had not been wasted. If

t hey

had stayed hone, she would be dead now.

He | ooked at Hussey, who was still watching Mriam despite the pain that
lived

in his face. The bandits would be alive and | ooking for nore prey.

He had no illusions about what Mriams life would be |ike trapped at hone.
Her

father mght be paying nore attention to her younger sisters now, but that
woul d
surely change.



And how coul d they possibly turn around now? Maddoc had prom sed him a
library.

He had to see if it were truly there, if it were any use at all, for if it
wer e

and they turned their backs on it at the last noment, their effort really
woul d

be wast ed.

Even if there were no stormbattering at their heads, even if they did not
crave

shelter, they had to check out this building.

The hospital's entrance was unobstructed. Once it had been bl ocked by a pair
of

wi de doors set with glass panels. Now the doors lay twi sted to either side,
and

the remmants of the panels crunched beneath their feet. The nasonry that had
once supported the doors was broken, cracked and gouged by attackers
weapons.

But the wide roomjust within the entrance was enpty except for drifts of

| eaves, fibrous ceiling panels, broken plaster, and other debris. Irregular
pat ches of colorful nmold and circles of ashes, charred wood, and bones marked
what had been a carpet. OQther bones were scattered on the floor; many were
human. There was no sign of furnishings. A scuttling sound marked the flight
of

sone snall aninmal that nade this realmits hone.

"Used to be a reception area," said Maddoc when his |iving compani ons | ooked
bewi | dered. "Chairs and couches. Tables and nmagazi nes. A long counter full of
i ntake screens. The sol diers nust have burned it all."

The corridor beyond was illunmi nated only by whatever |ight came through open
doors and reflected fromthe twi sted franes of what Maddoc said had been
wheel chairs, gurneys, and |V stands. They checked the roonms behind the doors
and

found the damage | ess pervasive, though there were still no wooden chairs or
tables. Al that remained were netal beds and cabi nets.

On the side of the corridor that faced the outside of the building, nost of
t he

wi ndows were broken and the nmetal was corroded by the rain that had entered.
O

t he other side, nost of the windows were intact. They faced a centra
courtyard

on which the battle had not encroached. The courtyard was bel ow ground | evel;
three tiers of roons overlooked it.

In one of those roons, the bed still had a mattress and a few rags of beddi ng
draped over all that was left of a patient.
A round hol e nmarked one side of the skull. A hook on the wall held a belt of

khaki webbing and a cracked hel met that nust once have covered nost of the
man' s

head. The side of the helnmet was decorated with a stylized rendition of sone
extinct beast, all snarling fangs and narrow eyes.

"Casualties," said Great-Gandpa. Anelie's Wedding March turned sl ow and
mournful. "Hi s side |ost, and then soneone found him here."

"Wich side?" asked Ox.

"It doesn't matter now. "

Rai n hammered the window |i ke hail. Wnd how ed outside the building and
gust ed

t hrough the halls.

Mriamshivered. "It feels like... like there's sonmeone el se here. Wiiting
for

us."

When some small ani mal made scurrying noises within the walls, Dotty pricked
her



ears. Luanna and Ox both junped. They too felt the place was haunted.
"Where's that library?" Felix asked at |ast.
"I n the basenent," said Maddoc.

"This place is a ness," said Geat-Grandpa. "It'll be a mracle if it's
wor ki ng. "

Not all the hospital's wooden furniture had been burned for warnth and

cooki ng.

The first stairwell they found was choked with a tangle of tables and chairs.
The second once had been as well, but here the storm outside drizzled through
a

crack in the roof. Wet dripped fromthe walls. The barrier against intruders
had

crunmbl ed 1 ong ago. There were only a few pieces of wet netal to push aside

t hr ough mounds of dark brown humus to reach the door

"We'| | have to | eave the trundle up here," said Ox once the way was cl ear

The

stairs were too steep and the trundl e too heavy. "Thunderstone can guard it."
"But not ne," said Maddoc.

"Nor me," said Great-Gandpa and Anelie together.

"We' || carry you," said Felix.
The five non-Haveners renmoved their cloaks. Mriam plucked at her sodden
clothing until it no I onger stuck to her skin. Luanna did the sanme and then

grabbed her ancient doll fromthe trundle's bed and clutched it as if it were
a

talisman.

Felix pulled the Menory of the Webbs fromits sack. Its broken frame had

al | owned

the rain to get toit, and it was as soaked as their clothes. Yet its ancient
i nk had not run. He grunted when he saw that the sane was not true of the
account of WIIliam Wbb Cross, who had had enough. That piece of paper was no
| onger readable. _The Fanily of Man_ was in no better shape, sodden and
swol | en

and crunbl i ng.

"You can find another,"’
around. "

He extracted the account of Sanuel Webb fromthe frame and spread it out to
dry.

Then he took his nore recent ancestor in his arns. Ox |lifted Maddoc fromthe
trundl e. Consideration Wggin refused to touch Anelie, so Luanna struggl ed
with

her wei ght while he carried only the cl oaks and what was |left of the food.

M riam brought Luanna's bow and arrows while she wrapped one arm ar ound
Hussey's

chest and hel ped hi m hobbl e down the stairs. He wi nced and groaned every tinme
he

jarred his broken |l eg. Dotty brought up the rear

The library was not hard to find. The stairwell opened on a corridor that
extended right and left. Across it they faced a wall of dusty, flyspecked

gl ass

behi nd which stretched a broad and enpty room On the other side of the room
was

the wi ndow-wall that faced the courtyard. They could see it trenble when
downgusts struck it.

The door to the library was as intact as the wi ndows, the air dry, the worn

bl ue

carpet still soft though dust puffed fromit with every step. But just as in

t he

rest of the hospital there were no tables or chairs. The only furnishings were
a

| ong wooden counter, several stone pots full of dirt and dessicated stens,

said Great-Gandpa. "There were |lots of those



and

row upon row of metal frames supporting tiers of shelves enpty but for spider
webs and dead flies and dust.

"This is a library?" asked Great-Gandpa. "There's not a book in sight."

"No problem" said Maddoc. He sounded rmuch nore optimstic than the scene
seened

to warrant. "I hope."

CHAPTER 33

Once the hospital's courtyard had been carefully grooned and peopl e had
strol |l ed

its flagstone wal ks, relaxing in an anbi ence of gravel beds, concrete boxes
sown

with flowering plants, steel-framed wooden benches, and small trees. Now

gr ass

and weeds grew rank between the flags and in the gravel, the flowerbeds were
choked, the trees sprawied wild and let the stormwi nd's gusts thrash unpruned
branches to the ground. Nothing remai ned of the benches except their rusty

f ramewor ks

No one was watching. Hussey | eaned agai nst the gl ass where they had set him
letting the glass pass the trenmbling of the stormdeep into his flesh. Snmall,
noi st drafts squeezed past the wi ndow s edges, stirred the dead flies at its
base, and kept the carpet dust in the air. He tried not to breathe it.

H s broken leg jutted before him He gritted his teeth and struggled to

i gnore

the pain that throbbed in it. He stared at Luanna, the girl he and his late
conrades had forever |ost the chance to rape. He was surprised to find he felt
a

trace of relief, as if the bandit life were a burden whose wei ght he had
never

felt till now

He stared at Felix and Ox and the stones. Wiy had they all agreed to let him
live?

He stared at Mriam She was the one who had said, "No, don't kill him" But
why?

Was it really true that he had known her once upon a tinme? Wen he had had
parents? Before Ron and Kiwi ? Could it possibly be that she had been destined
to

be his wife, that her father was even willing to...?

