SUMMARY': When aplague wipes out most of humanity, fifteen-year-old Eric setsout to find his
father. Sixty yearslater, Eric starts another long journey in an Americathat haslong since quit resembling
our own, but there are shadows everywhere. Shadows of what the world once was, and shadows from
Eric's past. Blood bandits, wolves, fire, fera children, and an insane militiaare only afew of the problems
Eric faces. Set in Denver, Colorado and the western foothills, Van Pdt'sfirst novel isboth a
coming-of-age tale, and a story of an old man's search for hope in the midst of disaster. Eric'stwo
adventures lead him through adice of modern Americaand into the depths of one man's heart.

SUMMER OF THE APOCALYPSE
by JAMESVAN PELT

Chapter One
Sad News

Eric wished he could enjoy the warm August sun that penetrated deep into his old muscles, but he could
hear Dodge and Rabbit talking in front of hishouse, and he knew the two children came to hear about
the Gone Times. Almost no one ese visted—they didn't care to listen to his stories—but the children
liked to talk about the old days, and their company was appreciated. Lately he'd been restive. He
enjoyed sunsetsless. Hetook longer and longer walks, dways toward the foothills, sometimes getting
home after nightfal. Peoplein the village didn't do this. Fear of wild animals kept them indoors after dark,
but Eric couldn't shake the habit and the notion that the night was safe for man. Hefelt the urgeto travel
again, to see new places one more time beforeillness, or just plain age, forced him to stay home.

This afternoon, though, stretched out on a hammock, with the late spring sun so pleasant, abreeze
blowing cool off the mountains and a.glass of pungent herb tea beside him, held rather drift into adoze.

"Areyou deeping, Grandfather?' Dodge, atdl, skinny ten-year-old with dark hair negtly cut into bangs
above his eyebrows, pushed the creaky gate open. Rabbit, his sullen twelve-year-old friend, whose face
bore heavy scars from wild dog bites suffered when he wasfive, followed.

"Why bother an old man?" said Eric. He pointed at the pitcher and the boys poured themselves tea.
"Don't you have productive things to do? Maybe you could pull weeds for me."

Dodge emptied his drink with one gulp. Rabbit retreated to the shade of the grape vines and sat
cross-legged on the grass. His broad shoulders and thick chest hinted at the bulk of the man he might
become. "You tel him," said Rabbit.

"What?" Eric svung hisfeet off the hammock and sat up. His back twinged and he grimaced. Beyond the
fence that encircled his vegetable garden, the dusty road was empty all the way to the cottonwoods that
lined the river. Most people napped during the hegt. Later, when the sun moved closer to the mountains,
horse drawn cartswould pass occasiondly, but generdly lifein Littleton was dow in August. People
tended their gardens. Field workers walked past his house at dusk. Some would wave, but most ignored
him. He wasjust a crotchety old man who not only wouldn't let go of the Gone Times, but who aso
upset the town meetingswith hiscriticiams.

"What news do you have?' Eric asked.

Dodge said, "Dad wants to see you. Don't tell him | come out here al thetime, okay? Dad says, 'Family
gatherings are bad enough. | don't need you coming home with his garbage.’ But | think he's stupid.”

Eric sghed. Thiswasacommon gambit of Dodge's, to not answer questions. It wasafamily trait. Y our



father isn't supid. When you're thirty, you'll wish you listened to him more now.”

Dodge looked longingly at the pitcher. Eric nodded and the boy filled hisglassagain. "Y ou don't have a
dad to make you do chores or go to schoal. ‘Look for cloth today, Dodge," he says, or 'Find sometools
for trade." Y oud think that he doesn't want me to have any fun. Besides, thereisn't anything to find here
anymore. All the easy pickings are gone. Not like when you were akid. We brought something for you,
though." Dodge dug into his backpack and removed athick book. He handed it to Eric. "I know you
don't havethisone.”

Eric turned the volume over. It was an anthology caled Major American Authors. He opened the
cover. The pageswere dightly wrinkled, asif the book had been exposed to moist ar a onetime, but
other than that, it seemed in good shape. He read the ending lines of a quote from Nathaniel Ames
Almanac, 1758. O ye unborn inhabitants of America! Should this page escape its destined
conflagration at the year's end, and these alphabetical |etters remain legible when your eyes
behold the sun after he hasrolled the seasons round for two or three centuries more, you will
know that in Anno Domini, 1758, we dreamed of your times.

| doubt it, Eric thought.
Hefrowned. "Y ou shouldn't be scavenging. That's work for men who know whét they're doing.”

Dodge said, "We can get placesthey can't. They're too big. Rabbit found the case of knives|ast year.
The glass wasn't even broken on the front. We don't touch anything we're not supposed to, Were not
kids, you know."

The case of knives had been big news the summer before. Eric lifted it as part of an argument to the city
council. "When was the lust time someone got good Stuff?"

"What do you think, Rabbit?" said Dodge. Rabbit looked into histea. His hair hung over hiseyes. The
scars puckered the right side of hisface, and he seldom met Eric's gaze even though held been coming to
his housefor years.

Rabhit tilted his head back and stared into the vines. Eric noticed he kept the good side of hisface turned
toward them. He said, "The knives, | guess. Camaro's Mom found some canned goods last week, but
they were dl bad. No labels and swelled up. Doc Renke says we shouldn't eat anything from cans
anyway, swelled or not."

Eric laughed slently a the mention of "Camaro.” Lots of children born in the last twenty years or so had
been named after automobiles. There was Dodge, of course, and Rabbit, but he also knew ared-headed
girl named "Blazer," apair of twins, "Plymouth™ and "Neon," and the miller's son, "Mercedes." None of
these children had ever seen aworking automobile. The last one Eric remembered was a V olkswagon
Bug that drove by his house twenty-five years ago. That was when the Bowles Avenue bridge repair il
stood. The cars were gone, but the names lived on.

"Weve been hunting for treasure troves," Dodge said to Eric. "There are basements with guns and knives
and tools on the other side of theriver, if you know whereto look."

Rabbit laughed derisvely. "That'salot of bunk." He pushed the hair off hisforehead. "'If you believethat,
then you must think well find good 'lectronics or acar that'll Sart.”

Dodge smiled. "Who knows what's on the other side of the river? Dad told me just yesterday that lots of
stuff must till be out there. But hunting around hereisawaste. Just achore.”



"Y ou boys been crossing?'

They looked at each other guiltily. Findly Dodge said, "We know a shdlow place we can walk through.
But werrered careful and we watch out for each other al thetime. Y ou won't say anything will you?”'

Eric leaned back in his hammock. He guessed that it had been eight or nine years since he had crossed
theriver. A rumor that an undiscovered sporting goods warehouse existed in the ruins of downtown
Denver drew him and four others, but after aweek of poking though rubble and climbing down into
treacherous mazes of sted, brick, rotten wood and sheetrock, they'd given up. All of the street Signs
were gone, many of the streetsimpassable, and the fifty-year-old map they were using had gotten wet
early inthetrip and was unreadable. A skunk bit Herbie when he reached blindly into its den, and rabies
killed him by the end of the summer. All inal, it had been ausdess effort. Still, he remembered when
Denver was atreasure trove, when he could walk onto any car lot, bregk into the office to find keys, and
drive away with anything he wanted.

He looked the boys over carefully. The book rested heavily in hishands. "I'll tell you what. | won't talk
about your expeditions, and maybe next time you head out you could show me where you got this.”

Both boys shook their heads. "No way, Grandfather,” said Dodge. "Dad would whip my butt for sure.”

"I don't want you crossing theriver again by yoursaves." Dodge bit hislip and looked down into the
bottom of hisglass. "Okay," he said.

Eric closed the book. "I appreciate the gift, but it's too dangerousfor you." Hefelt awkward and sad.
He'd seldom chastised Dodge, and he didn't know what to say now. The silence weighed heavily on him.

Rabbit findly said, "Y ou'd better tell him." Dodge brightened. "' Oh, yeah. Grandma Pao died.” Eric turned
his head away from them, his eyes stinging. Emotionsran close to the surface for him lately. Age, he
figured. Degths, births, a change of wesather, and he misted up. "1 guess | need to go into town then,” he
said. "Y ou boys want to come?"

The breeze that felt cool under the trees, stirred dust and baked Eric's skin as he followed the boysinto
town. Unlike most people, he lived isolated, with no near neighbors. In the Gone Time, thisroad was
named Bowles Avenue, and it would have been crowded with suburbanites driving to Southwest Plaza, a
huge shopping mall west of town. Now, the path was a broad swath of cracked and weeded asphalt and
dirt. Asthey passed mounds of brick, Eric remembered the expensive, tree-encircled homesthat once
lined the street. Most of the neighborhoods had been burned in the final days of the plague. He could till
see the flames legping from house to house. HeEd run for hislifethat day. No signs of fire now, not even a
burned whiff in the air. What remained of the trees after the fire had long since been chopped down for
fuel. Grasses and sage covered the area that had once been the housing devel opments of Bow Mar
South, Columbine, Columbine Hills and Columbine Knalls.

The milewadk to theriver would have taken him less than two minutesin acar in the Gone Times. He
remembered driving with his parents Sixty years ago, and the thought weighed him down even more.

"Comeon, Grandpa," yelled Dodge over his shoulder. "'If you wak any dower, well be going
backwards."

When they reached the river's bank, they followed awell-worn trail to the Treasury. Two men sat on the
porch and nodded as Eric and the boyswent in.

Sunlight streamed through high windows, revealing rows and rows of boxes piled on top one another.
Many contained liquor. Old Crow, Seagrams, Kentucky Bourbon, the town's chief trading goods. But



there were also cases of nails, screws and irreplaceable hardware; hammers, saws, rasps, clamps and
other toals, and then boxes filled with completely uselessthings like TV's, food processors, computers,
flashlights, video games, and stereo components. The town council stored these last items, even though
amost none of them had ever seen them in operation.

A man bent over an open box, counting bottles, straightened asthey camein. "Father,” said Dodge's
dad. A deeply tanned, wiry man of forty, he nodded curtly in Eric'sdirection.

"Good to seeyou, Troy," said Eric. "Dodge tells me that Susan Pao died.”
"Y ou get right to it, don't you."

"So, it'strue.”

"Thismorning. Her daughter found her. Never woke up, | guess.

She was eighty-two."

"That'sthe end of the sixties," said Eric. He sat on alarge box marked MICROWAVE
OVEN—FRAGILE. "The Beatles were till agroup and man hadn't been to the moon yet when she was
born, and now she'sgone.”

Troy said, "Uh huh,” unencouragingly.

"She used to tell me about television shows she saw. God, that woman had amemory, I'll tell you. Knew
‘em dl. Beverly Hillbillies. Did she ever tell you about the Beverly Hillbillies? | don't remember
watching that one, but the tune's stuck in my head. Idiotic song. Wed sit in her living room and sing that,
andthen ..."

"Weve got businessto attend to here, Dad.”

Eric looked down at his hands resting on hislegs. They were liver spotted, and a couple of the knuckles
were swollen with arthritis. He thought about Susan Pao telling him about a concert she had beento at
Red Rocks Auditorium, a blues concert, and how everybody showed up early in the day with blankets
and coolersfilled with beer, and how they tossed frisbees and beach balls up and down the stadium seats
until the music started. People smoked pot, and if you got there after 6:00, there'd be no placeto sit.

Hed hiked to Red Rocks thirty years ago. Most of the stage was torn up for the meta, but the
auditorium itsdlf, carved out of stone, huge and empty, looked like it was still waiting for rock and roll.
Hed left a broken cassette player on the stage, el ectrical tape holding the head phones together. That
was after he had spent three yearslooking for batteries, and there were none left with any juicein them.
Hed never gone back.

Troy sad, "Dad, the business?'
"&x.ry."

"Asthe oldest member of the community, and the last person who actualy remembers anything of the
Gone Times, you got a vote now on the council. A lot of people depend on you making good decisions.
They can't be based on wild theories or old fears. Y ou've got to keep your head.”

Blood rushed into Eric's face. Hefdt his cheeks flushing. " Schoal's not awild theory. Our kids have got
to be able to read, or we're going straight into barbarism.”

The contempt showed on Troy's expression. "That's just what | mean. Y ou get going on the schoal thing,



or thelibrary idea, and people won't listen. Weve got important community projects, and it's hard
enough to convince people to pull together on them without you distracting the committee with these pet
ideas of yours. The crops have to come in, we've got to widen our search for tradable goods, and you
just make everyone angry by hanging on to old ways."

Eric dapped hisknee. "L ook at this stuff in here. I'm not the one hanging on. Americaused to be agreat
place. We buiilt cities. We flew around the world, and now you're scrounging through garbage dumps,
hoping to find things we can't make anymore. | tdll you, if we don't teach the kids, the next generation will
be nothing more than nomads following deer herds, or subsistence farmers barely surviving from summer
to summer."

Troy shook his head. "Hogwash, Dad. We do fine. There's no reason to think we won't keep on this
way. People are happy until you go telling them they're doomed.” He closed the box lid with a snap.
"Thisisthe world, now, but you hang on to apast that no one knows. Y our people died. Mine are dive.
Y ou've got nothing to say to theliving.”

"What about the sicknessesin the last couple of years? And | don't see anyone dancing for joy about
their dillbirths." Eric, breathing hard, turned from his son. " Something's changing. Ignorance doesn't help.”

Troy waked back and forth behind him. He started to speak several times—Eric heard hislips part.
Findly hesad, "I hatethis. Every timewe talk you make me say bad things." Troy gripped his shoulder.
"What are we going to do?"

Through the open door, Eric could see theriver. Heat waves shimmered the ground and the water
flowed slently through the old bridge's broken pilings. Across the shalow expanse, jumbles of brick
marked the remains of downtown Littleton. "I think | should leave for awhile," he said.

Troy wiped his deeve across his mouth. Eric shivered. For asecond, he saw in Troy hisown father. Troy
was now about the same age as when Eric'sfather had died.

Troy sad, "Don't be childish, Dad. Y ou're hiking days are long past." He laughed, suddenly jovid. Eric
cringed. He heard the patronizing behind the tone. He's humoring me, Eric thought.

Troy continued, "Besides, we need you here. Asthe oldest person, people are going to want your
opinionson al kinds of things. Well probably have to move you into town to save everybody the walk."

Eric remembered the steady stream of visitors to Susan Pao's house. Some brought old 'lectronics,
radiosor TVs, asif by laying on the hands she could hedl them. Some cameto her when they wereiill,
carrying with them boxesfilled with medicines, most bad with age, hoping that she would identify the
Gone Time cure that would save them. Lately there'd been alot of sickness. She presided at weddings
and christenings, funerals and festivals. Every day people dropped off baked goods or fresh-caught fish,
like she was some sort of icon, which, of course, she was.

He pictured himsdlf gitting in ahouse, people lined up to see him, like Susan Peo, his eyes glazed with
age.

He shook the image away. Whatever € se happened, he couldn't see himself as a symbol for these
people, not the ignorant children of the Gone Time. One more time before he died, he needed to wander
intheworld.

"I'm serious, Dad. Y ou don't know what's out there anymore.”

Eric amogt laughed out loud. Hed seen superdtitions and fears develop in the community over the years.



The latest one wasthat bad spirits, some said "ghosts,” protected the countryside. The ruins of the city
were safe, or as safe as ruins could be, haunted by nothing more than rusted metal and unstable
foundations that collgpsed on the unwary, and expeditions asfar north as downtown Denver weren't
uncommon, but no one went past the fields to the east, south or west. When he'd proposed an
exploration to Colorado Springs two years ago, Troy reminded the council of the seventy miles of
country to travel and that ended the discussion.

Eric once talked to one man who claimed to have heard something at night when hed gone after stray
cattle. "I'm not saying | was scared,” he said. "But after that, | figured cows weren't worth it and | came
home." He'd never said exactly what it was he heard.

"Maybe because we don't know what's out there, someone ought to go," said Eric.
"Don't beridiculous, Dad. Youreold."

At home, Eric packed. As hed walked the dusty two milesto his house, the idea of along trip made
more sense. Held been haf joking with the boys about scavenging with them, but only haf. Lately his
muscles ached al the time. Not the good ache of ahard workday, but a queasy throbbing ache, like they
wanted to be put to rest, and that frightened him. So he packed. Maybe avoyage would set my mind to
ease, he thought. Maybe if | wandered north | could find other communities, places where they weren't
giving up on the spirit of the old America. But mostly he just wanted to walk, to fedl the long pull of the
road like he did when he was young, to set his eyes on adistant spot and wetch it swell ashe
approached, to choose his direction without regard to where he was going or when the Journey would
end. Yes, along walk isin order, he thought. But the more he arranged itemsin the pack, the less
sensblean aimless walk seemed. There was sickness in the community. Hed seen it; the Iversons on the
river's edge were al down with awasting disease that robbed them of energy and appetite. The
Sanduskys and Washingtons were nearly as bad, though they'd seemed to be making arecovery inthe
last week. Brent Washington had even worked amorning in the fields he'd heard. But the stillbirths—that
bothered him. Too many labors ended in quiet burias.

No, awalk to indulge awhim, that would be senseless. He thought, | need to find an answer—to prove
to them the value of the Gone Timelearning. Ignoranceisno shdter.

An old idea came back to him, the place to go. It was north, farther than anyone had gone in years, but
gl areachable hikefor an old man if hetook care of himsdlf, if he was careful: thelibrary at the
University of Colorado, in Boulder. If any learning till existed, if there were one place where science
might provide an answer, that would beit. He would go there.

Smiling, he stuffed into the pack a collgpsible fishing pole and lures, agood sheath knife, insect repd lant
(some things never rot, no matter how long they're stored), aworn hard back copy of My Antonia thet
he'd been meaning to read, arain poncho, asmall first aid kit, binoculars, a compass, a Colorado map,

and enough food to last for three days.

He waked through the house looking for anything €l se he felt he might need. Most of the ground floor
rooms were filled with books, the largest collection he knew. He taught reading to children and adults
who were interested, agroup of four on Tuesday night and another group of five on Sunday afternoon. In
acommunity of amost athousand people, only ahundred or so were literate, and most of them were
over forty.

Lit only by the small rectangles of the window wells, in the basement where canned preserves crowded
the shelves, he chose ajar of strawberry jam and one of pickled watermelon rind. In the back of the
room, he contemplated the boxes of irreplaceable goods he'd stockpiled over the years. He had three



good artificia-fiber deeping bags, two nylon one-man tents with fiberglass poles, and four rifles but only
ammo for one of them. Sixty-year-old shdllsweren't trustworthy. Some might work, but most of them
wouldn't, so the rifleswere practicaly useless. Everyone had one they never used. He dso had asmall
store of hardware to keep the house from falling apart. He looked into a box with one of his most
valuable assets, arare supply of hardwood axe handles that people came from miles away to trade for.
Eric hadn't worried about food for the winter for sometime.

He needed a change of clothes, and he went to his bedroom where he kept the wardrobe held paid
dearly for. When he was young, and realized new clothes might be hard to come by, most of the stores
and houses had aready been looted. Hed traded for the supply he had now, but, sadly, even though he
protected them with mothballs and kept them dry, the fabric was not as sturdy asit had once been. He
pulled apart the legs of apair of jeans held never worn, and a seam ripped. Only a couple of threads
popped on the second pair he tested. He put them in the pack. He hoped that before all the clothesfrom
the Gone Times were unwearabl e that trade with the south would be reestablished, assuming the south
was growing cotton again. There had been no news of the world from more than twenty miles away for
years. Every oncein awhile, the younger men left on explorations, but they either came back after afew
days, frightened and silent about what they'd seen, or they didn't return at al. No wonder, Eric thought,
they believe that ghosts protect the wilderness. He wondered how long it would be before the people
would make maps that said in the unknown white space around their little world, "Here there be
dragons.”

Eric grabbed hiswalking stick that doubled as a quarterstaff, alarge-brimmed legther hat, and his
dingshot to complete his outfit. Many of the men in the community carried bow and arrows, but held
aways been most comfortable with the ding. Of course, just like everything € se people used from the
Gone Times, he couldn't replace the most valuable part, the surgical tubing rubber bands that provided
the power. Once those broke, he would have only the weapon's memory. He kept the tubing he had now
inan artight box in acool spot inthe cdlar, and it hadn't deteriorated too badly. Even at seventy-five,
Eric could nall awild dog at fifty yards. It was a skill that had saved him more than once.

He locked the front door, closed the shutters on the windows, and walked away. The afternoon sun cut
long shadows through the prairie weeds and grasses that grew up through the road. Eric figured he could
get afair amount of hiking donein the cool afternoon, find a safe place to camp in afew hours, and be
near enough to the mountains by noon tomorrow to start north.

He pulled the brim over hiseyes. The pack straps clung agreeably to his shoulders. | might be old, he
thought, but I'm along way from dead. I've left home before and made out dl right.

Just after the sun dropped below the mountains, Eric found arocky outcrop with aflat top where he
could spread his deeping bag. The land darkened into deep blue shadows, though sunlight still glowed in
the clouds. He guessed he had hiked eight miles or so. That would put him west of Chatfiedld Reservair,
which was now caled "The Swamp," but another ten miles away from the redl beginnings of the foot hills.

At firgt, hewas afraid that Troy would take histak of leaving serioudy and send someone to the house to
watch him, and then, after hed started hiking, he was convinced someone was following him. He twirled
in histracks severd times at sounds he soon dismissed as nothing. Troy never believed me when hewas
growing up, thought Eric. No reason to think held change now. Within a couple of miles he began to
enjoy the road. The pack settled comfortably. Water doshed and gurgled in his canteen. The walking
stick planted solidly. He bresthed deeply of the afternoon air, sweet with sage and columbine.

When he cameto the rock outcrop, it seemed perfect. He had resigned himsdlf to camping in one of the
many ruins along the way, always a spooky experience, when held spotted it poking up on the horizon
like ablunt thumb. Tal enough to keep animas away, but not unclimbable, foot and handholds offered



easy accessto the top, and when Eric reached it he realized they must have been carved in by some
other traveler who recognized the value of asafe campsite. A blackened pit and chunks of charcoaled
wood confirmed his guess.

Dangling hisfeet while gazing eadt, Eric sat on the cool stone. A line of clouds on the horizon flashed
sporadicaly with lightning, but wastoo far away for him to hear thunder. A breeze kept the mosguito
away. He pressed his handsinto the small of hisback and arched. Muscles cramped, and he awkwardly
rubbed them until they relaxed. Hislegs throbbed.

Seventy-five, hethought, isalot of years. He gingerly crawled into his deeping bag, lay on hisback and
watched the sky. Troy, he thought you will see what the old learning isworth. Y ou'll learn that lesson you
never knew.

By thetime the last shades of daylight disappeared, and the stars shone like bright ice, he was adeep.

Chapter Two
THE BEGINNING AND AN INCIDENT

Eric mashed his Cheerios with his spoon until the milk was auniform tan color. The end of theworld, he
thought, that's what they're calling it. Everyoneis heading to Californiaand I'm stuck in school. He turned
his cassette player up another notch. The sun poured through the windows, sithouetting hisfather, and
casting a bright morning glow on his mother's face as she read amagazine. The very imageitself, Mr. and
Mrs. Americain their perfect little home, riled him. So he concentrated on the headphones, where he was
at Red Rocks Park listening to U2 playing " Sunday, Bloody Sunday.”

Helifted his bowl and turned the pages of The Denver Post, looking for school closurelistings. Over the
top of the paper, Eric noticed Dad's grimace. Dad wrote for the Rocky Mountain News, and Eric's
subscription to therival dally irritated him.

Long articles about the disease's progress on the East Coast dominated the front section. The banner
headline read "80% FATALITIES!" The only pictureswere of an overcrowded hospital in Boston and a
panicked crowd at an unidentified airport. He turned past them. Boulder schools closed two days earlier,
and today was the last day for the Colorado Spring schools. He didn't find alisting for Denver, though.
He pulled the head-phones around his neck. "'I'm staying home," he said.

Mom, aheavy woman with three chins and hair streaked with gray—Eric thought of her asawhite Aunt
Jemimah—reached across the table and fdlt his forehead. He jerked his head away. "Y ou're not fedling
sck, areyou?' shesaid.

Dad folded the classified ads of hisown paper and laid them in hislap. He had been reading the
classfiedsalot lately. Eric picked them up once after Dad was done and saw that he had circled various
gun ads, mogtly shotguns. Asfar as Eric knew, the only gun that Dad owned was afunny looking
over/under 20 gauge that he used to hunt pheasant years ago. Eric had ahard time imagining Dad hunting
anything. He reminded him of Barney Fife and Walter Mitty rolled together.

Dad looked through hisbifocas at Eric for along time, and then rubbed his own forehead. "Today's as
good asany, | suppose,” he said. "Let's pack.”

"Areyou sure?' asked Mom.

"Takedl the practical clothes," Dad said. Eric hated it when his dad didn't answer questions. It made him
sound stupid, like he didn't know, so Eric had made it apoint of honor to never ask Dad anything.



Ericfilled hisbox, the only box Dad would let him take, with persond items. At the bottom he layered
thirty comic books, al Conan the Barbarian adventures; then his dingshot and amarble bag filled with
sted ball bearings, beside that, his cassette player and tapes (Run DMC, the Ralling Stones, Men
Without Hats, The Cure, AC/DC, U2, and aWillie Nel son tape that none of hisfriends knew about);
two paperbacks (The Hobbit and The Stand); arabbit's foot; one hundred and forty seven dollars
saved from his paper route; a Playboy (November, 1992); a Blue Oyster Cult tee shirt; apicture of a
Porsche 911 he had lovingly cut out of Car and Driver magazine the month before. A NUKE THE
GAY WHALES FOR JESUS bumper sticker. A smdll frisbee (the competition-weight disk wastoo
large for the box); athick bundle of wallet-sized photographsthat hisfriendsin the Eighth Grade had
given himin the last two weeks (Mostly girlswho signed the backs with "Have anice summer,” or "It's
been ablast having you in classthisyear." None mentioned the disease). He topped the bundle with an
old MTV towe of Martha Quinn at the MTV beach party. Helooked at the posters on his bedroom
wadlls that the black light made glow like nuclear accidents, the rest of his books and tapes, and
everything else he had to leave behind, forlornly. He went into the kitchen to help Mom.

Eight hourslater, near sunset, the van, filled not only with boxes and suitcases of clothes but lso with dl
the food from the cupboards, pulled off U.S. 6 next to Clear Creek in acanyon west of Denver. Traffic
passed them sporadicaly, heading west. Eric supposed that most people stuck to the newer, multi-lane
[-70 rather than the two lane, winding, older highway.

"What are we doing here?" Eric asked Mom. "You'll see" she said.

The canyon wall acrossthe highway rose steeply to their right, and the thirty-foot-wide stream tumbled
noisily over therocksto ther left. Other than the pullout their van dmost filled, nothing seemed
distinguishable about this stretch of road. "Do you fed like some climbing?' said Dad.

Eric decided he definitely didn't fed like climbing by the time he was far above the highway, asthe sun
st, one hand bleeding from cactus needles and his back burning under an overloaded pack. He stepped
into a space between two rocks where Dad pointed. He handed Eric aflashlight. "Help your mom set up
house." He turned away and started down the "trail," which Eric couldn't believe Dad had led them up.
Mom leaned againgt aboulder, bresthing heavily.

"How isit in there?' shesaid.

Eric shrugged off his pack, held hisflashlight in front of him, and crawled into the hole & the boulders
base. The light penetrated deeply into aroom that quickly grew wider and higher the farther in he went.
Far from being empty, boxeslined the walls, each marked with thick felt-pen labelsin Dad's handwriting:
soup, tuna, ham, beans, corn, chili, spaghetti, sterno, gas, kerosine, charcoa, and dozens of othershe
couldn't see. Light reflected off something big wrapped in black plastic. Eric pulled a corner of the sheet
off the shape revealing three mattresses stacked on each other.

Another light cast sharp shadows around him. He pointed his flashlight &t the entrance, and his mother,
just getting off her knees, shielded her eyes. "You dl right?' she said.

They used the plastic as aground sheet and put the three mattresses sde by side on arelatively flat spot
on thefloor.

Ericsad, "What isthis place?’

Mom pulled the lid off abox and looked inside. A fault cave. Y our dad learned about it when he was at
the Colorado School of Mines."

"Fault cave?'



"Caves normdly formin limestone, but thisis granite. Not many people know about it. Y our dad hasa
map of dl the passages and entrances. We can exploreit later."

She found sheets and blanketsin one of the boxes and just finished making the last bed when Dad
crawled into the room. "Why didn't you light one of the Coleman lanterns?’ he said.

Later, with the lantern extinguished, Eric snuggled deeper under the blankets and deeping bag Mom had
spread over him. He strained his eyes, but saw nothing. He remembered once when the family had
toured Cave of the Winds a Manitou Springs. The guide had turned out the light. After the group had
stood in the velvet darknessfor aminute, he said, "Thisiswhat ablind man seesevery day of hislife.”

Dad breathed softly next to him. Eric guessed he was adeep. He couldn't hear Mom. After along while,
when he amost felt the rocks of the mountain creaking beneath him, when he was sure that snakes or
scorpions or demonswere hovering intheair, hesaid, "Mom . . ." Hisvoice sounded flat and smdl in the
cavesspace. . . . are you awake?"

Cloth rustled againg cloth. "Yes."
"Did Dad carry dl thisstuff up here by himsdlf?"

Shemoved again. A blanket scraped across the plastic ground cloth. "When he heard how bad the
disease might be, he started buying things and bringing them up on the weekends or after work."

"No, redly?'

"It tired him, Eric. He couldn't tell anyone."

"Did you hdp?'

"Thisisthefirg timel've been here" She sghed. "He said hewould befine"

"How did he get the mattresses? | mean, | could see abox of beans or something, but the mattresses?
Arnold Shwarzenegger couldn't get up thet trail with aload like that!"

"He's persstent when he'sgot agod,” she said.

Eric stood eight inchestaller than Dad, which made Dad as small asthe smallest kidsin hisclass. "He's
not strong enough!” Eric caught his breath. Dad moved on his mattress, rolling on hisback. Eric's bed,
which was pushed againgt Dad's, shifted dightly.

Dad cleared histhroat, then said, "A man needs a hobby. Now get some deep.”

But Eric couldn't. Not with the total blackness settled over him, not with the rustle of leavesin the
entrance crawlway or the skitter of rodent paws over rock. He smelled mice droppings. Eventually, Eric
reached under the blankets for his cassette player and put the headphones over his ears. He listened to
Run DMC a low volume, figuring the batteries might last longer that way, and he wondered if Dad had
the foresight to bring some double A's among the other supplies. He doubted it.

In the morning they ate breskfast on alargeflat rock behind aridge above the cave entrance: Mom,
Sitting on acamp stool, Dad standing, back to them, surveying the canyon, and Eric leaning againgt a
branchlessjuniper trunk that stuck out of the ground like atwisted pole. After they were done, they
carefully policed the area of any scraps that might show they had been about. Dad was adamant about
this. Then heled Eric to arocky outcrop that overlooked thetrall to the cave and the highway below.
While Eric followed him, he sllently critiqued Dad's outfit. The flannd shirt seemed okay, athough it was



warm for it. Already the sun-washed rocks were too hot to lean against comfortably. But the blue
corduroy pants were definitely wrong, and so were black socks with Hushpuppy shoes. The outfit was
embarrassing, Eric thought. Dad gave him acanteen and told him to keep awatch for "tourists.”

Even though he had sworn not to ask Dad any questions, the words blurted out. "What do you mean?”
The canteen hung low on Eric's hip and the weight pressed coolly againgt histhigh. Eric wished hehad a
cola

Dad said, "Y ou hear that?'

Hée's not answering again, thought Eric, and he listened. Below the river mumble covered the passage of
cars. Nothing ese. Then he heard it, chirping somewhere in the rocks above him. A canyon finch, he
thought, but he shook his head.

"It'sacanyon finch, son. Y ou know that."

Eric shrugged, asif he ill didn't hear it. For years Dad had been identifying bird calls, and lately the
exercise wearied Eric to no end. Hed taken to not playing the game.

Dad pushed his glasses up his nose. He turned away from the bird and looked down the steep trail. His
hair was matted and skewed to one side. Eric redlized held never seen Dad before held showered and
shaved. "We might get sick, Eric. There's nothing we can do about that. But if we don't, then there may
be..." He paused, asif searching for the right words. "... dangerous men. Well be safe aslong as no one
thinksto come here." His hand fluttered to hisface, took off his glasses. He rubbed the lenses with his
shirt tail. "Stay dert, and if you spy anybody coming up don't let them seeyou. Tdl your Mom. Shelll
know what to do." Dad clambered over arock and headed for the trail. When he was twenty feet away,
he turned and looked at Eric. Eric thought he might say something noble or encouraging like, Y ou must
be the man while I'm away," or "We're depending on you, son," but what he said instead was, "And don't
wear those darn headphones elther.”

When Dad was out of sight, Eric popped the headphones on and listened to the radio. News and talk
dominated: warnings from the Denver Police to be wary of looters, information about possible
quarantines from the Governor's office, lists of school closings (Denver schoolswere dismissed. Eric
frowned. HEd only missed one day.), and hedlth tips (" Stay away from crowds and keep your immune
system hedlthy by esting right and degping well™). Eric roamed through the channéls, but couldn't find any
music except for aFt. Collins sation playing spirituasthat kept fading out.

Cars passed steadily by 150 yards bel ow, household goods pressed against the windows. Families,
mostly, asfar as Eric could tell. Usualy aman and woman in the front seet, two or three kidsin the back,
adog maybe or acat. They moved from left to right, their motor sounds swallowed by the stream's
congtant rumble. Eric rubbed the rock he sat cross-legged on with histhumb. Tiny glints of micaor quartz
caught the sun and reflected them like stone-frozen stars. Most of the rock in the canyon was dark,
amogt black, granitesand schists.

Something moved on the canyon wall acrossthe stream at about Eric's height. It was asmall mountain
goat picking its way across the steep dope. He observed it until it hopped over aridge and disappeared.

Therest of the day Eric watched Dad carry box after box up thetrail to the cave. Dad would stand at the
sde of the highway below and wait until there was abreak in the cars. Then he would dash acrossthe
road and into the young cottonwood trees that screened the trail's base. Eric snorted each time. Dad was
such aninny, practically acoward, he thought. Hiding in acave! Nobody caresif were up here. Wed be
tons better off if we stayed in Denver, or if we'd goneto Cdifornia. Surely by the time the disease getsto
the west coast they'll have a curefor it. In the meantime we could be soaking up rays.



Tokill timethat afternoon, Eric practiced with hisding shat, firing irregularly shaped pebbles a targets he
set up on the dope. The whiz of the rocks cutting through the air and the sharp crack when they hit
entertained him until Mom brought him dinner, abowl of hot chile and ahunk of bread.

"Enjoy the bread, Eric. We might not have any more fresh food for awhile." Her hair was pinned back
and looked greasy. If Dad really cared about her, he thought, we wouldn't be stuck on this stupid
mountain.

Eric set the bowl on the rock beside him to cool. " So what's the plan?”
"We'reliving up here until your dad thinksit's safe to go home."
"Dad'sanut.”

"Think of it asacamping trip. Dad's afraid that the city will be bad. Exposure to the disease, and there's
aready beenriots”

"He'sdill crazy.”

Mom frowned. Eric thought for amoment that she might yell at him, that he had pushed too far. She said,
"He'syour father. He's trying to protect us." Her face screwed up, like shewas going to cry. "Theworld,
Eric. It'sdl going away. Don't you care about the world?”

Eric put apebblein the ding shot's leather pocket, aimed it across the canyon and fired. The rock
shattered against a boulder on the other sde. "I'm getting pretty good with this.”

She shook her head and walked back to the cave. Eric wished he'd said instead, "I love you, Mom." He
put on the headphones, cranked up the volume and watched the cars passing below until the sun set and
the evening mosquitos drove him ingde.

When Eric took his dingshot and cassette player to his post the next morning, the air was aready hat,
and gnats rose from the scrub oak like nasty tempered clouds. Two motorcycles were parked in the
pull-out across the road from the trail. He scanned the canyon and what he could see of the path for the
riders, but didn't spot them. Severa times yesterday cars had parked there, mostly to let faster cars pass,
athough once awoman had jumped from her truck and run down to the stream to squat behind abush
where she was hidden from the road. Eric looked away until she was gone. He didn't worry about the
cydes.

He put atape in the player, adjusted the headphones and pressed "play." Nothing happened. The battery
cover did off easily and he cupped his hand below the batteries to catch them when he thumped the
player againg his knee. He shook the batterieslike dice in his hand, which he hoped might revive them,
and carefully wiped the terminas againg his shirt to remove oxidation. But when he put them back, the
tape il would not run.

The radio worked, for what little use it was. The stations were either off the air or broadcasting news. He
couldn't find rock-n-roll anywhere. Finaly he settled on KBPI, where at least he recognized the DJ. The
governor had declared a general emergency the night before and caled for National Guard support at
hospitals and "food distribution centers.” Also there wastalk about possible vaccines and how the
scientists were saying that people shouldn't panic. Meanwhile, reports from the eastern United States
sounded bad, but no one would say how bad. Europe, where the disease started, wasn't reporting
anything now. What bothered Eric was the DJs voice. He sounded wheezy and he cleared histhroat a
lot.



Eric leaned againgt arock and watched the clouds. It's hard to believe that anything iswrong, he thought.
A jet dragged acontrail high againgt the blue. Probably amilitary flight, he thought. Commercid service
was suspended. The shady side of the rock cooled his back, and lichens flaked off beneath hisfingersas
he rubbed them. Far up the dope, scrub oak leaves twisted in abreeze that hadn't reached him yet. The
announcements droned. The DJ started coughing and couldn't stop. After twenty seconds or o, they
switched to the station's call Sgna and kept playing it over and over. Eric held his cassette player in his
lap, hishands around it, and cried.

After awhile, he closed hiseyes and fell adeep.

The heat woke him. The shade that had protected him earlier had retreated, and three quarters of his
body wasin the sun. He sat up groggily, his head foggy with deep. Hisfirst thought was to check the
trail. After al, he thought, I'm supposed to be on guard duty. The motorcycleswere till there. Traffic did
dowly through the canyon, bumper to bumper now. The windshields reflected brightly, and he couldn't
see the occupants. Baggage was strapped to the car tops. His second thought was of how lucky he was
that Dad hadn't caught him deeping. Hed have freaked out for sure.

He clipped the player to his belt and walked back to the cave. Maybe Mom knew where some batteries
were. If not, he might be able to talk her into running into town with him for some more. If Dad was so
set againgt going into Denver, they could go west to Georgetown or Idaho Springs.

Eric stopped at the cave entrance. V oices came from within, hisfather's and one he didn't recognize. He
scooted into the crawlway and crept closer. The Coleman lantern's harsh light |eft deep shadows through
the room.

"Y ou have more than enough for three people,” said the man sitting on abox with his back to Eric. A big
soft-looking hulk, over two-hundred pounds, he wore a jean jacket with the deeves cut off at the
shoulder, short, spiked hair, and adangly earring. Dad stood on the other side of the lantern, hisarms
across his chest, and another man, tall and scrawny, maybe high school age, sat on Eric's mattress.

Eric pushed himsdf up dowly and scanned the room. Mom wasn't there. He thought she might be in one
of the back corridors he hadn't gotten around to exploring yet. She had said that there was alot moreto
the cave.

Dad said, "There's not so much. I'm planning on staying for the winter."

The jean-jacket man leaned forward. " So we go get more when thisruns out. Lots of food thereif you
know whereto look." "L ooting you mean." "A strong man takes what he wants." Dad stepped back
toward a stack of boxes. The high school kid said from the mattress, "Might be we could team up. Y ou
got agood start here. Three guys working together could do al right. We get some women and wait for
thingsto blow over."

"Y ou're not too old for witch wool are you?' said jean-jacket. "All kinds of babes would be happy to
come out here and get away from the city. Scared, you know."

"I likeit one." Dad looked relaxed but Eric suddenly fdt cold. The leaves beneath him seemed to
crackle like firecrackers and the darkness of the crawlway felt like poor cover.

"Maybe he'sdready getting some,” said high schooal. ™Y ou notice he got three mattresses here?"
Jean-jacket walked over to the beds. "Three. Y ou said you were on your own. Who you hiding?"
"Used to be three of us. My family. They didn't makeit. | buried them out there." He nodded toward the



entrance. Eric tried to look like arock.

Jean-jacket said, "That'stoo bad. Shit happens, doesn't it?' He seemed to mull over Dad's news.
"Maybe you'reright, old man. Y ou'd do better on your own. So I'll tell you what. Why don't you leave?
High school laughed.

"Thisismy place. | found it and | did the work to stock it." Dad stepped back again. Eric dipped his
hand down to hiswaist and loosened the tie on the ding shot's ammo bag.

"Other people know about this cave," said jean-jacket. "Getting herefirst doesn't makeit yours. | figure |
got just as much aright to it as anybody.”

"Why you talking to thisguy?' said high school. "L et's toss him off the mountain.” Dad looked back and
forth between them.

Jean-jacket paused, asif conddering theidea. "Cops. We can't et him go." He sighed. "They're pretty
busy, those that ain't faling down sick, but someone might get interested.”

Eric loaded abal bearing into the ding shot. His hands trembled and he could barely hold the lesther
patch around the shot.

"You going to doit?" said high school. Eric got up on hisknees. They were both looking at Dad. Eric
took a deep breath and pulled the shot to his ear.

Then Dad moved. He planted both hands on high school's chest and pushed. The young man yelped as
he stumbled back and tripped over the mattresses. Dad dove to the back of the cave. Eric let go of the
shot. The lantern burst into a hundred shards of glass, and the room went black. "Run, Dad!" Eric yelled.

He turned and sprinted on his hands and knees out of the crawlway. He stood too quickly at the
entrance, damming his back into the rough ceiling, and then he was out and running to a boulder above
the cave entrance. He wanted to be higher than them. He loaded another bal bearing into the ding shot
and spread ahandful more on aflat spot where he could easily reach them. The entranceway wasfifty
feet away. An easy shot. But he was gasping. Where was Dad? A bearing rolled off. He didn't take his
eyes off the entrance. One minute passed. Two. He wiped swesat from hiseyes. A flicker of movement a
hundred yards avay. Maybe asquirrel. It kept moving, and then it grew longer. An arm. A head. Dad
sueezed himsdlf out from under arock. Another entrance, Eric thought. He wanted to yell to him, but he
was afraid the men would come out any second and know where he was. They shouted to each other in
the cave. Eric couldn't hear their words. He figured they hadn't found flashlights, and they werefeding the
way out in the dark.

Dad climbed to acairn of rocks higher on the dope and dug into them.

"Hereitid" hollered jean-jacket as he stepped into the light. High school joined him, and they both
shaded their eyes.

Eric pulled the shot back, not sure what to do. If they moved toward Dad, he would shoot them, but
would the shot drive them off or just make them furious?

Dad yanked along bundle wrapped in canvas from the rocks and started untying the rope that secured it.
The men saw him. Jean-jacket pointed one direction for high school to go, and he went the other.
Ericlet go of the shot. The bal bearing hissed and nailed high school.



He went down, holding hisarm. "Héll, hdll, hell!" Herolled under ascrub oak in plain sight. "I'm shot!”
Jean jacket ducked behind arock. "I didn't hear anything.”

"Must have had aslencer.”

"How bad?'

High schoal took his hand off hisarm and looked at it in wonder. "There ain't no blood,” hesaid. "But |
think it'sbroke."

Eric rose and aimed at jean-jacket, who saw him.
"It'sjust agoddamned kid!"

Eric let go and the shot smacked loudly into the rock by jean-jacket in asmall puff of rock dust. The
ricochet whined into the distance. Jean-jacket dropped out of sight.

"He'sjust got adamned ding shot,” heydled. "It's not like he can kill you."

Dad stepped onto an overhang that looked down on al of them. "I can,” he said and cocked the shotgun
he carried. On the pinnacle of rock, the sun high behind him, he looked ominous and deadly. "Timefor
you mento go home."

Jean-jacket stood. Dad swung the barrdl in his direction. There was along silence. Then jean-jacket put
his hands on his head. High school did the same, and the two marched down the trail. "We're coming
back, suck-nutsl" screamed high school when they were aimost out of sight. Dad didn't move. The
shotgun pointed toward them until they got on their motorcycles and rode away .

Eric sat. Dad jumped from the overhang and sat next to him.
"Youdiddl right, son," hesaid.

Eric gazed at the dirt between hisfeet. He didn't want to look at Dad. If he hadn't fallen adeep, this
wouldn't have happened. "I thought you were going to die," Eric said findlly.

Dad patted him on the shoulder awkwardly. "I thought so too." He broke open the shotgun. The
chamberswere empty. "1 didn't have shellsinit.”

Eric stared, open-mouthed.
Dad said, "'l got in ahurry when you started shooting at them. | forgot to load.”

A voice abovethem said, "Good thing | didn't." Gravel skittered down the dope. Eric looked up. Mom,
holding Dad's 20 gauge, picked her way among the cactus and granite. " Someone has to have some
senseinthisfamily." She answered Eric's unasked question. "1 went out the back door when they camein
the front. Watched the whole thing." She smiled. " Sure scared me when the lantern went out. Y ou shot
it?'

Eric nodded.
She looked down at the highway, where the line of carsrolled dowly westward. "Will they come back?"
Dad snapped the shotgun closed. "No. | don't believe they will."



Ericsad, "They sad they would.”
"| think they were sick, Eric. Sick people do desperate things, but they don't livelong."

Dad stood and brushed dirt off of his pants. He helped Mom stand, and they walked hand in hand to the
cave. Eric, walking behind them, began to laugh. He laughed so hard that he had to it on thetrail.

"What isit, Eric?' said Mom.

Eric looked a them both again. Their hair was dirty, clothes smudged. She stood over him, shotgun
balanced on her hip. Dad rested his gun on his shoulder.

"Youlook . .." Helaughed even louder. "You look ... so different.” Herolled onto his back, short of
bresth.

Dad hdd his hands out and examined himsdf. "Wdl," he sad, "it's not Norman Rockwdl."

Chapter Three
A DAY WITH WOLVES

A sound woke him, or perhagps aflash of heat lightning from the cloudsthat till hung in the esst. He
couldn't tell. Hisright shoulder throbbed where his stone bed pressed through the degping bag, and his
backbone felt compressed and warped. He sighed comfortably. These were the sensations he associated
with deegping outdoors. He looked for star patternsfor the time. When held drifted off, the mountainsto
the west were just touching Gemini, which would have made it around 9:00, but now UrsaMgjor, the
Big Dipper, was acouple of degrees off the horizon. The world turns, he thought, asit aways does. He
figured it was 2:00 am. or 0.

Heidentified the congtdlations. Bootes, with brilliant Arcturus anchoring it; Draco snaking around Ursa
Minor, the Little Dipper; and right a the cloud line, Hercules facing the next brightest night light, Vega.
Clouds hid Andromeda, Cassiopeia, Cygnus, Capricornus, Pegasus and Aquarius. His dad used to sing
asong about the "dawning of the age of Aquarius." Eric pondered on it for amoment, trying to come up
with the tune, but he couldntt.

He stared into the sky. One good thing about the Apocaypse, he thought, isthe stars shine brighter
without city lightsto wash them ot.

The air murmured distantly like a degp, deep growl. He guessed the storm might be fifty milesaway and
dowly gpproaching. He remembered how Huck Finn described thunder asa ' rumbling, grumbling,
tumbling down the sky towards the underside of the world, like rolling empty barrels down gairs, where
it'slong stairs and they bounce agood dedl, you know." That was Troy's favorite part of the book when
Eric had read it to him years ago. Troy had sat on hislap and turned the pages night after night by the
uneven light from a kerosene lantern. Sometimes Eric could read eight or nine pages before Troy's head
sagged, and Eric would carry him to bed.

Lightning flickered again, like afar away flash bulb, and Eric flinched. Something moved at the rock's
base. He saw it in the corner of hiseye. Herolled to get a better look, but the ground was absolutely
black to him. Thelightning hadn't been that bright, but for a moment his eyes were blinded to whatever
the starlight might reveal. Gradually, though, he made out the outline of therock helay on, and then the
clumps of grassbelow it, and then the asphalt road held been hiking, asilver path in the dim light. Nothing
moved. He strained his eyes watching the dark mounds of grass until the bass whisper of thunder shook
theair again. All wasdim slver or black. Cold air did past hisface. Spring was still young and he knew
that for many mornings more held waken to frost on the ground. Other than the swish his own degping



bag made as he turned, and the far off thunder, the night dept silently.

A black hump moved. Eric had been looking to itsleft, but he was sure that it changed positions. His
eyes ached trying to discern this shadow from any other. Another one moved. Thisone hetracked asit
glided ten feet and then stopped. He kept hiseyeson it, surethat if he looked away that it would be
indistinguishable from every other black shadow on the starlit, silvered backdrop. Thetop of the stone
suddenly seemed too close to the ground. When held climbed it at sunset, his backpack dragging him
backwards and each handhold a shade too far of areach, the eight or so feet had seemed plenty tall
enough, but now, with shadows drifting around its base, the stone afforded little protection. He pushed
his hand into his pack and grasped the handle of hisding shot. The stedl ball bearings clinked softly ashe
opened the leather bag's neck and grabbed one between his thumb and index finger. Another shadow
moved.

Lightning flashed, flickering brightly for an instant. Eyes below reflected the light back, and then Eric was
left to contemplate the afterimage floating before him. Long legs, solid bodies, huge feet. For a second
Eric thought they were dogs, but the next burst of lightning confirmed what he feared. They were too big,
too smilar to each other. Fera dog pack's members showed al the remnants of their mixed ancestry. In
the same group might be afew that looked like callies, afew like German shepherds, somelike
Dobermans. Their snouts and heads varied in shape and size. And they barked alot. Dog packs were
amost aways noisy, but Eric had heard nothing from these animals. They were wolves. He placed the
bal bearing in the ding shot'sleether patch.

Here is something worth telling them in town, he thought. Hed read that wolves were hunted to extinction
in Colorado by 1930. No wild wolveslived in the contiguous 48 states, except for asmal population in
Minnesotaand an experimenta pack in Y ellowstone. It's taken 50 yearsfor them to get here from
Canada, but they're back. He remembered stories he'd read about wolves, dl of them frightening; how
wolveswould attack lone men hunting in the woods, how they were the anima kingdom's equivalent of
mass murderers, killing way more than they could eat; how one wolf might fataly cripple adozen cowsin
one night, eating none of them but leaving them to suffer until the poor rancher the next day would be
forced to destroy them. He'd read a book once about famous outlaw wolves, the kind that terrorized
communities and defied huntersto kill them: Queen Wolf in Unaweep Canyon, Colorado; Split Rock
Wolf in Wyoming; Old Whitey in Bear Springs Mesa, Colorado, and perhaps the most notorious, Three
Toes of Harding County, South Dakota, who took thirteen years to hunt down, and whom ranchers
credited with destroying fifty thousand dollars worth of stock.

Wild dogs the town can handle. A couple of guards on horseback, with their own dogs to help, managed
to keep stock lossto aminimum; asick cow now and then, or sometimes a calf that wandered off. But if
wolves are back, he thought, then precautions will have to be doubled.

In the next flash of lightning he counted a dozen of them. Some lay down; four or five were standing,
sniffing the wind perhaps. He wondered if they knew he wasthere. Surdly they do, he thought. How
could they not? Held read that awolf's sense of smell was a hundred times keener than aman's, and that
its eyesight was phenomend at night. He scooted himsdlf to the edge of the rock;, taking his ding shot
with him, athough now al he thought wasthat if the wolvestried to climb the rock, he might be ableto
scare them off. The chances of gtriking afatal blow in the dark seemed remote. He felt the edge of the
stone beneath his hand. Something moved below him, and then the lightning flashed again. A wolf
gtanding with its forefeet on the rock, stretching dmost five feet verticdly, its head only three feet away,
met him eyeto eye. Eric froze.

Thewolf whined. It seemed such asmall sound for an animal this size to make and so ridiculousthat Eric
amost laughed, but instead he screamed, "Back off!" Claws scrabbled againgt the rock, and the next



flash revealed al the wolves looking up at him, heads cocked to one side or the other, tongues lolling
lazily out of their mouths, their eyeslike bright lights shining out of their dark faces.

Eric hed the dingshot ready, but the next flicker showed none of them had moved, and when it flashed
again, the wolves seemed disinterested. For along time, maybe an hour, Eric sat up watching the wolves
by lightning. One was much larger than the rest, the one who'd partidly climbed the rock. Eric guessed he
might be one-hundred and fifty pounds or so and at least three feet tal at the shoulder. The rest ranged
from sixty pounds to maybe a hundred. They seemed well fed. No lean and hungry look in them at dl. Of
course there were range cattle to eat, he thought, and the deer population had soared once man wasn't
around to harvest the surplus each year. He should have guessed that wolves, the natural predator, would
eventudly return.

Dogs dayswere numbered. They'd either interbreed or be driven out of the ecologica niche. He thought
about the others, mountain lion and bear. They'd probably made a comeback too. Maybe out on the
plains of Kansas, buffado herds were dowly building. If the fences were down, and they undoubtedly
were, and if the pathetic little populations thet lived on thetiny preserves hadn't died thefirst few winters,
then even now the plains might be the home of the buffalo again. Heimagined them nosing through the
abandoned streets of Kansas City. The thought tickled him, and then frightened him. If the animas come
back, where will the men go? Man had to reassart his place in the new world. The thought reminded him
of why he started thistrip. Tomorrow he would reach C-470 and start north to Boulder. The best library
in Colorado was at the university. Boulder might have escaped the genera destruction that Denver
suffered. If the building stands, the books might be safe.

A sound rose from below, but Eric couldn't pin its source. It seemed to swell out of the air around him, a
cool, piercing animal siren, and then another joined it. They al started, ahuge, primeva harmony of
sound. In the lightning, the wolves strained their snouts up, howling a the sky. Eric shivered. They
continued, two barks and a howl; two barks and a howl.

Heredlized they weren't afraid of him. They weren't threatening him; they weren't hungry. He probably
could climb off the rock and walk away and they wouldn't do anything, because afive-foot wolf would
have no trouble jumping to the top of an eight-foot rock. Eric tilted his head back to see what the wolves
saw. The clouds covered the sky now, hiding the stars, and the lightning flashes within the cloudsit up
their fantastic shapes: bottomless valeys and prodigious mountains of migt, fantastic rollings of shapes
birthing and swallowing each other, like a dow motion ocean gone mad. Profound rumbles shook the air

regulaly.

The wolves howled, and after amoment of this, Eric cleared histhroat and joined them. The sound rose
up from deep in his chest. Hejoined their harmony. Despite hisfears, despite hisimagining of aworld
without men, it felt good to yowl at the sky.

The clouds hid the sunrise the next morning, and when Eric awoke late, it took him aminuteto place
where hewas. He sat in his degping bag. To the east, dmost on the horizon, adark line of trees marked
the course of the South Platte. To the south, the gentle hillsrose and fdll until they blurred in the distance,
North, ruins of houses and dark foundations marked the same hills. On the north side of Bowles Avenue,
severd large houses behind along line of crumbling brick wall till stood. Unlike so many others, they
looked asif they had escaped the burning during the greet panic, but their roofs had long since collapsed,
and they sagged liketired old men.

He shuddered, thinking about the greet fire that had dmost killed him when he was young.

The remnants of the western edge of Denver and its suburbs stretched for twenty-five milesin that
direction. Eric planned on walking beyond Denver's western edge before heading north to Boulder. The



dogs were worse in the city, where they roamed in large packs, and aman traveling aone would be too
tempting. To thewest, the hills doped until they legpt into mountains only ahaf adozen miles away.
Snow 4till covered the front range, but

the low clouds kept him from seeing them.

Except for tracks as big as his hand, he found no sign of the
wolves after he stowed the deeping bag and climbed off the rock. Before he started, he finished twenty
push-ups, fifty Sit-ups and a series of stretching exercises—his morning routine for years.

His back felt much better when he'd worked the kinks out, and by the time he hefted his pack to his
shoulders, he was whistling. Twenty minutes farther down the road, he redlized the tune was "Aquarius.

By the time the sun popped from behind the clouds an hour later, when he guessed he was il two or
three miles from the C-470 interchange where he would turn north, he realized he was being followed.
Nerves, hethought at first. A man spends an evening perched above wolves, and he getsjumpy. He
twirled at aclatter, like gravel being kicked, but the road stretched as empty behind him asit stretched in
front. Plenty of brush for something to hidein, he observed. An army could snesk aong ten feet from the
road, and he'd never know athing. He walked on, earsfinely tuned.

He camed himsdf by contemplating the changesin the road since the last time he went west fifteen years
ago. First, weeds commanded more of the path than asphalt now. Fifteen years ago, at least in most
spots, the road was still aroad. Double yellow lines, faded to near invisibility, still marked the middie. But
this hadn't surprised him. The first spring of the Now Time he'd been amazed at how bad the roads were.
Cracks had formed. Weeds had pushed through in some spots aready. Winter swelling had buckled the
asphdt in some places and pulled it gpart in others. Without constant traffic and road crews, the elements
and nature went to work. Each year after that, erosion undercut some parts. Wind-blown dirt or mud
overflows from rain covered other sections, and plants rooted in every crack and every deposit of sail,
S0 that even if he had acar now, hewouldn't be able to drive aquarter of amile without faling into a
gully or stopping at an obstruction. In Europe, held read, the Romans built aroad called the Appian

Way, and some sections of it were gtill passable 2,000 years later, but they built with stones. Asphalt was
too biodegradable.

He pushed through aline of weeds ayard wide that cut al the way across the road. Weeds and grasses
skirted the next thirty feet of relatively clean asphdt, then a grass peninsula covered the path, and if he
didn't know better, he could have sworn that there had never been aroad. Glass crunched behind him.
Hetwirled again. Grasses, weeds, scrub oak, but nothing else. He sniffed: ahint of Pinyon and ozonein
theair, aremnant of last night's storm. He wet hisfinger and held it up. The sound was downwind. If it
were animal, it'd be smdling him, not the other way around.

Hed left the outskirts of Littleton and athough ruins no longer dotted the landscape, he'd reached theline
of gutted and rusted cars that ended at the C-470 intersection. All wererust red or brown and resting on
their rims. Not aspeck of paint left on them. Eric knew of at least four big grassfiresin thelast fifty years
that must have burned any paint that weathering aone wouldn't have removed. Through open doors and
broken windows he saw black seat springs and bare meta. All the vinyl, rubber, leather and plastic were
long gone. Tumbleweed filled some cars and poked out so that they looked like weird plantersin need of
watering. Eric guessed that in the panic to flee Denver, amonstrous traffic jam gridlocked thisroad west.
People must have abandoned their cars and walked. Later, the civil authorities, or the army, had cleared
the road with bull dozers or tanks. Pieces of safety glass glittered wherever helooked. He kept to the
middle, asfar from the wrecks as he could. The empty headlight sockets, broken grills and dangling wires
kept asomber witness. A breeze whistled hollowly.

Eric picked up his pace and glanced quickly sdeto side. It couldn't be the wolves, he thought. Too



noisy. And not dogs. Not noisy enough. Then ahead he saw what held been hoping for: abus. When he
reached it, he glanced over his shoulder, then bent low and ran behind the crumpled metal mass. He
gasped; his heart throbbed solidly in hisears. Ruefully, he admitted to himsdlf that although he wasin fine
shape for seventy-five, he was seventy-five. Dots circled through hisvision.

He braced himsdlf against the bus's cool bulk, and rust powdered his hands. Then he crept to the back of
the bus so that he could see the road without being seen. Why do | want to know? he thought. 1t'd be
best to keep going and let them play their hand. He wasn't worried about degth by violence, he redlized.
It was more likeidle curiosity, or the chalenge of turning the tables on whoever was following him. Not
feding fear waswonderful, liberating. He realized that staying a home he had become afraid. Fighting
with Troy over how to direct the town, hed become a shut-in. The only reason to leave the house was to
go to town mestings, and al he'd thought about for the last few years was how afraid he was for the
future of humanity, or a least that segment of humanity he knew. Cut off from other groups, slvaging
manufactured goods, making nothing for themselves, he feared their degth by ignorance. Ashelay inthe
shade of the bus, haf buried by atumbleweed, milesfrom home, followed by who knew what for who
knew why, hefelt glad. He smiled.

A haf hour passed. Eric pinched the back of his hand to stay awvake. A mouse ran acrosstheroad. A
bird sang the same six notes over and over. A meadow lark, he thought. He smiled. HEd never forgotten
hisdad's bird calls. The breeze stopped and heat waves shimmered off the asphalt and broken glass.

Eric thought about a hunting trip he taken when Troy was twelve. Carrying compound bows, they'd left
before dawn for ablind set near asdlt lick by McLdlan Reservoir. Rains had come down hard for
severa weeks before, softening the ground, and avisit to the lick the day before showed deer usediit.
With luck, theréd be fresh venison on their table. But nothing went well. At the blind, Troy refused to
say ill, jJumping up at every sound, notching and un-notching an arrow, rummaging through his day
pack, and when adeer did come, he scared it off with ahasty, ill-aimed shot.

Eric thought, | wastoo rough with him. | shouldn't have ydled. But the missed medl wastoo red in his
head, and Troy was crushed. He didn't speak to Eric for the rest of the day, and the next day, when Eric
caled himin for hisreading lesson, Troy said, "l don't need to read, | need to hunt." A week later Troy
brought in adeer hed shot on his own. Exhausted, he dropped it at Eric's feet. Dirt covered hisface. A
long scratch ran down the side of his cheek, but he didn't look proud; he looked angry, and Eric didn't
know whét to say. Confronted with this new verson of hisson, thisdefiant hunter, hefdt at aloss.
Finaly, Eric put out his hand. He wanted to hug him, to pull him closeto his chest and say, "Ah, son.” But
he didn't. He knew now, at the time when he most needed to show he loved him he'd made amistake: he
only offered to shake his son's hand. Troy kept his own hands a his sdefor along time before he
reached out and shook with Eric. He never read with hisfather again.

Eric's chin rested on hisforearm, and he knew he'd been degping. Whatever had been following him had
either been afigment of hisimagination, or it had spotted him leaving the road and was now holed up on
itsown waiting for him to move. Herolled onto his side and dug into his backpack for ajar of preserves
and some bread. He decided he had no need to rush. Traveling in the heat drained him. If he reached the
intersection by evening, he could find agood campsite on the hill beyond. There used to be a stone hut
above agully afew hundred yards up the hill, and if it still stood, he would deep there.

When he spotted a coyote trotting up the road, he paused in mid-bite. He thought, thisismy day for the
dog family. No wind now to carry my scent, he's probably tracking me. Asif to confirm thisthought, the
coyote paused to smell the asphdt before continuing towards Eric. Then it opped a hundred and fifty
yards away, perked its ears, and stepped toward a car on itsside. A rock sailed from behind the car; the
coyote ducked and sprinted away.



Got you, thought Eric. He moved his backpack to the corner of the buswhereit'd be visible, put his hat
ontop of it, asif hed decided to lay down, then crawled into the underbrush, carefully keeping out of
sght of whoever hid behind the car down the road. Out of the shade, the sun beat hard on his back. He
partidly stood, and, using bushes for cover, maneuvered himsdlf closer to the car. I'm on astalk, and
well seejust who you are. He fdlt strong, springy, like atwenty-year-old. He dipped arock the size of
an egg into his pocket, and when he found another about the same size, he kept it in his hand.

Sowly now, he crept closer. Twenty yards away, he squatted behind a Vv olkswagon Bug with Colorado
plates. The embossed mountains till showed in the metal. The rock he tossed over the other car
clatered loudly in the silence of the afternoon. Somebody said something and somebody else hissed a
loud " Shhhh!™ Eric weighed the second rock in his hand. After considering what to do with it for a
moment, he threw it directly at the other car. The"clang” <till echoed when ahead popped up, looked
around, then dropped out of sight.

Ericyelled, "Dodge! Y ou can come out now." He heard frantic whispering. "Y ou too, Rabbit."

Sheepishly, the two boys stood. "How'd you find us, Grandfather?* asked Dodge. Rabbit said, "I told
you he wastoo smart for us.”

Eric amiled a them. "Y ou boys eat yet?'

When they finished lunch, Dodge showed Eric their inventory. Dodge had packed five one-pound
packages of beef jerky, aroll of dried crab apple leather and a package of rock candy. Rabbit's pack,
which Eric decided must weigh sixty pounds, had twice as much food, two knives, afirs-aid kit box
filled with various herbs, atool kit complete with hammer and saw, a hundred-foot length of rope, atent,
ashove, and acomplete change of clothesfor both of them. "I like to be prepared,” he said.

"Y ou can't come with me, boys," said Eric.
"I knew held say that," said Rabbit. He scowled and turned his scarred face away.

Dodge wasn't bothered. "Where you going to anyway?' He sucked on a piece of candy. "Dad don't even
know your gone. He's going to bust abow string for sure.”

Dodgetold him that they'd discovered him missing the day before, probably only minutes after he'd left,
and they decided to go after him. They'd run home, packed, and been on the road for an hour when
nightfall came. They'd dept in a Chevy van that was partialy protected by a collapsed garage. "Old man
will kill himsdlf if wedon't catch him," iswhat Dodge said that Rabbit had said. "Said no such thing,” said
Rabbit.

"Didto," said Dodge. "We figured you know some grest scavenging, like atreasure trove we talked
about. Caught up to you thismorning. Still don't know how you guessed us out.”

Rabbit turned back to them. "All the good stuff's gone.”

Eric chewed on atough piece of jerky thoughtfully. ™Y ou hear anything last night?*

Dodge blanched. "Nothing." Eric recognized Dodge'slie. At ten, Dodge didn't have a poker face.
Rabbit said without flinching, " Some thunder."

"You didn't hear anything like this?' Eric howled.

Dodge's jaw dropped. "That was you?' He looked at Rabbit and then back at Eric. "You?'



Rabbit dapped histhigh. "Told you it wasn't ghogts.”

Dodge snapped back, "I didn't say they were ghodts. | said it sounded like ghosts.”

"Y ou were scared.”

"So wereyou." Dodge looked back at Eric again. "How'd you do al that?"

"It wasn't dl me, son. It wasn't dl me." He wouldn't say any more about it. They finished lunch.
"So what about the treasure trove?" asked Dodge.

Eric thought about the library at Boulder. Thousands of books: books on farming, metallurgy, medicine,
astronomy. "l guess maybe you're right about that,” he said. "I've got atreasureinmind if | can get toiit. If
it'sgill there"

Dodge sad, "Y ou're gonnaneed help carrying it back, then, right?" Rabbit nodded in agreement.
Eric picked at a piece of meat jammed between hisfront teeth. "Your dad . . ."

"Dad's scared your gonna teach me something he don't want me to know," said Dodge. "Y ou ought to
hear him go on. He's asking me dl thetime, 'What's he saying to you now? What's the old man saying?
And he keepstelling meto stay away from you." Dodge bit hislip. Eric thought it asad expression. It
was ahabit Troy had when he was young. Hed bite hislip so often that sometimesit'd turn blue from the
bruises underneath. "'l don't want to stay away from you, Grandfather."

Eric explained why they couldn't go, how the trip might be dangerous, how an old man who knew the
ways of the world would be safe but if he had to look after two kidsthat they all might get hurt, how their
parents would worry about them. He used all his best arguments, so it was with morethan alittle
amazement, when he reached the intersection of Bowles Avenue and C-470 and moved up the hill
towards the stone hut, that he redlized the boys were still with him, and that he had agreed to take them.

Asthey cleared trash off the hut's floor so there would be room for their degping bags, Rabbit said, "Y ou
know, somebody's been watching us."

Eric sad, "Excuse me?'

Holding the corners, Rabbit snapped his ground cloth out and it settled gently to the stone floor. "They
been spying on us since lunch. Surprised you didn't notice.” 1t was the longest speech he made dl day.

Chapter Four
HOLDING HANDS

Four days after the motorcycle thugs shouted their parting curses, hopped on their motorcycles and
roared away, traffic on the highway stopped. The night before, the bumper to bumper parade had crept
west, headlights glinting from the chrome and windshields of the carsin front of them, talllightswinking
bright red as they tapped their brakes. Sometimes someone would beep, and the horn echoed from the
granite wdl acrossthe stream. Two or three hours after sunset, Eric's mother relieved him. They'd been
keeping twenty-four hour watch of the path to the cave. But in the morning, when Eric took the lookout
again, the empty, silent road greeted him. He put on his headphones and thumbed on hisradio for news,
hoping that the batteries had somehow recharged in the night, but they were dead.

Three days later, when he took the morning watch, he till wondered what no traffic meant. Had they
cured it? Did the doctors fix everything and no one was scared? He sighed. There was no way to know



without aradio. He couldn't believe that Dad would have had the foresight to store all the food and other
suppliesin the cave, but forget to include aradio. He looked around at the familiar terrain. A thin coating
of frost covered the shaded part of the rocks. A quarter-inch band of moisture marked the boundary

between the shade and sun. He pressed hishand against arock and left afive fingered shapein the frost.

He pulled the usdless headphones around his neck. The cold meta raised goose bumps on hislegs and
arms. Hetried not to touch hishair, which felt heavy and flat. Oil coated his skin like paint. Dad had said
they'd wash at the river, but he hadn't said it was safe yet. He said he didn't want to risk being seen on
the road. Eric believed himsdlf lucky that Dad let him brush histeeth.

He thought about Amanda Grieves, agirl heliked a school. What would she think of him now, dirty and
hiding in a cave? She sat next to him in the band, the flute section, an instrument held picked two years
earlier because lan Anderson, the lead singer for the group Jethro Tull, played it. She was second chair;
he was third. Each day he'd think about how close they were. Their legs sometimes touched. He felt her
warmth through hisjeans. He had dreamed about holding her hand for weeks, but he didn't tell anyone,
not even hisfriend, Mike, who talked about "scoring” congtantly. "I realy bagged onelast night," hed
say. "We back-sest bopped till we dropped.” But Eric just wanted to hold Amanda's hand. He imagined
them walking down the hal, fingersintertwined.

Rocks clattered behind him and he jumped. His dad was coming toward him, methodicaly kicking
pebbles on hisway, keeping his head down asif he were purposefully clearing the path.

"Quiet?' Dad asked.

Annoyance flared in Eric. The canyon was empty from end to end. Obvioudy it was quiet. He
considered something clever like, "Y ou just missed the floats and bands," but said nothing.

Dad rested his hands on the boulder Eric used for awatch post. Asbig asarefrigerator onitsside, it
offered a perfect view of the only approach to the cave and was easy to hide behind. Dad bent his
elbows until his chest met the rock, doing akind of leaning push-up. Eric doubted his dad was strong
enough to do ared push-up, then he thought about the boxesin the cave: cases of canned fruitsand
vegetables and the other supplies. He still marveled over the mattresses. No matter how hetried, he
couldn't imagine his scrawny, unatheletic, bookish father muscling the mattresses up the scrub oak
choked trail from theroad. A black holster hung from Dad's belt. Eric couldn't imagine hisdad carrying a
gun either, but there it was, dark wooden handle sticking out of the dark lesther.

Dad sad, "I haveto goto thevan.”

"| thought you'd got it al."

Dad grimaced and pushed himsdlf upright. "1syour radio working?*
Eric shook his head.

"I'm going to find out about this." He waved his hand at the road. "Then I'll driveinto Idaho Springs. |
want you to go with me."

Normally, before this horrible, weird week, Eric hated driving with hisfather, partly because Dad braked
ahaf block earlier than he needed to, as far as Eric was concerned, and he aways took the shortest
route, even if adightly longer one had ten fewer stop lights. He aso hated driving with hisfather because
of the sllence. Long, dry, uncomfortable minutes would pass, and neither of them said anything, then Dad
would say something stupid like, "How's school ?*



In 1daho Springs, though, Eric could buy batteries. "Sounds great. Let'sgo!” He did hisarmsinto his
pack straps and followed Dad down the path.

A haf mile east of the cave, US Highway 6 went through a short tunnel. Dad had hidden the van down a
weed-choked access road that cut away from the highway right before this tunnel. HEd parked it behind
athick stand of Cottonwoods. Eric walked ahead, though Dad kept urging him to stay back. Theair
smelled wet and cold next to theriver. By the cave, ahundred feet above the canyon floor, it smelled

dugty, like pinyon.

Eric wasthinking of Amanda again. She had baby-fine blonde hair that brushed her shoulders. When she
played the flute, her head tilted to the Sde and he could see the pulsein her neck, the way her lips pursed
over each note. He had wanted more than anything to hold her hand in the halway, so he made aplan, a
stupid plan, now that he remembered it, but the only one that he thought might work. The door out of the
band room was wide enough for two people to walk together. If he left the room the same time she did,
if helet hishand swing as he walked, he could time the swinging of his hand with her hand, then naturdly,
oh so naturadly, let them meet. Then, they would be holding hands.

"Eric, stay back," repeated Dad. The darkness of the tunnd loomed before them. It amplified theriver,
making the splash of water on rocks sound like clapping. They turned onto the access road. A patch of
brambles caught Eric's sock. He bent and carefully brushed them away. Dad walked past him.

When Eric caught up, Dad stood to the side of the road, his arms crossed on his chest. Thevan, Eric
saw, rested on four flats. The windows were broken in and the hood was up. Eric didn't need to look at
the engine to know that it too was vandaized. " Sheesh. Now werein for it." Eric peered into the van,
careful to keep his hands off the jagged edges around the windows. The seat covers were dashed and
white stuffing pushed out of the dits. Dad climbed the dope above the car and rolled some rocks off a

pile
"Hah! They missed our stuff though." A corner of abox showed between two of the stones. "Well get
thislater." Helooked at the van for amoment. Eric tossed a handful of pebblesinto the creek wherethe

foam swallowed them without asplash. He thought they might hitchhike to town, then he remembered
therewas no traffic. "Sheesh!" he said again.

Dad covered the box, then did down the dope. "Wewalk," he said and moved resolutely up the path to
the highway.

When they passed the hidden trail to the cave, Eric wasthinking again of Amanda. She smiled often.
Sometimes, when they played a section of music particularly well, she smiled a him, but they didn't ever
talk. He didn't know what to say once he got past "Hello," and "How are you?' He thought, why did |
think she'd hold hands with me? He blushed remembering how his plan hadn't worked out, and he was
glad hisfather was ahead of him.

School this year was so weird anyway, he thought. Everybody talking about the disease. The
newspapers caled it "Mega-cold" or "The Austrian Cold,” or "Beggar's Fever," because doctorsfirst
identified it among the homeessin Vienna. We were dtill cheering a footbal gameswhenthe T.V.
started reporting the disease. It was a curiosity, something happening to people far away. First they'd act
asif they had acold, sniffing and coughing, then, after aweek or so, the fever would start, and within
twenty-four hours they'd be dead. The fever wouldn't break, even after they died, the newspapers said.
For hours afterward the virus ate at the body, cregting its own hegt. The disease's progresswas smple:
two weeks contagious, one week of the cold, one day of fever, then death. Hed heard that airborne
droplets from coughs transmitted the virus amile downwind. So did swest. Brian Knudson told him, ina
horrified whisper, just touching a doorknob an infected person had handled aweek before gave onethe



disease.

Adults acted funny too. The band director, even, told everyone in the woodwind section not to swap
reeds. All the fuss, though, didn't touch Eric. Teacherstaked about the disease. Students staged benefit
concerts, and the school nurse gave talksin class about health issues. But Eric could only think about
Amandas hand, Amandas beautiful, remote and lonely hand.

He shook hishead ruefully. Four daysin arow hed tried for it asthey left the band room. Thefirst time,
Theresa Ortiz got in the way. The next three times his nerve failed him, but thefifth time, Friday, the last
week in May, helined himself perfectly. They reached the door, shoulder to shoulder. He smelled her
perfume, he was S0 close, and underneath that, he imagined, something elsg, lilacs, like her bath soap
perhaps. The thought made his head swim: her bath soap! He could in amoment bewalking in the hdll,
hand in hand with Amanda Grieves, the prettiest girl in the flute section. Heck, the entire band. She
wasn't like those women in the Metallica posters, the Prince posters, with black mesh stocking and metd
studded leather bikinis. She wasredl. Hisforearm brushed hers. He wiped his hand on hisleg, then timed
his reach. There! He caught her hand in his. For asecond, all was perfect. He had her hand. Then she
stopped, jerked it away and said, "What do you think you're doing?' Shelooked at him, puzzled. "Were
you trying to hold my hand?" she asked. He couldn't speak. Someone bumped her from behind, and she
joined the crowd in the hal. Other band members pushed past him where he stood, blocking the
doorway.

Later, Eric sat in the lunch room poking at his Sdisbury Steak. At the table next to his, a couple sat
facing each other, foreheads amost touching, holding hands. He wondered, how do they do it? How do
people ever get to hold hands?

A few weeks after that, he got a girlfriend, but he couldn't shake the sight of Amandas sculpted and
impossiblefingers, lightly curled, brushing her thigh as she walked.

The high tech, straight-as-a-mountain-road-coul d-be multi-lane I-70 replaced the old, curvy, two-lane
USHighway 6 in the mid-1960s. Until 1991 when Colorado made smal stakes gambling legd in Black
Hawk and Centrd City, only dow-paced tourists and fishermen used the old road that followed the
course of Cripple Creek, crossing occasionaly. When the road builders could figure no other way, the
road dove through short tunnels where children in station wagons urged parents to beep their horns. The
scenic route ended where the old highway merged with the new viaalong, steep entrance ramp.

Just before noon, Eric trudged up this ramp behind his dad, who had not rested since they began hiking
three hours before. The creek gurgled over rocksto Eric'sleft. Other than their feet scuffing the asphalt,
thelively chatter of the water was the only sound he had heard since they |eft the van. Nether Eric nor his
Dad had spoken. The wet sounds reminded Eric that histhroat ached from thirst. His shoulders throbbed
where the pack weighed them down. Hisfeet hurt; he could fed blisters forming where his
perspiration-soaked socks rubbed on each step. He glanced at hisdad. A broad swath of swest stained
the back of hisshirt to hisbelt.

Eric broke their sustained silence with, "When are we going to get there?"

Dad stopped, put his hands on his hips, the right hand cupping the holstered gun, and sighed loudly. He
didn't turn to face Eric, but looked up the ramp until Eric reached him.

"We better talk," Dad said.

Eric closed his eyesfor asecond. Dad's "talks' were ways abore, or bad, or both. He opened them
and tried to ook interested. "Okay."



"Y our mom issick. I've been trying to figure away to tell you while weve been walking, and | don't
know any way but this."

It hadn't occurred to Eric to wonder what Dad was thinking. Hours of silence from him weren't unusud.
Eric assumed he wasn't thinking. Theideathat Dad was churning something in hisbrain at the sametime
he was struck him peculiarly, like finding out that escargot was snail. Then the words themsalves sunk in.
Momissick.

Dad continued, "She's sick; maybe you and | are too, so we've got to get to Idaho Springs for medicine.
They may have adoctor and aclinic. We can bring her into town if theré'sroom. Perhapsit'snot the ...
the..." He paused, searching for aword. ".. . disease, but it might be. We can't be too careful.”

"We should be with her." Eric wanted to run down the ramp and back toward the cave. He could amost
see her, aone, frightened, a big, heavy woman who needed someone to care for her.

"Shélll befine. It'sjust a cough now, anitchy throat. She has aspirin. She wanted you to go with me.”
"But she would have expected us hours ago. Shell think were dead.”

Dad wiped hisface with abandanna he pulled from his back pocket. Then hetied it around his neck.
"She'satough bird, Eric. Besides, she saw usgo by thismorning.”

"l didn't see her."

"Y ou weren't paying atention. She waved from the lookout. Anyway, we may not be walking much
longer.”

"What do you mean?"'
"Ligen."

Eric turned his head sdeto side, like ahound dog catching a scent, then he heard arumble over the
cascade of water. It rosein volume, then fell, and Eric redlized held heard the sound severd timeswhile
they were standing on the ramp.

"It'strucks on I-70. We can catch aride. Were only a couple of miles away, now, but I'm getting tired,”
said Dad. Eric gtarted toward the highway. Dad caught hisarm like aclamp. Eric tried to shake him off,
an automatic response. He hated his dad to touch him. It made him fedl like a baby.

Dad sad, "We're not donetalking.” Eric rlaxed in hisgrip. Dad let go. "If we get sck, son—I mean
your mom and [—we've made some preparations, some things at the house you need to know about.”
Dad fished in his pocket. Eric heard the clink of coins, then Dad handed him akey. "This opens adrawer
in the back of my desk in the office. It's not likely anyone would find the drawer, even if they brokeinto
the house. Init areingructionsfor you." Eric looked at him uncomfortably. Dad continued, ™Y ou know, if
wedo get sick.”

Eric put the key in his pocket. Y ou'll be okay." He looked away. He didn't know how to ded with this.
He thought maybe he should hug his dad. Dad coughed into his hand.

"If things don't work, you'll have to make decisions on your own. Weve got plenty of suppliesin the cave
to get you to winter, but | think you'll need to go back to Littleton before the snows hit. I'm thinking the
worst will be past by then. The disease will have burnt itself out. Do you understand what I'm saying,
about us getting sick, about what you should do?* Dad put his hand on Eric'sarm again, but he didn't
ueezeit thistime,



"Sure, Dad. | got it." Dad's hand pressed a shade harder on Eric'sarm, and Eric looked directly into
Dad's eyes behind his glasses. They were dark brown with little flecks of brightness like gold in them. He
couldn't remember ever looking into his dad's eyeslike thisbefore. " Sure, Dad." Dad pulled his hand

away.

Mogt of the trucks were military, flat green diesdls hiding their cargo behind green canvasthat snapped in
their own wind as they passed Eric and his dad. They walked west toward Idaho Springs, Keeping their
thumbs out. Dad had put the gun and holster in Eric's puck. Theweight felt scary. He could fed its
presence like ablack heart.

An eighteen-wheeler blasted by, driving wind past his ears. Eric Waved hisfist at it. Mom needs usto
hurry. She could be huddled under a blanket now, unable to reach water, wondering if her son deserted
her.

After ten minutes, asilver and red U-Haul truck dowed asit passed and stopped a hundred yards up the
road, itsemergency lightsflashing. They rantoit.

The passenger door opened before they reached the cab. Dad stepped onto the running board. " Thanks.
We just need to get to Idaho Springs.” Eric couldn't seethe driver. Dad sat, then stuck down his hand to
pull Eric up.

"Youfolksaren't dck, areya?' The driver, ayoung man in army fatigues, lay across both of their laps
and yanked the door shut. He checked the rear view mirrors and drove onto the highway. "We got lots
of sck'unsin Denver that aretrying to get out. Y ou wouldn't be one of those, would ya?*

Dad said, "No, we. . ."

"Crazy in Denver, you know. People just up and driving and they don't have half amind to Tuesday
where they're goin'. Government's right to shut the roads. If it were up to people, ever'body would be
contaminated afore they can get thisthing licked." He moved through the gears smoothly. "I heard there
was shooting at some of the blockades. Can't take aman's car away in America" Helaughed. "My
name's Beau. How do you do? Haven't seen many hitchhikers. Fact, youre thefirst." He spoke with a
Southern accent, but rushed from word to word so fast that Eric wondered when he took a bresth.

Eric'sdad smiled. "I'm Sam and thisismy son Eric." Eric couldn't believe he could be so friendly, so
unhurried. The road unwound before him like adow-motion film. He haf thought he could get out and
run faster than the truck was moving. The speedometer needle inched past forty milesan hour. The
soldier shifted again.

"Likel said, name's Beau. Got to make this haul to Salt Lake City, but they didn't say | got to do it
aone. Y ou only going to the Springs? Well, it'sashort trip to heaven, too, they say.”

Dad said, "What's this about blockades? We haven't heard the news for aweek."

"Cut off, areya? Marshall law. Civilians can't drive, and they can't leave the city. Utah shut its borders,
and so | heard have the rest of the states, but that kind of newsis hard to come by. | ain't telling you no
secrets neither. Army isn't saying anything to us. Wejust drive the trucks. Got to keep supplies moving.
Commandeered anything that can roll and the Army and Reserves are doing the delivering. Some second
assgtant to the Surgeon Generd, guy named Washburn, handles dl the medical releases now. Saysthey
got acurein theworks and to 'Be brave in the face of adversity.' | likethat kind of talk.”

"So, istherealot of sckness?'



"l antsayin'thereisand | ain't sayin' thereisn't. | got half amind to believe| got medica suppliesinthe
back of thisrig, though. It'sasinful world. That'sal | got to say. My minister says you reap what you
sow. Y ou watch the T.V. guyson thereligious channel. They'll set you straight. A hard wind'sagonna
blow. Bible saysthat.”

"Do you think we can buy medicinein Idaho Springs?' They passed asign warning they were one mile
from the Idaho Springs exit.

"Y ou got cash money, sure. Don't expect they'll be takin' checks, and your plastic won't be worth
anythin' either if they're behavin' like they arein Denver. Sdller's market. Depends what you want to buy,
too." He downshifted asthey approached the exit. "Can't take you into town. Got a schedule to make."
The heavy truck did to astop. Dust billowed past the window and, when Eric opened the door, into the
cab. He jumped onto the gravel shoulder. Dad climbed down more carefully. The young soldier grinned
a them, alittle sadly Eric thought. "I got ason just two years old in Texas. Haven't talked to my wifefor
three days. Can't get through. Hope they're dl right. A man ought to be with his children. Good luck,
guys." He dammed the door.

Eric had never been to Idaho Springs, and the town looked tacky to him, from the mining scarred
mountains above, to the westhered, cracked-mortar Victorian houses with high-pitched roofs, dirty
garages behind them, their doors hanging crookedly. Sand piled againgt the curbs, remnants from anicy
winter. Dad told him there wasn't amall. No mall! They passed an ugly ski and tee-shirt shop Wherea
"Closed for the Season™ sign hung in the window. A woman walking toward them on the sdewak
crossed the Street to avoid a mesting.

Dad bought Cokes from amachine in front of a closed Conoco. Eric rubbed the cold can againgt his
forehead before opening it. They stood in the shade of the gas pump idland and finished the pops. Eric
hopped from foot to foot, ready to go minutes before Dad, who leisurely, it seemed, shook the last drops
into hismouth.

The Safeway in the middle of town was open—a checkout clerk wearing asurgical mask eyed them as
they came through the doors— but most of the merchandise looked picked over. A few lone cans dotted
the shelvesin the soup section. Much of thetoilet paper was gone. The produce bins were empty. Dad
headed for the pharmacy in back. Eric picked up ared plastic shopping basket with wire handles,
wandered through the ceredl section and looked longingly at the Cocoa Puffs. Hed already noticed the
empty refrigerators. No milk. A man, shivering under the bulk of three or four swesters, rolled a cart
filled to the top with dried pasta: Spaghetti, macaroni, fettuccini, lasagne and green spinach noodles. "Buy
stuff that goreswel," he said. Eric nodded at him.

Hefound batteries by thefilm display and took all thetriple-A's, eight packs of four, enough to replenish
his cassette player sixteen times. Then, thinking about how he wanted the player just for cassettes, he
picked up atrangstor radio shaped like a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle in the toy section, one of the few
itemsthe store had in abundance. Theturtlein hishand left agap in theranks of identicd turtleslikea
missing tooth. He went back to the film display for the right Size batteries.

Eric's sscomach hurt. What was keeping Dad? No one stood at the Pharmacy desk and the light in the
Pharmacist's gtation was off. The man with the sweeters, he thought, has the disease. HEsina
supermarket buying noodles and he's maybe dying. Mom's maybe dying. Where's Dad?

He remembered aMetallicalyric. Nobody ever listened to Metdlicalyrics except some of his
head-banger friends, and they didn't care what the band said. They just liked the image and the sound.
They liked skulls on tee-shirts. Thelyric was, "I'minside. I'm you. Sad but true.”



A door beside the pharmacy clicked open and Dad stepped out. He shut it quietly, then stuck awhite
sack, the kind that held medicine, in Eric's backpack "Come on.”

"What'd you get?'

"Shhh." He took two bottle of rubbing alcohol from ashelf and put them in Eric's basket with the
batteries. "l found out thereisn't aclinic, and the doctor commutes from Denver."

At the checkout counter, the surgical-masked clerk leaned back from them. Eric could amost seehim
holding his breath, and Eric wondered what the man would do if he or Dad sneezed or coughed. Eric
emptied the basket. To the alcohol, batteries and the Ninja Turtle radio, Dad added a handful of M&M

packages.

The clerk didn't reach for the products. His eyes glittered blackly above the mask. He said, "Y ou people
from out of town?' Dad nodded. "That'll be two-hundred dollars."

Dad sad, "That'sridiculous. If you think..."

A sawed off baseball bat, afoot and a half long, appeared in the clerk’s hand. He tapped it on the
counter. "It's our going out of businessprice.”

Dad dtiffened, his knuckles going white asthey gripped the edge of the check stand. Then hesad, "Fine,"
and opened Eric's backpack. The guninitsholster still pressed Eric's back. He wanted to yell, "Dont,
Dad! Don't doit!" Dad pulled hiswallet out of the pack instead, took two billsfrom it and laid them by
the cash regiger.

Outsde the store, Eric said, "Hundred dollar bills?'

Dad shrugged his shoulders. "I thought things might be pricey.”

Dad waked briskly, dmost trotted, farther into town, looking at store Signs as he passed them. He
stopped at a bike shop and rattled the door, which was locked. He cupped his hands around his eyes
and peered through the window into the darkened building, then shook the door again. A second story
window dapped open. Eric stepped into the street and looked up. An elderly woman, gray hair wrapped
inayelow scarf, looked back.

"We're closed. Can't you see, dear?" Her voice squeaked pleasantly. "Theradio just said werein
quarantine now. Y ou boys should be home."

To Ericsrdief, she agreed to open for them and sold them apair of mountain bikes and helmets. Dad
paid cash. She gave them acircular about arecrestiond bike raly from Idaho Springs to Georgetown in
Jduly. "Thislittle fuss should be over by then, don't you think?' Dad smiled and agreed. "Glad | could be
of help,” shesaid. "Biking's very hedthful, you know. Don't know why we ever bothered with cars.”

A few minutes|later, after she adjusted the seats and handles for them, they pedaed away. Eric turned
and she waved. He waved back.

Thetrip to the cave went quickly once they Ieft 1-70 and its roaring trucks that kept them on the
shoulder. The route was mostly downhill. Eric pedded asfast as he could, then glided for minutes, the
new knobby tires buzzing on the asphalt, before pedaling again. Dad kept close. Their shadows raced
ahead asthe sun dropped behind them.

When Eric reached the path to the cave, he hopped off the bike. Mother was not at the lookout, asfar as
he could tell. Dad skidded to astop beside him. "Wait," he said. "I need to show you something first.



Turn around.”

Eric fidgeted as Dad dug in the pack. He heard the crackle of paper. "Here," Dad said. Eric took the
pharmacy bag from him, opened the top and shook out a bottle of pills. There was no label on the bottle.

Cyanide, Eric thought. Dad's flipped like that Jm Jones fellow in Jonestown. He shook the bottle. "What
aethey?'

"Pain killers. Tylenaol four. Tylenol with codeinein them. | want you to know about them in case you have
to be on your own." Dad took the bottle from him. "1 made a deal with the pharmacist. | paid fifteen
bucks apill, and he didn't ask to see my prescription. People were lined up out the back."

Mom was deeping behind the lookout rock. She'd made a bed with their blankets and set up abeach
umbrelathey'd taken to Florida the summer before to shade herself. Eric yelled when he saw her. She
jerked awake and grabbed for the shotgun before she realized who he was. He hugged her for along
time, letting go only when he heard Dad struggling on the steep path with the two bikes.

Mom and Dad sat up late, talking by the light of the Coleman lantern. Their voicesroseand fell ina
gentle mumble. Twenty feet away, Eric lay on his deeping bag, looking at the shadows deep in the cracks
of the cave's celling high above. Hed washed in theriver asthe sun set, the water so cold that the
shampoo wouldn't lather, and when hefinished, his jaws ached from shivering. Now he was warm and
clean. The cassette player rested on his chest. He'd put the batteries in an hour ago, but he wanted to
delay listening until his parents went to bed. Their talk, probably stupid stuff about mortgages or car
payments he figured, sounded comforting.

| wonder where Amanda Grievesis right now, he thought. | wonder if she ever thinks about that day in
the doorway. | wonder what she thought as she waked down the hall with her friends.

Mom coughed once, and the conversation stopped. She coughed quietly again. Eric rolled to hisside and
propped himsdf on his elbow. The Coleman lantern glowed brightly on arock shelf behind his parents
who faced each other. They were very close, their foreheads dmost touching, not saying anything. Eric
watched them for along time before he realized, therein the darkness of the cave, surrounded by boxes
of canned goods, shotguns close by, milesfrom home, Dad held Mom's hands.