He closed his eyes as if to shut out every dream of m ght have been. There
had

been a time, he thought, when he had been just as sure as the Havener that
hi s

was the only right and proper way to live. But he had been a kid then. Later
he

had come to sense sonme of the pain he inflicted. He had not stopped, though
He

couldn't have. He'd known no other way to live. And besides, Ron and Ki wi
woul d

not have let him

But now t hey were dead.

He wondered if there were any way to start his life over

When he opened his eyes again he focused on the library's | ong counter and

t he

splintered scars where soneone once had given way to anger, frustration, or
pani c. He wondered what the others were doing.

Consi derati on Wggin had no nore idea than Hussey of what was goi ng on, but
at

| east he had a better view. He was | eaning on that counter, peering over it
to

wat ch fingers nove across a mysterious grid of oblong patches, listening to



arcane words, wondering if and when he would ever get back to Haven and

whet her

he woul d have one of these two young wormen with him

Qut of the rain and without their |eather cloaks, Mrianms and Luanna's

cl ot hes

no |l onger clung so closely to their forms. But they still revealed nore to
hi s

eye than he had ever seen of God's Prom se, ever since they had grown out of
chi | dhood and she had put on a woman's conceal i ng robes.

He did not | ook at the shelves that filled so nuch of the rest of the room
They

were enpty, but he still felt the uneasiness that had filled hi mwhen he
first

heard they were looking for a library. He had been taught that all books
except

the Bible were evil. And not even all Bibles could be trusted. Only the one
t hat

Delivered of the Lord would wave in the air and slap with his open hand and
proclaimin his high-pitched voice was the True Reveal ed Wrd of Cod.

That was why he and his fell ows had burned that other l|ibrary where he had
first

found these youngsters taking shelter fromthat earlier, mlder storm Its
shel ves had been full of books.

Fel i x coughed at the dust that was stirred by every nmove. "No paper books,"
he

had said when they first saw the enpty shelves. As if the despair he felt had
awakened it, his rash had begun to itch. He had scratched furiously, breaking
crusts and bl oodying his fingertips. Ox and Luanna had both initated him

j ust

as they woul d have repeated a yawn. "No tal ki ng books. The place is usel ess
after all."

"No, no," Maddoc had said. "Put us on the counter, over there, on the left.
They had obeyed, and now Maddoc sat amid streaked and furrowed dust on top of
the counter. The other two gravestones were beside him and famliar mnusic
echoed in the room

"What difference does this nmake?"

"Sweep off the dust.”

M riam had been the one to obey, w ping her hands across the flat surface
behi nd

the counter, exposing repeated arrays of |ettered obl ongs and gl ass panel s
like

those on the picture box Ox had found.

"Keyboards," said Geat-Gandpa. "Wth touchpads. And screens. But do they
still

wor k?"

"Lower right-hand corner," said Maddoc. "See the red dot? Touch it."

Felix's finger beat Mriams to the gray oblong with the red dot in its
center.

He was biting his lip, asking hinself, could it be this sinple? Touch a
but t on,

just like on his _Swiss Fam |y Robinson_ or _Sacred Animal _, and it woul d
tell

you what ever you wanted to know? He had to believe, for the tal ki ng books had
shown himit was possible and the gravestones even showed that there could be
a

doctor, even the thousand doctors Maddoc had prom sed, hiding behind this
button. But...

Sonet hi ng humred deep in the counter's bowels. On the screen, a small yellow
rectangl e began to blink and nove haltingly fromleft to right. A row of
characters came into existence. A nonent later, a second row appeared. A



third

and fourth.

"It wants to know if you prefer voice access," said Maddoc. "Touch the V."
"That one," said Mriam reaching past him

The screen went dark. A feeble voice said, "Insufficient power." The hunm ng
in

the counter descended in pitch and stopped.

"Shit," said Geat-Gandpa. "Cone all this way, and....'
"It doesn't work," said Felix. He worked his nouth, disappointment so bitter
on

his tongue that he could actually taste it. He wanted to cry. "W shoul d have
known. "

"W can't give up yet," said O.

"Why the hell not? We might as well go hone."

"Was it sol ar-powered?"

"I'"'m shruggi ng," said Maddoc. "I never knew. "

"Where would the cells be if it was?"

"Probably on the roof."

"Then we should check them" said Ox. "I think that's what A va would do."
"Right," said Great-Gandpa. "Can't give up now "

"Later," said Luanna. She pointed at the library's w ndows, where rain poured
down the glass and wind still shook themin their frames. Wen she turned
back

toward Felix, Consideration Wggin had noved cl oser. She sidl ed away.

"You shouldn't be afraid of me," said Wggin.

Fel i x stepped between them "She knows what you want to do."

"We're not rapists." Wggin shook his head. "W cherish our wonmen. W protect
them fromevery threat and tend themwell. Their lives are nmuch easier at
Haven. "

"But you don't give us any choice," said Mriam

Hi s face said she did not understand. "The choice is God's."

"Enough," said Great-Gandpa. "You'll never convince each other."

"I don't know why we let himcone with us," said Felix. "He's a threat."
"We're watching," said Maddoc. "All the tinme, so he's got no chance for
crime."”

Wggin held up both hands. "I wouldn't hurt any of you."

Amelie jangl ed a skeptical chord. Dotty flattened her ears and grow ed.
Hussey

managed a sharp | augh

"You'd kidnap us." Luanna spat on the carpet.

"Enough, " said G eat-Gandpa. "Save your energy for after the storm"
* * %

When norning canme again, the sky's gray was |ighter and nore even, w thout

t he

curdled fury of the stormat its height. The rain had dwindled to little nore
than drizzle and the wind was a gusty breeze. After a nmeager breakfast, they
left the stones on the library counter and Hussey on the carpet, retrieved
their

hal f-dry cl oaks, and began | ooking for a way to the roof.

Unfortunately, the stairway that had led themto the library ended at the
second

floor. They found other unbl ocked stairways, but not one was any better unti
they reached a section of the hospital where the floors were uncarpeted and
t he

wal | s were naked concrete and the ceiling was obscured by exposed girders,

pi pes, and cables. Large roonms held workbenches, racks of tools, spools of
wire,

and shelves laden with all the bits and pieces a hospital's maintenance
department coul d possibly need. Puddl es on the floor marked where the storm
had



found ways through the roof and broken w ndows and vacant doorways.

At the end of the corridor, there was a flight of rusty steel stairs. In the
space beside the steps several white plastic buckets were half buried in
debris

that had fallen fromthe walls and ceiling above. Luanna pronptly tugged t hem
free and said, "Just what we need for the privy."

The stairs trenbled under their weight but did not collapse. Wien Ox tried
t he

narrow door at the top, its knob at first resisted turning but then gave in
with

a squeal . The hinges shrieked. The door noved just enough to let an inch of
sky

show besi de the janb.

"It's stuck."

Felix | eaned on it beside his cousin. The hinges shrieked again. The crack of
light widened. Mriamsaid, "There's sonething in the way."

"Alittle nore," said Luanna. "I can squeeze...." A noment |ater she was
through. A flurry of w ngs announced that the roof had been occupied. "Just
pi geons." Sonet hi ng crashed, and the door noved nore easily.

As they had hoped, the roof was covered with tilted panels of solar cells,
each

one three feet wide and ten feet |ong, supported on frameworks thick wth
rust.

Unfortunately, every panel was plastered with pigeon droppings.

"They're not getting light," said Ox. "Let's hope that's all that's wong."
H s hope was vain, for many of the panels were smashed.

"The battle," said Consideration Wggin.

"Or lightning," said Felix. He pointed at a tree branch that lay across a
pair

of cracked panels. "Wnd."

Luanna ki cked at the twi sted remai ns of the panel that had bl ocked the door

Mriamsaid, "W'll never...." Ox used the edge of his hand to sweep a gray
and

white paste of old pigeon droppings froma panel's surface. "It's wet," he
sai d.