Chapter Five
PHIL'S PLACE

Eric woke dowly and saw adim shaft of dust-filled light danting across the stone room. He thought for a
moment he was back in the cave high above the river and that the soft bubble of breething by his cheek
was hisfather. "Dad?" he whispered in the dark room. How could light come into the cave? A crack ina
wall welve never seen before? A place from where bats come and go, the seam invisible every day of the
year except this one when thelong holein thewall lined up exactly with the sun? He puzzled over this
question until dowly he remembered he wasin ahut afew hundred yards from the intersection of Bowles
Avenue and C-470. He closed his eyes and savored the fegling of being fifteen, of deeping beside his
father and mother. But the image dipped away until he barely felt it, until al that remained wasthe
breathing, the gurgle that reminded him of Dad, but wasn't. It was Dodge, head covered in hisdeeping
bag. Today they'd start north.

Eric rolled and the stiffnessin his back woke him further. Rabbit dept beside Dodge, the scar sde of his
face down. In the shadows of the room, Rabbit looked angelic, like ababy and unlike the silent,
brooding boy he was.



Outsde the hut Eric grunted through his morning exercises, his breath fogging the cold morning air. Seven
miles eadt, the Platte River glimmered like agolden ribbon in the rising sun. From this vantage point he
saw dl south-west Littleton. Most of the buildings aong Bowles Avenue were burned down, and even
huge structures like South-West Plaza Mall sprawled, a pile of broken bricks and rusted girderson its
own weed-covered parking lot, but many buildings miles avay seemed untouched by the years. Glass
gill glinted in their windows. They stood solid and geometric, and Eric could envison them asthey had
been. People would be going to work about now; cars would stream purposefully aong the road. Eric
guessed by the sun it was past Six o'clock. Helicopters would be buzzing above the main roads, reporting
on the traffic. People would be buying donuts to take to the office. Eric had a sudden, solid memory of
Winchell's donuts. Cinnamon Crumb. He used to stop on the way to school for two Cinnamon Crumb
donuts, ftill warm. Even latein the morning after Sitting through three or four classes, he might find agrain
of brown sugar clinging to his shirt, and hisfingers smdled of Cinnamon.

"What'sthat?' Dodge asked. He pointed down the long stretch of four-lane highway. Ahead of them the
top of asign peeked over ahill. Asthey walked closer, more and more of it showed until Eric recognized
thefamiliar logo.

"Itsagassation. A Phillip's66."

"What was their dogan, Grandpa?' The dogan game was one they played often. Dodge skipped ahead.
Eric guessed that Dodge didn't fedl the weight of his backpack the way he did.

"Y ou can trust your car to the man who wearsthe star.” Eric tightened hiswaist belt to take some stress
off hisshoulders.

Dodge laughed. "No way. That's Texaco. Wasit the 'Hottest brand going'?*
Eric said, "Conoco." He thought asthey waked closer. "I don't know. Maybe they didn't have adogan.”
"We can find out in the books a Boulder, can't we?' asked Dodge.

They climbed into agully that had washed away fifty feet of theroad. Eric said, "l suppose, but there's
much more important information in books."

Dodge nodded agreeably as he scrambled up the loose bank and back onto the blacktop. "Books will
tdl useverything."”

Eric watched where he put hisfeet, making sure there were no wobbly stones, planting his step firmly
before putting hisweight onit. More old folks die of broken bones, he thought, than anything else.
They're doing fine right up to the time they bresk a hip; then they're doomed. "W, maybe not
everything. Books don't know everything."

Dodge grabbed hisarm and pulled him the last step. His strength surprised Eric. Good grip for a
ten-year-old. Dodge said, "Y ou told us books got stuff about the Gone Times, like cars and computers.
What else we need?'

Rabbit had found another spot to get out of the gulch and squatted on the road waiting for them. He had
stripped his shirt and tied it around hiswaist. Swest glistened on his chest. Eric thought, they're like
horses. He redlized that the pace he set must seem terribly dow to them. They were only twenty-two or
twenty-three miles from Boulder now. If the boys were on their own, they'd makeit by sunset. He
figured he might make it by tomorrow evening, but that would be pushing it. A ten-mile day wasalot of
waking.



Hetook along drink from his canteen. "I've been reading books for sixty-five years, and I've read
amazing passages. Poetry, mostly, and fiction. Beautiful stories about wonderful people living adventures.
And there were books on science, and picture books."

Dodge grinned, "Tell us about how you see picturesin your head.”

"Not redlly pictures. | mean, reading is like being there sometimes. I'll be reading aong, and I'll forget that
I'm holding abook. Suddenly I'll be Joan of Arc, or Moses rolling back the Red Sea." He hadn't had
much luck teaching Dodge to read. Unlike most children his age, Dodge could work hisway through a
page of abook, but it was painful and dow as he sounded out each word. Troy had been partly
successtul at limiting Eric's influence on the boy. Eric could only teach Dodge and Rabbit two or three
times aweek. He suspected that Rabbit had picked up on the lessons better, but he seldom read out
loud.

Dodge sad, "I never see pictures.”

"It takes practice. Y ou've got to keep doing it. Then one day you'll be reading aong, and the words will
vanish off the page and you'll bein the story."

"Likethat television stuff, right? And dl the magic from the Gone Times arein the books, right? Like'
lectricity?'

Rabbit cleared histhroat. "Y ou said books can't tdll us everything. What's wrong with books?!

He wondered where to start. He'd spent days and days reading books after his parents had died. There
was no place to go, and in the books he could get logt. Later, he'd read for information, for medicine, for
mid-wifing. Hed ddlivered Troy on his own. He remembered the sun streaming through theripsin the
rotted curtainsin the living room where Troy was born, how the sun heated his back as he supported
Troy'stiny, dippery head, but the books hadn't told him enough and Leda died an hour later. She was
small hipped and thirty-nine years old, and they'd assumed that one or both of them were Serile. The
pregnancy surprised them. They'd been together for fourteen years. He marked her grave with a stone he
took from amortuary storehouse and an epitaph that had taken him aweek to carve:

LEDA
"We don't need last names no more."
Eric sad, "Reading about lifeisn't the same asliving life.”

The Phillip's 66 sign, maybe a quarter mile away he guessed, looked odd. He studied it. At first he
thought part of the sign was broken out, but asthey got closer, he saw that a piece of plywood covered
some letters, so now it read Phil's. No signs of the gas station remained other than the low concrete
benches where the pumps would have been.

Dodge sad, "Do you hear that?'
Eric stopped and turned his head from one side to the other. "What?*

"That." Dodge pointed up the dopeto their left. A huge brick building, its windows boarded, sat at the
end of afootpath that started at the Phil's Sgn. Eric heard it now, a soft, quick thumping. Helistened
intently.

"Anengine" hesaid. "I'll bedarned! A diesd engine." He started up the path. Dodge dashed ahead.



Rabhit ran to Eric and grabbed hisarm, then looked at the building and shook his head. The boy said,
"Check it out first." He frowned at the building at the end of the path. "What isthis place?’

Thethree-story brick building stood at one end of along stretch of grandstand. Weeds covered the
remains of achain link fence that started at the building and reached for ahaf mile north. Eric said,
"Bandimere Raceway, | think. There useto be drag races here."

Rabbit raised his eyebrows.

Eric explained, "Two specidly built cars—very fast—raced from one end of the track to the other. Lots
of people came to watch. Probably five-thousand or so depending on who wasracing.”

"ltamdls”
Eric sniffed deeply, "Diesdl exhaust. Probably agenerator. Y ou boysareinfor ared treat.”

A broad, cracked but neatly swept sidewalk bordered the building and led Eric and Rabbit to apair of
glass double doors. A hand painted sign hung above the doors proclaimed, Phil's Place. Eric looked
around for Dodge. A long series of stairs tumbled down the hill to what must have been the pit areafor
the racers. A huge, heavily rusted though mostly intact, girder and sheet meta canopy protected the
stands on the west side of the track that stretched for three-quarters of amile and ended at the base of
another hill. Eric thought the knife edged abruptness of the road's end was odd-looking and somehow
disturbing, like adoor that opened into awall or abook with blank pages.

Heimagined Friday nights, the parking lot full, high-octane dragsters roaring fire from their exhaudts, the
spectators murmuring expectantly, and he smelled beer dopped out of plastic cups, rubber burnt from
smooth-treaded funny cars, and the close, humid warmth of the crowd pressed shoulder to shoulder.
"Weloved our cars" he said.

"'Scuse me?' Rabbit stood by the doors.
"Sorry. Just reminiscing. Where's Dodge off to do you think?”
Rabbit shrugged, opened the door, then disappeared inside. Eric followed.

Theartificid lighting caught Eric's eyefird. Ceiling-mounted pands of trand ucent plastic glowed brightly.
He hadn't seen electric light for two decades. It took afew seconds for him to look away at the rest of
the room. He stepped to agreen metd railing and saw on the floor below a dozen highly polished,
factory-fresh show cars. Dodge was peering into the side window of alemon-yellow Ferrari. Rabbit
jumped down the stairs and joined him.

"Lectricity!" yelled Dodge.

The showroom floor glistened under the lights. The darkly tinted windows opposite Eric reflected the
scene. Somebody must be watching us, he thought. Werein amuseum. He dropped his backpack to the
floor. "Don't touch anything, boys."

A door inthe middle of the tinted window wall swung open. "Why not?" avoice boomed. A tal manin
stained mechanic's overdls shut the door behind him. "Touch ‘em. Bang on 'em. Hell, you can even make
loveto 'emif you can get 'em on their backs." His bald head gleamed as he walked toward the boys. He
ran hishand over the polished meta of each car he passed. Eric guessed hewasin hismid-thirties.
"Heaven knows you aren't going to drive 'em.”

"Why not?' Dodge asked. Rabbit backed away, putting the Ferrari between him and the stranger.



The man patted Dodge on the back. "The gods are dead, son. Thisisahollow church. Gasis no good,
and their batteries are shot. I've got a couple of diesd carsin the garagethat'll runif | start ‘'em from the
generator, but | don't use'em much. Roads are awful, you know." He smiled at Eric, abig smile that
bared his upper gums and folded his eyesinto aconfusion of wrinkles.

Eric said, "Y ou must be Phil "

"Mom named me after a service sation. Hard to believe. Why don't you come down, old-timer? Ther€'s
enough stew in the pot for the three of you, and | can use the company.” He touded Dodge's hair.

"Sure," said Eric. "Nice of you to offer.” But as he was saying it, Rabbit caught his eyes and shook his
head, amost imperceptibly, no. Eric hesitated, then continued down the stairs. First chance he got, he'd
take Rabhit asde and find out what bothered him.

Electrical appliances packed the room behind the car museum. Pinball machines lined onewall. Above
them, shelves held blenders, food processors, mixers, espresso machines, eectric carving knives and hot
air popcorn poppers. An expanse of televisions, their screens dust free and blank, covered another wall,
aVCR tucked benesth each. Video tapesfilled cabinets from floor to celling. Dodge stopped, obviousy
awed. The screens tossed back fish-eyed reflections of him.

Phil said, "Y ou ever see one of these working, boy?"

Dodgesfacelit up. "Oh, no." He spun around. "Grandpa, can we? Y ou can see pictures?’ He clapped
his handsto his mouth. "Gosh."

Phil punched abutton on the VCR in the middle. The numbers, 12:00, blinked on and off in the clock
display. The machine buzzed and gected atape. "Don't think you want to watch thisone," he said. The
way he did it behind the other tapesin the cabinet made Eric wonder what was on it. "How about this?
he said as he selected atitle. "Star Wars. Third copy I've used. Wore the othersright out. Of course I've
got awhole case of 'em. Long as | keep the generators running and the juice hooked up the force will be
withme." He laughed & hisjoke.

The screen flickered. Then Phil fast forwarded through the FBI warning. "Long ago . . ." read Rabbit, "in
agdaxy far, faraway ... ."

"Well bring you boys some stew," said Phil. He motioned to Eric, and they left the room. "Figure that'll
keep 'em for an hour or two. Got some things | want to ask you.”

They walked through along hallway, doors on both sides. "My mom's cathedra,” said Phil. He opened
thefirgt door and turned on alight. "Have to watch how many lights | have on. Generator poops out with
too much of aload.” Eric glimpsed cases of light bulbs piled to the ceiling. Mirrors packed the next room.
Long ones, the kind people used to put on the backs of bathroom doors or at the ends of hallways
leaned againg thewall. Hand mirrors, their handles pointing in dl directions, filled boxes on shelves. "You
know how hard it isto manufacture amirror?' asked Phil. "Mom says you have to store the goods
people can't make."

"What do you mean when you say thisisyour mom's cathedral ?*

Phil closed the mirror room door. He wiped the handle clean with arag he pulled from a back pocket.
"Cathedra, man, achurch. She says, 'Keep the flame of technology burning.” He cleared histhroat, then
it into therag.

Boxes of dectric toolsfilled the next room: drills, saws, screwdrivers, air-hammers, power painters,



sanders and others Eric didn't recognize. "' Americawas grest,’ she used to say. 'Weruled the Earth.™
They walked past two doors that Phil didn't open. "'Gods,’ she said. 'We were gods.' We used to go into
Denver. U.S. 6 out of Golden is still passable. She knew where stuff was stored, or she had anosefor it.
We collected goods. Mom called it 'harvesting thefields. When | could drive atruck, | helped. Of
course, even then we had to push start everything.”

"Batteries," sad Eric. "We can't make a battery.”

"Don't you know it. It'saproblem of shelf life. Thingsjust don't last. If Mom had any sense, sheld have
frozen ahundred car batteries while they were ill good. We had ahuge fight about it. She whacked me,
she dwayswhacks me, and said, 'Hindsight is twenty-twenty. I'd like to see you do better.' Wdll, | know
now. Y ou keep something perishable like that cold, then takeit out later and it'll be good as new. That's
where most of my eectricity goes now, keeping the freezers and refrigerators going.”

The hallway's end door opened into acavernous garage. The building was much larger than Eric had
suspected. He guessed there might be over ahundred vehicles parked there: cars (all on blocks), trucks,
tractors, boats, motorcycles and earth moving machines. Back in the shadows, far from the string of lights
that ran through the middle of the garage, Eric saw the unmistakable outline of atank, its gun pointing
phdlicaly up. Thear smelled vagudy of oil and tires.

"For years," said Phil, "Mom worked on converting gas engines to propane or natural gas, but she
couldn't get them to run reliably, and other people hoarded the fudl too."

Phil led him down along flight of stairs. The air cooled perceptibly as they went deeper underground.
Every twenty feet, awire-encased light provided illumination.

"Y our mother sounds like an extraordinary woman.” Phil laughed derisively. "She'safool.” Helooked
over his shoulder, suddenly fearful. "1 didn't mean that. | mean, it'sajoke. | love her, redly." Phil'seyes
rolled, and he clenched hisjaw so tight Eric heard histeeth grind. Eric let Phil get farther ahead of him,
and he decided the narrow stairwe |l felt too smal and confining.

The stairs ended at aheavy meta door, like abank door. Phil pulled on thewhed inits center.
"Welcometo the inner sanctum. The highest of the holies. | control the whole building from this room:
light, heat, water and security. It'sMom's, redly, but sheletsme useit.”

An old couch dominated the center of the room. Behind it, along chest freezer buzzed loudly. A pile of
clothesfilled ahamper by the door, and a couple of dirty plates and empty glasses crowded asmdl TV
table. Eric decided Phil spent alot of time here. Like the television room where they had left Rabbit and
Dodge, screenslined onewall. These screenswere lit. One showed the path that connected the highway
to Phil's Place. Another showed the gully that cut across the highway. On two other screenswere
outdoor views Eric didn't recognize. The rest seemed to be rooms or halwaysin the building. On one,
Rabbit and Dodge sat on the floor watching Sar Wars. Phil touched a knob on a control pandl and the
image of Dodge swelled until hishead in profile nearly filled the screen. Phil said, "Beautiful boy. A redl
heartbreaker.”

Eric warily said, "Thanks. HEs my grandson.”

Some video cameras were mounted on motorized swives, the view on their screens scrolled from sideto
sde. "I've got the entire building covered. Nothing goes on inside or out that | don't know about.” He
flicked aswitch and al the screens changed to new views, most of them exteriors now. "I saw you folks
coming an hour before you got here."

Phil took a video tape out of adrawer and held it self-conscioudy. He said, ™Y ou mind me asking where



you comefrom?"

Eric sat on an overstuffed couch with badly sprung springs. An unpleasant sweat odor puffed from the
cushions. Phil must deep here, hethought. "Not at dl. Littleton.”

"Ah, | didn't think of Littleton. Y ou live by yoursdves or in acommunity?*

Eric thought Phil looked uncomfortable, like the questions meant more to him than they ought to, asif he
was asking something persona or distasteful, but he didn't seem asintense, as manic, as he did on the
gairs. "About athousand live there now. We farm the land west of theriver."

Phil's eyes glanced around the room. Eric felt that he was conscioudy avoiding looking a him. Eric sad,
"|sthere something specia about Littleton?

"No, no. It'sjust... well... I didn't think about trying south.”
"What do you mean?"

"Mom aways says go north or east. I've been trading in Commerce City and Northglenn my wholelife.
I'd drive ajeep into town and swap tools for food and stuff. | didn't know about acommunity to the
south.” Phil wrapped his handstightly around the video tape.

Eric could see Phil was disturbed. ™Y ou don't trade there anymore? What's the problem?”

Phil gtared into the video screens. His eyes glistened damply. "Y ou and your boys are the first people I've
seen in three years. Must have been four or five-hundred folks between the two towns. Last time | went,
they were dl gone." Helooked intently at Eric. "I haven't seen asoul on that road for three years beforel
saw you today. | said to Mom, '‘Company's coming, and | turned on the lights." He paused to clear his
throat. For a second, Eric thought

Phil might be on the verge of tears. "I've been afraid to go anywhere. | haven't been fifty feet from home
since the summer be-; fore last. People don't just disappear, and, of course, therésthis." He held out the
video tape.

Phil pushed it into aVVCR. "I run a continuous record on the outside cameras. Mom told meit's better to
be safe than sorry.” All the screens flickered, then showed the same scene, a patch of aspen and scrubby
pinein the background, a stretch of dirt reaching to them. "Thisisthe field behind the place here. I1t'sthe

back approach to the generator. Filmed thistwo days ago, but I've seen it before.”

A breeze swayed the aspen branches. White | etters at the bottom right corner of the screen read,
"6-04-56 4:14 p.m."

"Watch close" said Phil. He moved hisface afoot from one of the TV's, giving his skin agpooky palor.
"There..." Hepointed. "Seeit?'

Back in the shadows, awhite form drifted from left to right behind the aspen. Eric guessed it might befive
or sx feet tall, but darkness and the fuzzy picture prevented him from discovering anything more. The
whiteform itsdf wasn't particularly disturbing, but the Situation felt so creepy: thetdl, bald man frozenin
front of thetelevison like agargoyle; the cool, close room deep underground. Eric sad, "Isit aman?"

Phil stroked the screen asif trying to fed theimage. He said quietly, to himsdlf, "No tracks. | ran out
when | saw it. Mom said to stay inside, but | ran after it. Three years, you know, isalong time. | ran out
but it wasgone.”

A figure dashed into the middle of the picture. Thetimeread, "4:16 p.m." It was Phil. He wasn't wearing



ashirt. The camerashowed aroll of fat and a soft mid-section. He glanced quickly left and right, asif
hunting for a scent, then ran into the trees. The white form had moved off screen.

Phil turned off the VCR. Now dl the screens showed the closeup of Dodge watching the movie. Phil
gtared a him. "A man needs companionship. We weren't meant to be aone. But | don't think what I've
recorded is human anymore.”

"What do you think it is?'

"I saw 'em first the summer Northglenn and Commerce City were deserted. | thought they left because of
me—you know—Iike | did something to upset them. There was some trouble.”" Looking down, he sat on
the edge of the freezer. "They thought 1'd kidnapped akid, but | didn't. The boy wanted to be here." Phil
stretched and leaned back until his head rested on thewall. Eric had to turn to see him. Phil said, "I lost
him too. He l&ft the same summer.”

Confused, Eric said, "1 don't get it. What's the shape in the video? Why doesit frighten you?'

Phil did off the freezer, put his hands on the back of the couch and whispered, "Millions of people died.
Mom told me about it. | remember we went into a storehouse once—she thought it might have car parts
init. | didn't want to go. Old building, windows boarded, filled with crates. But she whacked me and told
metogoin, ol did. Took acrowbar to this crate, must have been eight feet tall, and | popped the side
off." Phil breathed deeply, shakily. "Filled to the top with clothes and bones. For a second they stayed
packed in the crate; then they did out around me. Bones up to my knees. | tried to run, but. . ." He
wiped hislips. ™. . .something grabbed my ankle. Something in that pile of corpseswasn't dead.”

Eric thought about al the bones hed seen in the last fifty-five years, bonesin cars, in broken down and
rotted beds, in dumpsters, under overpasses. In the end, no one was around to pick them up. "People
died. Their bones don't mean anything. Y ou must have panicked.”

"That'swhat Mom said. She laughed, called me ascaredy-cat, but, | tell you, something is out there now.
It's ghosts. They've been searching and searching and now they've found me. This place, my mother's
temple, isdl stolen stuff, stolen from those people.”

"Why don't you leave?'

Phil shook his head and laughed. He took a couple of deep bresths, composing himself. "It's Mom. |
can't leave Mom." He patted the freezer.

"She'sin the freezer? She's dead?" Eric stood and backed away.

"Oh, you can't tdll. I roll her every couple of weeks so she won't freezer burn, but you can seewhy |
haveto stay. Sometimes | think that it's her they're after, not me; then | remember that pile of bones. |
can fed that grip on my ankle. They know about me."

Phil toured Eric through the rest of the building. The generator, he explained, was origindly apart of
Bandimere Raceway. So far from Denver, Bandimere had decided to rely on its own eectrical
generating capabilities rather than tieinto the city's system. His mom, after just about everyone died, had
the foresight to scavenge Denver's five main hospitas, each with its own generator. He used the partsto
keep Bandimere's generator operational. She aso found enough Diesdl to fuel the system. "'l figurel can
keep thelightson until | die," Phil said when he dgpped the side of atanker truck parked in the garage.

Littleton didn't have aworking diesel generator. Eric remembered the tedious, fractious town meetings
years ago when the last one provided enough power to light ahandful of houses. The town decided then



to give up on generating power. He'd argued for expanded scavenging. "There are other waysto keep
the eectricity,” hed said, but he was outvoted. Troy, in hisfirst long speech to the council countered,
"What do we need eectricity for anyway? What would serve us best is using the daylight more
productively. Farm, hunt and fish during the day. Rest at night. These are vaues we should embrace.”
Eric could see the naturd palitician his son was becoming, but he couldn't help arguing. "We are entering
anew Dark Ages, and you areleading theway!" That meeting marked the beginning of Eric and Troy's
politica split. Eric caled Troy'sfollowersthe "New Barbarians,”" and Troy caled Eric's camp the "Gone
Timers"" Mogt of the "Gone Timers' lived before the plague and remembered what technology could do,
but the passage of time dwindled their numbers. The New Barbarians, led by Troy, opposed amost all
Eric's suggestions. Eric often believed Troy took positions solely to spite him and not because he
believed them.

Every door Phil opened revealed some remnant of technology. In the radio room, Phil turned on the short
wave receiver and roamed through the bands. "Mom said she last heard someone on thisthe year | was
born. I've never heard anything other than static or this." Through the crackles and hiss of static camea

Steady beeping.
Eric listened intently. "I'd bet that's awesther satdllite.” Phil agreed then turned the system off.

After an hour of other rooms, they came to the kitchen. On the stove smmered alarge pot. "Beef stew,”
said Phil. Eric peeked into the pot suspicioudly.

"How old'sthat meat?' he asked.

"l told you, | traded. Thisisthree yearsold. VVacuum packed for freshness. | threw out the meat Mom
stored ages ago. It was like shoe leather." He ladled big spoonfulsinto bowls. "Wed better get amea up
to the boys. Moviewill be about over by now."

Dodge dug into the stew eagerly, but had a hard time esting and talking at the sametime. "The Gone
Timeswere wonderful! he said through amouthful. "Floating cars, light sabres, sar cruisers. Do you
think Luke lived through the plague? I'll bet he did. He hopped in the Millennium Falcon and got away
when people started getting sick. I'll bet he's coming back for us.”

Rabbit sniffed his stew beforetasting it. "None of it'sreal, Dodge.”
Dodge glanced angrily at him. "1 know that. I'm not ababy. I1t's make believe.”

Eric wondered how much Dodge meant when he said, "1t's make believe.” Did he include airplanes?
Doctors? Everything heldd been telling him about the Gone Times? If it weren't for Phil'sinterest in Dodge,
Eric would encourage him to stay, to see what technology could do.

Phil sat next to Dodge on the floor. ™Y ou're right, though. Make believe iswonderful. I've probably got
the best collection of tapesin Colorado. Hell, best in the world, and I've got the ectricity and equipment
to show them." He put his hand on Dodge's shoulder. Eric stiffened. "Would you like to see more?"

Dodge said, "Surel" Then he looked at Eric. "Maybe when wefinish our trip, | can come back?”"
"Maybe," said Eric. He breathed eagier.

"Well, a least you boys can get adecent shower and spend the night. When wasthe last timeyou had a
hot shower?"

"We have running water," said Rabbit. Eric guessed what had upset him earlier. He must have sensed that
Phil wasn't "safe”



"Sounds great to me," said Dodge. "Maybe we can see another video?"

After they watched Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, Phil took them to alocker room with
gang showers. The drag racers, he explained, used the lockers to change before their contests. He found
towelsfor them, then said, "Have to shine up the cars. Mom insgts.”

He closed the door behind him. Rabbit said, "Let's leave.” Eric turned on aspigot. In afew seconds,
clouds of warm steam billowed off thetile floor. He wondered where Phil stored the water and how he
heated it. Two days of grime decided the debate for him.

"l think welll be okay. | don't think he's dangerous.” Dodge |ooked from Rabbit to Eric, puzzled. "What
doyoumean?I likehim."

Rabbit started to strip. "Wait aminute,” said Eric. He searched the locker room, carefully covering the
four video cameras he found.

When he was sure heldd got them all, he said, "I don't think he's dangerous, but | don't want you aone
with him either."

Dodgesad, "l don't get it."
Rabbit smirked. "He wantsto bugger you, dolt.”

Something woke Eric. He hadn't been deeping easily anyway. The strange bed, the excitement of the
eectric lights and the other Gone Time triumphs that Phil had shown him, conspired to ruin hisnight's
rest. Findly, though, held drifted into adoze. Now, anight light (agreen glow-worm from ababy's
nursery) provided the only light. Dodge dept on a bed near aboarded window; Rabbit dept on the floor.
He'd smdled the mattress and inssted.

He heard anoise again, adight rattle, the door. It creaked asif someone were pushing against it. He
propped himsdlf on hiselbow and said, "Go away, Phil. We're degping.” Quick footsteps padded away
down the hal. Eric got out of bed and checked the chair he'd jammed under the doorknob. It still held
firmly. Eric smiled and went back to bed.

After abreakfast of pancakes and syrup, Phil walked them to the front doors. He seemed worried. "Get
into the city,” he said privately to Eric. "Maybe they aren't ghosts, but | don't believe they're human, and
those people in Northglenn and Commerce City couldn't have just gone without agood reason. | figure
they got scared or carried off." He put his hand on the small of Eric's back, conspiratorialy. ™Y ou ought
to leave the youngster with me, for safe keeping. When you go home, you can pick him up. If it's
dangerous, you wouldn't want him with you anyway."

Eric stepped away from him and didn't say anything, asif he were considering theidea. Then he said,
"What would your mom think?"

Phil'sface clouded. "You'reright,” he said. "Shewouldnt likeit at al." He wiped hisface with hisrag.
"What's a son to do?"

Dodge and Rabbit waited for him at the end of the path.
"Let'snot come back thisway," said Rabbit.

Dodge nodded in agreement. After he walked for awhile, head down, kicking pebblesin front of him, he
sad, "But hedid have nice toys."



Eric thought about the carsin the showroom, mirror bright. Phil wandering among them, dusting each
grudgingly for his dead but omnipresent mother. He thought about him sitting aone on his couch watching
gxteen televisons a once. He thought about al the roomsfilled from floor to ceiling with electronic
gadgetry. He thought about Phil's dwindling supply of non-renewable, non-repairable resources and what
else Phil had told him when he showed him the tanker truck filled with diesdl. "Therés enough to last me
until I'm gone, and what do | care after that?'

"Yes, they werenicetoys,” said Eric.

He guessed they would be in Golden before noon, and he realized they would be within a couple of miles
of the cave where his mother was buried. "Were going to take alittle detour today," he said. "Want to
show you something.”

A breeze from the hills to the west cooled them. The clear sky was blue, high and vibrant. Eric felt good.
Hefelt asif he could hike forever.

Chapter Six
KING KONG

Eric heard hisfather talking, and that was all he heard. His soft voicefilled the cave. "I read abook once
that discussed the filming of the 1933 King Kong, awonderful movie. Grest specid effects. When that
sad gpe climbed the Empire State Building, and al those biplanes buzzed around like mosquitoes, |
cheered. Smash those planes, | said. Crush them out of the sky." It had been aweek since their trip to
Idaho Springs. Dad held Mom's hand. Eric supposed heldd held it al night as her coughing worsened and
thefever built. With awet washcloth he'd wiped her forehead, but he never let go. When Eric awoke,
Dad was holding on. Mom's face glowed with fever. Sheld lapsed into acoma. An hour later, she died.
Now the lantern's light dimmed and brightened. It waslow on fud. Eric sat cross-legged on the rock
floor of the cave near his mother's feet. He reached out to touch her leg, brushed the rough blanket, then
pulled his hand back. He imagined her leg would fed hard, wooden. He didn't want to know. Dad
talked. Eric had never heard him like this, non-stop, a droning monotone.

"The funny thing was, about this film, the Hays Office censored it. Nowadays they'll show any god-awful
thing, but King Kong they censored.”

Dad leaned forward asif his stomach hurt. "There's a scene on Skull Idand, before Kong goesto New
Y ork, where he chases Fay Wray to the giant barricades that are supposed to protect the village from
him and the prehistoric monsters on the other sde. He reaches over the wall—they used a sixteen inch
modd for dl the shots; | didn't know that—grabs avillager and bites his head off. That'swhat the Hays
Office censored. Too graphic, | guess. But the next scene Kong pushes down the barricade, crushing

twenty or thirty villagers.”

He'd been talking steadily for two hours. Eric supposed he should fed grief, but he didn't, redly. Hiseyes
felt pressured like someone was pushing thumbsinto them, and his face seemed heavy; the corners of his
mouth dragged down and no effort could move them, but he didn't want to cry. The woman lying under
the blanket wasn't his mother, not the one who toted a shotgun so jauntily the last weeks, not the one
who woke him for school or bought him milkshakes when they went shopping. She was just a body, and
Eric had never seen adead person before. He didn't know how to behave around one. He sat, and his
dad talked.

"I didn't understand why they censored that scene. Stupid thing to do. Hundreds of people died in this
movie. Why'd they take out one death? The expedition chased Kong, trying to save the girl. Kong
crossed alog over achasm, and, when the men followed, he picked up one end and shook them off,



down and down into the ravine. Why not that scene? So | read in this book atheory that the death of
oneismore horrible than the death of many. It's psychologica. Kong nips off ahead like you'd bite the
end of ahot dog and the censors cut it out, but he can smash afacel ess crowd.”

He rocked back and forth. "One death," he said, "hurts too much."

The Coleman lantern sputtered, then |gpsed into the rapid fire fut-fut-fut that meant it would go out any
second. Thelight turned Dad's face into a dancing moonscape of black shadows. He started coughing, a
long series of dry, painful sounding explosions that made Eric flinch.

When he finished, he moaned quietly and leaned forward again so that he trapped Mom's hand between
hischest and histhigh.

Behind Dad apile of canned goods caught the flickering light but the cave wall beyond reflected nothing.
Itsgray and black surface sucked in light, returning darkness. Eric stared at it for along time until he saw
high on the dull stone that someone, some earlier explorer, had carved a heart and scratched withinitin
barely vishble, sheky letters:

Martha \Y. loves George

"Dad," Eric sad findly, "we should take her home."

The lantern flared for an ingtant, then winked out. An afterimage of the inscription on thewall drifted in
front of Eric, the letters and heart now dark on alighter background. His dad inhaed shakily, held the
breath, then let it out in along hiss. He said, "I'll go into town and bring back an ambulance.” Clothes
rustled and Eric heard his dad's back crack ashe stood. "Y ou stay here with your mother.”

After lighting a battery lantern, then covering Mom's face, Dad took afilled canteen and dragged his bike
out of the entrance to the cave. His parting words were, "I'll be back before sunset.”

AsEric sat on the cold stone floor an hour later, he suddenly wished very deeply that before Dad had |eft
that he would have held him close, then kissed him goodbye as he had when Eric was a child.

Three hours after sunset, Dad till had not returned. Eric took aflashlight to the watch post and listened
to the creek rumbling beside the highway below. Clouds obscured the stars, but the night was not dark.
Tothe east, toward Denver, the clouds glowed redly. In the nights before when it was overcast, the lights
of Denver lit the Sky a pleasant, even eectric white, but tonight the clouds boiled like bloody sheets.

He retrieved the Mutant Ninja Turtle radio from under arock where he stored it, but it gave him amost
no news. Over the last weeks, fewer and fewer radio stations stayed on the air. Tonight he found severa
channels squealing out the emergency broadcast Sgnd, interrupting themsalves every few minuteswith a
messageto tuneto KTLK for information about the "current situation.” KTLK, however, played elevator
music, and the only announcement Eric heard was one warning people to obey the curfew and to report
lootersto the proper authorities.

He flashed hislight down thetrail, hoping to see hisfather, though he knew Dad wouldn't attempt to
climb up without using alight of his own. Eric wrapped his deegping bag around him. His muscles ached
asif hed lifted weights for hours. Hed never been sotired in hisentire life, so old and drained. A breeze
rattled branches. He flicked the flashlight on again, and its dim light penetrated the thin cloth of his
deeping bag. He thought he might go to deep, but the ideathat he could miss hisfather frightened him, so
he pinched hisleg hard. The pain almost felt good. It was red and immediate and normal, not like the
body lying in the cave or the horrible red clouds that rolled languidly above him. He thought he should be
mourning, and it worried him that he wasn't. Don't | love my mother? he thought. Am | abeast, some sort



of sociopath? (Hed heard the term on television one night applied to aserid killer.) He thought about
going to schoal. If everything straightened itself out, or if thisisjust anightmare, I'll never hate school
again. I'll goto class and smile at teachers and do homework and | won't call anything stupid ever.

Thediff walsacrossthe canyon lit brilliantly. Eric blinked back tears, the light was so bright. Then all
was dark. What? he thought. The air swelled like a crack of thunder, agreat dam of sound that pushed
on Eric's chest. He screamed, but he couldn't hear himsalf. Then echoes sounded for several seconds. He
thought, thisis nuclear. The end of theworld for sure. In the distance toward Golden he thought he heard
rocksfaling, though the ringing in his ears prevented him from being postive.

Movement down canyon caught hiseye. A wall of darkness did toward him, swalowing the highway,
blanking the glimmer of theriver. He stood on the rock, trying to see better asthe darknessrolled by
below. Whatever exploded between him and Golden had kicked up acloud of dust; he decided it must
be the tunnel. Someone blew up the tunndl.

After afew minutes, the air cleared, and the canyon was quiet again. The river noise sounded unchanged.

An hour before dawn, hefell adeep. Dad hadn't come back yet.

A black, muscled, immense shape heaved itsdf over the South Glenn Mall, scattering carsin the parking
lot like children's blocks. Its knuckles scraped the pavement. Sirens howled on University Boulevard
behind Eric. Heflattened his back on abrick wall and tried not to move, to not breathe. (He knew it was
the Littleton Saving and Loan building that stood on the corner of the mal's parking lot on the corner of
Universty and Bdlview.)

The apetore alight pole from itsfixture, sudied it briefly, then flicked it ahundred feet. There were no
peoplein the scene, just empty cars and the giant black figure. Eric smelled him, avast animad odor likea
hundred zoos on a hot summer afternoon.

In the background, aharmony of engines hummed, then grew] louder. (The biplanes are coming! The
biplanes are coming!) Eric tried to shout, "Run away! Run away!" but his best effort sounded no louder
than a squeak. He wanted to wave to him and warn him but he was too frightened. What if the gpe
spotted him? Eric'sinarticulate love bubbled within, but he was afraid of the size, the strength, the
unbridied power. A creature so big shouldn't die, he thought. They'll drive him up some tower so they
can knock him down. They'll shoot him and helll never understand why they won't et him live,

In the dream—Eric knew he was dreaming—a blue van, its windows knocked out and itstiresflat,
limped into the parking lot. His mother was driving. "Stop, Mom!" hetried to yell. "Don't let him get you.”
But she drove to the monster'sfeet. The ape looked at the van with hisvadt, glistening eyes, then bent
down to peer in the window. Mom stopped and got out. She put her hands on her hips and stared up at
him unafraid.

Eric struggled, but it was asif the wal held him. Hisvoice called out in dow motion notes that were deep
and incomprehensible. Don't you know the story? The gpe picks up the single person, plucks her from
the ground and bites her in two. It's hisnature. It's not hisfault, but you can't get closeto him. Heis
desth.

ItisMom, isn't it? The woman standing at the ape's feet became dender and blond. She was Fay Wray.
Eric knew she was his mom, but shewas also Fay Wray. The ape cupped her into his hand and lifted her
from the parking lot.

Eric shouted.



He brought her closeto hisface, histeeth visble.

He rubbed his cheek againgt her.

The engine noise roseto adeafening leve.

King Kong clutched Mom/Fay Wray to his breast, straightened and shook hisfist into the sky.

Thefirgt biplane circled high above, then winged over and began its attack. The next one followed. The
next one followed. The next onefollowed.

The sun woke Eric, and helay in his degping bag by the boulder for along time before he remembered
yesterday's events. He did out of the bag and brushed the goose bumps off hisarms. On the rock, the
radio till played, but now it repeated one message continuoudy, " The Denver Public Health Department
asksyou to please stay in your homes." Then it listed the hospitals that were no longer accepting patients.
From the size of theligt, Eric wondered vagudly if they wouldn't save time by announcing the hospita's
that were open ingtead.

Hefolded the deeping bag mechanicdly, trying to think about what he should do next. Hisbrain seemed
full of fog, though, and thinking was like walking in knee-degp mud. Maybe Dad passed him while he
dept, and wasin the cave right now. Eric crawled through the cave's entrance, pushing the flashlight
ahead of him, but Dad was not there. He avoided looking at the mattress where his mother's blanketed
body lay. The ideaof waiting for Dad held no appeal, but he didn't want to leave her either.

Last night's explosion finaly decided theissue for him; he needed to search for Dad. He needed to do
something, though, about Mom before he left. The blankets didn't ssem enough protection, somehow. He
envisioned mice nibbling on the corpse, shuddered, and quickly spread the sheet of black plastic that

Dad had used to protect the mattresses originaly over the body. He tucked the edges under and

checked carefully for any spaces amouse might try. When hefinished, hishandsfedt soiled, asif the
plastic were dimy. He rubbed them hard against his jeans, but that didn't help, so he washed them with
drinking water.

Squatting next to the body, he watched the play of light reflect off the plagtic. Findly, he placed hispam
where his mother's shoulder would be. The plastic crackled and gave off no warmth; it was the exact
temperature of the rocks around him. He spoke into the silence, "Goodbye, Mom," and the quiet that
followed felt like the closing of abook.

Hethrew packages of beef jerky, severa cans of fruit and an extra canteen into his backpack, made sure
the desk key Dad had given him was secure in a side pocket, wrote his dad anote, and |eft the cave,
dragging hisbike after him.

As soon as he rounded the corner on the highway he saw the result of last night's explosion. A jumble of
rock choked the tunnel opening, and a bare spot on the mountain above the entrance showed where
rock had sheared off to drop on the road. A refrigerator-sized boulder sat in a crater in the asphalt
seventy-five yards from the rock pile.

A fisherman'strail, the only way out of the canyon, followed theriver, whereit vanished into alight
morning mist that drifted off the water, giving the scene an otherworldly look. Eric hoisted the bike on his
shoulder and walked past the remnants of their van, which reminded him of hisdream ("The biplanes are
coming!™) and generated within him a strong fedling of dgjavu; not abad fedling, but very creepy, likethe
top of his head was floating away, asif hed stepped out of time. The farther he walked, the stranger he
felt. Thetrail didn't seem connected to the real world. Water tinkled musically over therocks, and theair
smelled moist and clean. All the colors vibrated, even through the mist.



Ananimal crossed the path fifty yardsin front of him. Eric thought it was a German shepherd at first, the
biggest shepherd he'd ever seen, but it moved so smoothly that he couldn't believeit was adog. It trotted
up the hill onitsbig paws (What big teeth you have grandma, Eric thought), and just before it
disappeared behind aridgeit looked back at Eric with clear, light blue eyes. Eric dmost waved at it.

Eric turned around. The van was out of sight; he couldn't see the road. For a second, he wasn't sure
which direction held come from; both were unfamiliar. He noticed hip high, broad-legfed plants a shade
of green he'd never seen before growing next to the water. He dropped his bike and scrambled down the
dope. Their leaves were thick and waxy. He broke onein half. A thick, milky fluid oozed out of the
wound, and he caught astrong citrus odor like atangerine. Triangular, dull orange beetles scurried up
and down the plant's stalks. He couldn't shake the fedling that he'd stepped away from redlity, that these
weren't Colorado plants, that this wasn't the Colorado he knew. He climbed back to the trail, picked up
his bike and continued on.

Suddenly heredlized he wasn't done. Sitting on the dope above the trail fifty feet away, their backpacks
beside them, three hikers, an old man and two boyswere eating ameal. A complicated series of wrinkles
criss-crossed the old one's | eather-colored face. He smiled and spoke to one of the boys, but Eric didn't
hear what he said. When he walked just below them, the old one glanced up and met Eric's eyes. Eric's
throat congtricted. The creepy fedling of being displaced in time swept through him so intensely, he
thought he would fall over. He didn't want the old man to say anything to him. Don't talk to me, old man,
he thought. | don't know what to say to you. Something in the man's eyes, something compassionate,
made Eric think he understood.

Eric looked away, and as he did he observed a heavy scar marked the side of the boy's face on the old
man's right. Eric walked afew more steps, then glanced at the group again, but they were gone. A breeze
swirled tendrils of mist past the empty spot where the hikers had sat. The sense of dgavu vanished asif
someone had thrown aswitch, and Eric shook his head. His bike drug at his shoulder and he staggered a
couple of steps. He redlized he was near fainting; he hadn't eaten for thirty-six hours. That'sit, he thought,
I'm delirious.

He rested on a stump by the river and ate two beef jerky strips and acan of peaches. Thisisabeautiful
spot, he thought, and he reflected on al the people who had driven through the tunndl for years and years
and never seen this section of theriver that the highway cut off by diving through the mountain instead of
following the canyon. For the moment, he forgot where he was going and why. Thejerky tasted sdty and
good, and the peaches were sweet and cold.

A junkyard lined the highway on the other sde of the tunnel. Starting at the rock-choked tunnd entrance,
and gtretching for severd hundred yards, amess of cars crowded the road. At firgt Eric thought someone
had painted black dots on the cars, then he redlized that holes peppered them. Standing on the trail

bel ow, he saw that the closest car, agreen Chevy Nova, sat unevenly. Three of itsfour tireswereflat. A
tight web of cracks frosted the windows. He clambered up the dope, pulling the bike behind him. A shift
in the breeze wafted gasoline fumes over him and another smell, deep, bad and nasty. He snorted to clear
his nose and mouth-breathed. When he stepped onto the road, he noticed that many cars had burned,
their paint blackened and blistered from the hest.

Thousands of brass shell casings glittered on the highway by the tunnel entrance. He picked one up; it
was much larger than the ones Dad used for the deer rifle. He imagined what must have happened.
Weeks ago, when the traffic stopped, the police or the National Guard established aroad block. Panicin
the last couple of daysforced peopleto flee. They were stopped here. He marveled that hisfamily hadn't
heard any of the shooting. Last night's explosion thefina act to sedl the road, provided the only clue of
the battle.



Fearfully, he approached the Nova's open passenger door and peeked inside where ablack stain
discolored the driver's seat The stain shifted and Eric jerked back. Dozens of flies boiled off the gain;
some flew out the window, but the rest settled on the seat again He swallowed hard to keep his sscomach
down. Dad might have been caught here. Maybe he was coming back with help and whatever happened
stopped him. Eric checked the next car. It too was empty.

The third one wasn't.

Hethought at first that someone had left apile of clothes on the seat until he saw the bare foot sticking
out. Two lines of dried blood like the outline of a carrot traced their way from the hed to the curled toes
A swarm of flieslifted itself angrily from the corpse then settled back when Eric stepped away. He sat
hard on the pavement and rested his forehead against the cool meta door By wrapping hisarmstightly
around his midsection, heforced himsdf not to throw up.

One afternoon in the sixth grade he'd sneaked into an adult Driver's Ed class that the e ementary school
sponsored in an unused classroom He'd heard they were watching a " cool, gross film, and he and two of
his friends dared each other into ditching classto seeit. The movies, Sgnal 30 for Danger and
Highways of Death, featured red life footage of automobile accidents and even from the back of the
room, the images sickened Eric. One scene stuck with him particularly. A man lost control of his car and
it careened into afield of tree stumps. He probably would have been dl right, but he wasn't wearing a
sedt belt; his door popped open and he was tossed from the car. When he was halfway out, the door
crashed into astump, damming it on the man's chest. The cameralingered on hisbloated torso for alone
time. Later the friendsinvited Eric to adeepover where they promised they were renting Faces of Death
| and 11 Eric declined. For months afterward he had dreams about bodies pulled out of twisted
wreckage.

Dad might bein one of these wrecks. Eric had to check them al, and he couldn't afford to be sick to do
it. Besides, he reminded himself, he didn't know any of these people. dl, and he couldn't afford to be sick
to doit. Besides, hereminded himsdf, he didn't know any of these people.

Very few of the cars contained bodies. He found gunsin some. Suitcases and boxes of clothesfilled
many. Heread a poorly printed legflet that fluttered on the front seat of awood-paneled station wagon. It
wasacdl to amsand said that the Coors management had immunized themselves from the plague and
that they were withholding the cure from their employees. Eric didn't make the connection at firgt, then he
remembered that Coors had its main plant in Golden. Much of the populace worked there, and aimost all
the rest of the town's economy depended on the plant. He was starting to get a picture of the panic and
desperation in the cities that the radio hadn't provided.

After heingpected the last car, he mounted his bike and peda ed toward Golden. Smoke discolored the
horizon ahead, and the smell of burning grew stronger. Eric kept hisbike close to the shoulder, listening
for the sound of an approaching car or anything el se threatening. He watched for placesto hideif he had
to. The best plan, he thought, would be to stay out of sight. Whatever happened at the tunnel, people
were shooting at each other and aboy on abike could be fair game.

The closer he got to town, the dower he pedaed. The road, he remembered, ran above the north side of
town. From it, he should be able to look down to see what's happening, but he felt too exposed. On his
|eft, the canyon rose steeply, in many places unclimbable, and there wasn't abush any bigger than afruit
basket to hide behind. On hisright, the shoulder doped to theriver. Hisforearms ached from gripping the
bike handles so tightly, and his heart raced. Blood pounded in hisears.

Thisisnt fair, hethought. In the movies, the hero isn't scared every second. Rambo sneaksright into the
enemy's camp. He looked at his hands. His knuckles were white. Stopping the bike, he unclenched and



forced himsdlf to breethe dowly. He recited amantraheld learned when he waslittle, atongue twister
that made him fed better though it didn't mean anything. " Sixteen stainless stedl twin screw cruisers,” he
said. He repeated it twice more, then moved on.

He knew when he rounded the next bend that the canyon would open up and he would be able to see
Golden. Smokefilled the sky. The air in the canyon was hazy. He stood on the pedals—the bike glided
downhill—to get afirst glimpse.

When he stopped the bike finaly, he should have been able to see dl the way into Denver, but Golden
was burning. Much of the center of town, made up of turn-of-the-century Victorian homes, was
blackened, and nothing remained of the quaint brick homes except afew, low, broken walls or a handful
of chimneys poking out of the rubble. Somefires till burned there, though mostly the excitement
appeared to be over. On the north side of town, however, thick, black smoke poured out of the Coors
plant.

Eric watched for severd minutes. He didn't hear Srens and he didn't see anyone moving below. The
streetswere empty, no traffic at all.

Initidly hethought of the burning of Atlantafrom Gone With the Wind, but then the more obvious
connection cameto him. It looked like King Kong had visited Golden, maybein one of hislater
incarnations where he met Godzilla. Eric could imagine nothing el se that could cause so much destruction.
King Kong lives, he thought.

How will | find Dad in al this? The world had never ssemed so big.

Smoke hillowed from the Coors plant. Wind swirled the impenetrable darkness, and for a second, the
black clouds formed the shape of the great ape. Just for abrief instant, Eric could see King Kong
graddling the wreckage of Golden. Just for an ingtant he could hear him shrieking his chdlenge at the
powers of the earth, and at thisinstant, there was no one to answer.

Chapter Seven
CROSSROADS, COMING AND GOING

"Arewe gill being watched?' asked Eric. Rabbit shrugged his shoulders. "Maybe." He stopped, scanned
the edges of the canyon, then tilted hishead to the Sde asif listening. "Yes."

"How do you know that kind of stuff?1 can't do that,” said Dodge crosdy. "Y ou give methe
heebie-jechies.”

Rabbit shrugged again. "Sometimes| get afeding.”

Eric laughed. Sometimes held felt they were being watched too. It wasn't anything big, ashiver when he
wasn't cold, asense of being on stage, of things moving behind him or just below the horizon. 1t made
him want to run around bushes and ydll, "Boo!"

Rain clouds swelled to the east. Thunderhead piled on thunder-head like mushroom clouds, and flickers
of lightning flashed at their base. The plains are getting awashing, Eric thought. During the Gone Times,
he didn't pay attention to the weather. Buildings were air conditioned, artificidly lighted and awaysdry.
Car heaters held out cold or rain or snow. Now, he checked the weather automatically. Red sky at
morning, sailorstake warning. Red sky at night, sailors ddlight.

They hiked quietly for several minutes. Eric decided the storm would stay out on the plains. They needn't



worry about finding shelter from wind or rain tonight. He snapped aglance over his shoulder, trying to
catch whatever might be following them, but he saw nothing. Rabbit walked in front of him nonchalantly.
If Rabbit wasn't frightened, then there was probably no need for him to fret. Rabbit "intuited” better than
anyone he had ever met.

"What kind of car did you have, Grandpa?" asked Dodge. Eric surveyed the path before them. Following
U.S. 6, they had turned into Clear Creek Canyon ahaf hour earlier, but arock dide covered the
highway now and they would have to pick their course carefully over the broken and loose rock. Hest
waves shimmer off the rock-strewn dope. He could see dmost no evidence of the line of gun-shot
riddled cars he remembered from years ago. The dide had buried them.

"I drove severd, but | didn't redly have one." He decided to head down to theriver. The rocks looked
less steep and jumbled there. "1 was too young to get adriver's license before the plague, and there didn't
seem much point in owning one particular car afterward. For ayear or so, everybody who was l&ft could
own ahundred carsif they wanted to.”

Dodge jumped from rock to rock like amountain sheep. Eric shook his head ruefully. He couldn't recall
the last time he felt that limber and cardess of hiswell being. He continued, "Of course, that was only for
ayear asl sad."

"How come we don't have cars now? Phil said he still had some that worked. | sure would have liked to
drivein one. It'd save usfrom alot of walking."

Rabhit sat next to the river, waiting for them to catch up. " Car won't do you any good where were
going," he said. He gestured up stream where the river tumbled through the clutter of boulders. "Well be
on apath soon enough,” said Eric. He remembered the fishing trail that went away from the highway at
the old, blocked tunndl. "But Rabbit's right. Most places| expect a car won't go too far. A car needsa
very specia environment, aroad, and the roads arefaling apart.” He lowered himself onto arock that
overlooked adeep pool in Clear Creek. Fivetrout afoot or so long each lazily swam to the other sde
when his shadow fell on the water. Heat broadcast from each sun-baked rock. Eric jerked his hand off
the black granite. The stream looked refreshing and cold. "'l suppose in some parts of the country, the
roads will stay good for centuries. After dl, when | was achild there were placesin the prairie where one
could still see one-hundred year old ruts | eft by covered wagons. If ruts can last that long, highways ought
to aso. Mountains and winter, though, are tough on roads, and a car needs good onesto get anywhere."

"Why don't wefix them?" asked Dodge. Rabhit said, "Cars don't work."

"Phil said something interesting | hadn't thought about.” Eric led them upstream. A rusted mass of metal
jammed between two rocks showed that they were at least to the point where the Cars had been

parked, which would put them within afew hundred yards of the tunndl, but looking aheed, Eric couldn't
tell. Time had reshaped the canyon. "He said it'sal aproblem of shelf life. Somethingslast and others
don't. A car will last along timeif you keep it out of the weather, but two of its eements Won't, the
battery and gasoline. Y ou can run acar without a battery, but gasoline has additives that evaporate over
time no matter whereit's tored. A couple years after the plague, it became very hard to find gasoline that
was usable. Without fresh gasoline, most cars can't run, and no one has made gasoline for sixty years.

S0, gasoline's shelf life stopped the car alot sooner than bad roads.”

"Why isdiesd Hill good and gasolineisn't?’ "Diesdl hasno octane.” Dodge looked at Eric blankly.
"Octaneiswhat gives gasolineits power. Diesdl ismodtly ail. It doesn't evaporate or change chemically
asquickly asthe octanein gasoline. We can find out more about gasoline and chemigry if thelibrary in
Boulder Hill gands™



Dodge grinned, "Bookswill tell useverything!" Eric sghed. Dodge's enthusiasm for reading asacure dl
depressed him. "Reading, study, and careful thought may teach us how to make gasoline again, but cars
arejust asmal part of thisshdf life problem.”

Climbing around a particularly treacherous stretch of sharp-edged rock silenced them for aminute. Eric
spotted where the dide ended and the fishing trail, as fresh and vivid aswhen he last saw it, began. After
they stepped off the dide, they splashed water in their faces and cooled their necks on a grassy shore by
the creek. Dodge refilled their canteens.

They picked up their backpacks, but didn't put them on asthey looked for acomfortable place to eat
lunch. Abovethetrail, Rabbit found a spot of soft grass shaded by ajuniper, and they sprawled
comfortably.

"What else about shelf life?" asked Dodge. Eric wished he had a cigarette. He had only smoked tobacco
for two or three years after the plague, but the urge dill hit him strongly sometimes. "Thisiskind of a
lecture," hesaid.

"We don't mind, do we, Rabbit?" Rabhit shook his head. Dodge said, "We like your stories.”

"Wdll, thisisnt agtory.” He dug into his pack for ajar of crabapplejelly. "A loaf of bread staysfresh for
awesk if you keep it wrapped up, right?"

Dodge held out ahard biscuit for Eric to put jelly on. "Right.”

"Well, then we can say its shelf lifeis one week. Shdlf lifeis how long something stays good. Bread hasa
short life unlessyou freeze it; then it lastslonger.”

Dodge said, "But we can't freeze things because we don't have ‘lectricity.”

"Right. But thisisn't aproblem because flour, salt, sugar, eggs and yeast either have long shelf livesor are
adwaysavailable. Shelf life, though, doesn't just gpply to food. L ots of technology from the Gone Time
had limited shelf life. Batteries, for example, arefairly obvious. A battery stays good for up to five years,
or S0, then it's dead. Even arechargeable one. Ammunition, gasoline, florescent light bulbs and many
medicines chemicaly degenerate. The problem isthat we don't have accessto the raw materids, or we
don't have the technology in place, to replace theitemswith limited shdf lives. Imagineif we didn't have
flour, sdt, sugar, eggs and yeast how long it would take to run out of bread.”

Dodge sad, "Well, we could store up abunch and it would last along time."
Rabbit said, "Shdf life. One week. Doesn't matter how much you have."
"S0, isthiswhat you were arguing with Dad about?' Dodge rested on his back, looking into the sky.

"Exactly," Eric exclamed. "Y our dad wants to have his cake and et it too. On one hand he saysthat we
don't need to read, and on the other he wants to keep finding Gone Time technology to maintain the
community. He wants to scavenge, but he doesn't want to learn how to make these things ourselves.
What'simportant is not finding awarehouse filled with leftovers from the Gone Time, but teaching
oursalves how to make them again. The answers are in the books, and that's where we don't see eyeto

eye"

Thinking about Troy normally depressed Eric, but today, sitting with his grandson, eating crabapple|jely
by Clear Creek, hefdt fine. Something about this spot was restful: the way the light reflected from the
water, or maybeitsmusical clattering asit swept around the canyon's bend. Now he could see their



disagreement as philosophic, not solely persond. If he could figure away to bridge the argument about
relearning Gone Time knowledge rather than relying on or abandoning Gone Time technology (Troy
seemed to want to do both), then they could work on their real persond differences. The philosophic
chasm just complicated matters.

"l don't understand,” said Dodge. "Why did people forget?*

Eric thought, thisisthe essentia problem: why people forgot. "The plague scared people. For along time
after, they kept expecting to die. The onesthat didn't go insane, and there were many, grieved over their
dead and worried about living. And during thistime, so much technology was lying around that no one
thought how to make more of it. The water plants shut down and the el ectrical generators quit working,
and nobody knew how to run them. They were too big and required too many knowledgeable
techniciansto throw the switches. People just survived, sort of like we are now. Some of usforgot
because we didn't want to remember."

Rabbit munched on ahandful of sunflower seeds. "Cars sound like fun, but I'm happy here, right now. A
car or abook won't make lunch better. Don't you like this?' He waved hishand at the creek, thetrail that
ran below them and the spray of wild flowers dong the bank.

Surprised, Eric looked at him. Rabbit never talked about himself, how he was feding.
"Thisisanice spot,” agreed Dodge. "l like the way the migt floats on theriver. Kind of like ghosts.”

Eric noticed the heat from ahalf hour earlier had disspated. A mist wasrising from the water, and a
cooling breeze bent the grass around them. "Yes, it is" said Eric. Goose bumps rose on hisarms and
neck. He was trying to remember. He had been here before. He inhaled deeply. The air smelled, oddly,

of tangerine.
Dodge spoke, but Eric missed it. "Excuse me?" he said. Helooked at Dodge.
"I didn't say anything," said Dodge.

In the corner of hisvison Eric sensed movement, and aflash of ddiciousinevitability flooded his head.
He didn't have to look to know what was coming. He had been here before, not just this place but this
time

Trudging toward them on the trail, ateenage boy, abike dung over his shoulder, looked up at Eric. What
struck Eric first was the boy's unwashed hair plastered to hisforehead. Smaller details, the cassette
player hanging from his belt, the wire leading to the speskers around his neck and the Air Jordan
sneakers he noted, but what Eric concentrated on most were the boy's sunken and exhausted eyes. No
one had ever |ooked so alone to him; so abandoned, lost and alone.

The boy glanced down. Eric dmost called out to him, but he redlized there was nothing he could say. Eric
wasn't even sureif the boy could hear him. He doubted it. Then his eyes watered, and he blinked the
tears away.

The boy was gone.

From the old watch pogt, U.S. 6's appearance had changed considerably. Despite the height, Eric could
see weeds pushing through the asphalt and rocks cluttering the road. Eric found it hard to imagine the
same road crowded with traffic. He remembered the scene, but he couldn't fed it anymore.

"Come on, Grandpa,” yelled Dodge. "I want to see the cave." He and Rabbit stood at the cavern's



entrance holding hagtily constructed torches. Eric guessed they might give them five minutes of light if they
were lucky.

Dodge sad, "I've never been in acave before.

Rabhit lit one torch, handed the unlit onesto Dodge and Eric, then led them into the crawl way. On his
hands and knees, Eric followed Dodge. The acrid smoke from the torch stung his eyes, and he couldn't
see anything anyway, S0 he squeezed them shut and continued to crawl.

He butted into something soft. "What..." Suddenly, Dodge's rump pushed into him. "What..." Eric said
agan.

Dodge screeched, "Back! Back! Back!" Deeper in the cave, Rabbit swore. Eric tried to turn around,
whapped his head against the rock wall, then backed up asfast as he could. The stone roof snagged his
shirt and pulled it snug againgt his armpits before ripping. Dodge smashed Eric's fingers twice and kicked
him in the chin asthey retreated.

Panting loudly, they stood outside the cave. Rabbit had lost historch and hisleft elbow oozed blood.
Dodge's nose bled fredy from akick Rabbit had delivered, and Eric rubbed his chin gingerly.

"Rattlesnakes," said Rabhit. "l got into the room, saw the boxes you told us about, then | heard buzzing.
Cavesfull of them. Must have been two-hundred." He sat heavily. "1 don't mind a snake or two, but
sheesh!"

Dodge held his nose to control the bleeding and said nasdlly, "I thought your face was on fire or
something.”

Cautioudy they inspected the other entrances. All were homesfor rattlesnakes. The system of cracks and
crevices provided an idedl environment for alarge rodent population, and the snakes were evidently well
fed. They could find noway in.

"So what's specia about this cave anyway?' asked Dodge. The sun touched the canyon rim to the west.
Although it was only mid-afternoon, they could expect no more direct sunlight.

Eric thought about the last time he'd been here, the summer after the plague. He and Leda had parked
their four-whed drive at the blocked tunndl, then carried ashovel and pick to the cave. HEd dug in the
rocky soil most of the day to excavate a hole degp enough to hold his mother. Ledainventoried the items
in the cave and packed the most useful onesto the highway.

They'd wrapped the black plastic tightly around Mother, carried her out and buried her. He'd thought of
her as a big woman, incapable of being budged once she st her feet, but her body seemed so light. She
was no trouble & dl to carry to the grave.

He had ahard time relating the two versons of himsalf in his memory: the one who listened to rock and
roll under his headphones and worried whether school would be canceled or not, and the one ayeer later
who with hiswife drove acar held taken from a Chevy dedler's car |ot to bury his mother. It seemed asif
hed lived two lives.

"Thisiswhere| started to grow up,” Eric said. "l wanted to seeit again.”

Heled them to the grave, aflat patch of ground between matched boulders near the top of the ridge.
Hed chosen the site because the rocks sheltered it from the wind, and it was agood high placeto rest.

He barely recognized the spot. No sign remained of the wooden cross held made, and the ground was



no longer bare. A knee-high bed of Columbine covered the entire areallike abluefog. Their delicate
stems and petals trembled in abreeze too dight for Eric to fed. He paused at the edge of the bed.

"Wher€'s the grave?' asked Dodge.

Eric knelt and passed his hand over the flowers, letting the fragile blossoms brush hispam. He
remembered Mom in the backyard of their Littleton house, kneesfirmly planted in earth shedd just turned
over, carefully pushing bulbs into the garden in expectation of the pring. Mother had dways believed in
the spring, in regeneration. She'd said once, "A flower proves natureisan artist.”

"She's buried by that boulder," Eric said. "Underneath this..." The Columbines shimmered in the canyon
dusk. "... this... blue quilt.”

Dodge said, "Doesn't look much like agrave, Grandpa.”

Eric Sghed deeply. His breath shook alittle when he exhaed. On his knees, the flowers spread out
before him like an affirmation of beauty and life, and he recalled when hefirst went to school how held
kned on afootstoadl in front of his Mother so she could comb his hair. Hefelt her hand on the back of his
neck and her breath in hisface.

"That'stheway it should be," he said. "Nothing ought to ook like agrave.”

"Shush!" said Eric. He put his arm across Dodge's chest to stop him. They were amost to the old watch
post. "l saw something.” Rabbit stepped past Eric and surveyed the road.

Sun shone on the canyon wall east of them, but deep blue shadowsfilled the valley Eric had stood watch
over years ago. Helooked west, toward Idaho Springs. Whatever caught his attention wasn't moving
now.

Rabbit sad, "l seethem.”
"Who?" asked Eric.
"Don't know, but they're Sitting by the creek.”

Eric strained hiseyes. All he could see was foam on the rocks and a scattering of low plantslining the
river. He squinted. Nothing.

"Where? Are they ghosts?' said Dodge.
"By the bank, there," said Rabbit. He pointed. "Two by that rock and another on the shoulder."

Frustrated, Eric gritted histeeth, then turned his head—an old hunter's trick—and | et his peripherd vison
go to work.

Dodgesad, "Ah, | see

Eric dug into his backpack for binoculars. When he found them, Rabbit was hafway to the road. "What's
he doing?' Eric hissed.

Dodge sighed. "He's dways going off on hisown. Lots of times when we scavenge helll leave me, and |
won't see him for the rest of the day.”

Eric focused the binoculars where Rabbit had said he saw the figures by the creek. "He's not going to



find anything. Nobody'sthere.”
Dodge said, "' Course not. Soon as Rabbit moved, they took off."
"Where?'

"Up the dope." Dodge shivered. "They might be ghosts. | watched them until they reached those bushes.
.." He pointed to a haf dozen scraggly clumps of rabbit brush that couldn't hide agood sized marmat,”...
then they kind of melted into the ground.”

Eric raised his eyebrows.

"Honest. Like coyotes. Y ou seethem for afew feet, then they're gone.”
"Werethey people?’

"No." He gulped. "They wereb...." He colored and looked away.
"Dodge?"

"Y ouwon't believe me." He crossed hisarms across his chest. "Y oull laugh. It'sjust astory they tell little
kidsto scare them after dark.”

"What's the story?"
"Y ou won't make fun?' Dodge asked. Eric shook his head.

Rabbit reached the road, crouched low and ran on the shoulder next to the canyon wall, keeping out of
sght of the creek. Eric swept the length of the canyon with the binoculars. Nothing.

"It's about the Gone Time. Dad told me the story when we went hunting. He said that in the Gone Time
people were very proud. That they flew higher than birds and clouds, that they drove faster than arrows
intheir cars on the roads, that they lived in the buildings we scavenge, but that the buildings were beautiful
and rose thousands of feet inthe air. He said there were so many peoplethat | could never count al of
them because babies would be born faster than | could tally."

Dodge paused and looked at Eric. "Isall that true, Grandpa. Are dl the storiesyou told us true?’
Surprised, Eric said, "Of course. Why would | lieto you?'
"Grown-ups make up stuff. | know about Santa Claus, and he'salie”

Rabhit reached the spot where held said he'd seen the three figures. He stood on the edge of the road,
looking left and right.

Eric stroked his grandson's hair. Dodge reminded him of Troy, who had been hard-headed and
skeptica. Troy had never believed man had walked on the moon, or that Denver used to glow at night
likeaseaof Sars.

"Santa Clausis different. The Gone Timeishigtory, and higtory isred.”

"Like Sar Wars? Eric sghed. How could he teach Dodge the difference between redlity and fiction
when both sounded so fantastic?"I'll have to explain that later. What was the story your dad told you?”

Dodge looked disappointed, but he continued. "He said the Gone Time people got so proud that they



spreed dl over the Earth building towns and driving their cars and watching their TV's. He said no one
had to work because machines did everything and al they did was write poetry and go to parties.”

Eric amiled at Dodge's fractured version of history. "The stories you tdll about the Gone Time don't sound
likethat, but I'm just saying what Dad told me. Anyway, he said the Gone Time people kept knocking
down forests and filling up the world till there wasn't any place for the Bugbears.”

"The Bugbears?'

"Y es. Dad said they lived on the Earth before people did, and they didn't mind sharing, but when there
was no place for them to be private anymore, they came out of their holesin the ground and their secret
placesin the trees that were | eft. They touched people on their foreheads when they were deeping, and
when they woke up they got sick and died. The Bugbears went to everybody's houses and decided who
was bad, and they touched them." Dodge pressed hisfinger in the middle of hisforehead. "Good people
they kissed and let live.”

"Y ou think those were Bugbears by theriver?'

Dodge nodded. "Dad said that sometimes you can see oneif you'rered quiet for along time. | figureit's
Bugbearsthat have been following us.”

Rabhit trotted on the road toward them.

Eric said, "That's as good an explanation as any, | suppose.” He shouldered Rabbit's backpack and his
own. "Let'sget off the mountain. Unless you want to spend the night with rattlesnakes?’

Rabbit waited for them at the bottom.
"Did you see them?' asked Dodge when they finaly reached Rabbit.

He shook his head. "Nothing there but afootprint on arock. One of them must have stepped in the
water."

"But where did they go?' said Dodge.

Rabhit took his backpack from Eric and dipped the straps over his shoulders. "Don't know. They'd have
to be mountain goatsto climb that hill.”

Dodge started hiking toward the blocked tunndl. "Bugbears,”" he said.

Eric expected Rabbit to laugh or say something derisive about Dodge's theory. Instead, Rabbit looked at
Dodge and raised his eyebrows asif to say, "Could be."

After they pitched camp and doused the campfire with creek water, Eric lay on hisback staring into the
canopy of stars, each as bright and sharp asanew needle. He felt that tonight, if he stared hard enough,
he could separate the individua starsin the Milky Way. If he just concentrated, he could pick out the
planets circling each, count their moons, follow the paths of wandering comets done and cold with no sun
to burn them.

The grave had him thinking about his parents. I'm seventy-five, he thought, and | missmy mom. | miss
them both. Of all the people he'd ever known, of dl the reactions he had seen to the plague and the
changein theworld, they had seemed the most flexible and reslient.

He pushed his hands under the small of his back. The extra support always felt good when he wasn't



degping on amattress.

"Areyou awake?" asked Rabbit. Eric rolled his head to the Side and saw that Rabbit was Sitting up in his
deeping bag, leaning againgt his backpack. The night wastoo dark to show hisfeatures, but hiseyes
glistened, reflecting thelittle light therewas,

"Yes," sad Eric. Helooked back into the stars. Willow tree leavesrustled at the edge of the glade near
the junction of U.S. 6 and Colorado 93 where they had eaten dinner in the dark before bedding down.

"Do you believein ghosts?' asked Rabhit.

"Yes," sad Eric without hesitation. The answer hung in the air between them for along moment. For
some reason, with the start piercing the blackness above, with thelittle bit of breeze fluttering through the
willows, he felt Rabhbit had asked the most important question a human being could ask. We're on the
brink of understanding our world, thought Eric. It's about ghosts, dmost six-hillion of them, and
everything they left for us. Redl ghogts, mythical ghosts and metaphorica ghosts. They're everywhere. |
can't ignore them.

From thefirst day held lft the cave, Sixty years ago, held felt their presence in the empty streets of
Denver, the broken windows, the parked cars. Ghosts and ghosts and ghosts. He remembered a sheet of
newspaper blowing in front of him as he walked up Littleton Boulevard toward hishome. It touched the
pavement, then shot twenty feet up, then spirded down again. It wasif someinvisible being were playing.
And ever since, hed fdt ghogtslike the pressure in the air before astorm. Did he believe? There was no
way he could be who he was, he thought, if he didntt.

Rabbit said, "I'vetaked to one."
Eric shook hishead. "Who? | mean, what do you mean?"

"Last month | talked to one. | wasin the basement of a Big-O Tire store, scavenging, and when | came
out, agirl was going through my backpack. She looked like she might be seven or eight yearsold. At
least | think shewas agirl. Shelooked likeagirl, red hair tied back in aponytail, lesther skirt, no shirt.
Anyway, she saw me and said one word, then ran. | yelled at her not to be afraid. Then | chased her, but
shewasfast. Squeezed through acrack in abrick wall and was gone."

She must have been fast, Eric thought, to get away from Rabbit, who was the quickest boy Eric had ever
known. "What did she say? What makes you think she was aghost?"

"I was south of town, east of theriver." Eric thought about the map of Denver inthe Town Hall. Every
community Littleton traded with was marked with red pins. All of them were north along 1-25, what most
people caled the Vadley Highway now. Asfar asthey knew, no onelived to the south. If peoplelived in
Colorado Springs, seventy miles away, the people of Littleton didn't know about them. For al they
knew, and al the fear they had of travel, the area south could be marked with "Here there be Dragons.”

Rabbit continued, "I didn't recognize her ether, but that's not what makes me think she wasaghost. | ran
around the wall she jumped through, and she wasn't there. There was no place to hide or anything. She
just vanished."

"What did she say to you?"
Rabbit lay back. In the darkness, Eric couldn't read his expression.

"She called meaname." Rabbit put his hands under his head. He stared into the sky like Eric had earlier.
"Maybe'caled isn't the right word. It's more like she identified me, likeif | looked into abox and there



wasasquirrd initand | said, 'squirre.™
"l undergtand,” said Eric.
"| startled her, | think. She looked at me and said 'Jackal.’ Then she disappeared through the crack.”

Far away, along, lonely howl rosein the night. Another joined it. It's the wolves, Eric thought. Rabbit
shuddered at the sound.

"What's ajacka, Grandpa?'

Eric listened to the wolves for afew seconds. Their voices mingled in eerie harmonics. "A jackdl... it'san
animd that livesin Africa... akind of dog." He thought about it. The air suddenly cooled, like the breeze
had pushed a patch of arctic atmosphere over them. He wrapped the deeping bag tighter around his
shoulders, then he chuckled. "Of course” he said. "It makes sense. A jackd..." He pulled the bag around
hisears."... isascavenger.”

Chapter Eight
BODY BAGS

The smoke on the streets in town didn't look that bad. When Eric looked up, the swirls of ash turned the
sky gray, and the stench of burning rubber and insulation seared histhroat. He covered his nose and
mouth with a bandanna. None of the houses or stores he passed on this side Street were damaged, but
boards covered many windows, and locks secured the gates. The buildings had a closed, protected ook
to them, asif they cowered in the face of the destruction. He couldn't hear any birds. Since he'd entered
town, he hadn't heard a bird, adog, acar horn or asiren. Nothing. He heard only his own sounds.

Eric pushed his bike, approached an intersection dowly, peered both ways, then hurried across. He had
no ideawhere the hospita or police station might be, the logica placesto look for Dad.

Thelight "ping" of aloose spoke every revolution of the whed made him nervous. What if somebody
heard him? What could he say? If people were shooting at each other on the highway the night before,
maybe he would be mistaken for athief or arrested for violating a"stay ingde”’ order. His eyes watered,
and hdf infrustration and haf in fear he angrily wiped them with the hed of hishand.

A glass-partitioned public phone kiosk on the next corner was vandalized, the glass shattered, and all that
remained of the recelver was anub of protruding wires. In the phone book he found an address for both
the hospital and the police station, but there was no map, and the street names didn't mean anything to
him.

A white van roared down the street. Eric pushed himsdf againgt the remains of the phone, trying to
disappear. A man in the passenger's seat |ooked right at him. His eyeswere smal and cold, likea
beetle's. His mouth was straight and hard. Eric was glad they didn't stop. He wouldn't want to meet a
man who looked like that.

Pieces of paper swirled in the wake of the van; itstall-lights flashed when it turned the corner a couple of
blocks away. Eric rested his cheek against the phone booth's cool metal. A minute later, apolice cruiser
with darkly tinted windows turned onto the street. He Started to step out, to wave, then fear welled up,
making him weak. Across the sdewalk, he saw a deep doorway to duck into, but there was no way to
get there without being seen. He stayed in the kiosk and tried to act like he was busy, which felt
ridiculous since the phone was broken. He opened the directory to the yellow pages and studied them.
The car stopped at the curb, and the window rolled down.



A tired voicefrominsdesaid, "Sr, would you mind stepping next to the car?'
Eric looked behind him. Nobody had ever caled him"Sir" before.

"Me?" hesaid.

The voice degpened, became threatening. "Don't make me get out.”

Eric moved by the cruiser and bent so he could see in the window. What he noticed first was in the back
seet, a stack of what he took to be heavy, black plastic tarps. Eric didn't understand why tarps would
have zippers on them though. Then he saw the officer'srevolver. His ssomach gripped into atight ball.
Therevolver rested on the seat, and the officer's hand was on it. His mirrored sunglasses reflected a
distorted picture. "Give me the stereo,” he said.

For asecond Eric didn't move. He didn't know what the officer meant, then he unclipped the cassette
player from his belt, disconnected the headphones and offered the player to the policeman. When he
didn't tir, Eric dropped it on the sest. It bounced once. Without moving his head, the officer's hand
floated from the gun and picked up the cassette player. He hed it in front of his glasses, then floated it
back to the seat. His movements were smooth and careful. Eric didn't want to make him angry. The man
made Eric think of asnake, a meticulous, cautious predator, ready to burst into motion any second.

"Now, the backpack," he said.

Eric shucked the strap off his shoulder and placed it next to the cassette. The hand drifted from the gun,
undid the straps and explored the contents. He lifted each item out and placed it carefully on the seat until
the empty bag sagged beside him.

During the process, Eric thought about fidgeting, but he held himsdf still. He knew he should be
frightened, but now he felt detached, amost meditative about what was happening, asif he were hovering
above the sdewalk watching the scene unroll. Maybe the event was too surred, like one of those weird
paintings hed seen in art books where mountains levitated in living rooms and watches melted over tree
branches.

He couldn't see the man's eyes, but it suddenly occurred to him that they wouldn't be mdicious eyes, not
the eyes of akiller; they would be crazed eyes. Below the officer's sunglasses, even in the tinted window
shadowsin the car, Eric saw deep, purple circleslike twin bruises. The man's face sagged from his
cheekbones. His hair, brown streaked with gray, stuck out in uncombed angles from under his hat.
Crumpled fast food sacks and crushed Styrofoam cups covered the floor of the cruiser. The car smelled
strongly of old coffee and swesety clothes. Eric knew—nhe didn't know how— that therigidity of the
man's posture, the unnaturaly precise hand movements, masked exhaustion and madness. For thefirst
timein hislife, Eric fdt like he understood something about someone else. He felt aconnection to him, an
empathy, asif for thisinstant they were sharing the same thoughts. The policeman must have been
patrolling for days, maybe never getting out of the car, just driving and looking and upholding the law
because he didn't know what else to do. Eric felt very sorry for the policeman, though Eric knew he was
ahair'swidth away from being shot.

He wanted to say some kind thing to him, but he didn't know how to Start.

The officer said, hisvoice gravelly and no less threatening than before, "L ooters don't last in thistown.”
"Yes, gr. I'mjust looking for my dad,” said Eric.

The man started to replace Eric's goods to his backpack. His hand shook dightly as he lifted acan of



peaches.
"Let me help," said Eric as heleaned into the car and reached for the can.

The peaches dropped from the policeman's hand, and in it he held the gun. He was very fast. Eric tried to
swalow, couldn't. The end of the barrdl, only afoot from hisface, looked amile wide and infinitely deep.

Trapped, hishead in the car and off balance, Eric heard the policeman's hard and heavy bresth. The man
sad, "Do you know Gloria?* The gun didn't waver.

Eric tried to answer, but he couldn't force aword through histhroat. He shook his head no.

The gun sank to the backpack, and the officer gazed out the front window, turning away from Eric. His
voice became distant and soft. " She's about your age. At the hospital with her mom now. They got a
touch of something,” the policeman said. He focused suddenly on Eric, and hisvoice became
business-like. "I thought maybe you went to school with her."

Cupped loosaly around the pistal grip, the man's hand fascinated Eric. Hetried to speak again and
squeaked out, "'l go to Littleton High."

"A Littleton Lion." The policeman did the gun onto hislap and stuck it between hislegs so the barrel
pointed down and the grip was il vigble. "I was a Golden High Knight. Played footbal." Helicked his

lips
Ericlet out along breath slently and realized he hadn't been breathing. "Uh huh,” he said.

"Thousand people buried in that footbal field now." The policeman gripped the steering whedl. He was
wearing ablack glove on hisleft hand. "Don't think the Knightswill have agood season thisyear,” he
sad.

He plucked the radio microphone from the dash and held it to hislips. "Tanner, thisis Buck. I'm on 12th
and Jackson talking to aLittleton Lion. What you got?'

Theradio crackled feehly.

He rested the microphone on hislap and continued to stare out the front window. "Gloriathinks she
might be a cheerleader. Shel'salittle bony, but she can do the gymnagtics. Eight years of lessons.” His
chest expanded as he took a deep breath, and when hefinaly let it out, it shook. "Her mother'srea
proud. Bought us shirtsthat say Gloria's Mom and Gloria's Dad.™

Hetried the radio again. In the quiet of the car, the steady hiss sounded baeful and londly. "Nobody
home," said the policeman. "Burnt to the ground ..." He paused and took another deep breath. . .. just
like the hospitd. Forgot for asecond.”

His chin dropped to hischest asif he weretoo tired to hold it up any longer. "I'm aghost cop,” he said.
"Except I'm dive and the city died.” Then he waved his hand vaguely in Eric'sdirection. "Y ou can go."

Quickly, Ericfilled his backpack and grabbed his headphones and cassette player. The policeman didn't
move. When Eric backed his head out of the window, he started to thank the man—he felt like he
should—but then Eric redlized the policeman had fallen adeep. Hisface looked peaceful, and Eric made
asudden connection, an' understanding of the policeman in adifferent role. Eric shook withit, the
empathy was so strong. The policeman looked like aman at hdftime at afootbal game, tired from his
day'swork, but at the game because his daughter was going to cheer. Eric wished that he could tell him
the day was okay, that hisbony daughter dazzled the crowd, jumping high, clapping her hands, throwing



back flipsfor the team asit entered thefield.

Instead, Eric stepped back quietly. Brightness of the sun through the smoke, after the darkness of the
car, made him blink back tears.

Smoldering ruins dominated the north end of Golden, and the closer he pedaed to the Coors plant, the
fewer intact buildings he found. Two jewdry storesside by side, A Touch of Gold and aZales, had been
cleaned out. A spray of velvet display pads littered the sdewalk. After afew blocks, he turned and
headed south, but he had no idea where to go now. Should he return to the cave and wait for Dad? How
long should he wait before searching again? Theimage of his mother's body lying still under the plagtic
chilled him. Thinking about crawling into the cave again to face that lump under the black visqueen made
him shake his head. He would ride the bike to Littleton. Dad might have gone there, though he couldn't
think of areason that he would. What really decided him, was the idea of being home. Heimagined his
bedroom, the posters on the walls, the books lined neatly on the shelves, and his bed, a place of safety
and normdity. If he could just get home, thingswould be al right. All of thiswould go away. He wouldn't
haveto think about policemen who lost their daughters or carsfilled with frightened, angry people being
shot at aroad block.

At the bottom of Jackson Street, he reached the high school. "Have agood summer!” read the marquee
infront of the school. A pair of unattended backhoes squatted on the torn up remains of the footbd| field.
One god pogt lay onitsside. The other stood, a solitary sentinel. He turned onto 24th Street, hoping that
it would take him back to U.S. 6 and out of town.

24th ended &t 11linois Ave and he could see the highway at the crest of the hill to hisright. In the distance,
along way up the hill with several smaller hills between, the two roadsintersected. Breaths came hard in
the smoky air as he struggled to peda up the dope. Because he kept his eyes closed part of thetime, or
dtared at the goose neck of the bike so he wouldn't have to look at the hill in front of him, he missed the
first black shapeslying on the road's shoulder to hisleft. When hislegs were too tired to push the pedals
any farther, he leaned the bike and rested. Then he saw the body bags, hundreds of them like black seed
pods lined side by side adong the road, stretching to the top of the hill.

At first, he thought they were trash bags, asif the Highway Department had been running grass cutting
crews aong the roads and were storing the clippings. But when he put the bike down and stood over the
closest bag, he knew the truth.

He blinked dowly. His eyes ached from the smoke, and he took along timeto redlize what he was
looking at. Sun glinted dully off the dick plastic, and the bag was unzipped. Insde, he saw aglimpse of
pink flannd. The woman—though the bag covered her face, he guessed it must be awoman—had died
in her pgjamas. Her hands lay on top each other on her somach. The top hand was disfigured; it was

missing thering finger.

Eric looked down the long row of bagsto hisleft, toward town. All the bags were unzipped. Hands
dangled over the sdes of many, and even from here he could see others without ring fingers. He stepped
to the next bag. A man's well-tanned arm sprawled across the plastic asif he had tried to extricate
himsdlf and then died in mid-effort. A pale band of skin circled hiswrist where he must haveworn a
watch.

Eric knew he should fed something about al these bodies, some sadness or revulsion, but he couldntt.
Hewalked up the hill, pushing his bike. In some bags he saw faces, eyes open or closed, mouths gaping
or neatly shut. Some bodies were naked; one man wore athree piece suit. A few bags had more than
one body in them, mostly children. All the bags were open, and al Eric felt wasamild curiosity about

why.



Near the crest of the hill he heard an engine idling and then avoice. He put the bike down and, bending
low, scurried to the top. Inthelittle valley below, thirty yards away, the white van was parked in the
middle of the road. A man, the beetle-eyed one he'd seen earlier, unzipped a bag, reached in, pulled out
the body's hands, ingpected them, then moved to the next one. A gun in ashoulder holster swvung from
his chest when he bent over. He held athree foot long pair of bolt cutters. He unzipped again—the harsh
rasp reached Eric—and grabbed a hand.

"Got one," he said to the hidden driver in the van. Beetle-Eyes pinned the hand to the body with hisfoot,
maneuvered the bolt cuttersinto position, then, without pause, snipped off afinger. Eric heard the click of
the bolt cutters closing.

The man stripped the ring from the finger, then tossed the finger beyond the body bagsinto thelong
weeds beside the road. He put the ring into a heavy sack that hung from his belt and moved to the next

bag.

Eric pressed the side of hisface to the pavement and closed his eyes. Sun-warmed asphalt burned him,
but he didn't move. The enormity of what he was seeing boggled hisimagination and sickened him. Surely
nothing can top this, he thought. Nothing could be as gross.

He wondered how he was going to get past the van. He couldn't seejust riding by, and he thought about
going back and finding another way to the highway, but he dso wanted to stop them, to turn themin
maybe—whatever it would take to get them to leave the bodies done.

He heard another loud snip. The van rolled afew feet forward to keep up with Beetle-Eyes, who moved
from bag to bag with ghoulish efficiency. He unzipped another one and looked the body over
speculatively. "Nicetits," he said, then threw the ringless hands back in the bag in disgust. "Why dont |
drivefor awhile?' he said. A voice from the van murmured back. Beetle-Eyes shrugged his shoulders.

Asthevan move farther away and higher on the hill, Eric crept backwards to stay out of sight. He could
no longer hear them, but he saw the pantomime as Beetle-Eyes crouched, opened, inspected, stood and
cut, taking rings and watches as he found them, bag after bag.

Findly the van topped the next hill. Eric mounted his bike and rode past the abused bodies, till unsure of
what to do, but determined to do something. Once again he was within earshot. Zippers whisked open.
Bolt cutters clicked together. Beetle-Eyes cursed the driver's squeamishness. "Y ou'll like what this stuff
will buy later," he said. Another finger flew into the weeds. ™Y ou got to cut bait to fish." Eric felt hisgorge
rse.

From the bottom of his backpack, Eric grabbed his dingshot and a handful of bal bearings. Without
thinking, he folded the leather patch around the first bearing, stood, drew back, and fired at Beetle-Eyes.
The bearing missed but whanged off the van leaving avery satisfying dent.

The man yelled something and hit the asphalt. Flying end over end, the bolt cutters vanished into the
weeds. Eric loaded and fired. The shot zinged off the pavement afoot from Beetle-Eye's head, who was
trying to crawl backwards under the van. He hadn't seen Eric yet.

Eric placed athird bearing in the dingshot, then Beetle-Eyes spotted him. He unsnapped hisgun fromiits
holster and started to aim it, but the van moved forward afoot and Beetle-Eyes panicked, dropped the

gun, rolled to his back and pounded on the side of the van. " Stop, you stupid shit. Stop!" heyelled. "I'm
under herel" Brake lightsflared red.

He glared maevolently at Eric and did himsdf from under the van. Without bresking his stare, he reached
for the gun.



Eric drew the bearing to his ear; hisarm was straight and steedy. "Don't doit,” he said. Forty yards
separated them.

Bestle-Eyesfroze, his hand afoot from the pistal. "I don't have to kill you, kid," he said. ™Y ou can put
that squirrdl shooter away and walk right now, but if you try to hurt me again, I'm going to pick up this
gun here and blow your head off." His hand inched downward.

Sweat trickled down Eric's face. One good shot, one perfect shot, and Beetle-Eyes would be done, but
if he missed, he wouldn't have timeto reload. Far away, abird sang. Eric thought, meadow lark, and
released the shot.

He missed.

Bestle-Eyes came up with the gun and straightened from his crouch. Holding it in front of him, hewaked
toward Eric. "You stupid little kid," he said, then clicked the hammer back.

The meadow lark trilled through his song again. Eric's dad had taught him many bird cdls. He couldn't
believe that the last thought he would ever have would be the name of abird song.

Bestle-Eyes stopped. "Oh, shit.”

A rumble behind Eric startled him and he stepped aside. Like ablack and white boat, the police cruiser
flowed past Eric. Through the tinted windows, Eric saw the glint of mirrored sunglasses. The car's brakes
screeched loudly when it stopped. Beetle-Eyes stepped backwards, gun at his side, until he bumped into
the van.

The police car's door clicked open and Glorias Dad, the ghost cop, unfolded himsdlf from the driver's
sedt, hisgun gripped in hisright hand, the black glove on his|eft.

Without looking at Beetle-Eyes, he walked to abody bag. Caked mud clung to his boots. Eric wondered
if it were from the football field.

The ghost cop bent, ingpected the bag, pulled amangled hand out, then, holding the hand gently in his,
bent farther, briefly pressed hisforehead to the dead person's hand, then tucked it back into the bag. He
Zipped it shut and stood.

"Wejust got here," shouted Beetle-Eyes. "Thekid will tell you!" He pointed hisgun at Eric, asif hed
forgotten that he held it.

The ghost cop brought his revolver up and fired. Echoes bounced back. Eric had seen many movies.
He'd seen amillion shootings, but thiswasn't like anything held seen. The shot was sharper, more crisp,
but lessloud than hedd imagined. A very distinct puff of smoke drifted away from the gun. Hefollowed it
until it dissipated.

Beetle-Eyes sat, hislegsspread in aV, his head resting against the bumper. Tears dicked his cheeks.

"You didn't haveto do that," he said. Eric couldn't see any blood on Beetle-Eyes, but asingle rivulet of
red stresked the white van where he had stood. He sniffed, "I wasn't doing anything.” His sack had
ruptured at the bottom and rings and watches reflected sunlight in apile beside him.

The ghost cop dug into hisback pocket and brought out a pair of hand cuffs. Keeping his gun trained on
Beetle-Eyes, he clipped one wrist and reached for the other.

Out of sight from the cop, but where Eric could see, the passenger door swung quietly open. Slowly, a



sneakered foot, then abareleg did into view. The ghost cop struggled to cuff the other hand, but the
mechanism seemed jammed. Beetle-Eyes blubbered, "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Don't hurt me." Stunned by
the nearness of his own desath, by the violence of the shooting, Eric watched dack jawed, asif the event
weretelevison. Whatever anger had motivated him to confront Beetle-Eyes was gone.

A short-skirted woman hefting a baseball bat emerged from the door. She raised the bat above her head
and ran around the corner of the van where the ghost cop knelt over Beetle-Eyes.

Eric snapped out of hislethargy. "Watch out!”

Arching her back like awoodsman, the woman paused before swinging the bat.
The ghost cop rolled, fired; thewoman fell.

Beetle-Eyes stretched for hisgun, got it, swung it around.

The ghost cop fired.

Two puffs of smoke floated away like carniva balloons.

Dusting his pants off, the ghost cop trudged back to the cruiser, gun hanging from hishand asif it
weighed a hundred pounds. From the back of the car he took two of the black plastic tarps Eric had
seen earlier and unfolded them. They were body bags.

As Eric watched, the cop uncuffed Beetle-Eyes, fitted abag over him and rolled him over so he could
closeit; then he bagged the woman. He tossed her bat in the bag with her and drug both of them to the
sde of theroad along with the other bodies. Everything he did, he did tiredly, seeming to barely have the
grength to move himsdlf from place to place.

Stooping over the last bag Beetle-Eyes had robbed, the ghost cop placed the handsinside and zipped it
up. He moved to the next one and did the same.

Eric turned and looked behind him at the hundreds of open bags and beyond them where oily black
smoke poured into the sky from the Coors plant. A meadow lark lilted through its notes again and the
sun shimmered in waves off the road. Eric went to the nearest bag. Trying not to look in, he gripped the
large, square zipper tab and pulled it shut. Soon the cop caught up with him and, not speaking, they
worked together moving from body bag to body bag, softly putting hands back inside and closing them.

An hour or so later, when they finished, Eric straightened painfully and rubbed hisback. The cop'sface
was an agony of exhaugtion lines, the skin sallow and muscldess.