"The stormdid us a favor."

Luanna and Mriam began cl eaning panels to the left of the doorway.

Consi derati on Wggin stayed near them whenever anyone gl anced his way, he

seened to be watching them Ox and Felix worked their way to the right. No

one

spoke until Ox muttered, "Wy did we ever |eave hone?"

Felix | ooked up fromthe panel he was working on in the next row over. They
wer e

so far fromthe others that he was sure he was the only one who coul d hear

t he

words. After a noment, he said, "It was the closest thing | had to hope."
Ox scrubbed harder at his panel, leaning into his work. It cracked. "Shit.
Yeah.

| wanted to get away from Alva too. And...."

Fel i x stopped sweeping pi geon dung to the rooftop. He stood and stared at the
boy he had been taught to call "cousin."

"Remenber when | asked you to sleep over?" Wen Felix only |ooked puzzled, he

added, "It was just a couple days before we left."

"Ch, yeah."

"You weren't interested." Ox | ooked down. "I thought that neant you didn't
i ke

me. Anynore."

"That's not...."

"I know that now. | even know Alva's way isn't the only one."

"Even Uncle Alva knows that." Felix thought briefly of his father, drunken



head
| aid upon the table, and Uncle Alva followi ng Ma into her bedroom Unlike Ox,
he

could not |eave off the "Uncle.'

That seened to be the man's unal terabl e

nane.
"Yeah. But...." Now he was | ooking eastward, back the way they had cone to
find

this hospital that still wore the scars of the battlefield it had once
becone.

"I"ve been thinking about Bella, Mriams sister. Do you think, on the way
horme. .. ?"

Felix grinned and | eaned back into his work, though he was careful not to

| ean

too hard. The pigeon shit was already stiffening in the sun, and he was

wi shi ng

they had not lost their hats. The youvee woul d burn skin and plant cancers.
"\Nhy

not ?"

* * %

"That wasn't the only problem" said G eat-G andpa.

"'Cause it still don't work," added Maddoc.

Felix could see that. They had gone to the keyboard as soon as they got back
to

the library, still wet fromwashing in a ditch, but when they touched the red
dot that before had nmade it tell themit |acked power, they heard only the
nmerest of whispers within the counter

Di sappoi ntmrent was sharp in his chest as he told the stones, "It's too late
to

try anything el se."” Dusk was already growing in the courtyard beyond the
library's wi ndows. The |ight would be stronger on the roof, but not for I|ong.
"Tormorrow, " said Geat-G andpa. "Take nme up there too. Maybe | can spot
somet hi ng. "

"You think...?" But Dotty spun toward the library's door and barked before
Fel i x

could finish the question

Luanna junped. "Someone's out there!"

Anel i e stopped her nusic.

Felix went to the door, opened it, and listened. After a monent, he shook his
head.

"I hear footsteps," said Anelie. "They're not close, but...."

"\Where?" asked Ox. "Upstairs? |Is someone nmessing with the trundl e?"

"l don't know. "

"Let's go." Together, Felix and Ox made short work of dismantling one of the
enpty bookcases. As soon as they were each arnmed with a sturdy upright, they
left the roomand clinbed the stairs.

There was no sign of any stranger in the vicinity of the trundle, though
Thunder stone said excitedly, "I heard! Me, too! | heard! Sneaking feet! |
heard!"

When they returned, Luanna was backed against the library counter

Consi derati on

W ggin was | eaning toward her, saying, "You wouldn't have to worry about
bandits. O hunger. Your kids would be safe.”

She shook her head and edged away fromhim He foll owed her. "Surely
Del i vered

of the Lord would take you into his own house. Then he might let God's

Prom se

cone back to me. But maybe not. You m ght be mine, you know And really, that
woul dn't be so bad."

"No." She shook her head furiously. Her face was frozen, tense, white.
"Never."



He grinned as if she had just agreed with him but before he could say
anyt hi ng

el se, Felix stepped between them She took three rapid steps away. He said,
"You

heard her. Back off."

W ggi n's shoul ders rose as he took a deep breath, inflating hinmself. Felix
did

not mss the simlarity to a chicken or a goat faced with a rival or a

t hreat,

and he wondered very briefly if monkeys, those man-1ike animals about which
he

had only heard, had done the sane.

"Back off," he repeated. "Or | eave."

W ggi n glanced to one side, where Ox still held his netal pole. This tine he
obeyed, though his expression said his retreat was only tenporary, not a
surrender.

* * %

As soon as Great-G andpa saw the panels on the roof, he said, "There's one
problem Look at those wires." Many of the cables that should have attached
to

t he panel s had corroded green and broken

"Now what ?" asked Felix. Dotty was sniffing at a support post.

"Fix "em" said Ox. "I know how. |'ve helped...."

"Check the workshops downstairs," said G eat-G andpa.

When t hey obeyed, they found both spare |lengths of cable and all the tools
t hey

woul d need, though age had cracked and split those handl es that had been nade
of

wood. By | ate afternoon, they had repaired every broken connection they could
find. They had al so wi ped of f numerous fresh deposits of pigeon guano.

"I hope that does it," said Mriam

"There's not nmuch el se we can do," said Ox.

"So push the button.” Maddoc sounded grumpy. He had not appreciated being
| eft

inthe library with no company other than Anelie and Hussey.

Luanna obeyed his command. The humming started up within the counter. The
tiny

yel l ow rectangl e once nore traced lines of words across the screen. She

t ouched

the V oblong. Mre lines of words appeared on the screen as the voice they
had

heard before said,

"Power insufficient for full function

Batteries charging.

No printer online.

No external access.

Mermory check: 512 gi gabytes avail abl e.

Cannot access 1536 gi gabytes.

72 storage sectors avail abl e.

184 storage sectors unavail able.”

Fel i x al nost shouted with relief and renewed hope. "It works!"

"I'"d hoped for better," said Maddoc as dimlights flickered on the keyboard
and

several obl ongs devel oped a red gl ow. "But maybe there's enough."

"Do you wi sh a | ookup?"

"How long will it take your batteries to charge?"

"One sunny day will give

two hours library use.”

"Can you connect to an E-Life Menorial Repository, Mdel 73A-4667"

"Ask the librarian for



a Hudson cable.”

"There shoul d be cupboards down there," said G eat-G andpa.

Fel i x shook his head. "Drawers." The first one he opened was enpty. The
second

held reels of translucent material nestled in the tattered renains of

car dboar d

boxes.

"Mcrofilm" said Arelie above her nusic.

The third held a tangle of cables. Some had square fittings on their ends.
Sone

had round ones. He extracted one of each and held them up

"I"'mmaking a face," said Maddoc. "It takes a round plug to fit up my bum?"”
Waen

Ox lifted himon one corner and found his socket, he added, "There should be
anot her next to the keyboard there."

As soon as Ox found it, the library said:

"Connection conpl ete.

Do you wi sh to upl oad?

O downl oad?"

Maddoc was silent for a long nmonment, until |ights began to flicker on the
keyboard. Images that Felix recognized as parts of his own body, of Ox's and
Luanna's and Hussey's, flowed across the screen. Wite lines encircled

pat ches

of rash. Then the stone said, in tones that sounded |ike he was runni ng

t hr ough

a long-famliar procedure, "Unfam liar syndrone. Rough, dry skin.

Er yt hemat ous

dermatitis especially at inpact points, e.g., elbows and knees. Rash
acconpani ed

by blisters that becone infected and pussy."

"Patient's body norphol ogy?"

"Skinny," was acconpani ed by a whol e-body i mage of Feli x.

"Sensations associated with rash?"

"Fel i x?"

"It itches. Sometines it tingles or feels cramy."