Eric said, "Maybe you should go home." The mirrored sunglasses reflected blankly back at him.
"Nobody will know."

Wind flicked hair across Eric's eyes. He brushed it back. The cop said, "'l haven't been relieved.” And
that seemed to settleit for him.

They walked back to the cruiser. Eric collected his bike and backpack from the road. When he left, the
cop was Sitting in the car, door open, his hands wrapped around the steering whes!.

At thetop of the hill, where lllinois Ave. met U.S. 6, Eric looked back. Theline of body bags stretched
amost to town, ablack border on the road. Digtinctly, Eric heard acar door dam and an engine start.
Then the cruiser rose out of avalley in the road and headed for Golden's smoke and fire and emptiness.
Eric watched until it vanished from sght.



Chapter Nine
THE FLATS

Our fourth morning, Eric thought, and we're ill in good spirits. Dodge led, dashing from Sdeto sdeto
pick flowers, Indian Paint Brush and Rocky Mountain Bee Plants. Rabbit hung back and whistled
tunelesdy. Eric strode up the highway, pleased by the hardnessin hisleg musclesthat afew days of
activity had given him. He did askip step. Highway 93 roller-coasted generdly uphill north out of Golden
infront of him aong the foothillsto Boulder. Eric compared the landscape to what they had passed
through before; thiswasthe first that had not been a part of the suburbs. Ruins of shopping mals,
subdivisions and shopettes dominated the ten miles west from the Platte River, and the fifteen miles north
to Golden. But here, he hiked through rea country. Clean of brick walls, concrete foundations, or houses
invaried states of decay, the grasses dropped away from the road through agentle valey to lap against a
scrub pine shordline at thefoothillsamile avay.

He rubbed his sun-warmed right cheek. Four days of stubble scratched his palm. Hefelt poetic. Perfect
wegther, he thought.

nrises. . . likeagreat red whale.
Mid-afternoon: cloudless, arching blue
storm builds on mountain

cool breeze wipes the day.

He shook hishead at that last part. Weather poems, he thought, are never as good as the weather. That
bit about ared whale, though, that's nice.

He remembered last night's sunset. The clouds broke and bands of color flowed from the west, first
yellow, then orange and red, then indigo and violet. What aspectacle! Ashe hiked, he found himsalf
thinking about dust in the atmosphere. The dawn and evening displaysthis year reminded him of thefirgt
few years after ... plague, when the sun rose and set in sullen glory, which he attributed to ashesfrom
firesin ctiesfilled with the dead.

By midmorning, Eric'slegsthat hed been so proud of burned with fatigue. He bit hislip and struggled not
to limp. He envied theboys energy to run back and forth across the road in front of him, showing each
other things they had found: alength of PV C pipe, a glasstelephonelineinsulator, arusted hammer head
without ahandle. They're asfresh asthefirst day, he thought.

Pain rose for another haf hour, each step driving spearsinto his hipsand caves. Smal firesembered
behind his knee caps. Head down, he watched his foot placement. A flat step hurt less, but any roll to
ether sdeflared new pains. I'm just plain old, he thought. Old and out of gas. The phrase made him
gmile. Dodge used it occasionally, o did Troy. Neither knew what it meant. Severa expressions cameto
him: "Run it up the flag pole and see who sdutes.” "Give me aring." "Drop mealine." "That does not
compute.”" He said aoud, " Put the peda to the metd boys." Dodge looked back at him. Eric shook his
head. "Nothing, son. just athought.”

He concentrated on walking. Heat radiated off the buckled and fractured asphalt, and the weeds that
grew with such enthusiasm afew miles earlier, looked dispirited. Everything about the landscape now
seemed beaten down and tired. By the road, large parcels of caked and cracked ground were free of
grasses dtogether. He imagined how the dust must kick up here on windy days. Only bushes, laurdsand
what hisdad used to cdl greasewood, thrived. He struggled with why the look of the land would change
so dragticdly injust acouple of hours of walking, but hislegs pains messed up his concentration.

Step, step, step, he thought; even the sky haslost its color. It pressed down like adab of gray date, and



the sun pulsed initsmids, its edges fuzzy. He kept his eyes down, watching hisfeet. Dust covered the
road. Little puffs marked each footfall. Dodge's smdl sneakers|eft perfect imprints and made Eric think
of black and white photographs from the moon, where he supposed the astronauts footprints still existed
around the pile of unrusting equipment they'd left behind.

He bumped into Dodge, who had stopped. I'll never get momentum again, he thought, and almost
snapped at the boy until he looked up and saw what wasin their way. Three wooden polesjutted from
the asphalt, and impaed on their tops at eye height, anima skulls. Suddenly grateful for theret, Eric
fingered one, acow skull, bleached and toothless. A fringe of bone pieces dangled on short strings
threaded through holes bored in the back of the skull. He stuck afinger through an eye socket and
wiggled it for Dodge mid Rabhit to see. The bone fragments clattered against each other.

"Dont," said Rabbit. "It belongsto somebody.”

Eric wiped his hand on his shirt. Totems, he thought. Every hundred yards in both directions, other poles
held their bonesto the sky. An uninterrupted line stretched east across the plain into the city, and to the
west the line vanished into the pines. "We have to go thisway," he said, and shivered when he stepped
across the boundary the totems drew across the road.

Somber now, Dodge stayed close to Eric, whose leg pains had been replaced by aloose, empty fedling.
Eric feared he might fall any moment. Rabbit quit whistling and walked next to the Sde of theroad likea
coyote ready to bolt. The grasses, what few patches there were, hissed in ahot breeze that didn't dry the
sweat on Eric'sforehead, and he caught himsalf weaving as he walked.

The bones, he thought, mean something to someone. Something primitive. Heimagined how wind must
moan through the bone holesin the bone heads, how londly it would be to walk upon them if held been
by himsalf. He looked back. Heat waves shimmered off the road, and the skullsin the distance wavered
and danced. Eric ssumbled.

A hand grasped Eric'swrist, steadying him. Dodge's eyes met his, and Eric could seetheworry. "I'm
okay," sad Eric, but Dodge held firmly, and Eric let him support some of hisweight. Dodge's fine-boned
fingers reminded Eric of Troy &t two, walking dong theriver. Troy loved to throw rocksin the water,
and they'd spent hours making splashes. Dodge's clasp on hiswrist brought the memory back like it was
al new again, and Eric's eyes watered.

"Maybe we should camp early today, Grandfather,” said Dodge. Rabbit looked back at them and
nodded.

Eric didn't argue, and let himself be led to a shaded spot part way up ahill above the road. Cottonwoods
will keep the sun off my head, he thought, and after alunch that seemed bland and alittle nausesting, he
laid back, enduring hislegs throbbing. Dodge gathered leaves to spread under their deeping bags. Eric
pressed the hedls of hishandsinto the tops of histhighs, rolling the muscle down to his knees. He bit

back acry. How can so little muscle hurt so much?

Closing his eyes and pushing hard, he started the massage. again. Then he felt hands on his. Rabbit bent
over him, hislong hair obscuring his scars, and rubbed Eric'slegs. His strong hand kneaded the calf
muscles, pressing them against the bones hard enough to hurt. He winced, and Rabbit let up abit. Sucha
strange boy, Eric thought. So quiet, so distant, and he doesthisfor me. Eric rested his hand on Rabbit's
shoulder. The boy didn't look up, but he didn't shrug the hand away either. After afew minutes Eric
relaxed; the pain subsided to waves of comfort, and not soon after, he fell adeep.

Something punched him, and Eric roused himsdlf from adream of a cop car gppearing at the crests of



hills, then disappearing until it wasjust adot that blended into the burning town at the end of the road.
"We're not done," whispered Dodge.

Blue-gray predawn shadows colored the bushes and cotton-woods. Dodge huddled againgt him. “I'm
scared,” he said.

"What isit?' Eric said ashe groped in his backpack for the dingshot. He sat up and looked around. Only
the faintest blush of light of the horizon told him it was other than night. The trees sood starkly in their
shadows. The grasses were awash of gray.

Dodge pointed. "Can't you see them?'

A gust rustled the cottonwoods. Eric shivered. At the edge of where acooking firewould cast light if it
werelit, Stting or crouching in the grasses, adozen gtill figures surrounded their camp site.

"Arethey men?' asked Dodge.

Eric squinted, tried to use the dim light to discern more of the watchers features. "Yes" he said. "Who
areyou?' Eric called. Leaves brushed together, muttering in the wind. Thefiguresdidn't answer. After a
moment Eric said, "Go away. Y ou're frightening the boy."

One figure stood. He carried a staff or along, unstrung bow. Darkness hid his face and the kind of
clotheshewore, but Eric saw aflicker of light in his eyes when he turned and walked into the shadows.
The other watchers faded into the landscape. Eric blinked. The visitors had made no sounds.

"Where's Rabhit?" Eric asked. A flat deeping bag marked where the boy had dept. Eric scrambled from
his bag, ignoring the stiffnessin hislegs, over to Rabbit's spot. Where is he? He dashed afew steps away
from camp. Asfar as he could see, black, blue and gray shapes formed the landscape. To the west, the
foothills and mountains behind them loomed like tidal waves on the horizon. Below their camp, the
two-lane highway cut through hip-high weeds. "Whered he go?'

Dodge said, "A noise woke me." Now that the dark figures were gone, he seemed more self assured.
"Maybewhat | heard was Rabbit. | didn't see anything. Then the men came.”

Eric placed his handsinto the small of his back and pushed. He worried that the men had taken Rabhit,
but he said, keeping hisvoice cam, "Wewon't find him until it'slighter. Let's egt, then we can look."

Asthey finished their breskfast of dried fruits and beef jerky, the sky lightened and the wind died down.
A couple of hundred yards away, on the crest of the hill overlooking their camp, Eric saw the group that
had surrounded them, sitting. They too appeared to be eating. Watching them closely for hodtile
movement, Eric put on his backpack and prepared to track Rabbit. From the dew-cleared path of grass
leading from his deeping bag, it was clear that he had headed north, paralle to the highway, but as soon
as Eric and Dodge broke camp, the group on the hill sood and walked down toward them.

"Stay close," said Eric. He kept himsalf between Dodge and the strangers.

The men drifted toward them like amigt. In the dawn light, they moved . . . deliberately. He could think
of no better word. Each watched where he was stepping, missing twigs or patches of dry leaves, like
deer crossing ameadow. They wore leather skirts— their bare legs were sun browned—and what
looked like homespun-wool shirts. Moccasins. No socks. Each carried abow, a spear or a staff. Severa
were weighted with heavy, leather water bags. He guessed they were in their twenties except for the one
leading, who might be forty or fifty. A broad-chested man with awegthered face and light blue eyes
above a gray-flecked beard, he planted himself in front of Eric. The others spread out in asemi-circle.



Heraised an empty hand to Eric and Dodge. "I'm sorry, old one, but you can't go farther on thisroad.”
Thevoice rumbled.

"Where'sthe boy?' demanded Eric. His own firm voice surprised him. The smallest and weskest of the
men out-weighed him by at least thirty pounds. They seemed like cave men, hard and rangy and animal
like

Gray Beard looked puzzled. He gestured at his men. "We have no boys here." The degpness of hisvoice
impressed Eric. The man spoke from the bottom of awell.

"Our boy," sad Eric. "Whereis he?'

Gray Beard glanced around, then signaled one of his party. " Skylar, you had the watch. Whereisthe
other one?'

A man carrying a heavy water bag looked embarrassed and shrugged his shoulders.

"Find him," ordered Gray Beard. Skylar dropped the bag and circled the camp. He found thetrail Eric
had noticed earlier and pointed north.

"He'sgoneinto the Flats," said Skylar.

Gray Beard threw his staff on the ground and stamped hisfoot. "After him, dl of you!" The men melted
into the underbrush, and Gray Beard, Eric and Dodge were |eft to contemplate the rising sun.

The rush of men hurrying off, the strangely dressed man standing next to him, and the mystery of Rabbit's
whereabouts confused Eric. He took astep to follow Rabbit'strail, but Dodge tugged on hisarm. "Were
supposed to stay here, | think," he whispered.

Gray Beard picked up his staff, inspecting it for cracks. "The FHats," he said. "Onejob to do, and | ruin
it." Heturned to Eric. "The boy won't go far, do you think? Helll come back on hisown?' Concern
creased his features. Eric thought his posture was odd— forced and uncomfortable—as if he expected
Ericto scold him.

Gray Beard twisted both hands dowly on the gtaff. "Damn.”

Eric said, "What isthis about the Hats? Do you mean Rocky Fats?' Rocky Flats were afew milesto the
north and east, he remembered. They used to make triggers for nuclear weapons there.

"TheFats" hesad. "Wejust call them the Flats." Gray Beard bent and rubbed his hand over the fabric
of Eric'sdeeping bag. "You'rejackas," he said, "but that won't keep you safe.”

Eric remembered Rabhit's story about the little girl who caled him ajackd. "What do you mean, safe?"

The man smiled a him, astrained smile but an honest-seeming one that softened hisface and crinkled
long laugh linesfrom the corners of hiseyes. Eric fdt less threatened by him, dthough il frightened for
Rabhbit. Whatever was happening, this man was scared.

Gray Beard said, "1 don't believe the stories, but some of the others do, that Jackals are protected from
the spiritsin the Hats."

"Spirits?"

The man leaned on his staff and looked past Eric to where the others had headed in their pursuit of
Rabhit. " Spirits. Gods perhaps. But my parents told me the Flats were always evil, that even in the Gone



Times people feared it. Not because of spirits though. Plutonium contamination.” He pronounced
"plutonium contamination” asyllable at atime, asif they were foreign words. Eric wondered if he had any
ideawhat they meant. The man continued, "Animals don't go into the Flats. People who are stupid
enough to goin get sck. Somedie”

What a strange supertition, Eric thought. " So you patrol the border, to keep people out?"

Gray Beard shrugged his shoulders. " Foolish people come and go asthey please until an animal eststhem
or they fdl off cliffs. Nobody patrols the boundary. If they ignore aclear warning, who can help them?
We have been following you since you sang with the wolves." He paused, embarrassed-looking, asif he
werewaiting for Eric to laugh a him. "Some of the men think you are aspirit, amanitou. Wolves carry
power. To sngwith themisararegift."

Dodge gtiffened beside when Gray Beard mentioned following them. "Bugbears, Grandpa. They'rethe
Bugbears"

Eric put ahand on Dodge's shoulder and pulled him close. "I know." After being trailed the entire trip
(and why?), after listening to Phil'sfears, actually meeting them seemed anticlimactic. They'rejust menin
badly made clothes, and what do they want with us?

Too many mysteries here, he thought, but he didn't let his confusion show on hisface. He remembered
thefirst night heleft Littleton—it seemed long ago, now—and howling with the wolvesin the middle of
the night. Their long, sturdy shadows milled around the base of the rock he dept on, and they made
harmoniesto the sky.

Gray Beard said, "It'sasmadl thing, redly, | told them, but the young men see the world differently. Lots
of ways you could've acted around the wolves, and maybe we'd have stopped you from going into the
Flats anyway. No one has come so far from the Jacka s in years, and you're old—we don't see many old
ones away from their homes—»buit of al the things you could've done, you sang, so we've been watching.
We wouldn't want you to come thisfar, then have plutonium get you." He glanced north into the brush.

Eric looked too. Surdly the man's fear of Rocky Flats was unjustified, but he redlized he knew nothing
about how plutonium was stored. All he remembered was the incredible toxicity of the dement. A
millionth of agrain, lessthan adust mote, on your skin would kill. When the plague hit, was the facility
safey shut down? Were they even gill working with plutonium? He shivered.

Dodge handed Eric acoat. "Y ou should wrap up, Grandpa," he said. Clouds glowed on the horizon.
Sunrise was afew minutes away. "How far north would be unsafe?" asked Eric as he pushed his hand
into adeeve.

Gray Beard shrugged. "A mile or two maybe. Who knows what plutonium will do? We don't trespass.”
Heturned, concerned again. "It will kill him if he getstoo far. I've seen men who'vetried to cross. They .
.." Hepaused. "Their deathsare ... ugly." He stopped asif contemplating a bad memory. "Hewon't get
too far. A town boy. My men will find him soon."”

Eric thought about the way Rabbit could move in the underbrush, his preternatura speed and sense of
saf preservation. "Not if he doesn't want them to,” Eric said.

A half hour after the sun rose, one of the men dashed into the campsite. Gray Beard till stood, leaning on
his staff. Eric and Dodge had rewrapped themselves in the deeping bags. Eric had been guessing at what
Rabbit had done. When he heard (or sensed?) the approach of the strangers, he must have awakened,
realized there were too many to stand up to, and fled. He must have figured that he could do more good
if hewere freethan if the men captured him. But why did he go north? He wouldn't leave us, would he,



and try to reach Boulder on hisown?

Theman said, "Helost us, Teach. Got off the soft ground. Skylar split the group, though. He can't stay
gonelong." Gray Beard nodded an acknowledgment, and the man ran back into the brush.

Gray Beard shook his head. "Boy must be asfast as blue blazes."

Eric pulled the desping bag off his shoulders. It was a climbing expedition bag, and too warm for the
summer. "He called you Teach. Isthat your name?"

Gray Beard squatted and faced him, the sun flush on hisface. "It'swhat | do. Teacher. Teach. It'sagood
name. You're Eric. Littleton's oldest resident. Thelast of the Gone Time survivors.”

Eric started at hisown name. Teach said, "Weve heard you talking. That one," he pointed to Dodge, "is
your grandson, Dodge. The other is Rabhit.”

"But who are you? Where are your people? Why were you following mein thefirst place?!

A different man ran into the camp. Teach looked up at him. " Skylar picked up the boy'strail and we
followed it for awhile, but he doubled back. Then wefigured out helead usin abig figure eight. Thelittle
demon hasusgoingincircles”

Teach thought for a second, then said, "Ignore thetrail. Tell Skylar to spread the men out and come back
toward this camp. Better poke a stick into every hole or pile of leaves. The boy knowswhat hesdoing.”

He turned back to Eric and Dodge. "I'vetold you who | am." He scratched afigurein the dirt at hisfeet,
acircle, then smoothed theimage away. "Welive upstream.” He nodded toward the mountains, now
drenched with light, the high peaks of the continental divide still white and glistening with snow.

Eric didn't know what to ask next, but there was something aien about Teach, not just his clothes, but his
demeanor, something wildly awake about him. When he wasn't speaking, he listened, not just to Eric, but
to theair. Herested his head on the breeze. His nodtrils flared, like a blink, acouple of timesaminute.
He didn't behave like someone who spent time indoors alot. It would be hard to sneak past this man at
night.

Teach tilted his head to the side, then stood. The man held called Skylar stepped through the bushes and
approached Teach. "We cornered him," said Skylar, "but he got avay. The boy'sadevil, Teach. | say
welet him go and the Flats can have him." A large purple knot swelled below the young man'seft eye.
He touched it gingerly with hisfingertips. "He's good with rocks too. Jackson caught onein the knee, and
| think well haveto carry him home."

Teach sad, "He's not going north, then?!

Skylar spit. "Bah! He's gaming with us. He stuck histongue at me before he threw the rock.”
Teach laughed. "How'd you let that happen? Y ou were a sharp little rock thrower yoursdlf once.”
Skylar scowled a him, then stalked out of camp.

"They won't catch him, | think," said Eric, "unlesshethinks Dodge and | are safe.”

"Good," Teach sad, "if that means hel's not heading into the Hats."

They waited for an hour. Three times men came to report no progress. Eric and Dodge packed their
deeping bags. Dodge didn't seem to be afraid for Rabbit or of Teach, and Eric found himself more



relaxed around the man, even though he wasn't sure if hewas afriend, an odd stranger or their captor.
Findly Eric said, "Y ou followed usfor days secretly. Now that you've come out in the open, what's your
plan?'

Teach sad, "Today, thewind ismy plan.” He added, " Getting off the flats." He scuffed the dirt at hisfeet.
"And maybe asking you to talk to my students about the Gone Time around a campfire. They love ghost
gories. Or you could tel them about Snging with wolves."

Teach cocked his head to the Side, listening. In the distance, abird chirped. A bit closer, another
answered. That'slike no bird I've heard, thought Eric. Sounded like nut-hatches, sort of. From the hill
abovethem, athird chirp drifted down. Ah, he thought, not birds at al. Men. He listened intently. After a
few minutes he knew gpproximately where dl of Teach's men were, and Rabbit probably knew too. If
they kept chirping, they'd never catch him.

Eric touched Dodge's shoulder. Leaning againgt his backpack, the boy was dmost adeep. "Dodge, can
you do ameadowlark for me?' He nodded, pursed hislipsand blew. Thefirst try came out airy. Thetop
note of ameadowlark’'s cal ishigh and hard to hit. Hetried again, and the call trilled down perfectly.

"That's good, boy," said Teach. "Meadowlark's atough one."

From the middle of a bush fifteen feet away, ameadowlark answered. The bush shook, and Rabbit rose
from the center of it like awood sprite, twigs and leaves caught in his hair, agoose egg-sized rock
clasped in each hand.

Teach didn't even look particularly surprised. He sighed, put two fingersin his mouth and whistled.
Within acouple of minutes dl of the men returned. Thelast one limped in, supported by two others, his
knee darkly swollen. "I waslooking the wrong direction,” he said cheerfully. "I figure | can wak onit.
Might have to go dow, though. Heck of athrow from thirty yards." He gave Rabbit athumbs up.

"My parents destroyed the old Coal Creek Canyon Road from the highway to the canyon itsdlf,” said
Teach. Eric waked behind him; Dodge and Rabhit followed. Spread to either side, the rest of the men
hiked, sometimesin sght, other times hidden behind thick stands of scrub oak. We can't beleaving much
of atrail, observed Eric.

Teach continued, "They told me they blocked al the waysinto the mountains. Somethey blew up, like
the Boulder Creek Road. Knocked down half acanyon. The Peak to Peak Highway to Black Hawk and
Centra City they cut the bridges. But this one, they obliterated. Earth movers, my dad told me. Heand a
handful of others dug it up, spread the asphalt and replanted. He called it a'deconstruction project’ or
'highway beauttification." Teach'sthick, bare calvesflexed as he stepped onto adeadfall branch and
pushed himsdlf over. Unscarred foothills rose before them, and the land looked clean and untouched. If
there had been ahighway herefifty years ago, they did adarned good job hiding it, Eric thought.

Eric puffed. Legs, achy and weak, protested at the pace, and they'd generaly been climbing since they'd
walked into what looked like an open field to the west of Colorado 93. "Must have been afraid of people
coming,” he said, finaly. "Somebody got the tunnel on U.S. 6 west out of Denver the summer | was
there”

Teach looked back over hisshoulder. "U.S. 67"

Eric rested, pressing his hand deep into his side, thought a second, then said, "Clear Creek Canyon
Road."

"Oh, yes." Teach stopped. "Here, let me handle that." Hetook Eric's pack. A broad swesat patch on



Eric'sback cooled quickly, and as soon as they started again hefelt like Teach had subtracted years, not
pounds. Teach said, "Couldn't do anything about the maps, Dad told me, but aline on paper doesn't
mean much if you can't find the road it belongsto.”

Eric tried to reconstruct a map of Colorado. He had agood head for geography. The Coa Creek
Canyon Road led to... to...Golden Gate Canyon State Park, he thought. And above that, a couple of
little towns. He couldn't remember their names, but he didn't think the road cut north soon. Every step
took them farther from Boulder. If we could just go straight, we're probably not ten miles away. He
looked north, past the hills, to Boulder and itslibrary, if it still existed. "How far do we haveto go?' he
asked.

"We might make Pinedliffe today.” Teach looked back again, obvioudy gauging Eric'sfitness. "Maybe
not. Then it'sanother day and ahalf to Highwater.”

Eric couldn't place the name. "Highwater?"

It was Teach's turn to think asecond. "Nederland in the Gone Times. That'swherewelive. It isn't safeto
cut any closer to the Flats than that, and thereisn't agood trail anyway."

Nederland, Eric recdled, was an old mining town twenty or thirty milesinto the mountains and not too far
from the Continental Divide. A big difference between twenty and thirty when you're walking, he thought.

A granite boulder blocked their path. Eric drug his hand acrossits rough face as they waked around, but
another one the same size stood next to the first. A wall of boulders choked the mouth of the narrow
canyon they were about to enter. "Y our dad did all this?' Eric asked. He thought, what an immense
project!

"Pergstent man," said Teach as he ducked into a narrow passage. Therest of the men had vanished.
There must be many entrances, thought Eric. Dodge and Rabbit pushed into the corridor behind him.
Rock framed anarrow band of sky. Dust kicked up in the passage scratched Eric's eyes, and he rubbed
hiswrist across his nose to keep from sneezing. Then they broke into the open on the other side and Eric
could see the extent of Teach'sfather'swork. From side to side boulders choked the skinny opening of
the steep valey. A man on foot would have no trouble getting through, but Eric doubted that one could
lead apack animal through the jumble, and a car, of course, would be stopped.

Coal Creek, athree-foot wide ripple, tumbled down beside the two-lane asphalt road and dove under a
pair of the boulders. Dodge walked to the creek’s edge and knelt to take adrink.

In amove frighteningly fast for aman his sze, Teach reached him and grabbed hiswrist. For an ingtant
the tabula was frozen, the hulking, |eather-clad savage bent over the dight child. Eric's breath seized in his
chest.

"Don't, son," Teach said. "Not till we're at Highwater." He released Dodge and turned to Eric and
Rabbit. "Let me see your canteens.” After sniffing them disdainfully, he dumped the water on the ground.
"Youll drink from our suppliestill | tell you different.”

Friend or foe? thought Eric. The ribbon of asphat wound up the valley. The group waked singlefile
now, Teach in thelead, then Eric, the boys, and the rest of Teach's men, his students as Teach had called
them. Students of what? What does Teach, teach? Not too far ahead, maybe a mile, the bush-covered
hills gave way to more rugged mountains, and Eric could see that granite, canyon wals swalowed the
road and Coal Creek.

Dodge pressed close behind Eric and whispered, "They're Bugbears, Grandpa. | wasjust thirsty. He's



mean." Dodge sounded more angry than frightened. Eric reached back and patted him on the arm.

They rounded another corner. Here the old road builders had calved away aportion of alandscapeto
make way for theroad. The bed cut deep through ahill, leaving dmost verticd walls on either Sde. The
clean cut revedled layers of different colored rocks. A million years an inch, thought Eric, and when
mankind is done, well be no thicker than acoat of paint on top of al of it.

Hewalked closeto onewall and saw that the road builders had cut into a seep. A line of dampness
oozed at about head height and stretched the length of the cut. He reached to touch it, then drew his hand
back. The seep looked unhedlthy. Instead of clear water, it wasred, and it thickly stained the rocks
below. He stopped waking. For fifty feet in front of him, the red moisture coated the rocks, and he
smelled something from it, coppery and foul. Coa Creek, only a couple of feet wide here, and fagt,
rushed by the base of the cut. Red leeched into the stream. Tendrils of it eddied in little pools, then
vanished in the water that snatched it downstream.

In the length of creek from the bouldersto here, not athread of agae waved in the current, and, he
realized, hed seen no minnows, water striders or tadpoles, and not asingle bird near the stream. He
thought of the poem held made up that morning, where he/d compared the sun to ared whae surfacing
on the horizon, but now he thought of the Earth as the whae, and somehow it was cut, and hereit was
wounded. Layers of rock scraped away like skin.

Asif reading hismind, Teach stepped beside Eric and gazed at the red dime that did down the crusty
rocksinto thetiny stream. "Theland bleeds," said Teach.

Chapter Ten
MORE PRECIOUS THAN WATER, AND NOT SO THIN

After five miles of riding hisbike down U.S. 6, throwing himsdlf to the gravel shoulder once when atruck
rocketed by on the other side of the median heading west, cringing at the sound of a distant shot, too
drained and frightened to consider crying, Eric decided to jump the waist-high concrete divider and head
south to Littleton on the smaller streets. He crossed the two-lane frontage road into Union Ridge Park,
where the grass was uncut but well watered. Sprinklers at the far edge of the park popped up and
sprayed long streams. Sun rainbowed in the mist, and the air smelled wet and green. He paused at the
swing sets. Their metd seats hung motionless above well-worn groovesin the grass. | used to swing, he
thought. Feet in the air, head down. Whoosh. He imagined sitting quietly, hands wrapped around the
chains, hisfeet dragging in the dust, waiting for Dad to give him a push. When his hip began to go numb
from the bike leaning againgt it, he redized he hadn't moved for minutes.

A sound behind him made him start to turn. Then it seemed his head swelled, the ground dipped
away—hewasfdling—and as hefdl, he twisted and saw the sky. Sowly, so dowly it seemed, it turned
to black.

Waves marched out of the horizon, green and glassy, building asthey got closer. A hundred feet from
shore, Eric saw adark forminthewater. A sed? he thought. Dad said there might be sedls, but it wasa
patch of seaweed riding up the solid-looking dope. A frond waved forlornly at the crest, then
disappeared asthe wave did in. Seconds later the smooth, cascade |eaned too far forward, toppled from
the top into foam and noise to rush up the beach, spent at histoes. Sizzling like bacon, the water did
back into the ocean to be swallowed by the next wave.

He scooted afoot closer to the seq, playing a game with the waves.



Far away from the beach, in another world, Eric strained against consciousness. His head hurt, and
something pulled againg his chest, holding him under thearms.

I'mdreaming I'mthree. It's the San Francisco trip when | was three, and we spent an afternoon
on the coast.

He didn't want to wake up—the world was bad; awful thingswaited for him there—he forced himself
back to the dream.

Wind pushed spray into hisface. He wiped the salt from his eyes. The next wave spilled itself onthe
sand, but stopped ayard short. He scrunched closer, and the next wash of water sent him scurrying
backwards like acrab. He giggled. We're playing tag, he thought. Thefilm of water, no thicker than his
hand, rushed away from him. Eric jJumped up. Sand fell off his caves, and he brushed the back of his
overdls. Heloved the brass buttons that snapped the shoulder straps on because he could do them
himsdf. Not like his shoel aces; they Hill gave him trouble. He rushed down the firm sand &fter the
retreating wave. Water wantsto play, he thought. I'll chaseit. But the wave retreated too quickly. I'll
catch you. He ran, hands outstretched, reaching, laughing, toward the ocean.

Then, the next wave towered above him, and he stopped, hisfeet rooted to the sand.

The dreamer Eric whimpered—he heard himsalf make the noise out of his dream—it was one he had
often. Thewave, that huge, unstoppable wave looming up, and panic, like frozen ail filling hishead. Oh,
Dad, he thought, and in the dream he looked back up the beach and saw his dad, atiny figure, miles
away it seemed.

"Daddy," he ydled, and the ocean roared above him. "Daday!"

Nothing could save him; time stopped. He squirmed, and whatever pinched him under the arms squeezed
even tighter, and then, in the dream, his dad was there, swooping Eric up and out of harm'sway, the
water reaching no higher than Dad'swaist.

Dad held him high, handslocked under Eric's armpits, and he laughed with Eric as the wave bubbled and
foamed on the sand. Eric reached down and hugged his dad's head.

The dreamer Eric thought, I'm dive. I'm dive and safe with my dad.

| can wake now. The dream isover. Everything is okay.

He awoke.
Nothing was okay.
Eyes closed, he struggled to breathe, but atight band of pressure condtricted his chest.

Also, in dull, thudding rhythms, the back of his head throbbed. He tried to touch it, sure he'd find a
baseball-szed lump, but his hands were trapped behind his back, and, oddly, he till felt his dad's strong
grip supporting hisarmpits. He was swaying, asif Dad were carrying him, but he knew he was awake.
Finaly, Eric forced his eyes open.

Sowly, theroom rotated to hisleft. Eric felt nauseated, and clamped hiseyes shut again. I'mina
basement, he thought. He'd seen asmall window high on thewall. No other lights. Open rafters. Cement
floor. A dusty water heater and furnace in a corner next to a beat up, wooden door; the edge of atoilet
beyond in adarkened room. Hisinner ear told him he was still moving, so he sneaked another peek. I'm
hanging! Below hisfeet, atal, backless bar stool lay onits Sde. He kicked once and started swinging



sideto side. The rope creaked above him.

"Stay ill," said avoice behind him. Eric kicked himsdlf around. As he rotated, he saw two other people
on stools next to the wall. The closest one, awoman in her mid-twenties, dark hair, said, "l told you to
not move. Youll just get sick.”

The man gtting beside her did look sick. Eyes shut, face drawn, he sagged against hisrope. On the next
circuit, Eric saw that their ropes weretied to their necks, not their chests, and their hands weretied
behind their backs too. He wondered if the sick man were dead, but the man shifted in his stool without
opening his eyes. Two empty nooses hung from the rafters beyond them. An unlit stairwell led upstairs.
Besdeit, onthewall, hung a Budweiser mirror, and on the other side, adart board, one of the fancy
kindswith levered doors. Light blue or gray paint covered the walls except in the large patches where it
had peeled away to the cement. He spun dowly, and when he stopped he faced the wall behind his stool.
Duct tape held a Grateful Dead poster to thewall, the poster of aviolin-playing skeleton with along
semmed rosein histeeth.

"Areyou dl right?" asked the woman.

"It'shard to breathe," said Eric. Dots swam through hisvision. On the other stool, the man coughed
weskly.

Thewoman said, "Listen close. I'm going to cal for help, but werein afix here and probably going to
die." She had anarrow face, fine boned, and her dark hair fell in ringletsto the collar of her blouse. "But
we're not dead yet, so don't do anything stupid.”

Her voice was low and hoarse, like sheld bruised her throat, and Eric strained to hear her.

She continued, "There are two of them. | know what they want, so they won't kill usright away, but don't
tick them off". The man, Jared, isthe worst, but Meg is dangeroustoo.” She paused. Eric tried to take a
full breath; the pressure was too much.

"You got that?' shesad.

"Yes" he gasped.

Shefaced the stairwell and yelled, "Hey! We need some help down herel™ Except for the wheezy
breathing from the man who till hadn't opened his eyes, Eric heard nothing. The woman shouted again,
then the ceiling squeaked, and he heard heavy footsteps. A door opened and light filled the stairwell.

Jared was afifty-year-old dob. Eric guessed he might be five and ahdf feet tal, but he probably
weighed over two-hundred and fifty pounds, most of it in hisgut that hung out of the dirty t-shirt and
nearly covered his ydlowed underwear. Brown hair with streaks of white stuck straight up on theleft sde
of hishead, asif hed dept on it. His breath reeked of alcohal, his pocked complexion was flushed, and
his eyes watery. He stretched up and put his hand on Eric's forehead.

"Not hot. No fever at al," Jared said to Meg. He coughed hard, doubling over, then hawked phlegm
onto thefloor. "I told you s0." He smirked and gave Eric a push that swung him hard enough that hisfeet
hit thewall behind him. Eric clenched histeeth so he wouldn't scream. The rope bit under hisarmsand
pulled underarm hairs ouit.

Meg snorted, stepped forward and put the flat of her hand on Eric's chest, stopping his motion. She was
big too, huge, maybe the same weight but a couple of inchestaller than Jared, and younger by fifteen or
twenty years. Eric's momentum didn't jolt her at al. He just stopped. She bent down, picked up thefalen



stool and, supporting Eric's weight with an arm wrapped around hiswaist, did it under his buit.

The pressure off his chest, Eric dmost fell over. She steadied him. He could fed the fever baking out of
her. Y ou gonnastay there?' she said. Her bloodshot eyes|ooked right in to hisfrom six inches awvay,
and her breath smelled sick; like old cough drops. Undernesth that smell came something else, something
sad and dippery and rotting. Eric didn't flinch away, but tried not to inhae too deeply. He looked at her
lips, which were incredibly chapped. Cracked scabs covered the corners of her mouth.

He nodded, and she stepped back. She was wearing jeans and ared flannel shirt. Eric had never seen
such an expanse of flannd before. Neatly combed blonde hair fell to her shoulders from a dead-centered

part.

"I'm gonna change your rope, youngster. Now that you're awake, | don't want you thinking about going
anywhere." She stepped behind him. "Jared,” she snapped. He snatched his hand off the dark-haired
woman'sthigh and got aclub from beside the water heater. It looked like a cut-in-haf baseball bat. Duct
tape, the same type holding the Grateful Dead poster, wrapped around the end of it. Jared rubbed his
hand up and down itslength, glaring at Eric as Meg undid the rope, then retied it around his neck. "If you
get too rambunctious here, you'll choke to death. Y ou got that?' She put her hand on Eric's chest again,
tipping his stool backwards. He kicked hisfeet out to maintain balance. The rope snugged tight, and Meg
held him there, feet out, stoal tipped, rope cutting off hisair for ahandful of seconds. He couldn't
swalow. "Yes" hetried to say, but it came out agurgle.

"Good," she sad, and tipped him forward.

Eric squeezed his eyes shut againgt the pain in this throat, then opened them. A tear spilled out of each
eye, and he brushed his cheeks againgt his shoulders to wipe them off.

Jared said, "I'll check the girl," and put his hand on her forehead. She grimaced but didn't pull back. "Not
bad." He caressed her cheek, hishand cupping the side of it. "I don't think she'sfevered," he said and
moved his hand down her neck and onto her chest. "No swest.” He chuckled and pushed hisfingers
inside the top of her blouse. A button popped off and clattered to the floor. Eric stared as Jared worked
his way farther down the woman's chest. Her face was grim, lips bloodless, but her eyes were open and
defiant.

Meg stepped around Eric and dapped the side of Jared's head with aloud pop. The blow staggered him,
and heretreated. "Hey, | didn't. . ." he said, and she dapped him again. He seemed to have forgotten the
basaball bat he was holding as hetried to protect himself. Meg didn't say anything. "Wait!" She brought
her hand around again, connecting smartly across his mouth. He fdll back, saying, "Lay off... lay off," and
knelt in the corner of the room, arms wrapped around his head. She stood over him, palm raised, and
held the poise for several seconds.

Findly, she put her hand down. "Get up,” she said. He looked at her from between hisarms, likeaclam
peeking out. "Get up!" Spittle flew from her mouth.

Jared pushed away from the wall, stood up, looked at the bat asif he'd just discovered it, and pointed it
at Meg'sface. "Bitch." The vivid imprint of her hand glowed on hisleft cheek and his ear was bright red.

The man on the third stool started sneezing: wheezy, wet expulsions of air that sounded silly and empty in
the basement. Eric saw the scene as so unredl that he wanted to scream. Turning to the sick man, the
dark-haired woman hissed out aquick, "Shush.”

"Shoot," said Jared, tucked the bat under hisarm, and felt the man's forehead. "The guy's burning up." He
snapped his hand away and shook it, asif the germs might fly off.



The dark-haired woman said, "It'sjust acold.” She sounded asif she were begging. "He'sfine, redly.”

Meg sniffed. "I told you he was no good from the start.” She started up the airs. "Well bring the
needles down later.” She didn't close the door when she reached the top.

Eric looked up. The floor above creaked so loudly that he could spot her position without trouble.
Needles, he thought. What needles?

Breething heavily, Jared stood in the center of the room eyeing the woman speculatively. A swollen, fat,
sick old man in his underwear, badly in need of abath, Jared scratched his bare leg. "Were done, missy,
at least for asecond,” he said to the woman and moved toward her. Breath bubbled deep in hislungs,
and he amiled through a couple of strangled coughs. She strained backward on the stoal, risking her
balance. The rope pulled taut.

From the floor above, Meg's voice thundered, freezing Jared in mid-reach, "And stay away from the
goddamned woman!"

The other man sneezed again and groaned low in histhroat. He seemed to be barely conscious, dumped
to the Sde and letting his noose support part of hisweight. Jared leaned toward the dark-haired woman,
caught himsdlf, then shook hisfigt at the calling.

"Fish," he said. Eric wasn't sure he'd heard him right. The word seemed ... inappropriate. "Fish guts,”
Jared said.

Then, looking at the dark-haired woman's chest the whole time, asif he could undo the buttons with his
eyes, he carefully placed hisbare foot on the sick man's stool and pushed it out from under him.

Twenty minutes later, long after the Sck man had died, his sneakered feet only a couple of inches off the
floor, astrange sound came from upstairs. Eric didn't pay atention to it at first. He couldn't take hiseyes
off the dead man. Thankfully, the man's face was hidden, but the noose pushed his head to the side, and
his shoulderstilted dightly, so one hand dangled free, fingers dightly bent and relaxed-looking. Eric stared
at the hand, not thinking about it redlly, but thinking about the difference between dead and dive. A
moment. A little push was dl it took. No more strength than to knock over astoal.

So he didn't pay attention to the sound at first, but, eventually, he looked up. From upstairscame a
rhythmic pounding and a distinctive squesk. After afew seconds, he placed it—bedsprings— and not
long after that, he heard moaning. A soft voice cried over and over again, "Oh, oh, oh." It was Meg.

"They're dying, you know," said the dark-haired woman.

L ate afternoon light cast a pale square on the wall opposite the window. Eric had been watching it crawl
up thewall so hewouldn't keep staring at the dead man. An hour or so had passed since hed last heard
noise from upgtairs, and hed amost forgotten someone else was in the room with him.

"It'sthe sckness, isntit," hesad. "My mom... my mother..." He swallowed hard. "She died.”
The woman nodded.

"You'renot sick a al?' shesaid. "No cough? No pain swalowing?' Her voice was till hoarse, throaty,
but not unpleasant. 1t sounded weighty, the voice of someone competent.

"Uhuh."
She stood on the stool legs crosshars and stretched her back. The rope fell across her chest and pushed



her blouse part way open where the top button had popped off. Her bra's thin white strap was twisted,
and Eric wanted to sraighten it for her, like when hismom would fix his collar in back if it was ticking

up.

She sat. "I hope one of them comes down soon. | haveto pee, and I'm thirsty.” She smiled and looked at
Eric. Heliked her smile; it seemed unforced, asif shedidn't care that she wastied by her throat to a
wooden beam in some profoundly frightening peopl€'s basement. Her eyes were deep and dark.
"Doesn't seem right to want both, doesit?"

Eric amost laughed, then he remembered the corpse. "I've got to go too,” he said soberly.
A few more inches, and the square of light would be at the ceiling. It must be near sunset, Eric decided.
"It's getting dark. When will they turn on the lights?" he asked.

"Hasn't been any eectricity for aweek. Either that knock on the head rattled something loose, or you've
beenlivinginacave”

A door shut upstairs. Somebody waked afew steps, then there was silence. They both looked at the
caling.
Findly, Eric sad, "The second one."

"The second one. I've been living in acave. Do you want to yell for them, or shal 1?7 Now that she
mentioned it, hereally had to go.

"I'll doit," shesaid, "but listen. They're Sick, like | said, and scared to death about dying, like everybody
else, but most handle it with more dignity. | mean, they accept it. They watched the news, listened to the
President, and followed the emergency procedures. And when that didn't work, and they got sick
anyway. They died intheir homes."

Eric remembered his mom lying on the mattressin the cave, holding Dad's hand.

The woman continued, "Some, of course, panicked. Riots, looting. But most people gave up the ghost
sort of peacefully.” Sheleaned forward, asfar as the rope would permit. "These two, though, these two
plan on beating it."

"How?'

"They think it'sin the blood. Everybody who catchesthe disease dies. Zero recovery. Not everyone
catches it though. Doctors said some people may never get it, so you're either dead, dying or safe. Not
too many peopleleft either. Lots of quiet houses with dead peoplein their beds. | drove from Aurorato
Northglenn yesterday and went for blocks and blocks without seeing anyone, just houses with their
drapes drawn. Then, there are afew homeslikethis, with the last of the living, but they're sick. And
there's some, like you and me, not sick yet."

"So what do they want to do with us? We might get it eventualy.” | might get sick, Eric thought. He
hadn't considered that before. Maybe the whole world will die. Hetried to picture hisown illness, but he
couldn't do it. He thought, the idealistoo ridiculous, and, like she said, we're not dead yet. She seemed
so unafraid that he began to fedl better too.

"Transfusons. Meg was a nurse along time ago, and she's got this plan to round up the healthy and take



blood from them to keep her and Jared dive. At any rate, they don't want us dead aslong asthey believe
we're not sick and their plan might work, so if we cooperate, we might get out of here."

Eric looked at where the rope ran through the pulley in the beam above and continued to aring bolted in
thewall. He couldn't see anyway, with his hands behind his back, that he had a chance to get loose. If
they die or decideto leave us here, he thought, it will beimpossible for usto set ourselvesfree, and if
everyoneisdead or dying, then we won't be rescued. The fedling of confidence faded. "What good will
that do? If it works, they won't let usgo, and if it doesn't, we're stuck.”

She amiled again, her teeth bright in the now amost dark room, then said, "And the horse might talk.”

Before he could ask what that meant, the door at the top of the stairs opened, and Jared and Meg
Started down.

"I need to go to the bathroom too," said Eric. Meg had placed onaTV tablein front of him asmdl pile
of clear, plastic tubing, severd plastic connectors, a syringe and acouple of 1.V. bags.

Meg recinched the woman's rope to the ring bolt. She had untied it from the bolt and walked the woman
into the bathroom while Jared gave her dack. He jerked the rope when the woman was amost in the
bathroom, and she squawked. "Makin' sure you know I'm here, dearie," he said, but he didn't do it again
after Meg gave him avenomous |ook.

"Y ou take him," she said, and moved over to loosen Eric. She talked quietly, without opening her lips
much. The chapping at the corners of her mouth looked worse. Big cracks deep with pus. "Undo his
hands," said Jared.

"Wimp," said Meg.

"I'm not holding another man steady so he can take apiss.” The mechanics of how he wasto go to the
bathroom hadn't occurred to Eric. He envisioned overpowering Jared, maybe beating him with hisown
bat and becoming the hero. Old, dow and drunk, thought Eric. | can take him. But the thought of trying
the same with Meg made him reconsider. Sheld moved like a prize fighter when sheld beat Jared earlier.
Her upper arms were meaty. She probably couldn't run ahundred yard dash, but underneath the weight
lurked a perilous and strong woman. He'd better not.

Asif reading hismind, Meg said, "I can haul you off the floor in asecond, fellow. Y ou're not too big for
that."

When Eric stood, he redlized what Meg meant. He was clearly taller than Jared, and had an inch or two
on her. Jared referring to him asaman earlier, and Meg's careful hold on the rope made him think about
how they might see him. I'm not akid to them, he thought, but | fedl like akid. Maybeif | keep my mouth
shut, they won't figureit out.

Any hope of finding arazor blade, or ashard of glassin the bathroom to use on hisrope later vanished
when hewalked in. Jared pushed the door shut on the rope, and the thread of dim light through the
door's crack reveded nothing. Eric felt for the toilet. Then, as he went to the bathroom, he wondered if
the dark-haired woman thought of him asachild or an adult. Maybe we're just equd, he thought.

Eric caught the dark-haired woman's eye as he walked back to his stool, and smiled alittle to let her
know his spirits were up, that he wasn't going to surrender. Shelifted her chindightly in
acknowledgment.

AsMeg tied hishands again, she said, "I'm going to take a bit of blood from you.” She yanked on the



rope. Eric flinched. HEd been tightening hiswrigts, figuring that when he relaxed, the knotswould be
loose, but Meg must have noticed. It felt asif hisbones were being pushed together. She continued,
"Thisll go better if you don't fight me. If you move around, | might haveto stick you afew times. I'ma
bit rusty at this." She dapped her thigh, asif shed told ajoke, but she didn't smile, and her movements
were sure and swift.

"Quit your jabbering and get on with it," said Jared. He stood by the T.V. table, looking worse than he
hed earlier in the day. Could be the light, thought Eric, but he couldn't tell. Black circles underlined
Jared's eyes, and his breathing seemed faster and more watery.

Meg fastened a needle to one end of the plastic tubing, and the other to athree-way stopcock. The
syringe went into the middle plug on the stopcock, and the 1.V bag fastened to the third.

Jared sad, "Isthisgonnawork?

Meg turned Eric toward the water heater—he couldn't see Jared or the dark-haired woman now—and
swabbed hisinner arm with awet cotton bal. "Don't know," she said. "Better than the dternative.”

Eric bit hisupper lip, afraid he would yelp when she poked the needlein. Then he said, "Don't you need
to know what my blood typeis?' He knew from biology classesthat blood types had to match for
transfusons.

She gripped his upper arm hard and pushed the needle through the skin. He bardly flinched. "I'm AB
positive. Anything will work for me. Universal recipient,” she said. "Don't know about Jared." She drew
back on the syringe. The plagtic tubing turned red. "Got to do thisisahurry. Little bit of heparinin the
bag'll keep it from coagulating, but not long.”

"What do you mean, you don't know about me?' Jared asked angrily.

"Don'. Ain't that clear? If the types don't match, might make you sick. Might kill you. I've got no way to
typeblood, and | don't know how. | figure the way your cough's going, and the way that fever keeps
spiking, that you ain't good for three or four more daystopsasitis." She turned the stopcock and
pushed blood into the1.V. bag. Eric couldn't connect the blood to him. The process was more interesting
then frightening.

Eric sad, "How much are you going to take?"

"Filled with questions, ain't we?' Meg turned the stopcock again and pulled out another syringefull.
"Hospitasonly take apint, but | figure they're extra cautious.” Blood squirted into the bag. "Couple pints.
Might teke more." Shefilled the syringe again. "Worried about it?*

Hedidn't answer. Where the needle was taped to his arm began to burn alittle, and he fet dizzy, so he
shut his eyes. He heard the blood squirt into the bag severd more times, then she jerked the tape off and
put aband-aid over the tiny wound.

When she finished with the dark-haired woman, she piled the two blood-filled bags and the rest of the
equipment onto the TV table, picked it up, and started out of the room.

Swaying on her seat, the dark-haired woman said, "Y ou can't leave uslike thisall night. Weve got to
dep.”

Meg stopped. The room was nearly dark now, so her face was logt in the shadows. "Y ou stay theretill
morning, child, and if the blood works, welll see about chaining you to awall or something, but until then,
anight without deep won't kill you."



And Jared sad, "If the blood works, we might see about getting you some more lively company too.” He
spun the dead man on hisrope. Then—Eric couldn't be sure in the half-light—he winked at the woman
and licked hislips.

Long after the last light faded, Eric asked, " ou dl right?' His stomach ached and he il felt dizzy.

In the darkness, the silence scared him. He peered hard in the dark-haired woman's direction, eyes wide,
trying for any sense of where shewas.

"Yeah," sheanswered, findly.

"Do you think they're il in the house?' He hadn't heard a noise from upgtairs for sometime,
"Probably." Her throaty voice floated in the air. " The blood idea, it won't work."

"How do you know?"

He heard her move on her stool, maybe to face him. " Scientists aren't stupid. If the plague could be
treated this easily, no one would haveit. They'd figure out what it wasin the blood that keeps some
people well, then they'd duplicate it. Nope, they're doomed.”

He thought about that for awhile. He could hear her breathing, the room was so quiet. "What did you
mean earlier,” he said, "about ahorse learning to talk?"

The dark-haired woman chuckled, It was atired sounding chuckle, but Eric liked it. "Oh, it'san old

story. Goeslikethis, In an ancient kingdom there lived a cruel king who executed any one who upset
him. Wéll, one day aman is hauled into the king's court for some minor crime, and the king'sjust about
ready | pronounce sentence, which will be desth, when the man saysto the king, 'If you give me ayear,
your Mgesty, | can teach your horseto talk.' Well, thisintriguesthe king, so hetellsthe manto doit, but
if the horseisn't talking at the end of the year, the man will be executed. Asthe man isbeing hauled down
to the stables, the guard saysto him, 'What a stupid thing to do. Y ou'll never make that horse talk. Why'd
you agreeto try it? The man looks him over, then says, Thisistheway | figureit. A lot can happenina
year. | might die. Theking might die. Or hell, the horse might talk.”

Eric amiled in the darkness. Hisarms hurt. His ssomach ached. He was dizzy, but he said, " Good point.”

Eric thought the story would have been agood place to end the night, but it didn't. They talked for a
whilelonger. He learned sheld lived in Aurorain east Denver, and that Jared picked her up on the
highway when her car broke down. Eric told her alittle about the cave, since she asked abouit it, but he
didn't fed comfortable talking about his dad, so the conversation trailed off, and after abit he found
himself drifting. | might dream about the ocean, he thought, if | don't fal off the stoal. With that thought,
he rested his chin on his chest and relaxed.

Sometime later, anoise snapped him into attentiveness. He couldn't placeit. A squeak and arattle. It
was rope playing out of apulley. He twitched his head side to side, trying to catch another sound, or a
glimpse of anything. Something wheezed, like adragon, he thought. Something'sin the room.

The dark-haired woman whispered hoarsely, "Don't, goddamn it.”

Cloth ripped.
"| told you I'd be back, missy."



Eric stood on the crossbars. What's happening? he thought, what's going on? A scraping noise. Must be
the stoal.

"Don't!" Then amuffled ydl, like ahand was over her mouth. A meta clink. Belt buckle? A swishing
sound. Cloth on skin? Another muffled yell, apained moan thistime.

Eric leaned forward, the rope snagging him short. His pulse beat in hisearslike surf. Darkness pressed
around. He recognized the feding. It'slike the dream! | can't op thewave. | can't do anything. The
water's coming in. I'm stuck. I'm stuck.

The noises came from below him. They were on thefloor.

Fear, or something, anger, rose in him. He wanted to jump down, but he could feel the rope on his neck.
The wave towered within him, dark, solid and unstoppable. There's nothing | can do! Hell kill us both.

The noises struggled on the floor. Eric whimpered. His daddy wasn't up the beach. What could he do?
The nightmare never ends, he thought. In the dream he was frozen; in the dream he could do nothing to
save himsdf. And in the dark, it was himsalf. He was being attacked. He felt hot breath on his chet,
hands pushing down his jeans. He was in the dark-haired woman's head.

Jared'svoicefilled the dark. "Lay till, you bitch.”

Then he couldn't stand it any longer. I'm not in adream. | don't have to do nothing. I'm not achild. He
opened he mouth and yelled, "Meg! Meg! Come down here quick!™

Hefdt therush of air at hisface before the blow reached him that knocked him off the stool.

Chapter Eleven
EARTH DANCING

Don't get up,” said Teach.

Campfire light flashed rhythmicaly againg the bluff'stan wal of scone where aswath of black marked the
smoketrails of previousfires. Eric rested hisback on histill rolled deeping bag. The rest of the party sat
equidistant from thefire, their faces yellow in the light; the back of their heads|ost in the shadows.

"'Scuse me?' said Eric. His stomach bulged pleasantly from dinner, asavory squirrel stew, and hefelt
tired and lazy. The night was so warm he thought he might just go to deep as he was, without unrolling
the bag, like Dodge and Rabhit.

Teach put hishand out to Eric, motioning him to stay still. A rare privilege. Earth dancers.” He pointed
beyond the fire behind Eric. The other men looked past him, holding their dinner plates till, asif frozen.
"Movedowly," said Teach.

Eric dropped ashoulder and turned. At firgt, blinded by the firelight, he saw nothing, then white shapes
resolved themselves from the blackness. Men. They were clearly men, naked and painted white, dancing
at the edge of the clearing.

Teach sad, "Have you seen them before?’

The dancers, perhaps fifteen or so of them, bent low, brushing their hands against the ground, then
jumped for the stars, throwing their hands wide open. Other than the crackle of flame, Eric heard nothing,
but the dancers bounced in rhythm, al of them low, then they burst up, asif on cue, hanging in their
outstretched poses, amountain ballet.



"No," hewhispered. He remembered the white figuresin Phil's videos, the ones driving him crazy with
fear. "Maybe," he added. "Who are they?"

One of them broke toward thefire, running, hands low and open, Forty feet away, he put hisarms out
like wings and veered away, risng from his crouch asif he could fly. One after another, othersfollowed
hislead, some coming as close as a dozen feet before curving back to the dark.

"Frgt men," said Teach.

When they ran particularly close, Eric could see that the white was a powder, like chak, some places
smeared thickly enough to crack at the elbows and knees, and amost worn off in other places. Their hair
wasthick withiit.

"My boysthink they're pirits, or ghosts. Their mommas scared them with stories of Earth Dancers, and
now they believe them to be supernaturd..”

Someone hissed, "We're not babies anymore, Teach.” But the voice sounded awestruck.

Teach continued, "Feral men. | think they're the children of the children of the children. No, don't speak
to them. They'll run. When the plague moved on, some of the survivors werelittle kids, four, five, Sx
yearsold. They must have been horribly afraid, their parents dead, the dogs going wild, so they hid in the

aty.”

Eric hadn't thought of that before. The plague killed ninety-nine percent. In the weeks after, when only
the survivors were left, one out of ahundred of everyone il lived. One out of ahundred of his school
mates. That would mean twelve of them. One out of a hundred criminas. In prisons, behind the bars with
the rest of the dead, waiting for guards who would never cometo let them out. Were there a hundred
peopleiniron lungsin Denver? Maybe. How long did the person in theiron lung survive, unable to move,
maybe only able to see part of the room in the mirror mounted over hisor her face, seeing anurse
dumped over her desk? And, of course, the children wandering in the empty shopping centers. He didn't
know why he pictured them in shopping centers. Where would afive-year-old go? One out of ahundred
of them went somewhere. One out of a hundred two-year-olds couldn't reach the doorknob, or couldn't
turnit.

Theimage made Eric ill. He rubbed his eyes. The ground wasredl. It pressed hard against hisknees. The
dick fabric of the deeping bag wasreal. The dancers, legping unbelievably in the mountain air, benegth a
million needle stars, were real. Bad memories shouldn't beredl.

One of the dancers charged the fire, stopped at the invisible boundary, and instead of running away,
began to wave hishandsin theair in front of him, asif to capture the flames. Eric Sarted, dmost faling
off hisdeeping bag. This dancer was awoman, young one, maybe fourteen or fifteen, naked like the
others. The chalk was amost gone from her lower legs, brushed off by grass Eric guessed, and her
strong, dark skin rippled with the intensity of her movement as she swayed. She stared directly at Eric.
She knows me, he thought.

Teach sad, "They must have grown up like animdss, isolated, maybe even forgetting their language, until,
eventualy, they met up. None of them trusting anyone who was not like themsdlves, avoiding the adults
who might have taken them in. Angry, perhaps, at the adults who were their parents who had died and
|eft them done”

Another dancer joined the first, close enough to the fire that Eric could see the linesin their faceswhere
the chalk had crinkled and fallen away from the corners of their mouths and eyes.



"And after afew years, these kids had kids, and then their kids had kids, each generation farther and
farther from the Gone Time until what they areiswhat you see, true natives of theland.”

Five of the dancersgyrated in alinein front of Eric now, another one awoman. Eric thought they were
scrawny, al muscle, limbs aslithe as coyotes. The first woman continued to lock her eyeson Eric, asif
trying by force of will to get ingde his head. The rest continued running and jumping, weaving patterns,

sometimes touching each other in passing, a hand on ashoulder or the top of ahead.

The eyes were unnerving, the feding that the woman knew him. Eric said, "How do they live? They must
freeze & night thishigh in the mountains.™

A log popped in the fire sending an ember onto Eric's arm. He flinched, and it Sizzled for a second, but he
didn't want to knock it off, sure the sudden movement would end the boisterous ritud.

"Mostly they stick to the mine shafts. Mountains here are full of them, or natural caves. Pure hunters, too.
Don't believethey raise athing. If they can runit down, they est it."

Teach's voice stayed low and even, dmost asif he were chanting. The dancers either didn't hear it or
ignored the sound. "My guessistheir homes are deep where the cold can't get them. They store food for
the winter and don't come out. Sometimes the boysl| kill an ek or deer, dressit and leave it hanging in
the woods. It disappears. Bear might have got it or the Earth Dancers. Don't matter much to them. I've
never seen smoke from firesthey might make, so | guessthey don't use it, which might explain what
we're watching now.”

Another voice from thefire said, "l dream about them Teach. Women Earth Dancers, like that one."

The two women, both tightly muscled, small-breasted, narrow-hipped, moved sinuoudy in the firdight.
The voice continued, "They're, you know, those kinds of dreams.”

Someone @ se chuckled.

The voice snapped, "Y ou never had awild Earth Woman dream?' Whoever laughed didn't reply. "I have
adream like that and | figure whatever | do the next day issort of ... | don't know ... blessed.”

Thewind shifted. Thetops of pines cresked asthey leaned dightly in the new direction. The dancers
stopped, looked about asif aware of some danger. None of them said anything; he saw no gesture, but
al except one woman turned and fled across the road and into the forest. Eric thought of fishinan
aguarium, changing directions a the same time with no visble way of communicating.

The woman watched the others leave, then she crouched, her knees wide apart, arms between her legs,
hair covering her face. She smoothed the dirt at her feet, concentrating, unaware, it seemed, of the crowd
of men staring at her from thefire. Eric could see them from the corners of hiseyes, dl intent on the
young woman powdered in white.

Shetraced afigurein the dirt with her finger, shrugged her shoulders, looked at Eric like aportrait artist,
smoothed the figure out again and retraced it. Eric shifted position—his back was cramping—and the
woman glanced up, like abird, haf risng from her crouch. Her eyes, reflecting fire light, met Ericsand he
shook his head, no. Please, he thought, please don't go. There was something inspiring and beautiful in
her, some prima eement that made her seem more tree and stone than human. He couldn't placeiit.
Scratches covered her legs, her hair was matted and tangled, but the line of her arms and legs, the
srength in her thighs. In this position, her muscles bulged, and Eric decided "scrawny" was awrong word
to apply to her. Hard was better. He remembered women who worked out in the Gone Time—he'd had
apogter of some onthewall of hisroom when he was fifteen—aerobic ingtructors with smooth, rounded



muscles, tanned skin, beautiful hair. They were. . . buffed. The Earth Dancer's musculature |ooked
efficient, not showy, pure anima. Heimagined her grandparents or great-grandparentsin the Gone Time,
driving to work, probably in aVolvo, stopping for breskfast at—what was that place?— McDonads,
having an Egg McMuffin and drinking coffee out of a styrofoam cup. Eric remembered afriend of hisin
schoal talking about aschoolmate of theirs, apathetic, fat girl who waddled down the hall, the butt of
jokes. He cringed a the memory. Undoubtedly both of them were dead now, gone in the plague. Old
friends and bad jokes dl lost. Hisfriend had said, " She's built for comfort, not for speed.” The Earth
Dancer looked built for speed, like she could take on amountain lion.

Teach whispered, "Wefind signs of them in thewoods: cairns of scones arranged in circles, and animal
bones carefully stacked.”

"How many of them arethere?"
The woman sidled around, looking at whatever she was drawing on the ground from adifferent angle.

Teach sad, "Theland can only support so many carnivores. A hundred and twelve peoplelivein
Highwater. I'd guesstheir tribe might be haf that sze."

She stood, hands resting on her thighs, and waved her hand at Eric, abeckoning. He looked behind
himsdf at the fire and the men around it, then back at the woman. She waved again. He pointed his hand
to hischest. "Me," he mouthed. She waved athird time, more emphéticaly.

"Shewantsyou to follow her," said Teach. "I wouldn't.”

"God," someone said. "It'sasummoning. It'slike adeer asking you to dinner.”
"Morelike adream.”

"l wish sheld ask me," said someone ese wigtfully.

She waked afew steps away and motioned to Eric again.

Eric faced Teach. Hefdt aswelling in his chest. The woman, he thought, for amoment there waslike
Leda, intent and focused. "I'm going," he said. He thought, What am | doing? But she stood, her hand
outstretched to him, and everything felt right. Her dancing, the ceremony to moon light and night, the
nakedness and vulnerability of it al, felt right, mystical. He would go with her and he would be safe.

"They must know you," said Teach. "Maybe they watched usfollowing you, or maybe they've dways
known you. They've never tried to communicate with us." He sounded alittle jed ous.

Eric brushed dirt from his pants and walked into the darkness. A few gtridesinto the clearing he looked
back. Teach and his boys stared after him. A couple waved. He turned and followed the woman.

For thefirst few hundred yards, walking was easy. The Earth Dancer stayed ten feet in front of himon a
fant trail that started on the other side of the old highway. A bright moon provided enough light to see his
step dthough he couldn't tell if shadows on the ground were holes or safe placesto set hisfeet. Then the
trail grew steep, and the woman, her skin the color of moon, used her hands to brace herself asshe
climbed.

Sandy soil and rip rap skittered beneath Eric's shoes, and he grabbed tree roots, weeds, and rocky
outcropsto keep from dipping. "Where are we going, young lady?'

She shook her head impatiently and kept moving up. Thetrail was steep, and severa times Eric got close



enough to smell her. Hewrinkled hisnoise. Shewasrank, but it wasn't redlly an unclean smell, he
decided. She smelled like... degp caves, moist and warm and close, and like crushed leaves.
Aggressvely femaetoo.

Thetrall quit climbing. They'd reached ahigh ridge that doped away to ether sde. Inthevaley to Eric's
right, thefire flickered through the intervening trees, and the highway shone like apae ribbon. Now that
his eyes had fully adjusted, he waked as confidently as he would in full daylight.

Ahead, therest of the Earth Dancers waited, squatting by the sdes of thetrail. They gazed at Eric ashe
passed, faces white and neutra, eyes aglitter with the moon. None looked over thirty. He wondered if
their life-gpans were short, like medieval man. Did they have any kind of doctoring, or had that
disappeared too?"Do any of you.. . ." The sound of his voice breaking the silence startled him. "...
speak?' Far away, acoyote yipped and ahost of othersjoined in. No Earth Dancer replied.

Eric sad, "I'm feding over-dressed for this party.” One of the men walked beside him, casting quick
glances from the corner of hiseye. Eric felt like he was being measured in some way. He sighed. "L ots of
nights I've kicked my clothes off too." And he had. Since his house was a couple of milesfrom his
nearest neighbor, on hot summer nights he would sit on his porch and watch the stars dip behind the
mountains one by one. A wink and they were gone, and after he'd sat long enough, held fedl apart of the
revolution of the Earth, a speck on aplate, tilting, tilting ever up. After hours on the porch, he had no
illuson that the stars moved, and he wondered how anyone could have ever believed that they revolved
around us.

Ahead, amountain swallowed theridge, and thetrail turned right, becoming anarrow shelf road. He
kicked arock over the edge and it bounced and clattered for seconds, starting a half a dozen other rocks
on their way before reaching the tree line. The woman led the way, then Eric, then the rest of the party.
He started whistling the theme music to The Bridge Over the River Kwai to hear the sound. The woman
peeked over her shoulder. He launched into a second chorus, and another whistler joined him. Eric
grinned. In amoment, they were al whistling, and he laughed & theimage of it: ahard, wild naked
woman powdered in white, followed by an old man from another time, followed by therest of thetribe,
al whistling atune from a one-hundred-year-old movie about awar that only he knew anything abouit.

After athird time through, he stopped, and they walked in silence again. A hand patted him on the back.
The man behind Eric ducked his head when Eric looked at him, but he thought he saw asmile.

At the next turn in the trail, the woman stopped and Eric nearly ran into her. She stepped to arock wall
that blocked the trail and dapped her hand sharply on it threetimes. A rope ladder tumbled from above.
When she reached the top, she waved him up and he followed clumsly, having ahard time finding the
loose rungs with hisfeet asthe ladder twisted. Swinging from one side to the other, he banged hiship
twice. Therope felt ragged and homemade. He wondered what they used to makeiit.

Another Earth Dancer, this one an unpowdered blonde woman, seven or eight months pregnant, held a
torch that ingtantly ruined his night vision. Eric thought, Ah, they do use fire. She handed the leader a
torch, lit it for her, and they waited for the rest of the Dancersto join them.

The flickering light showed the entrance to amine. Huge, rough beams framed the entrance, and beyond
them, bright sparkles reflected the light back to him.

The pregnant woman led.

What isthis? Eric thought. The minéswalls and ceiling were pure gold. He inspected closer, but the
torch moved several paces farther away, and the bright color faded to gray. Down the shaft, golden light
bathed the two torch bearers, while the rest of the Dancers waited for Eric to continue. He touched the



wall, and something smdl and flat fdll into his hand. He hurried to catch up.

A turn brought them into alarge room that smelled moist and human. Other torches sputtered from niches
inthewalls, reveaing the home of the Earth Dancers. Piles of skins dotted the floor, and Eric thought at
first that thiswas a storage room until he spotted eyes|ooking at him from each pile. Herethe wallswere
golden too. Eric took down atorch and held the flame next to the piece held taken from the shaft. One
sde waswhite with adark stripe dong itslength. Heflipped it over. It wasaVisa Gold card. He walked
around the room. Thousands of Gold cards covered the rock, each held with atiny bit of something
gummy. It might even be gum, he thought, but where would they get so many cards? He checked the
back of the Visahe held. The signature read, Mason Withers, which matched the embossing on the front.
He checked others; they were al embossed and signed. "God," he said, "what ahorrible job collecting
them must have been." The Earth Dancers watched him. " Someone was very persstent,” he added,
holding up the card.

Thewoman, who he now thought of as his Earth Dancer, pulled on his shirt deave and tugged him
toward a shaft at the back of the room where the rest of the Earth Dancers had gathered. "Okay, I'm
coming." He pulled away to stick the cards he held back in place.

Light green covered thewalsin the new shaft. He checked. "American Express,” he said to her. "Dontt
leave homewithout it."

Pure white reflected the light in the small room the shaft led to. Eric chuckled. Sears cards, of course. In
the middle of the room stood alarge grandfather clock. Earth Dancers formed a semi-circle around it and
sat on the stone floor. The woman lit two torches on the wall, then placed her torch in an empty niche.
She knelt in front of the clock and pressed her forehead to the floor. How out of place the clock 1ooks,
Eric thought. A beautiful piece of work, though. Its mirrored oak finish and polished brassfittings caled
to hismind paneled drawing rooms. No, smoking rooms, where massive, overstuffed lesther chairsheld
proper gentleman who smoked pipes and read from gilt-edged books. "Y our drink, sir," the butler would
say, and in the background, the grandfather clock ticked maesticaly, caling out the hour with measured
chimes

All of the naked Earth Dancers leaned toward the clock until their foreheads pressed againgt the floor.
Thisisacathedrad! I'min aplace of worship. Why have they brought me here?

After aminute where no one moved, the woman, barely raising her head, crawled to the base of the
clock and opened the glass front that covered the weights and pendulum. Blindly she groped in the cavity
until she touched the pendulum, then she pushed it so if began moving back and forth. Each swing grew
shorter, and the clock didn't tick. She pushed it again, looking at Eric thistime.

"It'sjust aclock,” he said. Hisface flushed, and he felt embarrassed for their posture. He pictured their
wild legps a the moon, their wonderful patterns of dance. They belonged. They were scary and primitive
and fera, but they seemed proud. He was the one that was out of place, in hisclothes, in his
remembrances. "It's just an old, dead clock from aworld that never existed." He spat the words. Anger
filled him too. They hadn't chosen him from the camp because there was a specia connection. They
didn't know him from anyone else. He wasjust the oldest, the most likely to know how to fix the clock.
The closest human to their parents age.

She kept her head on the floor. The pendulum stopped. Eric's| head sagged. He felt tired. It'slate, he
thought, and | should be adeep. Voicethick with irony, he asked, "Does anyone know the time?"

Her eyes pleaded with him to help, and again she reminded him of Ledawhose eyes were so expressive,
and hesad, "I'm sorry." He didn't know exactly why he was apologizing, but he knew he should. "Y ou're



not responsible for your gods. | mean, they're not your fault. Y ou've been sold abill of goods by moms
and dads who didn't even know what they were doing."

Hethought, at least thisgod, if that iswhat it is, when it worksisvisble. At least thisgod is dependable
and regular. Thisgod keeps good time, and agod could do alot worse than that.

He stepped into the circle, and, not knowing what to do, bowed alittle before peering into the clock. The
woman crawled out of hisway.

"Have you tried pulling on the weights?' Bottoms of three acorn patterned, brass weights barely showed
at thetop of the case. "Of course you have." But he pulled one to the bottom anyway. When helet go, it
rattled back to the top.

"I had a pendulum clock once," he said. "Here, give me atorch.”

No one moved. He got one himsdlf and held it so it cast light ingde. Thisistricky work, he thought.
When the flame approached the clock close enough to see the works, it aso scorched his cheek. He
didn't want to singe the wood, so he put the torch back, reached insde and worked by touch.

Ashehoped, just like his clock a home, the main weight pulley screw was |oose so that the gear on the
back of it wasn't engaging anymore. Awkwardly reaching both handsinside, he pushed the pulley whedl

againg the gears, then tightened the screw by hand. Thistime when he pulled the weight down, it stayed.
"Here goes," he said and pushed the pendulum. Theticking echoed loudly in the small chamber.

Dawn light doused the last and brightest stars as Eric and the Earth Dancer climbed down the steep path
into Coal Creek Canyon. "It's been apleasure,” he said, "being able to help you."

She reached the bottom and waited for him. During the hike back, she stayed much closer than she had
on theway to their home. In the morning light, she seemed much smdller than she had in her moon-lit
costume, and though she seemed no less animal-like, she was less threatening. Her smdll at close quarters
was a most overpowering, pure mountain cresture.

Eric found himsdf staring a her as she walked in front of him across the highway, the musclesin her back
and butt contracting pleasantly at each stride, and even though she was narrow-hipped, she still had a
dight Sdeto Sde sway.

"Stopit, Eric," he sad. " She's young enough to be your great-granddaughter.” Thento her, hesaid, "You
know, some of the young men I'm traveling with have dreams about you. Maybe you ought to not be
such astranger.” Shedidn't even look back. Hed been talking to her the whole walk.

No one in camp appeared to be awake yet. Fifty yards from the deegping men, she stopped, facing Eric.
He thought he might have afew dreams about her himself. "I'd invite you for breskfast, but | think you
need acoat."

Impassive, shelooked a him, and he could tell now, peering through the white powder that covered her
face, that her eyes were brown. He wanted to shake her hand, or hug her, but he was sure she would run
away, and now he didn't want this odd meeting to end. "Y ou'll have to fix the clock yoursdlf the next
time" hesad.

The woman reached out and held hiswrist. Shocked, Eric flinched but didn't pull away. She pressed his
hand againgt his chest, then pulled it to her breast, holding it palm flat to her. She said, dowly and
digtinctly in alow, throaty voice, another reminder of Leda, "Don't tdl them wherewelive."



Then shelet go and ran across the road. Eric stood for along time watching the last place he'd seen the
Earth Dancer. Findly he walked into the camp, trying to decide what he could tell them of the night.
Before he bent over to shake Teach awake, herealized he could still fedl the shape of her breast in his
hand.

After abreakfast of strong herb teaand hard bread, where Eric told the party amost nothing of his
evening, Teach pulled him aside.

"Y ou got some secrets last night, that's obvious, but maybe you can tell me something about this." He
took Eric to aspot outside the camp where a blanket lay on the ground. "We covered it up so thewind
wouldn't get at it."

He pulled the blanket away. "It's what the Earth Dancer woman was drawing in the dirt before you went
with her. Doesit mean anything to you?"

Eric rubbed histhroat, and an dmost rdligious ecstasy filled him. Theworld isameagica stage, he thought;
she did choose me. She knew who | was. The drawing, sketched in the dirt she had smoothed so
carefully, was anoose.

Chapter Twelve
HIS FOOTSTEPS

No bresth! Eric opened his mouth wide—hisjaw pressed against the rope buried in his neck, but no air
camein. Pressure pulsed in hisforehead and droned in hisears.

Hethought, | don't haveto die. He pointed histoes and felt beneath him for the stool. Darkness hid it. He
wasblind. If | catch it with my foot, | cantip it up or maybe stand oniit.

Hisfoot bumped something and he stretched, but he couldn't find it again. I'm spinning or swinging, he
thought. Reach! Take the weight off the rope. Breathe! Histonguefilled his mouth.

Time dowed. His hands clenched in fists behind his back, firmly tied. He opened them—fdt hisfingertips
press together. Consciousness divided. A part concentrated on the sensations: rope, choking, dangling; a
part separated and saw him twisting above the floor, and a part went back to his fingers touching behind
his back so much like prayer. Dad used to take him to church every Sunday when he waslittle.

He kicked hisfeet, weaker now.

The pews were hard and after afew minutes Eric wanted to squirm to find a comfortable position. Once,
he remembered believing that the Devil made him fed thisway—it was temptation.

The rope dug deeper. I'll last longer if | don't move, he thought.

If he could just stay perfectly ill, then God would recognize his virtue, but the longer Eric remained
motionless, the harder the pew became. After afew more minutes, he began to itch. First behind his
knees, then the middle of his back.

Odd, | don't hurt, he thought.

Findly, even hiseyeballs. In agony, he prayed for strength to resist the itching, his fingers pressed
together. "Oh, God, come to me now and stand between me and the Devil." He concentrated, strained to
hear the voice of God, waited for some sign to show that God appreciated his efforts. A swesat bead
dribbled down hisforehead and into hisright eye. He ressted the urge to wipe the stinging away. He



imagined himsdlf like anun, down on hiskneesin some bare cell, aplank and a plain blanket for abed, a
severe Chrigt bleeding from deep wounds hanging from the wall, the only decoration. The Devil comes
for therighteous. The Devil wrestlesin the privacy of the mind, in the hollow spaces between faith and
fear. Speak to me, God, he thought.

Dad leaned over and whispered in Eric's ear, "It's not the prayer part of the service, son," and then Eric
knew his Dad and the Devil worked together.

Eric felt hisspin dowing, or maybeit was atrick of theinner ear. He remembered a short Sory title, "An
Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge."

Hethought, | should pray. Now | lay me downto deep ... Yea, though | walk through thevaley... |
pledge dlegianceto theflag...

Eric thought, it'sthe prayer part now, Dad. He could fed himsalf losing consciousness. Hislegs numbed.
Even if he could touch the stool, he wouldn't be able to control hislimbs. He couldn't save himsdlf. But |
don't hurt. The rope gripped his neck like astrong hand, and he redized, strangely, that he was happy. |
hope the dark-haired woman is okay. Maybe sheisn', but | tried. I'm not akid. | did something.

He began to rise, pressure dropped from the rope, and he thought, I'm ascending! and he wished hed
prayed morein the last few years. His pastor used to preach about being "ill prepared to meet your
maker." Since he was ten, he had thought of himself asan atheis, or at least an agnostic.

"Breathe, damnit," said the dark-haired woman, her voice coming from the black below. Her hands
gripped histhighs, and he felt her head between hislegs pushing him toward the ceiling piggyback.

He sucked in air down his burning throat, then began coughing.
"That'sit," shesad. "Openthat arway."

His head knocked againgt arafter, and spider web covered hisface, but he was breathing. Hefilled his
lungs and coughed again, then inhaled deeply.

"Thank you," hetried to say, but it came out a croak. He swallowed and said it again, abit more clearly,
though Hill rough.

"I haven't got you down yet," shesaid. "'l can't hold you forever.”

Ericfet her quiver.

In another part of the house, voices shouted. Inarticulate. All rage. Loud thuds. A gunshot. Silence.
Eric strained to hear more,

The woman spoke urgent and low, "I'm going to move to the wal and untie your rope.”

Eric ducked his head out of the rafters. She turned and stepped to the wall. His head bumped the
concrete.

"Sorry," shesaid. "Now stay balanced.” Shelet go of hislegs. He gripped her ribswith hisfeet, and he
felt her respiration, quick and even. As she fumbled with the rope, she said, "We got to ambush them
when they come down. It's our best chance. Y ou stand on one Side of the stairwell, and I'll stand on the
other.”

Hispulley rattled and he knew the rope was free.



"There" she said. She bent and Eric did down thewal| until his feet touched the floor. Her hands
steadied him for asecond, then untied his neck. ™Y ou're lucky the knot didn't dip. The noose should have
tightened, and | might not have been able to get it off." She bent to hiswrigts. "When your hands are
loose, grab agtool. Well nail the first one down.”

"What was the shot?" Eric whispered.

He sensed her shrug. The darknessin the basement was complete. "Lover's quarrel, maybe. But it was
only one and whoever isleft won't be pleasant, assuming either one of themisshot.”

Eric said, "That would be ablessng.” His hands wouldn't work. They werewood. And it wasdl he
could do not to fall over. Hefdt blindly for the stool, and when he found it, he had to hook hiswrists
under the seet to lift it. Fery tinglesrushed into hisfingertips. He grimaced but said nothing, then did
adong thewadl until he reached the Sairwell.

Hesaid, "How'd you get free?"

She whispered huskily across the space between them, "Small wrists and hands. | amost hoped hed try
something like that. All | needed wasto be let down." Her stool scraped the cement, loud in the dark
room. "Of coursg, it wasastupid plan.”

Eric set hisstool down and rubbed his pamstogether. "Why?"

"Jared'sbig. Girls my size who think they can do anything physical to sop adetermined guy hissze are
just fooling themsealves. Y ou need agun.”

He remembered the amost out of body feeling he had when she was being attacked, like he had beenin
her mind. Jared pressed down, an inexorable force, hot gusts of breath in her ear, on her neck.

He offered weakly, "Maybe if you threw your knee, you know."
She snickered, not unkindly. "Y eah, sure.”

Black silence stretched between them. He set the stool down, rubbed his hands together. They dmost
felt norma. "They might both be dead.”

"Doubt it." Cloth scraped against cement. Eric guessed shewas sdling dong thewall. "1'm going to get
that bat," she said. "Well see how helikes histoy when somebody dseisplaying withiit."

"Arewe going upstairs?'

She whispered back, "Only thing we got is surprise. They don't know we're free. Jared let me down, but
he's got to figure my wrists are tied and that I'm leashed to the wall. | couldn't have undone the rope with
my teeth, S0 hewon't necessarily be in ahurry to come back. If Meg shot him, then she probably has no
ideaat dl. Hal Gotit."

Now that they had the bat, Eric relaxed. Not that it means much, he thought. They've got at least one
gun, and they could comein blazing. I'll look pretty dumb holding this stool above mewhen | get shot.

"Don' try for the head,” she said, returning to the stairwell. "Hit low. A sharp thwack on aknee or shin
will hurt enough so we can get asecond swing in. Y ou miss the head and you're dead.”

Eric snickered.

"'Scuse me?' she said.



"Yourhymed." He thought, I'm not going to die on that rope. I'm still dive. A breath that seemed long
and pent up whooshed out of him and he giggled again. "Dead head.”

She said nothing for asecond, then giggled too. "I saw them once, the Grateful Dead. Used to be my
favoritet-shirt."

"I'mmoreinto AC/DC," said Eric.

"S0 you go both ways?' They laughed. Eric covered his mouth to muffleit.
"Led Zepplin too. When the levee bresks. . ."

"You got no placeto go." Shesaid, "My name's Leda."

"Eric," hesaid.

"Nice meeting you, Eric."

They whispered secrets about rock-n-roll for along time until, despite his best efforts, he drifted off.

Eric shook himself awake. Soft, gray light filled the basement. Leda sat with her back to thewall, her legs
flatina"V" onthefloor, the bat resting on her thigh. She snored softly. He rolled onto his side, moving
the stoal.

"What. . .wha?' she said, frantically grabbing the bat and rising to her knees.
"Shhh. . . sorry. | madeanoise."

Dropping onto her hands, her hair covered her face. "God, | thought | was dreaming.” She looked
around. "Well haveto go up &fter dl."

Tengon gripped him, tightening his ssomach. They were upstairs: bloated Jared and hard-hitting Meg.
And agun. Eric sucked air between histeeth. "I'll lead.”

Mercifully, the stairs didn't cregk. Eric, holding the bat now, dowly tested each step before putting his
weight on it. They climbed higher. Looking back, he saw her smile grimly, and beyond her, just visble,
the feet of the dtill dangling dead man.

On the kitchen counter, foul disheswere piled precarioudy. Eric crept past them, quietly opened adoor
next to the counter to reveal awasher and dryer, and aback door.

"We can get avay," he hissed.
She shook her head. "No, | have to know what happened. | won't ever fed safe”
Her eyeswere round and deep and intense. "Okay."

He peeked around the corner into the small living room where maroon curtains cut most of the morning
light. Dust motes swirled lazily in anarrow shaft that dipped through agap between them. A shadow of a
couch crouched under the window, and apair of reclinersfaced atelevison. He couldn't imagine Jared
and Meg sitting in them, watching a show. But the room seemed so suburban. The light beam ended on a
pleasant landscape on the opposite wall.

"The bedroom,” she said. "Could be they're deeping." Her voice quavered. She's scared too, he thought,
but she's going on. It made him fed braver.



"Smelsbad,” he said. Holding the bat in front of him like a probe, he moved into ahdlway, past a
bathroom, then past a bedroom with boxes of canned goods piled to the celling. Blotches spotted the
carpet. He bent down, touched one. It was wet. The door to the last room was partly closed. He pushed
it with the end of the bat and it creaked asit opened. Bad air wafted around him, menthol, acohol and
the distinctive smell of vomit. Eric wrinkled hisnose.

Micro-inch by micro-inch, he edged his eyes by the doorway. A dresser covered with empty blood bags
spilled from acarton, then the end of a bed, someone under the covers, someone with bare feet on top.
Then, jeans. A red flannd shirt. Meg lay motionless on her side on top the covers, back to the door, her
arm across Jared's chest who faced the ceiling, the blanket pulled up neetly under his chin. An amost
black stain soaked the blanket above Jared's midsection. Clearly, he was dead, hisfacerigid and held in
agrimace that wasn't quite human. Eric couldn't seeagun.

Leda crowded behind him, pushing him into the room. She held hisarm againgt her. A sheer curtain
covered the window, but through. it Eric saw atree, and a car parked on the street. Everything felt
surreal. How could he be here? How could he bein danger? Thesunisrising. Windisblowing in the
leaves.

Taking the bat from him, Leda eased hersdlf to the edge of the bed and reached out to touch Meg.
Without moving, Meg said, "He was abad, man."

Leda gasped and jumped back, banging into the closet door, Eric aimost ran out of the room. He
gripped the doorsill, panting like held run arace.

Meg pulled Jared close and pressed her forehead to his cheek. "He was a bad, bad man.” Gently, she
kissed him. "And he died too soon." The bed shook and Eric thought, she's crying, but the shaking went
on and Meg convulsed into afetal pogition, never releasing Jared, and Eric redized she was slently
coughing. He watched for aminute, then the coughing stopped and she rdaxed, painfully straightening her
legs until once again shelay full length beside him.

Ledamouthed, "Let'sgo," and they started to back out of the room.

Meg hugged Jared tight, partialy pulling herself onto him and said into hisear, "Y oull never getto bea
father.”

They walked south through disturbingly quiet neighborhoods. Four housesin arow were burned to the
ground, only pipes and chimneys poking from the smoking beams and rubble. An old couple sat on a
porch in rockers, faces shrouded in flies, their hands hanging between them like the last thing they did
wasto lot go of each other. Toyslittered the yard of ahouse with a Wee Care Day Center sign over the
door, the windows closed tight and draped inside.

"Where are we going?"' she asked.

Ahead rose ahouse-covered hill. Eric leaned into the climb. Sun bleached the street. Flattened grasson
unmowed lawnslay brown and beet. Last night's ssorm had donellittle to reviveit.

We, Eric thought. We are awe? Most of the buttons were gone from her blouse, and one deevewas
amogt torn off. Her dim shoulder glistened with sweat. "Following my dad,” he said. "1 think he'sgone
home."

She opened her mouth asif to say something, then shut it. She shook hair out of her eyes and looked up



a thesun. "Hot, isn't it?"

"Yeah." Theroad flattened and they were at the hill'stop. Before them, the city fell away, houseson
houses, streets pleasingly paradlel and neat. Here and there, plumes of smoke leaned with the breeze. To
ther left miles away, the Denver downtown pushed its buildings high into the skyline.

"Areyou religious?' she sad. "I'm not. Seemsto me that the end of the world would be more dramatic if
there were agod. Thered be some sign.”

He thought about it. More of the city was visble now. He dopped. "What isthat?'
"Wha?'

He pointed. Directly in front of them at the bottom of the hill, anarrow streak of houses two blockslong
and ablock wide was completely flattened.

"Jesus," shesad.

Eric thought, it looks like somebody stepped on that spot, and he remembered the dream about King
Kong, about how Dad talked for hours about King Kong while Mom died in the cave.

Shesad, "Therés another one.” A half-milefarther on, another block of houses were down. "And
another." She pointed. He saw three other spots of flattened houses leading away from him to the south.
A trail! hethought. We're following hisfootsteps. And for a second he thought he had asign. God does
exist, and he walked right here.

"What could have done that?* he asked, and he half expected her to answer, "It must be supernatura,”
but she shook her head in puzzlement.

When they reached the first spot, Eric asif he crossed a boundary. Untouched, the last house he passed
looked like all the houses on the street, but the next one was gone, the foundation stood out of the lawn,
and lumber littered the yard. Wood shards stuck out of atree trunk broken off like amatch stick at hip
height.

"Thiswasn't afire" he sad, levering up one end of acelling joist. "No charring.”

She stepped carefully over anail-studded section of roof, the shingles covering one side. "The destruction
isso complete.” Bending over, she picked up around object and held it to him. "Dinner plate,” she said.
"It's not cracked.”

Next door, the story was the same, but the next lot, one wall remained, family photos hanging fromiit.
Theroof and al the other walls were gone. Just the roof was missing from the next house, but dl its
windows were broken out, the glass fanned across the lawn from each.

"Exploson camefromtheinsde,” Eric said. "Somebody planted abomb in these houses?’

"No sgn of fire, remember?’ She put the plate down she had been carrying and winced when she stood
up.

"Areyou hurt?" Eric asked.
"Just abruise," she said and gingerly massaged her shoulder, the one under the untorn deeve.

"Let me see”" Hewaked around a pile of brick between them.



"It'snothing,” she said, but she stopped and faced him. Suddenly, he felt avkward. The only way to
check the bruise would be to move the blouse off her shoulder, and he wasn't surehow to doit. Taking a
deep breath he pinched the lapd of her blouse and pulled the cloth aside. She pressed her hand against
her chest so her brawouldn't be uncovered, and turned her head away from him. She was shaking.

Shesad, "Don't touchit."

"Oh, god." Beginning at her collar bone, adeep purple mark ran to the top of her shoulder, part way
down her back and dl the way to where her hand rested on her chest. "Are you sure nothing's broken?”

"Just iff," she said, rearranging her blouse.

"Wasit Jared?'

" egh”

"It looks awful."

She amiled. "Y ou say the sweetest things, but you shouldn't be talking."

"What do you mean?"'

"If you could see your neck, you'd think | wasfine."

Eric touched where the rope had dug in. Pain flared and he snatched his hand away. "Pretty ugly?'
"Theworg."

They'd reached the end of the destroyed houses and walked through another undisturbed neighborhood.
Most of the homes now were old, brick duplexes with twin sidewalks leading to twin doors.

"My father died last year," shesaid. "Liver cancer. | didn't know him too well. He and Mom separated
when | waslittleand | mosily got to see him in the summers. Helived in St. Louis."

They crossed a street. On this block, three or four yellowed, folded and rubber-banded newspapers
were piled before the doors. Eric shivered at the thought of the dedication of some newspaper boy
delivering papers to homes where the subscribers had died. Ledafollowed his gaze.

"They kept the paper going until ten days ago or s0. Guess they thought a newspaper would keep people
believing thingswould get better."

Eric asked, "Did you love your dad?'
"l didn't know him, | said."
"That isn't what | asked. Did you love him?' "Wdll, sure. | had to."

He thought that over. A new area of destroyed houses began, much the same asthelast one. "Thisis
weird. What do you make of it?' He stood beside atelephone pole. The cross arms at the top were
snapped off and the wires were wrapped tightly around the shaft, like giant children had used it asa

maypole,
"Don't know. Maybe thereisagod. While the people are away. the gods will play.”

"Sounds good to me."



Dad might have come down just this street, he thought, and glanced &t the lawn, thinking he might seea
mark, asign that had passed this way. How would Dad have seen this?

"When my father died,” shesaid, "I didn't accept it at firdt. | told my best friend that he was sick, but not
that he died. It took me awhileto believeit myself.”

Eric thought, why does she keep talking about this? "My dad's not dead.”
"Of course not," she said quickly.

"He didn't come back to the cave, so he must have gone home. He wouldn't have just |eft me there." Eric
clenched his handsinto stone. We could be standing in his footsteps! "Hewould write amessage and
tell mewhere hewent." His face screwed up. He could fed the muscles by hiseyespullingin, hisjaw
tightening. He breathed in hitches.

"Of course. That's what happened.”
"That'swhy I'm going home. I've got to find Dad. We've got to go together and bury Mom."
"Yes, that'swhat well do."

Eric sat on the ground in the midst of the flattened houses, in the middle of God's footstep, or King
Kong's. "My dad . . ." He gasped. "My dad isa survivor. HE's too strong.”