"Menmory difficulties?"

"Do you forget things?" asked Maddoc.

"I don't remenber." Felix l|aughed as he shook his head. "But Ma and Pa do."
"M ne too," said Luanna. Her voice choked as she called up menories. "And

t hey

got cranky sonetinmes."

Felix and Ox both nodded. Maddoc said as if explaining, "lrritability too,
then. "

"Don't forget the babies," Felix said, and Maddoc added, "W despread
infertility."

The library's voice was silent, though the keyboard lights continued to
flicker.

The screen held only a single pulsing dot.

"What's wrong?" asked Ox.

" Sear chi ng

Pl ease wait."

"It may not be able to help us at all," said Maddoc. "Remenber, it's lost a
| ot

of storage sectors.”

"What are those?" asked Consideration Wggin.

"Li ke books in a library. More like whole libraries, really."

"Where are they?" asked Hussey fromwhere he lay by the wi ndows. But before
anyone could answer, the library's voice spoke again:

"Further information, please:

Does rash vary with tine of year?"



"Is it worse in the spring?' asked Maddoc. Wen Fel i x nodded cautiously and
Luanna nore definitely, the library ordered:

"Describe winter diet."

"Mostly potatoes,"” said Ox.

"And dried apples," added Felix. He did not mention the way Pa liked his
appl es.

"Ready.

Primary di agnosi s:

Most synptons accounted for

by ni acin deficiency.

Contributing factors:

Deficiencies of vitamns A Bl

Defici enci es of mnerals nagnesium zinc.
Recommendat i on

Suppl erent formul a V32.

Avai |l abl e at hospital pharmacy."

"The pharmacy is closed,"” said Maddoc.
"Alternate recommendation

I ncrease proportions of neat and fish in diet.
I ncrease proportions of |egunes,

grains, and green vegetables in diet.

Expect ed benefits:

Reduced dermatitis, enhanced fertility."

"I never thought I'd see such things," said Maddoc. "Malnutrition di seases

ri ght
out of Poverty Row. Pellagra!"
"I sawthemin Chile," said Geat-Gandpa. "I should have known."

"I's that why it's been a little better since we |left hone?" asked Felix. "W
had

the goat from Luanna's place, and sone fish, and....’
"Or for us," said Mriam and Felix nodded as he thought of the Inger

farmst ead.

They had nore aninals than the Webbs, and they ate nore neat.

"Is that all it is?" asked Consideration Wggin. "Eat a little better, and
you'll have nore babies?"

"Zinc is essential for..

Power i s now bel ow minimal |evels.

Shutting down."

When Felix glanced toward the courtyard, he found it thick with shadows. "W
won't get any nore until tonorrow "

"But we've got enough already," said Ox. "That's what we came here for. W
know

what to do now.'

"What are | egumes?" asked Luanna.

"Peas and beans," said G eat-G andpa.

"There's got to be nore,"” said Mriam

"But this is all we need," insisted Ox.

"Don't you want to know what zinc is essential for?"

"I don't even know what zinc _is_," said Consideration Wggin. "But now
know

how to get nore of it. That's enough."
* * %

Consi deration Wggin did not sleep that night. He lay quiet, wishing at tines
that he too had a cloak in which to wap hinself, telling hinself a little

di sconfort did not matter, indeed it hel ped to keep hi m awake and wat chi ng
for

hi s chance. The noon reached its zenith and sank out of sight, while the

ot hers

snored. Finally--as he had hoped--one figure rose and left the library,



t ur ni ng

toward the roomthey were using for a privy.

As quietly as he could manage, he foll owed her

When she emerged fromthe privy, his gun was in his hand. He showed it to
her,

hol di ng the rmuzzl e cl ose beside her nose, just bel ow her w de, wide,
terrified

eyes.

"We're | eaving now," he whispered al nost inaudibly. "We'll use a different
stairway, stay away fromthat stone dog. Don't say a word."

He had a cord for her wists, a rag for a gag. He wi shed they had hats

agai nst

t he youvee, but those had all been lost in the storm

He t hought she had hair enough. He did not, but he could find a piece of

bar k.

It woul d be harder to replace the cloak she had | eft behind, but he thought
she

had cl ot hes enough for the few days it would take to return to Delivered of
t he

Lord.

He smiled at the thought of that return. He would bring Haven anot her woman
and

word of others and sonething nore val uabl e than a hundred women. He now knew
how

to make the wonen they had produce nore babies, nore Haveners, nore soldiers
to

save the world for Cod

Per haps God's Pronise would be his reward

CHAPTER 34

"Felix!"

The voice was urgent, but the conbination of fatigue fromthe |ong journey
and

relief at having reached their destination and found the answers they sought
kept Felix deep in sleep, snmling at dreanms of blue skies over hordes of
children with unbl emi shed ski ns.

"Felix! She's gone!"

He rolled over and did not seemto notice that no one lay beside himto bl ock
his roll

"Ht it, Arelie."

Bagpi pes and trunpets and drums bell owed out the too-famliar tune, and Felix
| eaped to his feet. So did Ox and Mriam while Hussey shouted out a pani cked
"No!" and Dotty yel ped in sudden fury.

"She's gone," shouted Maddoc above the din.

Silence fell. "Wat?"
"She went to the privy," said (eat-Gandpa. "The Havener foll owed her, and
t hey

didn't come back."

"When?" cried Felix. H's stomach fell as what his ancestor was saying
penetrated. Yes, he realized, Luanna was not in the library. Neither was
Consi derati on Wggin. There was just enough light to see the bl ocky shapes of
the stones on the library counter. Dawn was not far off. "How |l ong ago? Wy
didn't you...?"

"Hal f an hour. W thought they'd come back, you know?

Felix stared at the floor where he had lain. He picked up her cloak where it
still lay beside his, as if she might have flattened out and hid beneath it.
But

all he reveal ed was the doll she had picked up when they passed the dunp. He
clutched it in his hand.

She woul dn't have left, would she? Not of her own free will. She couldn't
have,



not and |l eft behind the cloak that kept the youvee from her skin. Not and
| eft

behi nd the doll she treasured.

Ox picked up the bow and arrows she had kept by her ever since the hilltop

confrontation with the bandits and Caleb Inger. After all, until then they
had

been his.

"CGo," said Hussey. He had hitched hinself up on his el bows, and he was
glaring

at his splinted leg as if to say he too would go, if only he could. "He's not
that far ahead, not yet. If you hurry you can catch him™"

"Leave us here," cried Anelie. "Don't waste tinme. Don't |et her |ose what
[0

But no one heard her |ast few words. They were al ready pushing through the
library's doorway, running for the stairway, shouting out to Thunder stone,
"He

stole her!" and racing for the hospital's main entrance as the stone dog
how ed

behi nd them
The Iight was already brighter, just enough seeping through the building's
many

openings to let themsee their path through the corridors and | eap over piles
of

ceiling tiles and wrecked gurneys, enough to turn the sky yell ow and orange
in

the east and see the path they had beaten through grass and weeds when they
first approached the hospital. It was not enough to reveal any clue to where
Consi derati on Wggin and Luanna had passed.

"He's got to be heading for Haven." Ox brandi shed the bow. "He'll backtrack
but

so can we. We'|l catch him"

"Here!" Mriamwas pointing at a patch of nud deposited when storm water had
washed across the pavenent outside the hospital. It held the print of a
singl e

boot pointing precisely past the ancient tank that had chall enged their

appr oach

such a little time before.

* * %

He had found one of those patient roonms whose intact w ndow overl ooked the
courtyard. Its bed was unoccupi ed, but when he sat on its edge it creaked. He
nmoved the dusty mattress to the floor and grinned to see the intricate
nmechani sm

he had reveal ed. He spent a delighted hour poking at it, puzzling out its
wor ki ngs, turning cranks and wheels and knobs until it began to conpl ain of
its

| ong, | ong decades without oil or care. Eventually, he lay down with his head
cl ose to the doorway.