Everything was letting go indgde of him. He could fed the unraveling, and inside hetried to sop it, to hold
back the wind. He put hisface in his hands and he could fed his skin on hisskin. Why do | fed thisway?
Why am | acting thisway? Shelll think I'm afool. Dad'sfine. I'll find Dad and everything will belikeit
was. WEell livein the house. Well play catch. Hell teach me new bird calls. Dad's okay.

"No, it'sal right," shesaid. "I believeyou." Her aamswere around him and they were both Stting on the
ground. She rocked him quietly while he shook in her arms.

After along while, after he had quit sobbing and the musclesin hisback relaxed, she still held him. He felt
her chin resting on the top of his head.

"Look at that," she said.
He lifted his head and blinked away tears. "What?"

They were ditting near another broken tree trunk. The trunk itsalf leaned and roots hung in the air on one
Sde, clodsof dirt il clinging to them.

"Sticking in thewood."

Hefollowed her finger. Protruding from the tree trunk, four inches or o of slver glittered in the sun. He
pushed himsdf off the ground, then pulled on the metd.

"Jammed in there pretty tight." Heworked it back and forth severa timesbeforeit pulled out. He held it
to her. "A spoon. What would do that to a spoon? Y ou couldn't do that without bending it.”

Taking it from him, Ledaturned it over in her hand. "A tornado,” she said. "That'swhat it was."

He gazed at the scene of destruction, and it seemed familiar, like news footage held seen before. "Y ou're
right. Only thing it could be.



"They skip," she said. "They touch down, destroy everything, lift, then touch down again.”

"Darned regular. I've never heard of oneleaving atrail.” " Strange storms. Leave some stuff, ruin others. If
anything's unusud, it's how much it destroyed. Colorado tornadoes are generally narrower than this" She
gestured to the block-wide path.

"A year ago," Eric said, "thiswould be the top story. Denver would be cleaning itself up. I1t'd bein
mourning.”

She dropped the spoon. "Small potatoes, now, atornado." He smiled. It wasincredibly hard to make
that movement with hisface. The musclesfelt weighed down from frowning. "Doesahousefalingina
city make anoiseif thereisno oneto hear it?"

"Comeon," shesad, "let'sfind somefood. I'm starving.”
"I'm sure well catch up with Dad soon,” said Eric. "HEl be glad to meet you."
Shedidn't say anything, and Eric glanced at her. "Sure,” shesad, "I'll bet he will be."

Chapter Thirteen
GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN

Teach said, "Keep your hands underneath you. Don't look up. Don't separate your feet. Be arock, and
that'swhat they'll see."

Eric scrunched hisface into the gravel on the hillside above the road. The rest of Teach's boys had
scattered, and when he'd last looked, he could only pick out a couple of them in the same posture he was
taking now, folded on themselves, faces down, practicdly invisble. Their leather skirts and wool shirts
blended perfectly into the background.

"Where's Rabbit and Dodge?" Eric whispered.

"They're okay. Don't move and you'll befine. Unlessthey're expecting to see something, they won't.”
Teach broke a branch off anearby juniper and jammed it into the ground by Eric's head. He braced the
bottom with acouple of rocks. "There, that'll give them something to focus on if they do look thisway."

Teach climbed afew feet up the dope and lay down, hands undernesth him, feet drawn up, the back of
his gray-haired head to Eric.

Eric pulled hislimbsin even tighter; hisback crawled under the heat of the sun. A bit of sand held sucked
up when he put hisface in the dirt gritted uncomfortably between histeeth, and chunks of gravel dug into
his cheek, but he didn't move. They'll be able to see me, he thought. | might aswell stand and shout.

Before the point-man had whistled the warning that sent them scrambling for cover above the road, they
had been walking up-canyon, crossing adide that hid the asphdt for hundreds of yards, Eric was hiking
gamdly, trying not to dow the pace. Teach said, "Y ou've got two problems.”

Eric panted, put afoot on astone, placed his hand on his knee and pressed to help himself up. One of
Teach's boys carried Eric's pack, but even without the extraweight, the sorenessin hislegs and the
incessant buzz of painin his hips reminded him of hisage. "What'sthat?' he said. The mountain air
amelled of pine and creek water, of sun on hot rocks, but it didn't fill the lungs.

"First one's easy, but important. Our last Gone Timer died seven years ago, and most of the young ones
haven't heard about Gone Time from someone who's seen it. So you're the featured speaker at the town



talk-around tonight."

"Okay." Eric dmost did askip step but didn't. The dirt and sand footing was dippery. ™Y ou want to hear
old Gone Time stories?' Nobody in Littleton listened to him. The kidswould gether at the hunters feet
and wait for each word about finding ek or killing abear, but when Eric said anything about Gone Time,
they ran off, except for Dodge and Rabbit.

Eric looked for them. He spotted the dark-haired Dodge on the black-top beyond the dide. Rabbit
walked in thetall grass on the road's shoulder, as awayslooking asif he were ready to bolt. "I can do
thet."

"Taking might not be that easy. Weve got agirl up there—name's Ripple, akind of, | don't know, child
prodigy—she's got some strong ideas about Gone Time. Y ou can bet shelll ask some tough ones. Might
have some thingsto say of her own. Shewas my best pupil, but she left me behind years ago.”

"I'll watch mysdf. What's the other problem?”

"Getting you into Boulder. The roads aren't safe.” Teach offered Eric afirm, hard hand and helped him
over adippery patch of gravel.

"Y ou said the FHats weren't safe either. More radiation?' He stepped thankfully off the uneven surface of
the dide onto the flat road. Here and there, portions of the double-yellow line were still visible on the
pavement. Been awhile since acar had to worry about oncoming traffic here, he thought. Thelong
gretch of highway curved in between pine-covered hills ahaf-mile avay.

"Nope. Federd's gunmen.” Teach fdll into pace beside him. Eric Sghed alittle to himsdf; the bigger man

visibly shortened his stride to accommodate him. ™Y our library may or may not be standing, but therésa
guy who calls himsdlf 'Federd' or The Federd’ who thinks something's valuable in Boulder, and he's got
the roads."

"Redly? Guns?| haven't seen aworking onefor years.”

Teach grinned at him, his gray-flecked beard fanning out beneath the smile. "Neither had |. My dad kept
arifle, but he was down to just four boxes of ammo. Took it off thewall on his birthday and would fire
one shot. Never did tell mewhy hedid that. But the last year, it took six triesto get a shell that'd work,
and it sound pathetic; hardly an exploson at dl. Mostly smoke. Dad said the shells had gone gunny-bag,
said there wasn't much ammo anyway, so I'd better learn how to make arrows."

Eric dretched his gait abit; the extra effort felt good. He thought, at least I'm not hobbling. "What kind of

guns?

"Don't know, but one of my men hasone." He chuckled. "Federd's boys aren't dl that bright. One of
them shot up a couple of deer and didn't notice Skylar sitting in atree. Walked right under him, and
Skylar dropped awater skin on his head. He got the gun and agood knife off him, and the guy probably
woke up an hour later with a sore neck and alot of explaining to do. But bright or not, they've set up
camps on the roads into Boulder. Sometimes we hear shooting.”

Teach spat into his hands, rubbed the pams together and wiped them on the front of his shirt. "Lousy
hunters, the lot of them. No respect. Take just parts of the meat and |eave the carcass in the open. Worst
kind of jackas."

A whigtle from farther in the canyon trilled down the scale. A lark, Eric thought. Haven't heard onelike
that before.



"Whoops, speak of the devil, asmy dad told me," said Teach. He scanned the dopes on the sides of the
road. Eric looked up too. Here, the road snaked smoothly through rounded hills with few trees or
boulders. Immediately the rest of the men started climbing. Teach tugged Eric'sarm. "Best place to not
beseenisinplansght.”

Then hetaught Eric how to bearock.

Eric's back itched. He pressed hisface down even harder. A particularly sharp piece of gravel dug into
his cheek. A spot of dampness did toward his ear. I'm bleeding, he thought. Feet tramped steadily on the
road below, measured, military. Metd clicked against metal. Gun swivels? he wondered. They were less
than a hundred feet off.

Someone said, "Don't like this duty. Stupid way to spend aday.”
"Shut your hole, private,” rumbled another voice.
"Jugt taking. No harm in that."

They passed. Sowly, Eric raised his head for a peek, marveling that he hadn't been spotted. Marching
toward the dide they had just crossed, aline of eight camouflage-dressed soldiers moved down canyon.
They wore dark green boots that reached to mid-shin, and on their backs rode small packs, and each
carried the same gun with distinctive open-meta stocks, sharply curved banana clips and cone-wrapped
sub barrels,

Eric sucked air between histeeth.
"What?" whispered Teach.

"I know those guns." The men single-filed it to the other side of the dide and out of sight. "They'rearmy
M-16s."

Firdight illuminated the blackened stone face of the natura amphitheater and cast flickering light onthe
pines that surrounded the site. Split-log benches, two deep, formed a half circle around thefire. Eric,
Teach, Rabbit and Dodge had one bench to themsalves, athough it might easily have held a half-dozen
more. The people of Highwater drifted out of the trees and started taking their places at thefire.

Eric hadn't thought much of the remains of old Nederland, what used to be amining town and then
became atourist trap in the Gone Times. Mot of the buildings were gone, part of the "Naturdization
Project” as Teach cdledit.

"Where'sthetown?' Eric had said. A few foundations poked up, and abank and small office building still
stood. After along afternoon of nervous hiking, convinced that at any second they would run into more
of Federd's patrols, held been looking forward to deeping with aroof over his head on acomfortable
mattress.

Teach chuckled. "Weve been waking through it for the last haf mile." He pointed to asmdl hill they'd
just passed. "Got severd familiesthere”

Eric saw nothing man-made at first, then he picked out the shape of awall. Unmortared, rounded stones
dumped to one sde. Partidly hidden by aboulder, the house was practicaly invisble.

"Lookssmadll," hed sad.

"Much of it's excavated. Warmer in the winter. Some of the homes have tunnels running back seventy,



eighty feet. If they have another kid, they dig out another room." Teach pointed to a pile of rock chips.
Eric had assumed it was minetailings. "Takes along time, too. Soil'sthin. Mostly they're carving into
solid mountain.”

More people st at thefire. They moved silently, soft on their feet. Even the children were quiet, muted.
He saw one poke another and awoman put a hand between them. They looked up and she shook her
head gently at them.

Teach said, "What's different about an M-16?Y ou sounded frightened.”

"Not redlly,” said Eric. He shifted so he sat closer to the fire. After the sun set, the temperature dropped
quickly, not at al like the late-June conditions they were probably enjoying in Littleton. "It's a powerful
gun, though. | saw afew in the year of the plague. Some Nationa Guard units had them, and the people
who lived got to bereal good at hoarding items like that. | read up on them.” Eric noticed that the people
around him were ligening. He spoke alittle louder for their benefit.

"AnM-16isasmal caibre wegpon, only a22, but it has ahigh muzzle velocity... uh, the bullets come
out very fast. And the way it's designed, the bullets don't fly smoothly like an arrow. They tumble. When
the bullet hits, it tears or smashes. | read that one could be shot in, say, theleg, and it still might kill. The
shock of the impact would be so grest that it could stop the heart.”

A man behind Eric said, "Tears the flesh you say?'

"Oh, yes, very ugly wounds."

"Wouldn't want to hunt with one then.”

"No. They're designed to kill people. Weapons of destruction.”
Another voice, awoman, said, "They're part of Gone Time sickness."
Teach leaned toward Eric, "That's Ripple. She'sadeep one.”

The woman looked a Eric intensdly, afull eyelock, asif she were chalenging him, and it took a second
for him to break the stare and to see that she was young, maybe fifteen, like the Earth Dancer. Her face
was skinny, and even by firelight Eric could see dark circles under her eyes.

"Yes, | suppose, but the world was dangerous, and America needed an army to keep itself safe.”

She scooted forward on her bench, bent down and put her hands on the dirt. "No," she said to her feet.
"Gone Time sickness had many symptoms. An army was one of them. M-16s were a symptom.”

"But you never lived there. Much was good then, too. A lot.” Eric felt tense, defensive. "It wasamagic
time. We could fly, don't you see. We had greet learning. Man knew things.”

"Held forgotten dl that wasimportant.”
Eric thought, she's so young. She knows nothing of me or my time.

Asif sheld read hismind, shesaid, "I know mysdlf. I know my time, and I've heard the stories. I've
walked through the cities." She drew adesignin the dirt at her feet. Eric found it odd that she spoketo
the Earth, and then he thought, she's like the Earth Dancer, drawing designs, and he wanted to legp up
and look at what she was making, to seeif it were anoose.

"None of you were native," she continued. "The sickness came from not belonging. All the symptoms.



None of you belonged.”
"Go on," he said, suddenly eager to hear what she might say.

"None of you were native. Y ou had no place you knew of asyour own, and because of that you lived in
al placesasif you didn't belong. Y ou made an army because you feared being thrown out. Y ou were

adwaystemporary.”
"Y ou mean we werent Indians? My family had lived in Americafor severd generaions.”

"No," she said, shaking her head, sitting up and looking at him again. The rest of the people, surely the
whole population, listened intently. All the benches werefilled. Eric guessed maybe sixty people sat
around him. A log popped sharply in thefire sending a shower of sparks up with the smoke. "Birth
doesn't make you native. It'samatter of lifeand mind.”

People nodded around her.

"Gone Timers, most of them, lived on land they didn't know. It'strue, isn't it, that most Gone Timers
didn't build the housesthey lived in?'

"That'strue, but our technology freed usfrom . . . from. . . sometasks. We could devote our livesto
learning.”

"Y ou could, but did you? What you did iswhat counts, not what you could have done. Y ou didn't build

your own houses, but you lived in them. Y ou didn't make your own clothes, but you wore them. What's
important though, what's important isthat you didn't know where anything came from. Y our house, your
clothes, your food, your light, your medicine, your entertainment, even your water. Y ou turned on atap,

and water magically poured out. Y ou flushed a toilet and wastes disappeared. Y ou put your garbage on
the street, and otherstook it away."

"W, yes, you could look at it that way, but what does that mean? What does that have to do with being
native? How does that make the Gone Time sick? We were advanced; we could go to the moon. We
could cure Sicknesses.”

Shesad, "Not thelast one.”
Pushed by a breeze, smoke watered Eric's eyes. He turned away from the fire.

Shesaid again, "Not the last one. But it doesn't matter. Thereal sicknesswasin life and mind. Gone
Timerslived in the world like the world didn't matter. They took upstream and disposed downstream like
upstream was forever and no one lived below. The sicknesswasin metd and cod, in gasoline, in things
that could not grow back. The end was inevitable, oneway or another.”

Eric wondered if Troy and Rabbit were bored. Ripple was preaching, he realized, and asermon is often
abore, but they were listening too.

Ripplesaid, "Thereisn't arock herethat | don't know. Every tree, asfar as| can walk, | have seen and
touched. | place my handsin the stream and | fedl the connection to al the water everywhere, to the
liquidinmy veins. Everything | egt, | know. | am careful with my wagtes. | read in abook the saying,
'Don't shit where you eat,' but Gone Timers dways shit where someone el se ate, and ultimately, because
itsal connected, in their own plates.”

A child giggled. Someone hushed it quietly.



"l share..." shesad, ... space with al theliving things. If | take adeer, | pray for adeer somewhereto
be born to replaceit. If | harvest aplant, | seethat | leave the ground ready for another. When | dig, |
will leave aplace that another canlive. | am native. | belong."

"That'saniceides,”" he said. "But people couldn't live like that, not in Gone Time numbers. Mankind was
successful. We learned how to make the work of afew feed and clothe many. We spread out, like grass;
we covered the ground, and what we made was beautiful. Y ou said you walked through the cities. Did
you look? Did you redlly look? And what did you see?’

A vison of Denver at night rosein Eric's head. He said, "Lights everywhere: street lights, lightsin homes,
advertisements blinking on and on into the darkness. Cars hissing the pavement dry on rainy nights.
Laughter. People laughing, coming out of theaters. And concerts, 70,000 peoplein Mile-High Stadium
on their feet feding music pounding in their chests. Heart-stopping rock-and-roll so loud your skin hurt.
That was beauty, human beauty, and there was nothing sick abouit it. A good time, my father'stime.”

"Knowledge too, pure knowledge. We were close, so close to knowing everything. I've seen the books.

| know. Scientists could study particles so small that an atom wasther universe.” He knew most of the
people around the fire would have no ideawhat he was talking about, but he continued. "We studied the
gaaxies. Welooked out with tel escopes and el ectronic measuring devices and saw the face of god.
Mankind reached up and in. Backwards and forwards. Our science traveled everywhere, and that's what
we're losing now. Our children, my own son, are forgetting the heights we reached. My dad . . ." he said,
". .. my dad'sworld, my world, was about making people live. Welived longer and healthier. We took
care of our teeth. We helped the nearsighted. We reached out, the Americans, we reached out and

hel ped people thousands of miles away in other parts of the world. Technology and science made us
more compassionate, more human.”

Ripplelooked a him sadly. "The beauty you're talking about is denid. It wastermind, the fase color of
fever before desth.”

Taken aback, Eric said, "Where do you get words like that? Those are Gone Time terms. How old are
you?'

She blushed. "Books. I've read and talked. I've thought. I'm sixteen.”

Teach said, " She has, too. Ferocious memory." Heturned to Ripple. "A little overpowering at times,
too."

Ripple said, "He's been there, Teach. He knowsthat it'strue.” A voice from behind Eric said, "What do
you think about the Jackas with M-16s?" He pronounced the name of the gun carefully, making it three
words. "They seem more Gone Time than now."

Eric said, "Teach, you said the roads were closed. Y our parents dynamited them."”

"They did, but foot traffic has no problem going over the blockade. Thisisthefirst they've comethisfar
inforce, though.”

Eric thought for aminute. "The only reason | can think of that they are coming thisway must be the same
onewhy we are going their way. They want to get around the Flats."

"What about the guns, the uniforms?”

"A military base somewhere north, perhaps. | can't imagine they're manufacturing the ammo. There must
have been awel| protected cache of it. Maybeif it stays coal, it lastslonger." He considered some more.



Thefire crackled softly. "If M-16s still work, | wonder if they have other munitions, grenades, napalm.”
Teach sghed. "I guessweéll haveto find out. If they're going to tramp through Highwater."

Silently, Eric stared into the fire. Twists of flame danced aong the edge of alog, the heat baking hisface
and shins. Thetrip to Boulder seemed amost impossible now. Firgt, the wolves, then Phil and hisodd
museum, then the Hats, now an army between him and the library. He thought about turning around.
Troy would be glad to see Dodge again, of course, and Eric could imagine explaining why hed I ft.
Maybe theillnesseswill pass, thought Eric. There are seasons of bad times. The crops grow rich one
year and they grow thin another. People might be that way too. What could make facing men with
M-16sworthwhile?

A smadl voice asked, "Could you tell us about the Gone Time monsters?’

Eric looked for the questioner. A girl, maybe ten yearsold, lifted her hand shyly. She said, "My grandma
used to scare me—| remember—about the Sudden Death Playoff and the Twilight Double Header.
Werethey terrible? Did they redly comefor little kids?

Eric laughed. For two hours he answered questions, and the people listened. They hung on hiswords,
and dl thetime Ripple sat quietly, her head cocked to one side, intent. Eric was convinced she'd not
forget aword that he said. And while he was speaking, while the fire burned low until it was just embers
and the cool breeze swept gently past hisface, he thought over and over again, maybe sheisright. These
arethendives. | amandienin my own land.

"What are they doing, Grandpa?' Eric did over on the stone ridge so that Dodge would have a better
view into the canyon at the camp below. Eric looked for Rabbit again, but the boy had taken a different
path once they started climbing, and Eric knew that saying anything to him would do no good.

"Keep your heads ill," said Teach. "They might notice us poked up like this, but only if you move.
Motion'sthe key." Helay on Eric's other sde. Beside him, Ripple dowly moved into a position where
she could see too. Now that it waslight, Eric got a better look at her. Her short, cut red hair framed a
serious, pale expression. Freckles sprinkled across her cheeks only made her seem morefrail. Her eyes
were green, and intense. Her movements, deliberate. She might be sixteen, he thought, but | wouldn't
have put her at twelve. He looked back at the camp.

Sixty yards away and fifty feet down, ahandful of drab, green tents stood in asmal clearing besde the
highway. Thin, gray streamers of smoke stretched straight up from apair of campfires. Beyond the tents,
farther down the valley, the rocky sides of the canyon covered the road and choked access. A shallow
lake at the rock wall's base reflected clouds and sky.

Three soldiers were unpacking bulky meta pieces from green chests and assembling them on the other
sde of the road from the tents.

"Lookslike agun emplacement,” said Eric. "That's some kind of heavy machine gun they're putting
together."

"It'sthe Gone Time sickness coming back,” said Ripple. "The head has died, but the body till twitches.”
"What do you mean?" asked Eric.

"The guns and technology areirreplacegble. They can't be remanufactured. Their ammo fires now, but
even stored in perfect conditions, it will becomeinert.”



"Why can't they make new shdlls? All the equipment exists." Annoyed, Eric rolled to his side so he could
face her. "The Gone Timeis not gone, just forgotten. If the children will learn, then the machineswill run
again. Our great-grandchildren could livein citiesunder thelights. We aren't starting from scratch you
know."

Below, the men had nearly finished their work. A black, swiss-cheese-looking deeve covered the barrd,
and twin, heavy kegs rested at the butt end. One of the soldiers reached into akeg and pulled out a
bullet-lined strap. The leading end he clamped into the gun.

Ripplesad, "The ddivery sysem isgone. No more mining. It's high tech and there are too many missing
pieces. Well never be able to do what the Gone Timersdid. Their ancestors had it easy. Meta ore was
easy to find. It was on the surface. Asthey made better tools from the easy metals they mined, they could
dig deeper, work less productive ore, extract using more complicated processes. .."

Eric could hardly believe that a person as young as Ripple could talk the way she did. She'snot just a
prodigy, he thought, she'sagenius.

"... but now the knowledge and tools are gone. We can't start from scratch again.”

"What about the metalsthat are already out, cars, buildings, al the stuff that won't work but are aready
processed? Wouldn't it be easy to use them as our raw materia, even easier than the easiest minesfor
primitive man?'

Ripple glanced a him. "They're not raw. Even if you could melt them, they're blends. I'll bet we couldn't
find pureiron anywhere, and the more time passes, the more difficult it will be. But even if we could do it,
we shouldn't. We'd start the sickness dll over again. What would be the point?”

The soldiers at the gun flurried into motion. One picked up an M-16 and strode acrossthe road into a
tent. The others swung the gun around o it pointed at alarge boulder thirty feet from them. Then, from
the tent, the soldier backed out. A older man followed him, not in uniform, hislight hair catching the
sunlight. Then a second man came out, ayounger one with the exact shade of hair. They could have been
father and son. The soldier gestured with his gun and the two men walked across the road. Asthey
approached the machine gun, Eric redlized their hands weretied.

"They're prisonerd" said Eric. "Do you know them?"
Teach said, "No, but Federd has al the roadsinto Boulder blocked. They could be from the city."

The soldier said something to the men. From this distance, Eric couldn't tell what it was, but the tone was
angry, commanding. The older man held his head high and said something back. The young onelooked
frightened and defiant.

"Does hetake alot of prisoners?’

"I don't know," said Teach. "Thisisthefirst I've seen them on this sSide of the blockade. They're moving
up canyon, that'sfor sure. Maybe they're trying to get into south Denver."

"I could go down and talk to them," Eric said, "and find out what they want." But even ashe said it, he
knew he wouldn't. Something felt bad about the men. Hisurge wasto run.

The soldier pointed to the boulder. The older man sagged. His head dropped, asif dl the life had been
taken from him. He turned and walked toward the rock. The younger man hung back until the soldier
prodded him with his M-16.



"What are they doing?' repeated Dodge.
A swell of scknessrosein Eric. He could fed it pushing againgt hisribs. "Oh, god,” he said.
Teach said, "They wouldn't.”

Keeping his M-16 trained on the two men, the soldier directed them to stand with their facesto the
boulder, their backs to the machine gun. One of the soldiers manning the gun put his shouldersinto a
yoke on the gun and aimed the barrel at the men.

Eric'sjaw dropped. Even as he watched, horror filling him up like ice water, he thought, I'm not going to
seethis. | can't, and he reached out to cover Dodge's eyes. In the distance, crows cawed loudly.

Someoneyelled, "No!" The soldier beside the gun buckled to the ground, hislimbsloose. "No!" ydled
the voice again. In the bushes at the base of the cliff, Rabbit stepped forward and threw a baseball-sized
rock. It zinged off the barrel of the gun. The other soldier swung around his gun and let fly an angry rip of
sound. A lineof dirt jumped up in front of Rabbit, and he ducked into the bushes. Firing stopped. The
soldier pounded on the clip of hisgun, cursing. Rabbit burst from the bushes, running low away from the
men. Eric could see the cleft he must have climbed down to get into the valey.

Ponderoudy, the muzzle of the big gun swung around toward Rabbit.

"Run!" shouted Eric. He was standing. He didn't remember getting up. A hand grabbed him and yanked
him back.

"Don't beafool," said Teach.

The big gun opened up, damming explosions. Eric scrambled to the ridge and looked over. Dust hid the
base of the cliff. He couldn't see Rabbit.

The gun quit firing. Smoke obscured it for an instant, then cleared. The soldier Rabbit had hit till lay on
the ground. Gesturing angrily, the soldier with the M-16 directed the two civilians back to the boul der.

A minute later, the big gun fired again, briefly, ashort burst. Eric watched the execution, dry-eyed. Then
Rabhit joined him, along scratch across the non-scarred side of his face, but otherwise unharmed.

Ripple lay next to him. Long after the smoke had cleared and the blood had quit running off the deeply
pocked boulder she said, "The Gone Timeis gone, but it's not forgiven.”

Chapter Fourteen
LOOTING

Thefour lanes of Hampden Avenue stretched before them, empty and still. To therr [eft, atall chain link
fence separated them from a deserted cross-street lined by long rows of brick tract houses. A waft of
smoke burned Eric's eyes as he strained to see through the haze. He had this vision that at any moment a
lonefigure would resolve itself out of the distance. Hisfather. Eric dmost whistled with the rdlief of it. He
wiped wetness from his cheeks with the back of hiswrigt. Likeapall of wispy ghosts, smoke drifted
between the houses. On al sides, up and down Hampden, at each Side road, gray swirlsfloated over the
lawns, among the houses and above them.

We're finding Dad, he thought. Ledaswrong about him. | can fed it. HE's out there, just ahead, looking
for me. | know I'll find my dad.

Ledasaid, "Whoops. Werein trouble.”



Before Eric could answer, he glimpsed a shadow rushing through the air above the Street, then it dammed
over them and was gone. He was sprawled on the pavement. "What was that!™

"Maybe hedidn't seeus" she said, voice steely cam, her face afoot from him. "It'sagunship.”

Eric could see it now, maybe a half-mile down the road and a hundred feet up, abeige and brown
camouflage-painted helicopter. It turned nimbly and headed back.

"What does he want?' Roaring past, the copter's prop wash kicked up dust. Eric tried to melt into the
asphalt.

"I'd heard that some of the pilots went crazy in the last days— thiswas a couple of weeks ago—and that
they were strafing people on the streets.” The copter turned again. Eric watched, amazed. It was so fad!

Leda continued, "A rumor said a copter pilot shot up St. Joseph hospital. Went back and forth pumping
bulletsinto the building. Lots of people dead.”

Thistime the craft came dower, itsblade ablur, acloud of dust benesth it.
Eric sad, "He knowswere here."

They stood. The copter hovered just off the road, twenty yards away. Bits of sand stung Eric's cheeks.
The mirrored cockpit glass revealed nothing. He didn't fed scared, really, but he stepped in front of
Leda, putting himsdlf between her and the ship. She moved beside him.

"What's he going to do?"' asked Eric.

"He'sdoingit." She pointed to amulti-barreled device that hung on amechanized swivel arrangement
bel ow the cockpit. The barrels were whirling around and around. She said, "He's shooting us.”

After aminute, the copter howling on the road, the ineffectual guns spinning, Eric said, "L et'skeep going,”
and he walked toward the copter. Leda stayed beside him. Asthey approached, the craft moved aside,
and the guns swiveled so they were pointing a them the whole way. When they'd walked for a couple of
minutes without looking back, the tenor of the engine changed and the copter rose and flew away.

"That was odd,”" Eric said. Hefelt like he imagined an athlete would who had just done some amazing
feat—a half-court shot that touched only net, or agrand dam homer that wins the game at the bottom of
the ninth—then walks away like nothing had happened, the epitome of cool and calm. Just another day.
It was too bizarre to comprehend.

Shesad, "Glad he didn't have anmo.”
Hesad, "Yep."

Later, asthey passed a station wagon parked on the shoulder, Leda bent at the driver's window, cupped
her hand on the glass and peered in. It was the third car she'd checked.

Hisheart ill racing from the close cal, he noticed her torn shirt drop away from her side, flashing along
stretch of white skin from her belt to just below her bra. Thistime Eric didn't glance away. She's pretty
fit, he thought. Good looking for atwenty-five-year-old. He remembered his ex-girl friend at the high
school, asdlow-faced blonde plagued with aband of pimplesat her hairline that she could never clear up
despite her most dedicated efforts. Last winter she'd decided to attack them with heat and cold and Eric
had watched her wash her face with snow, then rush into the house to steaming hot hand cloths that sheld
drape across her forehead like an Indian head dress. Twice they'd made out on her living room couch.



The second time, Eric had experimentally tried to French kiss, and sheld said, "Don't. That's gross.”
They'd broken up a couple of weekslater. "l can't get into this pimplething,” Eric had said. It al seemed
S0 childish now.

"What are you looking for?" he asked.

"Keys." She graightened and smiled, her face smudged and tired (but clear-skinned, he noticed). "We
don't need to walk to Littleton."

Eric hooked histhumbsinto his backpack straps and pulled them together in front of his chest. Despite
the mid-day hest, he shivered. "I saw acop shoot two looters yesterday. They were robbing bodies.”

"Redlly?" She banged the door shut; the echo came back off adistant surface. "The National Guard took
over police duties a couple of weeks ago, and my guessis most of the Guard are dead or home with their
families Y ou surehewas|legit?'

Eric thought of the ghost cop methodically pulling zippers closed on body bags, the liquid speed heldd
demonstrated gunning down Beetle-Eyes and hisgirlfriend. "1 don't know." He imagined the cop sitting
on the edge of the Golden High School Knight'sfootball field that was now amass grave, hiswife and
daughter somewhere under the torn-up sod. "He believed he was. | haven't seen a car yet today. We'd
atract attention.”

"All right, wewak." She started down the road again, sniffed, then waved her hand in the direction they
were headed. "Kind of creepy, don't you think? Like dry fog."

A reddish nimbus circled the sun above. He felt adrendized by the brush with the copter, asif it had
awakened him from a deep deep. "Maybe. It's more somber than anything." He caught up to her and
matched her pace. Her hands swung easily to her stride.

She turned and walked down an off-ramp to Wadsworth Boulevard. "L ook, aWa-Mart. We can get
some suff.”

Resting on four cinder blocks, arusty Pinto sat on the street side of the otherwise empty parking lot.
Didn't she hear what | said about looting? he thought as they passed the abandoned vehicle. The broad
reach of blacktop made him fed like abug on adide, like God was |ooking down on him so in the open.
He waked backwards for afew steps, scanning the street for traffic, but there was] nothing. No trucks.
No cars. No copter. He cocked his head and listened. Not even abird. Hisleft shoe squesked. Her
footsteps padded on the asphalt; her jeans swished lightly.

Asif catching histhoughts, she said, "I'll leave money. We can find food. Clothes." She plucked at her
shirttail. "Not much left of thisone," she said, then rubbed the Sde of her index finger across her teeth. "I
haveto brush too."

Crunching over broken glass, Eric stepped through the shattered front door. Produce littered the floor, as
if there had been ariot. He kicked aside an Oreo box, skittering black cookies acrossthetile. A whiff of
old popcorn, the scent of butter soft as plush, lingered. Leda called into the dark store, smiled back, the
flash of white gartling in the gloom, and said, "Come on. They're having asde.”

Last summer, held gone with Dad to aWa-Mart to buy alawn-mower. For hours, it seemed, Dad
agonized over the merits of Briggs and Stratton versus Jacobson. Findly, Eric said, "They cut grassjust
the same," and Dad met hiseyesin answer, leaving Eric speechless asdways. After afrightening second,
where something mute and dark bubbled between them, Eric dropped his gaze to the mower. "Grassis
grass," he mumbled. Then he wandered over to the music department, and spent the rest of their timein



the store deciding between aclassica music collection or the latest group he liked.

L eda stepped through amess of Saltines boxes and other crushed cookies and chips packages, heading
to the back of the store. He grabbed a plastic bag of Zingers and tore it open as he followed her. It had
that flavorless, pure sugar taste he liked. The farther they moved from the windows, the darker it
became, and the cavernous echoes of their footsteps made him jump. "Hashlights?' he said, and she cut
down an aidetoward hardware.

"Good thinking."
Another turn later, he could barely make out her silhouette. Shetripped. "Can't seeathing.”

"Here, let me," he said and helped her up. Her arm felt warm and firm, and she came up so easily he
redlized he must outweigh her by thirty or forty pounds. "I've been living in acave. Thisisamost home."
But it isn't, he thought. He did hisfeet cautioudy, holding her hand, waving his other hand in front of him.
The cave was never home, not like Littleton. He thought of his own room, the posters thumb-tacked to
thewall, speakers perched on their pedestals. How he used to lay in bed with his hands locked behind
his head, staring at the celling, |etting the steady thrum of rock-and-roll wash over him hour after hour.
Some days he'd pretend to be sick so he'd miss school, and while his parents were at work, he'd crank
the sound up, shut hiseyes and fed the vibration of the bassin hislungs.

Ashiseyes adjusted, he redlized that the dark was far from complete. A gray wash of light illuminated the
high, suspended florescents, and the corners of the displays were just visible. Many of the shelveswere
empty, or their goods were knocked about. Something frantic had happened here.

"Where are we?' she whispered, her raspy voiceloud in the silence.

"Households." Helet go of her hand and picked abox off the floor. He shook it. Y ou want a blender?'
he asked.

She snickered.
"I'll bet | can get you agood one. Ten speeds.”
"Will it diceand dice?'

He put the box down. "Sure," he said, and reached back for her. Shetook his hand again, and her fingers
felt good againg his, not like holding his mom's hand, where he wanted to hold her. More like he wanted
her to hold him.

"I'm seeing alittle better now," she said, and Eric et go reluctantly, suddenly embarrassed. "Thanks," she
added.

He gtill moved carefully. Goods lying on the floor were indistinguishable from shadows, and both looked
more like holes he was about to step into rather than thingsto step over.

"Think we can go back to sporting equipment?’ he asked. Hammers hung to hisright next to saws. On
the next aide, camping gear blocked his path. He rummaged through the pile, searching by fed for asmall
pack for Leda. Findly he found one that might work, though he couldn't tell if he'd grabbed a day-pack
or aduffel bag. Padded straps gave him hope it was what he wanted.

"No gunsin any of the stores, if that's what you're thinking. The guard and police cleared ‘em out weeks
ago. Firgt thing people went for when they got scared.”



Eric shook his head, then redlized she couldn't see him. " Shot for the dingshot,” he said. "If they've got it,
and adingshot too for you. | don't like guns."

"Heréswhat wewant," she said triumphantly. He heard aclick. "I'm glad they sdll these with batteriesin
them now."

Squeezing his eyes shut, Eric turned away. "Grest, I'm blind.” " Sorry. Heré's another.” She handed him a
flashlight. "I'm going over to clothes. Do you need anything?'

"No. Takethis," he said and handed her the pack. He shone his light on her, and she blinked at the
brightness. Curls of her dark hair fell across her face, and her eyes glittered behind them.

"Um," she said, and she shifted her weight from foot to foot. "Maybeit'd be agood ideaif you looked for
something new to wear too."

"What? Why?'

"W, | mean, something fresh." She blushed. Eric stared at | her. Hed never seen anyone blush so
brightly. Even benegth the grime of a haf-day'swalk and everything that happened before, in the sharp
cone of flashlight her skin glowed al the way to her hairline.

He sniffed. "Oh, jeeze. Do you think they have a shower? An employees|ocker room?'

Shidding her eyes, she said, "Not that | ought to betalking. If the water's ill running . . ." She hooked
her thumb toward the back of the store. . . . It'd be there."

Through apair of swinging doors, Eric entered the employee area. By flashlight he read notices on the
bulletin board. Onein bright orange said, "STAY FREE FROM DISEASE: WASH YOUR, HANDS."
And another read, "BE A PART OF THE WAL-MART: CULTURE: WERE FAMILY ."

Styrofoam cups, dried coffeein their bottoms, littered around table in the center of the room. Heran his
hand across a plagtic-backed chair's top. Another swinging door led to asmall lock areaand a shower.
Since the door didn't have alatch, and feding dightly absurd, Eric propped his pack againgt it. He
showered in the cold water by the light of his flash held placed on thefloor.

While the water pounded down, and helifted hisfacein the cold stream, he marveled a himself: how
mundane everything seemed. Even now, the world as dead as dead could be, hisfather gone (maybe
needing rescue!), he could still take a shower, raise his hands above his head and stretch. Palms on the
wall, head down now, the water ran off his back. He could aimost fed layers of dirt peging away, and it
was normd. He remembered afriend of histelling him once, after going to his grandmother's funera, how
everything seemed so weird. Hed said something like, "They're putting her in the ground, and my mom's
crying and stuff, and dl | could think about was how nice it wasthey covered the grave dirt with artificia
grass. My grandmasdead, and | don't fed athing. | just looked at that astroturf like nothing specid is
going on. Y ou know what | mean?" Eric hadn't then, but now it made more sense.

When hefinished, he turned the water off. Shivering so hard histeeth ached, he rubbed vigoroudy with a
towd held plucked off apilein acanvas hamper. "Shoot," he said explosively. "Nothing to wear." His
kicked hisdirty clothes aside and rummaged through the lockers. In one he found a clean pair of overdls.
A draft caught him, and he shivered hard again, but thistimeit wasn't cold. The room suddenly felt
spooky. He rubbed his hands down his legs, and he wondered about who the clothes belonged to.
Who'd worn these before? Would he mind? He picked up the light and shined it around the room:
lockers, shower, changing bench, towels, and door. Something wasn't right. Something was different.
Backing to thewall helooked again. What had changed? Then he saw it: his pack. It had fallen over and



was afoot from the door. Slowly he approached it. Shadows bent and moved with the light. Falling over,
| believe, he thought, but then it did afoot? No way.

Then hethought, did | actudly leave it against the door? | might have thought about putting it there, then
didn't. That'smore likely.

But why was he so sure there wasn't someone else in the store? It was abig place. A natural safe haven.
Plenty of food, abeit mostly candies and cookies, and there was that normality held thought about in the
shower. Theworld might befaling apart, and al of your friends could be dead, but a the Wa-Mart you
could il find queen-sized comforters and camcorders and bicycletires and Sam's Cola. Sure, a person
might come here to save his sanity, he thought. He could deep on abrand new mattress every night.

He picked up the pack, then cautioudy pushed the door open, the flashlight gripped like aclub. Grit
scrunched under his bare feet; the floor needed siweeping. Nothing. The employee lounge looked the
same. Pagt the double doors, he saw Ledaslight. Moving quietly, light peering around every corner, he
found her in the clothes section. She'd draped a blouse over her arm, and was stuffing a pair of jeansinto
the backpack.

"Doesn't hurt to have aspare,” she said, then pointed her light at him. "Nice overals, but do you think
something that long will be good to hikein?"

"There might be somebody esein the store," he said. "Did you hear anything?'
She shrugged. "Was there anoise?’

He didn't want to tell her about the pack now. It seemed childish. The fedling hed doneit himsdlf came
back even stronger. I'll bet | moved it without thinking. "No. | guess not.”

"Then don't worry. It'sabig place. Bound to make someone nervous. | didn't want to say anything, but
theré's no way anyoneisin here. They'd be crazy to go into astore.”

Eric'sjaw dropped. "What?'

She smiled, "They shoot looters. Didn't you know that? Now, be apa and find me some toothpaste and
atoothbrush. I'll go shower."

While he wandered through each department, hislight showed the odd interests of the last " shoppers.”
All the electronics were gone, even the display modelsthat had been anchored to their shelves by stout
plastic-coated wire. The neatly snipped pieces showed someone with foresight enough to bring wire
clippers had been there. In sporting goods, as L eda had predicted, there were no guns. He doubted
anyone had waited five days for agovernment check-up on their fithess to be gun owners before walking
out of the store with these weapons. Anything else that might shoot was gone aso. No bows, or
dingshots. No shot either. A pair of glass cases, their lids shattered, were dl that remained of the knife
displays. He sighed. A heavy duty knife might have been good to carry.

He pirouetted. Was someone behind him? In the aide held just come down, fishing poles criss-crossed
the path like long toothpicks. No one could walk through them without making noise unless he had alight
to direct his steps. Broken display case glass on thetile dl around made it seem unlikely that he could be
approached soundlessly. He thought, I'm just getting the creeps.

Toothpaste looked like an item no one had been interested in. He grabbed a couple of different brands
and apair of toothbrushes. Asfar ashe could tell, not oneroll of toilet paper remained, and amost al the
drugs were gone. In acorner, behind abag of cotton swabs, he found abox of aspirin. It was the only



pain killer left. All the cold remedies were missing. He grinned sadly. How pathetic that people would try
to treat the symptoms of the virusthat killed the world with Nyquil or Sudafed. Antiseptics were gone; so
were bandages and tape. He wrinkled hisnose; astrong smell of bad mest told him what to expect
behind the prescription drug counter where he found the long dead pharmacigt, il in her blue smock, on
her back, amessy wound on her neck. Not a single bottle graced the shelves.

Eric took another route back to the employee area. The garden area seemed untouched. Droopy-leafed
plants hung forlornly above bags of fertilizer. Neat displays of garden hoses cast odd shadows. Some
boxes blocked the path in the toy section, but generally most of the goods still crowded the shelves. He
looked at ared fire truck whose ad said "REAL EMERGENCY SOUNDS. TRY ME," and an arrow
pointed to arow of buttons below the cab. He pressed one. The red lights on top flashed and atiny
voice announced, "We have ahot one boys! Start her up.”

Back in the employee area, he heard the shower water. He sat in one of the chairs and turned off his
light. Leda hummed a song. He couldn't identify the melody. Water sounds came to him unevenly, the
sounds made when someone is moving under a shower. She's nice, he thought. Not half bad for an adullt.
Dad probably would like her. She'sindependent. He imagined her in the shower, water cascading,
cleaning her arms, bending over to get behind her knees, hair hanging nearly to the floor, and he found
himself standing at the door into the locker room, listening. He didn't conscioudy remember making a
decison to stand up. Pressing his ear gently to the door frame, he heard water hitting skin. She il
hummed. It's cold, he thought. She won't Say in there long. He thought of the way she walked, how her
shirt dropped away from her belly when she bent to look in the car window earlier, and he imagined
himself pushing the door open. Her flashlight must be on the floor, he thought, pointing in on her like his
had been when he showered. She would never know the door had opened. She'd never know | was
ganding there.

He remembered necking with his pimpled girlfriend in high school. Lipstogether, shed bresthed on his
cheek, evenly. It wasn't like held thought it would be. No real passion, but he'd been so aware of where
his hands were: one around her shoulder, the other on her waist, and he thought of what other guys had
told him, what he'd seen in movies, what hed imagined. It would have been so easy to dip hishand up,
acrossthe shirt.

He stood, ligening. Leda hummed. Water splashed on the floor. His ssomach ached with tightness. His
hand rested on the door. But isit right? he thought. Isit right to look at her, and he found hismind
tumbling. What did he think of her? Who was she? A friend? A woman? A sister? A mom? What would
it say about himif he did look? His other hand hurt, and he redlized it was clenched. Painfully, he
graightened hisfingers and made them relax againg histhigh.

When held kissed his girlfriend, held put his hand on the back of her neck and caressed the finelittle hairs
there. Just when he thought he might dide that other hand up, sheld put her hand on it, stopping any
chance for motion. It was then he'd opened hislips, reached out with thetip of histongue. Pulling back,
shed said, "Dont, that's gross." But he hadn't really heard it that way. No, not that way at al. For weeks
after, and even now, he heard it as, "Don't, you're gross." What did Ledathink of him? He had saved her
life, and she had saved his. They'd talked for hoursin that basement, not sureif they would live or die.
But he had cried in her arms earlier today. Sheld let go of his hand in the darkened store. Don't, he
thought, you're gross.

Thewater till fell. He could amost hear soap diding on skin, around curves, up and down. He wiped
sweat off hisforehead. Why is she saying in there so long? She must be goddamned frozen by now!
Through the crack in the door, he could see the light on the floor. It was pointed toward the shower. The
tile glistened where some water had splashed out, or maybe it had fallen off him when held dried. She



must know I'm out here, he thought. Why else would she stay in so long. She must want meto look! He
breathed hard. Oh God. He pressed his hand against the door, trying to remember if it squeaked, then
deciding it wouldn't matter Since she couldn't possibly heer it. He swallowed and pushed harder. It
moved a hdf inch, then stopped. Something was againgt the door. Dropping to his knees, he looked
under the door. A shadow afoot or so wide blocked the light. He reached under with hisfingers and felt
dick nylon.

Sitting back in the employee chair, hisflashlight till off, Eric looked at the light under the door, at the
shadow. The shower turned off. Silence replaced the throb of faling water. He heard her walk. He heard
atowel rubbing briskly. It's her backpack, he thought. She leaned her backpack against the door, and a
thought came to him very clearly, like awave crashing on a beach: sometime while | was showering, or
maybe even when | was toweling off, Leda pushed open that door and looked a me. That's why my
pack was moved. She looked at me, then went back to the clothes section so | would never know. |
stood naked in the water, and she watched me.

Hedidn't know what to think of the thought.

But it made him happy.

Chapter Fifteen
BACK ROADS

Eric was unhappy. Dodge and Rabbit stood in front of him in agully removed from the road. Farther
down, just out of earshot, Teach argued with Ripple, his gestures wide and sweeping. She stood
defiantly, arms across her chest, chin thrust out. High and bright, the sun glared off tiny mica specksin the
surrounding rocks, while afresh breeze swept the bitter smell of cordite away. Federd's blockade was
out of sght, but only the curve of the canyon hid them fromiit.