He heard themconming in plenty of time to draw back into the shadows where

t hey

woul d not see himunl ess they were searching for him

The wonman's voice was only nmuffled grunts.

The man's was quietly urgent, little nore than a worried whisper. "Stop
bal ki ng!

['"lI'l shoot you if | have to. Even though you are a worman. Even though |I'm
supposed to bring you back. That's ny orders. | have to follow them Even
Delivered of the Lord has orders to follow He just gets his from God. | get
mne fromhim But | won't let you slow ne down. | can't let themcatch ne.
Wth

you or w thout you, | have to get back. | heard those secrets too."



He sounded desperate, determ ned, anxious, perhaps a little mad as his voice
faded down the hospital corridor

The listener wished he knew what secrets the Havener had heard, but he wasted
no

time in wondering. As soon as he could no | onger hear the voice or the
couple's

steps, he left the roomwhere he had slept and foll owed them

H s hand was tight around the staff he had chosen days before. He thought he
mght finally get a chance to use it.

Yet when he reached the outdoors, he did not turn toward the tank and the

r oad.

Once the storm had ended and while the others had been working on the roof,
he

had been exploring the vicinity. And he had found another route. It was too
narrow for the trundle, just a path made by animals, but it passed al ong what
was | eft of streets and sidewal ks in what had been a residenti al

nei ghbor hood,

bet ween the trees of a woodl and no one had di sturbed in nany decades, through
a

shadowed, overgrown graveyard whose stones inquired querul ously, "Wo's that?
A

man? Haven't seen one of those in a long, long time. Thought the world had
ended, yes, | did. But will you |l ook at him Myving fast, ain't he? You'd

t hi nk

he'd be interested in us. 'Tisn't every day you neet a tal king gravestone."
There was the ruined arnory. Here was the path they had beaten when they cane
by

before, the patches of dirt now quite unmarked by any foot. He grinned at
this

sign that he had indeed gotten here first, and again as he hefted his staff in
a

suddenly sweaty grip.

Now al | he needed was a place to hide.

* * %

As soon as they struck the road and turned back toward honme, Dotty how ed,
"Haroo!" She | ooked over her shoul der at the humans, and when they nmade no
nove

to restrain her, she put her head down and swung her snout across the path.
Her

tail swung stiffly erect, a banner for anyone who w shed to follow, and she
began to run, her voice the bay of nenesis in pursuit.

The Iight was brighter now There was no difficulty in seeing the Iine of
bent - asi de vegetation that marked their earlier passage or the occasiona
footprint that said their quarry was before them They ran, and they hoped

t hey

were nmoving faster than he with his captive.

They spotted Dotty poised on the rise just before the descent toward the

rui ned

arnory just as her baying rose in pitch and excitenent,

"She sees them " cried Ox.

Still baying, Dotty plunged down the further slope. There was a snarl, a
scream

a canine how of triunph, and then a single shot, imediately followed by a
shout .

Si | ence.

"He got Dotty!" cried Ox, and there was no other possible interpretation. No
one

was surprised when they finally reached the sane rise where they had | ast
seen

her and | ooked down toward the ruins of the arnmory and the w eckage of a tank



and saw the dog's body sprawl ed on the pavenent.

Nor were they surprised to see Luanna kneeling by the animal's side.

But the man bendi ng over her....

Ox stopped dead in his tracks.

"Uncle Alval" cried Felix.

The man stood up, Luanna's bonds in his hands, and saluted themwth his
staf f

as they raced down the final slope. "I think | broke his arm" He pointed at
t he

gun where it lay on the ground a few feet away. "But he got away.'
pointing south of the road, into a wilderness of trees and ruins.
"Why did he have to kill Dotty?" Luanna was lifting the dog's lifel ess head
into

her lap. She lifted her own head to stare at Felix. There were tears in her
eyes.

"You stopped him" said Felix as he dropped to his knees beside her. "And got
Luanna back."

"I's that her nanme?"

"Yeah," said Ox. Both he and M riam were hangi ng back. "Wy'd you foll ow us?"
Uncl e Alva | ooked baffled by Ox's tone, so stiff and unwel comi ng. "You're not
glad to see me? You found a girl?"

Felix still had the doll in one hand. Now he held it out. But Luanna ignored
it

as she | eaned agai nst hi mand w apped her arns tight around his torso. He put
his own around her shoulders. Dotty's lifeless head slipped fromher lap to

t he

ground. Ox gl anced sidelong at Mriam and stepped away fromher. "Sort of."
Uncle Alva | aughed. "I was worried about you. So were your folks. But it
wasn' t

_their_ trundle you swi ped. Were is it?"

Ox picked up the gun and studied it carefully before he tucked it into a

Now he was

pocket .
"Back at the hospital."
CHAPTER 35

"Alval" Geat-Gandpa sounded shocked when they wal ked into the library.
Amelie's Wedding March quit entirely. "Are you going to loot this place too?"
"Shut up," said Felix. "He saved Luanna."

"He just didn't want the Haveners getting all the gizno bits."

Uncl e Al va shook his head and stared at Hussey, who still lay by the w ndow.
"What are you keeping himfor?"

"He used to be a neighbor,"” said Mriam

"And you hope he'll settle down?" When she nodded, so did he. "Well, why not.
I

did."
Felix was surprised. Uncle Alva had been a bandit? Had Ox then been
kept--1ike

Hussey--after the looting of some farnstead?

The sane thought nust have struck his cousin, for he was staring at Hussey
with

msery in his eyes.

But before either youth could say a word, Great-Gandpa butted in with, "You
didn't answer my question."

"You're already looting it yourselves, aren't you?"

"What do you nean?"

"You got it working again."

"It wasn't that hard," said Ox. He did not say aloud, "W didn't need you."
"The solar panels were filthy," said Mriam "W had to fix some wiring, but
that was all."

"W had the stones with us," said Felix. "They told us what to do."

"The wi sdom of the ancients.” Uncle Al va |aughed derisively, and Felix



renenbered that he was not one to ask the past for advice or know edge. He
was

nmore likely to seize its physical relicts to serve his own ends, smashing
gravestones for their solar cells, stripping tires and batteries from anci ent
cars. Pa was no better, for he had used the pavenment of a road as the

f oundati on

of his house, burned houses for nails, salvaged wi ndows wherever he could
find

t hem
Great - G andpa seened to be thinking along the sanme lines. "People didn't pay
much attention to that when the Romans fell, either," he said. "But they used

paverent bl ocks, gravestones, and the ruins of tenples and aqueducts to build
hovel s and pal aces and churches."

"W weren't doing very well by ourselves.'
el bow.

"You've got it too. So do Ma and Pa." On the way back to the hospital, he had
rel ated how his own rash, as well as the dearth of babies, had pronpted his
quest .

"We don't," said Mriam "That's what Dad used to say. W stand on the

shoul ders

of those who cane before us. We build on what they did."

Uncl e Al va | aughed again. "That doesn't hel p nuch when our predecessors fel
flat on their faces. But what do the ancients tell us?"

"We'll let themtell you thenselves," said Felix.

Even as he spoke, Luanna was nmoving behind the library counter and reaching
for

t he keyboard. A nowfamliar humstarted up and the library's voice ran

t hr ough

its status report:

"Power insufficient for full function

Batteries charging.

No printer online.

No external access.

Mermory check: 498 gi gabytes avail abl e.

Cannot access 1550 gi gabytes.

71 storage sectors avail abl e.

185 storage sectors unavail abl e.

Do you wi sh a | ookup?"

"It's failing." said Maddoc. He sounded worried. "That's |less nmenory than
bef ore. Less storage too."

"So what did you expect?" asked Great-Gandpa. "We're lucky it still had any
menory or data bases left at all.”

"What's it going to tell me?"

Maddoc was still linked to the keyboard by the Hudson cabl e. Before anyone
coul d

say another word, the library's voice said:

"The basic problemis a diet that

| acks many essential vitam ns and mnerals.

The rash is a distinctive sign of pellagra,

a di sease due to a deficiency

of the vitam n niacin.

Fertility problenms may be

associated with dietary

shortages of magnesi um and zinc."

"What the hell do they have to do w th naking babi es?" asked Uncle Al va.
"Zinc deficiencies are linked to

| ow sperm counts. "

"What's spern?" asked Hussey. The others nodded. He was not the only one who
failed to recognize the library's vocabul ary.

"Seed. It's in your gism"

Fel i x touched the rash on his



"I told it to say that," Muddoc | aughed, and then the library's voice
conti nued:

"Magnesi um def i ci enci es can

lead to difficulty in maintaining

pregnancies. Added to the effects of epidenic

chl anydi a and ovari an herpes, they may

account for current low fertility."

"Even in ny time," said Maddoc. "People weren't having as nmany babies. Too
many

of those infections."

"Love bugs," said Ox.

"We couldn't do much about them but there were still enough kids to go
ar ound.

Peopl e just had themearlier."

Felix pointed at the keyboard. "How do we know it's right?"

"Plants grown in magnesi um defi ci ent

soi|l have yell ow | eaves. "

Yel | oned foliage was far too conmon in the world outside the library. Silence
stretched until Anelie said, "So what can they do?"

"Eat nore neat, |egunes, grains,

and green vegetables."

Uncle Alva snorted. "W have trouble raising what we eat already."

"A copy of the extension service's

Garden Expert data base and

verbal interface will fit in an
E-Life Menorial Repository, Mdel 73A-466."
"Not me," said Maddoc. "lI'mnot ready to vacate the prem ses yet. And there

really isn't roomto sublet."

"Don't you have any roomat all?" asked Uncle Al va.

"Just for a book or two. This is nore like crowding two ghosts in one
machi ne. "

"Not Amelie," said Luanna.

"Not Great-Gandpa,"” said Felix, though he felt less sure than he tried to
sound. He did not wish to | ose his ancestor, but if that was the price of
survival for his famly...

"That | eaves the mutt," said Maddoc.

"Thunderstone,” said Felix. Hs throat felt suddenlY swollen, but he could
stand

t he t hought of displacing Maddoc no better than that of displacing

G eat - G andpa

or Anelie.

"No!" cried Luanna.

"WARNI NG

482 gi gabytes avail abl e.

Cannot access 1566 gi gabytes.

64 storage sectors avail abl e.

192 storage sectors unavail able.”

"We have to sacrifice soneone," said Maddoc. "Soon. O we'll lose it all
There's no telling what we've |ost already."

Mriam | ooked at him suspiciously. "You made it say that too."

"Uh-uh. Didn't have to."

There was a sudden throat-clearing noise fromnear the wi ndow. Wen the
humans

turned, Hussey clenched his hands in his lap, stared at them and said, "I
wi sh

you coul d use ne."

"Ha!" Ox | ooked skeptical. Luanna took a step back, away fromthe bandit who
had

mur dered her famly and woul d have. ..



"No," he said. "I nean it. |'ve done sone awful things. How el se can |I make
up

for thenP"

After a noment of silence, Geat-Gandpa said, "There's hope for you, boy.
But

you just aren't made of the right stuff."

"He's got potential," Maddoc agreed.

"It can give us sonething for gardening," said Mriam but though she changed
the subject she did aima small snmile Hussey's way as if to say he had now
justified being kept alive. "Wat else does it have in all those storage
sectors? \Wat are we | osing?"

"This is a hospital, renenber," said Maddoc. "There won't be anything on
literature or physics or political science.”

"What's gardening doing in there?" Geat-Gandpa chuckl ed.
"I'"mshrugging," said Maddoc. "QCccupational therapy, maybe? O nmaybe the
ki tchen

staff was trying to grow food for the place near the end."

"Or flowers," said Anelie. "For the roons. My roomwas full of them you know.
I

could see them once they copied ne."

There was a nonent of awkward silence. Al the stones had such nenories. Then
Maddoc added, "O maybe it was for the grounds crew. But let nme get a
directory."”

A list began to slide across the screen, and the library's voice recited:
"Data Bases in Storage:

Audi ol ogy (not avail abl e)

Bi ocheni stry (not avail abl e)

Bl ood Chenistry (not avail abl e)

Car di ol ogy (not avail abl e)

Cosnmet ol ogy

Dentistry (not avail able)

Dietetics/Nutrition

DSM VI |

El ect roencephal oengraphy (not avail abl e)

Endocri nol ogy (not avail abl e)

Envi ronnment al Standards (not avail abl e)

Forensi ¢ Medi ci ne (not avail abl e)

Garden Expert

Gastroent erol ogy (not avail abl e)

Cenetics (not avail abl e)

Cenetic therapy (not avail able)

Gynecol ogy (not avail abl e)

H stol ogy (not avail abl e)

| ndex Medi cus

I nfectious Di seases (not avail abl e)

Medi cal | magi ng (not avail abl e)

Neur ol ogy (not avail abl e)

Nursi ng (not avail abl e)

Nutritional Supplenments (not avail abl e)

ostetrics

Oncol ogy (not avail abl e)

Opht hal nol ogy (not avail abl e)

Ot hopedi cs (not avail abl e)

Par asi t ol ogy

Pat hol ogy

Pedi atrics (not avail abl e)

Phar macy Handbook (not avail abl e)

Physi cal Ther apy

Physi ci ans' Desk Reference (not avail abl e)

Podi atry



Psychiatry (not avail abl e)

Radi ol ogy (not avail abl e)

Rehabilitation (not avail able)

Soci al Wirk (not avail abl e)

Speech Pat hol ogy

Surgery (not avail abl e)

Toxi col ogy (not avail abl e)

Vet eri nary Sci ence"

"I'd rather have the PDR than the |ndex Medicus," said Maddoc. "An awful | ot
is

gone. "

"We can't afford to lose what's left," said G eat-G andpa.

"Somebody get the nutt, then."

* * %

"Hi gh |l evels of solar ultraviol et

have been shown to affect plant

grom h and vitam n content.

Solar ultraviolet may be noderated

by a screen of glass as in a..."

Luanna gasped. "Is that what it's going to tell us? That we have to build
greenhouses all over again? Destroy what's left of the world?"

"Plantings of tall trees can

al so help by filtering sunlight.

So can woven canopi es of certain

UV-dense fabrics such as...."

It had not taken long to silence Thunderstone forever. The soul that had
ani mated his stone was replaced by a dry conpendi um of facts and
reconmendat i ons.

"W could take away a lot nore," said Uncle Alva. "If...."

"No," said Felix. "These stones are people too. W need aninmal stones."
"Or volunteers," said Hussey. Mriamwas sitting cross-legged just a few feet
awnay.

"But not Hussey." Luanna too seemed | ess hostile. Wen he had vol unt eered
hi nsel f, he had i ndeed beconme | ess a prisoner and nore a nmenber of the group
Yet she never sniled when she was looking in his direction. He and his
conpani ons had done too much evil to her famly, as well as others.
"There's a cenmetery not far away." Uncle Alva gestured in the genera
direction

of the arnmory's ruins.

"Where the doctors buried their mstakes," said G eat-G andpa.

Maddoc made a snorting noise. "No roomleft on the trundle.”

"We don't have to take them home. Just downl oad into them Then put them
somepl ace safe until we can come back."

"Wth a larger, faster trundle," said Uncle Alva. "W can take sone of those
panel s off the roof."

The library added a coment of its own:

"WARNI NG

466 gi gabytes avail abl e.

Cannot access 1582 gi gabyt es.

60 storage sectors avail abl e.

196 storage sectors unavail able.”

"We' || have to hurry," said G eat-G andpa.

"I't shouldn't get any worse once we turn it off," said Maddoc.

"You hope."

* * %

"Did you know you put an arrow i n Cal eb?"

M riam gasped, though she had left home in part to get away from her father
Luanna told Uncle Alva, "That was me. They were shooting at us." She gl ared
at

Hussey. "They killed Heavy."



"That was Kiwi ," said Hussey. He still rode the trundle. "He had the gun."
"So we ran." Felix had let the harness fall around his ankles while he caught
his breath. Now he gestured behind them down into the valley. The river was
as

visible in the distance as it had been then, as was the skeletal done of the
Capitol and the hill that had been their |ast obstacle before the hospital
There was no sign of the hospital itself.

"Was he okay?" asked Mriam

"It was in his leg." Uncle Alva used his staff to point down the slope ahead
of

them "He was headi ng horme, though he wasn't hobbling very fast."

"I hope...."

"Yeah," said Felix. "But what about your sisters?"

Mriam | ooked at Ox. He had begun to grin at the nention of the other girls.
"Bella will come with us."

Ox turned pink. Luanna | aughed and said, "Karyn too?"

Amel i e gave Mendel ssohn a full-throated organ treatnent. Now it was Felix's
turn

to blush. He tried to change the subject. "Do you think those stones will be
al |
ri ght?"

"Why shoul dn't they be?" asked Uncle Alva. They had repl aced the copi ed mi nds
of

two dogs, a cat, and a nmonkey with nost of the Dietetics/Nutrition and all of
the Obstetrics, Parasitology, and Veterinary Science data bases. Another cat
hel d a second copy of the Garden Expert data base. "Their chances are better
than ours.”

He neant they had no idea of what awaited themon the way honme. They knew
only

that the fallen bridge would force themto follow sone nore inland route

t hr ough

strange territory. Consideration Wggin was ahead of them and if he nmet his
fellows in time, there mght be an anbush. One group of bandits was gone, but
there were others.

Whet her they made it or not, the stones should remain, safe on their cenetery
pedestal s until another expedition could retrieve them

"I wish we could save nore," Maddoc said. His tone was dejected, frustrated.
What they had copied was a pitifully small fraction of the inmrense stock of
information the library had once held, even though it was i mensely nore than
they had ever dreanmed of finding.

"There nust be other libraries," said Mriam

"The university," said Geat-Gandpa. "It would have lots nore, too. Al the
sci ences, engineering...."

Uncle Alva's eyes brightened fiercely. "If we could build steam engi nes and
radios.... Wiere is it?"

"North of hone," said Great-Gandpa. "Just about as long a trek as this

pl ace. "

"We'll have to...."

"We'd better get going," said Ox. He was coiling the harness at the front of
t he

trundl e, preparing for the downhill Ieg when all they had to do was steer
"Want to see Bella, do you?"
"Probably thinking of the shed roof,"
t hat

last storm”

"And your Pa can't get it back all by hinmself," said Uncle Al va. "Yeah, we'd
better hurry."

* * %

said Felix. "I'll bet it blew off in

When they reached the Inger farnstead, Bella was in no frame of mind to give
X



the wel cone he wished. As they rolled into the yard, she stepped out of the
house onto the porch. Her face was sober, her eyes swollen. \Wien her nother
appear ed behind her, she | ooked even worse, with deep crevices flanking eyes
and

mout h and her 1ips pressed grimy together

Ox stilled the wave he had begun

Mriamwent white. "Is Dad...?

"Trudy's gone," Bella said quietly.

"I'"d sent her out to the garden to pick radishes,’
"W

saw him come out of the woods. He just grabbed her and ran. She was ki cking
and

struggling, but it didn't help." Her voice was full of pain and grief, but
her

eyes remai ned dry. "She was the youngest, you know. My baby.
"Consideration Wggin," said Felix. "He's a Havener."

"He swore they take good care of their wonen," said Maddoc.
"They're just slaves," said Geat-Gandpa. "Property."

"You know him"

"He tried to steal ne,
"Where's Dad?"
"Inside." Madge pointed with her chin.

They found himsitting at the table, his injured | eg propped on a chair, one
hand cl anped on Karyn's shoulder. A sinple crutch, a sapling with a padded
fork,

| eaned agai nst the wall nearby.

"They didn't catch you." He grinmaced and shifted his leg. H's knuckl es
whi t ened

on Karyn's shoul der. She trenbled and cl enched her jaws. "Wat'd you do, kil
"en? Like you tried to do to ne?"

"That was ne," said Luanna.

He ignored her. "Wel|?"

"Not Hussey," said Mriam

"He's outside," added her nother

Cal eb gave a bark of bitter |laughter. "Going to keep him eh? Just like
said."

sai d her nother, Madge.

sai d Luanna.

M riam shook her head. "I haven't decided yet."

Bel | a, head down and eyes full of tears, pushed herself against Ox's side.
Karyn whi npered. Felix pointed at her. "Wy...?"

"Because she's not |eaving too."

Uncl e Al va | ooked sideways at Ox and Bella and nodded as if to say he saw

j ust

how much t hi ngs had changed since the boy had | eft hone. Then he | eaned
forward

and used the tip of his staff to prod the bandage on Caleb's leg. "Hurts,
does

it?" When Cal eb gasped and stiffened and let go of his daughter to |unge for
hi s

crutch, he knocked the crutch out of reach

"Bastard!"

Karyn darted free across the room Luanna grabbed her by the hand and pul | ed
her

in between herself and Felix. Felix gave Luanna a surprised stare; her reply
was

a determ ned expression that said an alliance had been forged w thout a word.
He

nodded, and they each w apped an arm around the younger girl. Sone of the
stiffness i mediately went out of her neck and back.

"Do you want to cone too?" Uncle Al va asked Madge.



She shook her head. "He needs ne."

"Fuckin' right I do. Cnere. | think it's bl eeding again."

She | ooked at the others and shrugged as if to say, "You see?" Then she

fl apped

themtoward the door with one hand, wi ggled her fingers in farewell to her
daughters, and turned to her husband. "You probably tore something," she

sai d.

The | ast Felix saw of her before the closing door shut off the view, she was
pouring a glass of clear liquid froma dark green bottle that had | ast held
Wi ne.

CHAPTER 36

The new trundl e was al ready taking shape beside the shed. It had six wheels,
and

its bed stretched nearly twice as long as that of the old trundle. Its
canopy,

fashi oned fromthe broken panel of solar cells brought back fromthe
hospi t al

overhung the ends and sides and caught nore than twice the sunlight. A pair
of

electric notors taken fromold trucks rested on a bench, waiting to be
installed. The batteries were already in place.

On the poi soned ground beside the garden, where nothing grew, two concentric
rings of six tree-trunk posts defined a circul ar col onnade whose center was
open

to the sky. Beneath that open center, exposed to sky and sun, sat

G eat - G andpa

and Maddoc. Between them was the stone that had once hel d Thunderstone.
Anelie

had gone back to the cenetery.

Felix was on the roof, kneeling on one board sal vaged from an ol d house and
positioning another, nailing it to cross-pieces, flapping his hand to shoo
away

the rooster that insisted on perching just where he wi shed to hamer next. A
little further around the ring, Ox was doing the sane. Pa was fetching

boar ds,

whil e Uncle Alva, who had designed this structure, was stirring a pile of
ashes

with a rusty iron bar. Awre coiled around the bar and extended to the new
trundle. Periodically he held the bar over a bucket and flipped a switch
nount ed

inthe wire. Nails rattled into the bucket. Rows of white in the garden said
where the ashes wound up; the Garden Expert had said they contai ned sone of
t he

m nerals the soil needed.

Hussey was on the ground, his still-splinted leg thrust out before him
hel pi ng

t he wonen weave irregul ar panels of everlasting stems, apple suckers, and

ot her

brush. Several such panels already hung between tall posts where their porous
shadows thinned the sun that struck the garden. In one, a pair of sparrows
had

begun to construct a nest.

Bel | a | ooked up from her work and caught Ox's eye. He nodded and set down his
hamrer. "CGetting late. W' ve got to work on our place too." Their house, on
t he

ot her side of the goat pen, was not nuch larger than the shed. Its roof and
wal I s were done, but the wi ndow holes were still enpty, with glass panels

t aken

fromold cars |ying propped against the walls beneath them

"It's not as if the weather's going to hurt these stones,"” said Uncle Al va.



He

set his el ectromagnet down and began to pile rotten, nail-studded | unber on
top

of the ashes. "Go on, then."

"Then why are you building that?" Mriamset down the panel she was worKking
on.

Later she would bed down on Felix's old pallet in the main house. Hussey

sl ept

in the ell with Uncle Alva.

"It's a tenple," said Maddoc from bel ow. "Great idea. About time fol ks paid
proper respect to their elders.”

"It's not for you," said Felix, and Luanna | aughed.

"It's for the Garden Expert," said G eat-Gandpa.

"And for you," said Luanna. "The w sdom of the elders."

"Who fucked things up once already," nuttered Maddoc.

"Yeah," answered G eat-G andpa. "But we're not as useless as people used to
t hink."

"What do you nmean?" Karyn stood up fromthe panel she was weavi ng.

"When we had oursel ves m ndl oaded, sone fol ks thought we were pretty

sel f-indul gent. Just a bunch of selfish old farts. Actually, they called us
t hat

when all we wanted was a bed in a nursing home. 'Usel ess waste of resources,’

they said."
Ma hawked bl oody sputuminto the garden
" The Sacred Animal ," said Felix. He |ooked at his arm The rash was stil

there, but it seened less red and the scal es were thinning. The others
rashes

were fading too.

As he fingered the healing skin, Ma called, "Don't scratch." He | aughed. The
itch was so nmuch less he hardly ever felt the need.

"That was written long before our tine," said Maddoc. "When we got old and
gray

and ugly, we weren't nearly as sacred as our descendants."

"We are our ancestors' children,” said Ma in an echo of her famliar litany.
"W

suffer for their sins. But we forgive them don't we?"

"Not rmnuch choice," said Pa.

"Things'll be better now," she said. "Good crops. Good health. Babies."

"And the Haveners know we're here."
"Not that we were ever really useless,'
books

and libraries pretended to replace us as storehouses of wisdom W' re--we

al ways

wer e- - bri dges between the generations, not only storehouses but al so vehicles
and interpreters of w sdom"

"W always will be," said Maddoc. "Though civilizations may fall, as long as
t he

speci es endures.”

Great - G andpa | aughed. "Meanwhile, the tenple will keep the rain and youvee
of f

anyone who cones out to chat."

"\What about the nei ghbors?" asked M.

"They can build their own tenples," said Felix.

"Once you nake copies for them"

"There's stones enough," said Maddoc. A parrot, two cats, a dog, and a

once- human vol unteer waited on the other side of the garden. The necessary
Hudson cabl es had been stored in the ell.

"No rush. Not many nei ghbors, and they're close enough to visit."

G lbert had already come by to hear the story of the quest and ask the Garden
Expert what it knew about making wi nes. Wen it proved to know not hi ng at

said Great-Gandpa. "Not even when



all,

he had shrugged and said, "There isn't one for cripples either, is there?"
"There used to be," Maddoc had said. "The |library had data bases for

ort hopedi cs

and rehabilitation. But those were in the nenory it had already lost. All

t hat

was | eft was physical therapy." A noment |ater, he added, "W didn't save a
copy."

Gl bert had shaken his head at that. "Well, it's a start. Maybe next tine,
eh?"

"Maybe next time."

"But we've got to square things away here first.'
trail

to the cenetery. H s own new house was just visible beyond an apple tree

al r eady

heavy with green fruit. It was no larger than Ox's and Bella's, even though
it

was hone to three people instead of two. He shook his head. It needed a door
as

wel |l as windows, and if he did not get off this "tenple" he was hel ping to
build, the next stormwould surely drive theminto his parents' place.

He | ooked over the edge of the roof and shook his head. Luanna and Karyn were
bel ow hi m now, waiting side by side. He thought he could see the slight swell
of

Luanna's belly even though it was much too soon--both Ma and Maddoc had told
hi m

so--for her to show any sign of the baby.

He shook his head again. Wen he had | eft home, he had had no mate nor any
prospect of one. He had dreaned that perhaps he would find one. But two?
"Are you com ng?"

He grinned happily. They had not solved all the world' s probl ens, defeated
sone

grand evil force, or restored the | ost wonders of civilization at a stroke.
But

now t here was hope.

They had coped and | earned and survived, nuch as had the people in his _Sw ss
Fami |y Robinson_, and their world was a little better place than it had been
Surely it would get better and better still as they gathered what was |eft of
the old world' s know edge, |earned howto use it, and even discovered anew
what

had been | ost. There was hope.

"Just a sec," he said.

He craned his neck to ook at the sky. It was still yellow, but was there
perhaps just a hint of blue, there, to the north?

But he was only dreaning, wasn't he?

He | aughed.

* * %

Felix | ooked toward the

The sky was just as clear above the island of Haven, and the sea was free of
m sts. The golden balls that tipped the arns of the cross gleanmed with

di vi nely

pure fire, and the congregation could watch gulls wheeling hungrily above the
wat er even near the distant shore.

Delivered of the Lord stood on his dais, holding his Bible aloft. "The Holy
Scripture is all we need," he cried, and the gulls seemed to screamin echo
and

confirmation. "All else is delusion."

Consi derati on Wggin wore a frown upon his face. He had brought honme news he
t hought woul d be wel cone--change their diet, and there woul d be nore babi es,
victory over all the unbelievers would be theirs--and the | eader he foll owed
like a father had only shaken his head.



The Lord, he had said, would provide. There were no problens beyond his
reach.

Surely, if he wished his chosen people to eat better, he would send nore fish
into the bay, nore eggs to the seagull nests, nore pigeons to the snares.

Per haps he woul d even bring back the deer and the geese.

Consi derati on Wggin suppressed his doubts and | ooked around him As al ways,

t he

bl eachers held only men. The woren and children, on this fair day, were

gat hered

on the slope to the left, in the shade of pines and oaks. He could just make
out

God's Promi se, still anmong the preacher's wi ves. He could not see Trudy | nger
at

all; he thought she nust still be confined.

"All else is the Devil's teaching!" Delivered of the Lord sl apped the Book
with

an open hand. "This is truth. Ignoring it is what destroyed the world before.
Once in Noah's time! Again in our forefathers' tinme!"

He paused to scan the bl eachers and all their enpty spaces. "Yet Satan's
scriptures still remain."”

He paused again until soneone screaned out, "Burn them " and all the men of
Haven stood to repeat the cry.

"Yes," he said. "W nust destroy that library, and every other library that
still exists. W nust cleanse the graveyards of their ghosts. And then we
nmust

renew our efforts to reclaimthe wonen and the children of our heathen

br et hren.

To save the souls of all the world. To prepare the way for Judgnent.”
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