Eric shaded hiseyesand said, "This hasto be my last word, boys. Aslong aswe were just hiking, you
could come aong, but men with guns are too dangerous. Go back to Highwater with Ripple. Teach says
she knows asafeway. Heand | will go on aone.”

"Grandpa, you'll need our help,” said Dodge. Hejammed hisfists on hishipsand glared. Eric could see
Troy inhim, clear asif his son were there. He wanted to hold him, and for amoment, tears quivered
beneeath the surface. Dodge was younger than Troy was before the disastrous deer hunt that changed
everything between them. Troy had never read with him again, had never said again, "1 love you, Dad.”

He cupped the side of Dodge's face; the skin felt smooth and warm. His eyes glistened. The brown orbs
reflected back the sun. ™Y ou will be helping,” said Eric. "I'll travel better knowing you are safe.”

Dodge'slips set grimly, and histen-year-old expression looked tragic and adult. He nodded, then turned
away. Eric dmost ran after him. The thought that Dodge might grow to hate him the same way Troy did
made him queasy. Rabbit picked up their backpacks and followed. When Ripple finished her argument
with Teach, shejoined the boys, and the three of them climbed over aridge above the road and

disappeared.

Teach'svoice rumbled quietly behind him. "They'll be off the road.” He clasped Eric's shoulder. " Of
course, she's like a shadow, that one. | don't expect Federa's men could catch her in these mountainsiif
shedidn't want to be caught, and from what 1've seen of Rabbit, he could hold his own too. About the
only mortal thereisyour grandson, and he's got atouch of quickness himsdif."



Eric grunted uncomfortably. "They're just kids. I'm responsible to the boy's father.”

"Hah," Teach chuckled. "All you had to do waslie like arock and Federd's gunners walked right by."
He pointed after the children. "Keep your eyesto your hind sde. My guessisthey'll double back and
trail usanyway. We're gonna have to catch them, then send them on their way."

Eric thought for a second. The breeze rustled in the pines on the other side of the road, carrying the smell
of water rolling past sun-hot rocks. "Y ou'reright. They probably will." His spirits lightened. He thought,
you can't crush aten-year-old's spirit. Dodge wouldn't hate him. Only ateenager can truly hate his
parent. "Don't know what | was thinking. Of coursethey'll do that. So, let's take off. How far do we
have to go to get there?"

Teach scratched his chin. "Only adozen milesif you were acrow. Crow wouldn't fly as much up and
down aswell haveto walk though.”

Teach took him up the road away from the blockade, then pushed through a screen of creek-willow.
Wet ground sucked at Eric's bootsfor afew steps until the path climbed steeply up and turned into a
seriesof rock handholds. Within afew yards, it was al Eric could do to keep moving. "Not much . .." he
gasped, "of this, isthere?’

Teach grunted and heaved himself out of sight. He helped Eric to the top, where along grassy trail
paraleled a stretch of man-high rusted iron conduit that reached in both directions around the curve on
the mountain.

"Part of old Boulder'swater supply,” said Teach. "Theintakeisin Barker Reservoir upstream.”

A shower of red flakes fell from the pipe when Eric rubbed it. He wiped the red stain onto his pants.
"Doesit gill work?"

"Y ou'relooking at the longest unbroken section, | think," said Teach. "Machinery'sdl rusted or busted at
the high end, and it's got dozens of ruptures. Whole piece afew hundred yardslong is gone a couple of
turnsfrom here”

They began walking. The service path, apair of rutsat first, grown over with thin mountain grass,
deteriorated, and soon they were pushing through thick, pungent brambles. Eric swore and pulled along
thorn from the fleshy pad at the base of histhumb.

Making apath infront of him, Teach continued, "We can follow thisto Kasder Lake, about Sx miles
from here. Then well take the maintenance road under the Bear Canyon power lineto The National
Center for Atmospheric Research. That'll put us on Boulder's southwest corner. Unless Federd's
drummed up awhole hell of alot of men, we shouldn't have any trouble getting into town. If he'sgot al
the roads covered, I'd be surprised. Must be fifty of them."

"How far tota did you say?" asked Eric. A mile of thisand he'd be done for the day. He was leg-weary.
But it was more than that, he knew. It was age. Plain old age. Thefirst few dayswerefine, but lately, any
path uphill strained in his chest and sent creepy tinglesinto hisarms. Hed caught himsalf walking acouple
of timestoday, logt. Not just where he was, but who he was and why he was there. For afew seconds,
the effect had dizzied him. Boulder was gone. His son was gone. It was like he'd been dropped into the
world, ablank date, and it took a shaking of the head, alook at his own wrinkled and liver-spotted
hands to bring himself back. It occurred to him, while he watched Teach pushing aside a bush to make
hisway eager, that he might not finish thistrip. He could drop any moment. No one would blame him.
His seventy-five yearsfelt like along, dry desert road. Behind him it reached, fine and distinct, but the
wind was blowing fierce and he couldn't see much before him. Just dunes.



L eda had said something to him once about dunes. They'd been walking away from the Wal-Mart where
they had found fresh clothes. The street was hot, and his new shirt collar rubbed a sunburn he hadn't
redlized held had (following afew feet behind her, watching her walk, he was thinking about the sound of
water, hearing the water fal in the shower, soft then loud, a sudden splash as she must have moved
benegth it). She said, "Have you ever been to the Great Sand Dunes Nationd Monument?' A moment of
shame stopped him from answering. It didn't fed right to be thinking of her in the shower. It seemed like
atiny betrayd. "Yes" hesad, findly, and she didn't comment on his pause. "The park ranger there said
the dunes marched. | thought it afunny word, 'marched,’ since they looked so solid, but he said they did
and he said they swallowed everything in their way. Then he read us apoem.” Shelooked back, shyly
Eric thought, the color high in her cheeks. "It'sthe only poem I've ever memorized. Do you want to hear
it?' Hesaid, "Sure," and sherecited the poem. Later he had looked it up and memorized it himself.

Steeply, the hillsde doped away from them, and to keep from falling, Eric braced hishand in the dirt,
careful to avoid the spiny milk-weeds that sorang up everywhere. In places, the agueduct's footings hung
suspended above the ground that had once held them sturdy. He breathed unevenly, and the poem came
back to him, dl of it. He hadn't redlly thought about it in years. Her hair had dried in shiny dark ringlets
that fell to her shoulders, and ashe hdf did, haf walked behind Teach, he remembered her low-throated
voice.

| met atraveler from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Sand in the desert. . . Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:

"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.

"Shelley,” sheld said, and waved her hand at the city where smoke rosein the distance, and the sillence
sounded like the end of an epitaph.

"Eric," said Teach, and Eric gasped. His next step would take him over aledge and a sixty foot drop.
Pinetopsfel smoothly away to the bottom of the valley, where a glitter reveded an otherwise hidden
Stream.

"Sorry," he said, disoriented. Ledas voice echoed in his head. "'l wandered." He backed away and
leaned againgt ahip-high, gray boulder sticking from the hillside, gnarled as an old knuckle.

"Thismight be aplace to catch thekids," said Teach. "They're clever, but the only way through isright
here. No cover. We hide oursalves up in those trees and wait awhile, then we can send them home."

He'staking thisrest for me, thought Eric, and the knowledge didn't make him angry. He sighed thankfully.
If I could get off my feet for afew minutes, I'll fed better. A half hour maybe, and I'll be strong until
SUNsL.

Teach cleared an area under a crooked pine for them, then dragged a heavily limbed dead-fall in front for



cover. Hisback against the tree, Eric had a perfect view of the way they had come. The conduit curved
around the side of the mountain, more clinging to it than resting on it. Below, the mountain steepened into
asghort cliff, and aface of unbroken rock set at a steep angle rose above. If Troy, Rabbit and Ripple
were following them, there would be no place here to hide. Sunlight stretched shadows up thevaley. Eric
guessed they had only acouple of hours|eft before they'd need to bed down.

"How far from Kasder Lake now?' said Eric.

Sitting cross-legged on the ground beside him, tightening his boot's leather |ace, Teach answered without
looking up. "Another four miles or so. Weve got alittle dirt road to crossin about amile” The lace
snapped. He dug into his pack, found another length of leather, and began restringing the boot. "Don't
believe well make thelaketoday at thisrate," he said without rancor. "Not many miles, but it'sall dow

gang.

"I'm sorry," Eric said, and he was about to say something more about brittle bones, but Teach
interrupted.

" likethe pace." Pushing the stiff string through worn holes, Teach kept his head down, then said,
"You'redmost alegend, you know. My boys are haf convinced you're part god or ghost. Y ou're of
cities, tdevigon, cars... . that Stuff.”

Not knowing what to say, Eric rested his head againgt the pine's trunk.

After many minutes of silence, aclatter of rocksin the valley startled Eric out of anear doze. | amtired,
he thought. He crawled to the edge afew feet away. A line of deer ran up the stream, their hooves
gtriking rocks as they went.

Teach sad, "1 heard that during the Gone Time you couldn't see animals unless you went to a zoo."

Eric grinned. He liked the big, friendly man. "I'll bet you believe alot of haf-truths. Where | come from,
I'm congtantly straightening people out about it."

"Now'sagood time. Educate me. Like, sart by telling me about being there, things | haven't heard
before." Teach ruffled hisbeard, knocking dust into the air.

"I don't know what you've heard."

"Start with yoursdf. Gone Time's along time gone now. Doesn't it seem dmost like afairy tae to you?!
Teach asked.

Eric thought about Leda's poem. For amoment, it wasif he could have lifted up his hand and touched
her, her freshly washed face, her half-smile as sherecited the words. "No, not like that," he said. "In
someways | fed more there now then | did then. Does that make sense?!

"Some," said Teach. The clatter of deer hooves had faded. Eric strained to hear, but all that was there
was thewater music of the stream.

"I miss odd parts of the Gone Time," said Eric. "Contrails, for example."
Teach looked up, interested.

"Jets, 30,000 feet up or even higher left cloud tracks called contrails. On aclear, blue day, the jets wrote
their path across the sky. Y ou'd hear them, humming away, and when | wasakid I'd look for wherethe
sound was. Jetswere so fast their sound couldn't keep up, but they'd leave those contrail s so you could



find them, atiny pin of slver reflection pulling that long cloud. | missthat.”
"Yeah," Teach said. "That would be something.”

"Chocolate bars." Eric shifted, felt beneath him and found a pine cone under histhigh. Itsrough surface
was tacky with sap on one side. Heflicked it away. "I remember walking into a store and standing in the
candy aide, the smell of chocolate heavy asaquilt. You'd ped away the duminum, and thereit was, dull,
dark and ddlicious. Umm, the thought's enough.”

"My dad complained he missed cigarettes.”

Eric hardly heard him. He haf closed hiseyes. "On Christmas, they used to string dl the trees on Littleton
Boulevard with tiny, white lights. When it snowed and those lights were on, it was like a posicard.” He
remembered walking down the street one bitter night when he wasfive or six, holding thelittle finger on
his dad's glove. Snow squesked underfoot, and lightsfilled the trees. Bresth froze in his nose.

"That doesn't sound bad,” said Teach. "Ripple's hard on the Gone Time. | hope her version of it isn't the
onethat survives."

"Maybeit will belike memories," said Eric. "Well remember the good stuff and forget the bad. I'm not an
apologist for the evils Ripple talked about. She'sright in some ways, but | think we'relosing more by
throwing technology and science and knowledge away than we gain by becoming . . . becoming . . .
barbarians.”

Teach stood up and tested the newly strung boot. "I don't fed like abarbarian.”

With hisrough leather vest, short skirt and homemade pack, with hisfull beard and long hair, Teach
looked barbarian to Eric.

"But you know what I'm talking about,” said Eric. "Y ou've read about the Gone Time and the thingswe
did. Thecities... well, that's a part, but asmall one. The books hold what the Gone Time really hasto
offer: the science, the mathematics, the poetry. When we get to Boulder, that'swhat well find, the
knowledge to beat whatever makes my people sick. That'swhat I'vetried to ingtill in Rabbit and Dodge;
it'swhat my son never learned, that knowledge and knowing where to go to get it isthe difference
between man and animal. No matter how far back we dide, aslong asthere are books, we have a
chance"

He thought Teach looked embarrassed. Eric sat up alittle straighter. Hislegsredly did fed abit better
now. "I'm sorry,” said Eric. "1 know I'm preaching to the choir. Y ou've read books too."

Teach didn't speak. He walked around the screen of dead pine and peered up the valley. He dapped his
hand againgt hisleg. "Dang, I've an ideawe've been had,” he said.

"I'm gonna check something. Stay here and I'll be back in ahaf hour or so." He grabbed a piece of jerky
from his pack. "Onefor theroad, as my dad would say." He stepped around the screen again, then
paused. He said, "Oh, Eric."

"Y$"

After Teach spoke, Eric sat dumbfounded while the big man sprinted to the steep part of the mountain
beneath the agueduct, then vanished around the corner in less than a minute, covering the same ground
that had taken Eric fifteen minutesto traverse.



What Teach had said was, "1 can't read. | never learned.
Eric sputtered, then said, "But | thought ... | mean . . . Who taught Ripple?’

"Taught hersdlf," said Teach. " She couldn't have been moren six or seven years old either. Amazing,
huh?"

While the afternoon wore on, and the sun dropped closer to the horizon, Eric thought about teaching
sx-year-old Troy to read. For hoursthey sat at the kitchen table, drapes drawn wide, apile of primers
and paper at one end.

"Can | say the dphabet again, Dad?' Troy had asked, and he smiled when Eric nodded. Troy's forehead
knitted into a series of wrinkles as he struggled with the letters after "P."

"What'sthisword, son?" Eric said and pointed at C-A-T under acartoon picture with goofy eyes.
"Cat, Dad. Everybody knows that."

"Did you read the word, or do you know the picture?’

"Read it."

Eric found the D-O-G flash-card, covered the picture and asked, "And what's thisword?”

"Cat," sad Troy.

Eric Sghed and dumped in hischair.

"FHsh?' said Troy hopefully.

Eric shook hishead no.

"Why don't we go scavenging, Dad? I'm tired of reading.”

Out the window, Eric saw thelong, prairie grasswaving in the breeze. The day before they'd dug through
the rubble of a Radio Shack, looking for parts. The only useful item was an intercom kit. All afternoon
they'd worked together assembling it. Troy bubbled over each transistor dipping into place, and the
intricacy of thewire patterns. Just before they'd finished, Eric had realized that it ran on batteries, which
they didn't have, but Troy didn't seem to care. He thought it was an art project.

"Yeah," Eric said. "Maybe we can find a Hooked on Phonics book."

Footsteps woke Eric. When he rolled to see who was coming, degpening purple above, orange stresks
on the horizon, and the creaksin his back and neck told him that he'd dept against the tree for some
time

"Ouch," he said, rubbing his neck.
Teach squatted next to his pack. "Good thing | wasn't abear. Y ou looked alot like dead meat to me."
"What'd you find out? Are they following us?' asked Eric.

Teach pulled gently on his beard. "We're gonna have to leave at firgt light. From the looks of their trall, |
wasright about them not heading to Highweter."



Eric smiled. He could imagine Dodge and Rabbit putting their heads together to do what they'd done
days ago, follow their grandfather.

"Did you send them back?' He thought, they are good boys. Once caught, they'd do what they were
told. Willful kidsthough; you haveto catch them first.

Teach shut hiseyesand sghed deeply. "I trailed them until | ran out of light. They're not behind us. They
doubled back, skirted the blockade and are headed to Boulder on their own."

Eric'shandsfet suddenly clammy.

Teach sad, "They're moving into more danger than they can possibly know."

Chapter Sixteen
A HARD WIND

Ledasad, "Fifteen? Y ourefifteen?'

He realized she had thought him older, and he wished he could take the words back. "Nearly sixteen.
Next month." Hisvoice sounded lame to him, so he clapped histeeth tight over whatever else he was
about to say.

They waked amost directly east, down Bowles Avenue, their shadows stretched before them. They
passed one mini-mall after another: Ace Hardware, Target, Big-O Tires, Cost Cutters, Walden's,
Bennigan's, Wendy's, McDonad's, Arby's. All empty. Where windows were not boarded, glass shards
reflected dully the smoky sunlight.

At South-West Plaza, the largest shopping mall in the Denver area, gun-shot cars, some of them little
more than burnt-out hulks, littered the lot and reminded Eric of theline of carson U.S. 6 held passed
after leaving the cave. Eric guessed they only had three or four miles|eft. They'd arrive a his house by
sunset. He figured Dad would be waiting for him, or there would be a note of instructions. Dad might be
sick or hurt. Why el se hadn't he come back to the cave?

They reached an expensive housing devel opment. For afew blocks, high privacy-fence lined both sides
of the street, and they glimpsed huge houses through cracks. Beautifully finished, six-foot high brick walls
replaced the wooden fence and separated them from the wide, dry yards. Wilted flowers and nestly
manicured bushes grew from the median strip beside them.

A gust of wind pushed his back, skittering scraps of paper aong the pavement. On both sides of the
dtreet, dry leavesrustied loudly in cottonwoods and willows, and it sounded amost like fall. Spring and
summer had been dry, and Eric redized it'd probably been amonth or more since most people had
watered. At the cross street he saw long, uncut grass rippling in parched, brown lawns.

"It'snot abig dedl,” said Leda. "Youreasold asyou act.”

Eric'sfeet fet lighter. "Right," he said. He remembered something his mom used to say that never made
any senseto him before. "Ageis as age does, huh?”'

"Sure," she said, but she seemed distracted. Another rush of wind smacked his back, and this one was
distinctly cooler, like an open refrigerator door, and he wished he had a soda, something sweet and
bubbly in aglasswith ice-cubes clinking. He fdt like he'd been breathing soot for weeks.

"It'ssmokier,” shesad.



"Might be cooling off," said Eric. "Maybe another sorm.”

Leda dropped her backpack and deeping bag to the pavement and flinched when the breeze hit the
broad patch of sweat where the pack had rested. She pulled the shirt away from her back, ran to the
brick wall and climbed to the top.

"What're you doing?" asked Eric. She faced back the way they had come, shading her eyesfrom the sun.
Shelooked. . . jaunty up there, her hair stretched back, white cotton shirttails fluttering behind. He
turned and gazed down the road, squinting asthe wind picked up, carrying dust and smoke and a strong,
harsh, burning odor. A dark barrier rose from the mountains. thunderclouds, ebony and deeply gray.
Shapes boiled up within them, like a sea of fists and black babies heads. As he watched, the storm'stop
edge touched the sun and swallowed it. The temperature dropped ancther five degrees, reminding him of
something, asif held done this before. He shook his head to clear histhoughts.

"I need to get higher," Ledasaid. "Come on." She jumped to the other side of thewall and out of sight.

Eric caught up to her as she pounded on the front door of abrick tri-level. She waited a second and
pounded again, three quick whaps that rattled the window.

"Nobody home," she said. "Or dead. We've got to get into the garage.”

Confused, Eric said, "It'sgoing to rain. Maybe we should find some place to wait it out.” But shed
aready disappeared around the corner. He shrugged his shoulders and followed.

The sky grew darker.

The dgavu returned and he suddenly placed the memory: it was the eclipse, and with the darkening, the
dropping temperature, he felt an overwhelming sense of doom.

When he was six or seven, Dad had started talking about a "tota eclipse of the sun,” and he talked about
it for weeks. One day, he seat-belted Eric into the car and the two of them left. Mom stayed home. He
didn't know why. They drove south until late that night, Eric reading comic books. Air blasted through the
open window, ruffling Dad's hair. Eric snuck shy looks at him. Once their eyes met, and Dad winked. He
seemed S0 confident and strong, so focused on the road. Palm on top of the steering whedl, he made tiny
corrections to keep them on course. Eric tried to rest his elbow on the door's edge too, but he was too
short. When it became too dark to read, Eric watched the lights out the window: farm houses mostly.
Occasionally they'd flash by a gas station aone on the highway, its neon sign apoal of radiancein the
night. "Y ou'll appreciate thiswhen you're older,” said Dad. "Y oull only get to seethisonce.”

They'd dept inthe car at atruck stop. Dad crammed in the back seat, his head againgt the armrest, his
knees bent, and Eric took the front. For hours, it seemed, Eric lay on his back, deepless, watching the
gtars through the windshield. He had no ideawhat a"tota eclipse of the sun" was, but he was excited. It's
Christmas, he thought. It's better than Christmas, because we have to drive along way to get there. A
tiny flutter tickled in his ssomach, and he amost squedled for joy. Eric scrunched his eyes closed and tried
to will himsdlf to deep.

The next day, after another nine hours of driving, and after crossing the Mexican border, they pulled to
the sde of the road. Dad kept checking hiswatch. Puzzled, Eric climbed out of the car and sat next to his
dad on the hood. Up and down the two-lane highway, Eric could see other cars parked like theirs. Some
people had telescopes, and others held up sheets of paper or cardboard and let the sun'stiny image fall
through a pinhole onto another sheet of paper. Dad had asimilar contraption and showed Eric thecircle
of light no bigger than a pea.



"Itsgarting,” Dad said, dmost in awhisper. Eric looked at the paper, but nothing seemed different. He
glanced up.

"Don't," said Dad, gartling Eric. "Y ou can't look at some things straight on." He pulled Eric around and
held onto hisshoulder. "Here" he said.

Eric looked at the pea-sized light again, but now he saw atiny notch taken out of one side. Under his
dad's heavy hand, Eric squirmed uncomfortably. Why have we stopped out here? he thought. What's the
big deal? He wanted to climb back into the car and read a comic. Then ahorrible realization cameto
him: thisisit. Thisiswhy we've come so far. Thisisatota eclipse of the sun. Choked with
disappointment, helooked at the image, and dowly, ever so dowly, the notch grew bigger.

"l don't want. . ." began Eric.

"Shush!" said Dad and tightened his grip. Over half the sun'simage had vanished, like adark coin diding
across abright one.

Eric looked up, and he blinked. Everything seemed shadowy, and the after-image of the partialy eclipsed
sun kept crossing hisvision. Hetried to blink it away. A happy buzz of talk from agroup of people
standing by a car fifty yards up the road caught Eric's ear. They too stared at the sun'simage. One of
them, wearing sunglasses, stood apart looking directly into the sky.

Then, gradually, the air dimmed more and chilled. In the mutated light, the land looked dien. Even with
other peoplein sight, Eric felt isolated, like he and his dad were lone explorersin anew world. Birdshe
hadn't really noticed before quit chirping. Without knowing why, Eric began crying.

Now, in Littleton, clouds covering the sun, the houses and lawns amost purplein the odd light, Eric felt
like he was once again at the eclipse. Dad hadn't explained to him what had happened until they were
driving home. He'd assumed Eric knew what an eclipse was. For the weeks before, he'd thought Eric
was excited as he was about the chance to see one. "It was a once-in-alifetime opportunity,” he said

repeatedly.

Ledatwisted the garage door handle, but the door wouldn't budge. "Dang," she shouted. Her vehemence
dartled him. Thewind pushed her hair in front of her face, and the bitter smoke caught in Eric's throat.
He coughed hard, once, and squinted his eyes againg it, then rubbed goose-bumps off hisarms. Thisis
weird, he thought. Wind's cold, like winter cold, but the smoke smells hot.

Ledasad, "You going to help, or what?'

"How about that window?' he said. A clean, pink and blue geometric patterned drape hid whatever was
in the garage. He pried a decorative border-brick out of the garden and heaved it through the glass
without aqualm Careful of the glass helooked in. It was hard to imagine that they were actually breaking
into someone's house. Not only did hefed that in some way no one owned this house anymore, but that
the whole city was unowned. Even though two tricycles were entangled by the back door, that atennis
racket, three baseball bats and a fishing pole stuck out of a cardboard barrel by awork bench, and that a
sign above the cluttered bench read, "BLESS THISMESS," he couldn't imagine the people they
belonged to. Hefelt like an explorer as he had with his dad, like a Conquistador. Absurdly, for an instant,
he thought about "claiming” the house, but he couldn’t come up with asovereignto clamiit for, and he
decided Ledamight think it stupid. She was clearly agitated.

"Helpmeup,” said Leda

Eric stepped between her and the window. "Y ou'll cut yourself." He tugged sharp-edged glass teeth out



of theframe. Leda stared to the west, where the sky grew increasingly dark.
"Hurry," shesaid. "We need to find aladder.”
Eric shook his head without understanding and removed the last piece of glass. "Okay."

Onceingde, Ledayanked the manual release on the garage door opener and did the door up itstracks,
but the outside wasn't that much lighter than the leaden interior. Eric spotted aten-foot extension ladder
hanging from apair of hooks. He took one end while Leda carried the other, and they set it against the
side of the house. Leda swarmed up before Eric was even sure the ladder was firmly planted. Herattled
the ladder, then followed her.

Leda, bracing her tennis shoes againg the siding, leaving apair of smudges, chinned hersdf from the low
garage roof to the higher roof above the second story. Running lightly, Eric jumped and caught the edge
of theroof on hisches, easly levering himsalf up beside her.

"It'san advantage to betal," he said, but she was peering west and didn't seem to hear him, or the
clamor of wind might have swallowed hiswords.

"That'swhat | thought," she shouted.
"Wha?'

Eric looked back the why they'd come. Through the smoke at first he noticed the clouds, now directly
overhead, blackening the sky and hiding the mountains, They'd lost their shapes, and become asingle,
aullen, flat gray, plate-seeming to rest only a hundred feet above and stretching north, south and west. To
the east, athin line of blue vanished as he watched.

"Not there," Ledasaid. "There." She pointed to where the road crested over a hill they'd come over a
mile or so away. Smoke obscured hisvision, then the distance cleared and he could see the intervening
ground: closest to them, hundreds of house roofs poked through a broad expanse of trees bending in the
wind. Beyond that, closely packed stores and warehouses crowded Bowles Avenue. Open field, golden
with waist-high, dry prairie grass stretched both north and south behind the business areas. He saw
nothing odd.

"Check the horizon," Leda said. Her hand traced the shape of the hill, and she waved to show the clouds
above.

More smoke blew in their faces, and Eric turned away until it lessened. He wiped his eyes and studied
the empty reach of road. A flicker of movement caught his attention. It was ablack dog, maybe a
Labrador Retriever, racing down the street. A few blocks farther, he spotted another pair of
indeterminate breed, running their direction like greyhounds. He thought, what are they running from?and
he looked & the clouds again. On the horizon, outlining the hill and the line of building and fields on either
sde, the cloud's color was different. Not the flat gray like that above them, but a seething, dark, dark
red.

He started to ask, "What isthat?' but he knew. A bright line of flame crested one side of the hill. Pushed
by thewind, it flowed through the grass like water and washed againgt the backside of one of the
mini-mdls. A flash of light and flame enveloped the building, and afew seconds later, the dull whump of
the explosion reached them. FHlame broke over the top and the other side of the hill smultaneoudy. Asfar
as he could see, in both directions, fire flew aong the ground toward them.

"Weve got to find asafe place!" yelled Leda. She hopped onto the garage roof, lost her footing on the



pitch and dmost did off the edge before catching hersdlf.

Eric leaned into the gale, which wasredly brutal now, and watched the flames for another instant. Wind
flattened it out. It didn't look like a campfire, but like ablow-torch, nearly horizontal. A building inthe
path caught fire before the flame reached it. He redlized the air in front must be super-heated. Nothing
could stand up to it for long. He hopped down, careful not to fall, and followed Leda down the ladder to
the ground.

"No place will be safe, Leda. We've got to outrun it." They hopped the brick wall. Ledarecovered her
pack and deeping bag, shoving her armsinto the straps.

She breathed hard, but not panicked. "The wind'sforty or fifty milesan hour. It'll catch us." A piece of
plywood large enough to cover a picture window blew across the lawn behind her and splintered in two

againg alight post.

"Ligten," Eric said. He grabbed her arm. She tensed asif to pull away, then relaxed. The sound of afew
more explosions reached them. Probably gas tanks, he guessed. Ledas dark hair streamed in front of her
face. She cleared it away impatiently. Eric continued, "We don't haveto run far." He pulled her aong
with him. "The Platte River isahdf-mile, maybe less. If we can get to that, well be safe”

She looked over her shoulder, nodded and started running down the street. Eric followed.

For ablock he kept up with her, hislong legs matching her efficient jogger's rhythm, then he sumbled
and dmost fell. She didn't see him, and he regained stride. Hislegs were like rubber, and he remembered
he hadn't eaten anything decent for ... he couldn't come up with the last full meal he'd had, but it must
have been at the cave. Since then held had afew handfuls of beef-jerky, acouple of cans of peaches,
some Oreos and Twinkies from the Wal-Mart, and that wasiit.

The street dropped down ahill and through an intersection. Eric looked both directions as he crossed
under the dead traffic sgna. Then Bowles Avenue angled left. Ledaturned with the street, and Eric
stopped himself from yelling at her to go straight. He figured the river must be just beyond those houses,
but he wasn't sure. Maybe the river curved, or, more likely, the fences and hedges would dow them
down more than the distance to the water they'd cut off. He kept running.

Two blocks later sparks flew overhead, and he glanced back. He dmost fell again, watching the
treetops. Flame and smoke hid the center of the four-lane street afew hundred yards behind them, and
he guessed that the house they'd stood on was dready burning, but what was happening to the trees
caught his attention now. Like long-fingered hands unclenching from fists, the wind stretched balls of
flame from one tree to the next. For a second, the flames caressed the next victim, then the green tree
burgt into yellow, sickly light. Eric gasped a the sght and took in alung full of caugtic air. All the
ornamenta oaks, the willows and aspen, the birch and pine planted on the expensive front yardsin little
stands of three or four, lined aong the property lineslike sentingls, unwatered and dry astinder, provided
jump pointsfor thefire.

Wind creaked the trees branches as he ran, and he redlized that the closer they got to theriver, the
thicker the treeswere.

A house behind alow brick wall and across along stretch of lawn directly to hisleft exploded. A billow
of white and orange pushed the windows out, throwing a piece of the roof into the sky. "What?" Eric
yeledin surprise. There wasn't fire within four blocks of them yet. Then he tripped.

Pavement rose toward him. He saw it coming, and he rolled his shoulder. As hefdl, he thought, I've got
to bounce right up. Dad's waiting. A second explosion ripped the house. Something whistled just above



his head and whanged into the matching brick wall on the other side of the road. He hit partly on his
shoulder, partly on his back pack. He heard a crunch, and his shoul der-blade went numb. Against the
wall, bent in half, rested asnow shovd. A light pink gash in the darker brick showed whereit had hit.
Dully, heredlized hedd smacked his head too.

A heavy thud in front of him shook the ground, and he looked up. At first what he saw was Leda, il
running from the fire. Good for her, he thought. Go, Leda. Then, afew feet to the Sde, amost to the
sdewak, ameta semi-circle stuck out of the pavement. It took him a second to recognize it: amanhole
cover. Gasin the sewers, he thought. The house must have filled with it. The whole street could go. He
imagined the network of pipes under him |loaded with natural gas. Why don't they al blow up?

Eric didn't hurt, but when hetried to push himsdf up, hisright arm wouldn't hold hisweight. He fell back
to theroad. He couldn't fed hishand. He lay there for asecond, focusing on the pavement, looking at his
fingersstupidly, asif they belonged to somebody e se, and suddenly, the idea of risng and continuing the
race to the river seemed too hard to him. His head throbbed. It'd be so much easier to stay here and rest
abit. And even as he thought this, another part of him knew he should be running. But the pavement feds
so good. I'm tired, he thought. I've done more than anyone can ask. More than Dad could ask.

He shifted hisweight so he could look back at the flames, and he heard the crunch that held heard when
hefell. Shaking his shoulders, he heard it again. It must be the flashlight, he thought, not abone. A tingle
in hishand and arm confirmed it asfedling flowed back into them.

Blast-furnace hot, the wind pushed against hisface. He screened his eyes and peered between his
fingers. There was something beautiful about it. Up the Street, atwo-story cedar-sided house stood
slhouetted againgt the fire. Then, a coronaformed on the sides and roof, bright, so bright the house
became a black form in the middle of the burning border. His mouth opened widein surprise. Theimage
was close and familiar; hed seen it before, on a sheet of paper standing with his dad on aMexican
highway: the dark dot in the middle surrounded by light. An eclipse. A two-story, suburban, cedar

eclipse.
"Comeon, Eric. Get up!" Ledayanked on an arm, amost throwing him to hisfeet. "How far now?' she
ydled. A steedy roar likeafreight trainfilled the air.

Shuffling hisfeet, Eric started after her. She pulled himinto arun. He felt muddled. "Did you seethe
eclipse?' he asked, and he knew she would have no ideawhat he meant, if she even heardit.

She ran backwards, dragging him by his hand. "Come on. Come on. Come on," she chanted. Eric
thought, She's holding my hand again. Just like Wa-Mart. Orange light reflected in her eyes. Eric caught
the urgency and lengthened his pace. She shouted, "That'sit. That's my boy."

Infront of the aching, scorching wind, Eric ran. On the backs of hislegs, he could fed it. Running full
stride now, Ledabeside him, he felt heat on the back of his head, like a hot compress, singeing hisears.
Bowles Avenue curved right, and he saw theriver. Besideit, River Front Mal, ahuge, al-glass shopping
center, glowed with the light of the fire behind them.

"The bridge," Eric tried to say, but the air was too hot and caught in the back of histhroat so he nearly
gagged. To both sides, houses burned. Leaves curled up, darkened and caught fire as the storm raced
ahead of them. Eric pointed at the bridge, and he could fed the skin on hisarm prickling like a sunburn;
the bridge was down. A fifty-foot dice was missing from the middle.

It's okay, he thought, and no part of him was afraid. He felt cam. Like he had before at the cave when
Jean Jacket and High School held guns on hisfather; and when Beetle-Eyes nearly killed him, and again
when Meg started drawing blood, he remained unemotiond. The situation was clear. We don't need to



cross. We need to get in. Sparks whirled around him, infront of hisface, in hishair, on the back of his
neck. And hetried again to speak, but breathing the toxic air hurt too badly. His voice was gone.
Without hesitation, asif she heard him anyway, Leda pulled him off the road, down theriver
embankment. A canopy of firewhooshed just overhead, barely missing them, nearly reaching acrossthe
river. Only the sudden dope of the bank saved them.

Water roseto their knees, and Eric lifted hisknees high, forcing himself deeper. Theinferno howled
above. Mid-thigh now. Wind snapped their splashes straight away from them, then Eric stepped into a
hole, pulling Ledadown with him.

For amoment, slence: cold, clean and clear. Nothing. No explosions. No snapping, crackling, shattering
roar. Mossy rocks did beneath his hands as he | et the current move him downriver. Water wrapped
around him and held him: cool and calm and wet. Theriver bathed him, and it was only with real regret,
seemingly minutes later, that he pushed himsdlf up to gasp for breath.

Leda, panting, hunched over beside him, her face close to the wai st-high water. Water streamed out of
the bottom of her backpack, and her deeping bag hung below it, a sodden, heavy weight, till partly in
theriver. Back to thewind, al the west bank amurd of fire behind them, they sucked inthe moist air on
the water's surface together. Eric stepped next to her, careful of the dick-rock bottom, and put hisarm
around her shoulders. He could fed each of her breaths. She steedied herself with ahand at hiswaist.

"| thought you said..." She breathed in four or five more deep gulps of air. .. . that the river was lessthan
ahaf milerun." Shelooked up a him, her face only inches away and smiled.

Embarrassed, and not sure whether to laugh or not, he said, "Sorry." He searched for words, but al he
could finish with was, "Thanks. Y ou know. For helping me get up.”

"You'realousy judge of distance, Eric." Shelooked back down at the water an inch from her nose and
leaned her head againgt his. "It'samileif itsafoot.”

A hundred feet up-river, something exploded, sending ashower of glassinto the water, turning the
surface temporarily into foam. Eric said, "We ought to move to the middie.”

"Yeah," she said without pulling her hand away, and they shuffled side by side, Eric'sarm till around her
shoulder, farther from the bank.

Thewater didn't get any deeper, and the current wasn't swift. He had no trouble keeping his balance.
When he judged they were far enough away, he stopped, bracing one foot against a moss-strewn rock
on the bottom that he thought might be a cinder block. Fighting the wind was a harder task than the
current, so he stayed bent down and let the water hold him in place. Explosions thumped deep in the
flames. A foot from his hand, something small splashed into the river. Then, ayard on the other Side, two
more quick splashes.

Ledadapped her hand over her ear. "Ouch!™ She glanced up at him. " Shrapnd?' She pulled the hand
away and studied it. Eric saw aspot of blood. He was about to look at her ear, when apiercing painin
his back jerked him to an upright pogition. All around them, the water turned to foam. Something
bounced off his shoulder. Leda scrambled to take off her backpack.

"Hdpme" shesad. "It'shal.”

Trying to protect hishead, Eric jerked at the degping bag's water-knotted strings. Dozens of more
marble-sized hail stones hit him before they opened the bag up. Ledaflinched when they struck, but
didn't say anything, working quickly to unzip the bag and spreading it out over the water so they could



hide under itsthick protection.

They crouched in the cold water of the Platte River while hail hammered down, stinging Eric's hands even
through the heavy bag. FHoating ice pellets piled up againgt his back. Eric shivered, shifting frequently to
let them by. After awhile, Leda closed her eyes, and Eric guessed from the line of her jaw shewas
struggling not to let her teeth chatter.

Dripsfell steadily from the soaked bag. It ran down their arms. Eric could fed her leg quivering against
hisunder thewater. "Areyou dl right?' he asked.

"I'm cold,” she said. Hail stones crashed the water's surface into spray, and the chorus of tiny splashes
sounded like bacon frying.

"Youll befine" hesad. "Youretough.”

Her face closeto his, the weight of the bag resting on their heads, she smiled athanks at him, and he
understood that he had said exactly the right thing at the right moment. He had given her a present.

Assuddenly asit had come, the wind dowed, and the hail fell nearly straight down. Without thewind to
back it, the fires on shore seemed to lose their spirit, and instead of being an avalanche of unbroken
flame, they became individua fires. From eyelevd, theriver looked like liquid popcorn, still popping as
the hail continued, flowing smoothly past. At hisfeet, the water seemed dmost warm, but under hischin
and down his chest and back, the coolness that had at first been such amiracle twenty minutes ago, had
turned rock cold, and he found himsdf quivering in spasms so tight his face ached.

Halil turned to rain, pressing down thefires. It didn't look like the flame had crossed the river anywhere,
and Eric redlized that if the conflagration had begun on the other side of the river, his house might have
burned down. Dad would have had nowhere to hide. The close call made him shake even harder, and
Ledasaid, "Are you dl right?'

Eric unclenched hisjaw, and found he could barely move his armsto put the deeping bag down. He
duttered, "Ye.. .yes"

She pushed their cover away and turned him toward her, holding hisfacein her hands. The deeping bag
rolled dowly down stream, and the rain became dushy, not hurting, but mushing againgt him doppily.
"Your lipsareblue," shesad. "Comeon."

"Wevelogt the packs," he said. He searched the river surface for any sign of them.

"Doesn't matter," she replied as she guided him across the water. Eric tried to help, but hislegs seemed
far away and unresponsive. Every rock reached out and tripped him. Hefell severa times, once banging
his elbow on the bottom, but that didn't rouse him. He tried to make ajoke of it asthey staggered out of
theriver, but hiswords durred and sounded unfamiliar in hisown ears.

Although the wind had died somewhét, a breeze il fluttered atorn American flag hanging in front of the
bank, and Eric found himself staring at it becauseit looked strange. At first he decided it was the sunset
light through the storm clouds—he was dimly aware that Ledawas till tugging on hisarm, dragging him
up Littleton Boulevard, and it annoyed him; the flag was interesting—but then he saw the snow. Theflag
looked peculiar because the deet had turned to giant white flakes, spinning lightly down. He thought, In
June. Who'd have thought it'd snow in June? It stuck in Ledas dark hair. He reached up to pluck aflake
out, but his fingers wouldn't pinch together, and he bumped the back of her head.

Shesad, "You'refrozen." Hethought her lipslooked pretty blue too, and he didn't want to say this, but



he liked the way her blouse stuck to her. "Weve got to get you warm," she added.
Hetriedto say, "l just need to rest,” but it came out, "l yusht neeto resht.”

After what seemed like hours of Leda pulling, and Eric pausing to lean againgt light poles or mail boxes,
he found himsdf in afront yard aone. Where's she? he thought. Snow still fdll thickly. He couldn't seethe
grass at dl. Rotating dowly, he looked for her. Their footsteps marking the snow showed where they'd
come from. Soberly, hefollowed their path with his eyes until he reached his own feet. I'm here, he
thought. I'm not logt. It's her fault. He turned and tracked her stepsto the house, awhite bungalow with
blue trim. On the door, someone had painted a blue goose with a"Welcome" sgn oniit. Her stepsled to
the front window, and it took him amoment to notice that it was broken in. Nearly al the glass was gone.

Thefront door opened, and Leda hurried out. "It'sempty,” she said. "Furnaceis off, but | found
blankets." Her teeth did chatter now, loudly. Sheled him up the step, through the living room, and into a
bedroom. It was so dark inside he could barely see her. He started shaking again.

She moved around the room, but he couldn't tell what she was doing. She said, "Weve got to get warm."
He could see the outline of the bed, and the urge to lay down moved him toward it. I'll be better after
some deep, he thought. We'rein Littleton now, and Dad's not far away.

"No," Ledasaid. "Y ou're sopping wet."

Hefdt her hands againg his chest, holding him upright. Then she fumbled with the buttons. He could
barely stand, the shivering was so hard, and he couldn't tell what she was doing anymore.

He was cold though. He knew that. Damn cold.

The room tilted. Hetried to keep balance, but it wasinevitable and irresistible, the bed rising up from the
floor. I am, he thought, ddlirious, and that felt good, to et go, to let his guard drop. He could fed himsdlf
losingit.

Andin hismind's eye, fire haoed atwo-story cedar house, aring of light around acircle of dark. He
could fed hisdad's hand on his shoulder. "Some things can't be looked at straight on,” he said. Leda
spoke from the darkness, her voice kind and low and subtle, full of breath. "Fifteen? Y ourefifteen?’
Then, from out of the eclipse, rose her face, and she smiled.

Chapter Seventeen
FIRST TIME

There are so many of them," Eric said asanother pair of soldiers marched by their hiding place, apile of
wood and brick rubble, the sunken remains of a house next to an intersection. A bent street sign leaning
over the cracked sidewak said "College Ave." The other sign said "Broadway." He had an awful
premonition of hundreds of men like the ones who had executed the prisonersin the canyon the day
before, awhole army overrunning Highwater and Littleton. Thered be no way to hold them back.

"No," whigpered Teach. "I think thisis all of them, but they're surrounding the campus, 0 it seemslikea
lot." The patrol turned onto a path cut through head-high sage that grew between the distinctive
red-stoned architecture of the University of Colorado. The building to the right of the path looked like a
shell, its doors gone, the glasdess windows gaping darkly. The smdler building on the left looked better
cared for. Itswindows were boarded, and the doors were barred tight. A thinning of the bushes showed
where the sidewalk led to the door. In town, the Streets were relatively clear of vegetation, the normal
grasses pushing through cracks, but sage and greasewood crowded what used to be suburban lawns. On
the campus, the growth seemed even wilder. Tough, dark-barked branches pushed against the buildings,



choking the spaces between them. Most city trees, of course, thought Eric, died long ago. Boulder, like
Denver, had once been covered by beautiful trees, all gone now without constant watering.

A thin, mechanica sound drifted to him from somewhere deeper in the campus. It was speech, but high
and tinny and he couldn't make out the words. Someone on abullhorn, he decided.

Eric peered over the top of the rubble. From here, the red brick of the C.U. campus stood out from the
dusty green and gray brush. Hed seen little evidence of fire damage in Boulder, which surprised him.
Fires swept through the prairies around Littleton every five or six years, and none of the thousands of
wood frame houses till stood. Only the most solid of the brick homes and the stedd and glass businesses
remained relatively unscathed. But here, the city's empty buildings rattled and clattered and cresked in the
breeze, and downed power lines flapped against their lonesome poles. Boulder was atrue ghost town.
All the damage seemed to be caused by vandalism, wind, rain or the plain old weight of time. "Y ou know
what makes mefed better," Eric said, "isthat | haven't seen anything motorized. They may have guns, but
no trucks or tanks."

Teach grunted. "We're on foot too, you know." He scanned the buildings across the street sourly. "The
problemisall this brush. It's so thick. | don't see but one or two ways through, and if Federad's got any
sense at dl, they're guarded. How are we going to get to your library? And for that matter, the campusis
s0 big. How are we going to find the kids?"

Eric swalowed hisfear. Since they'd reached the Boulder city limits, it had been al he could do to resst
caling out for Dodge and Rabbit. They were out there somewhere, among the deserted houses, stupidly
moving toward whatever goa he'd planted in their brains. "We ought to wait abit..." said Eric,"... to see
their routine. If we can get into any of those," He waved at the structures across Broadway. "We might
be able to make the library. Besides, the best we can do to meet up with the kidsisto go to the place
they know we're going to. Either they're there already, or they will be soon."”

"Okay," said Teach. "Wewait. Y ou watch." He propped the water skin beneath hishead, shut his eyes,
and within seconds, seemed to deep.

Eric crawled afew feet away from Teach to alow spot in the foundation they hid behind. He could see
both stretches of the street and the paths between the closest buildings. Rabbit, he thought, Dodge,
where are you? He imagined them held captive or shot outright. How could he live knowing he'd brought
them to this danger? He should have sent them home when they joined him days ago. Nothing was
gained by bringing them. He stared at the backs of his liver-spotted hands, turned them over, made fists
of them, and the bony knuckles stood out from the near tranducent skin. I'm an old man, he thought. |
needed them to be young for me, and, he admitted, closing hiseyes, | wanted to be a better grandfather
to Dodge than | was afather to Troy. If Dodge could see the books, he'd know. If he could see dl the
learning man has piled up, hed know what man is capable of. We don't haveto fall back to the
beginning. We can rise again, but we have to do it with him and his generation. Another handful of years,
and it will al betoo late. The secret isin the books. We find out what is making Littleton sick, thenwe go
on and rebuild. That'swhat well do.

He could seein hisimagination an older Dodge leading them bravely into the new world. No mistakes
thistime. It'd be asmarter, happier people who learned from the missteps of the past.

But first well haveto find them.

Thetramp of feet caught hisear, and he did back afoot, pushing hischininto the dirt. Two more soldiers
passed by, turning onto the same path thefirst two had followed. Ten minutes gpart, or so, he thought.

Ericjostled Teach. "Now'sthetime," he said.



Instantly dert, Teach rolled to his hands and knees, checked the street himsalf and nodded. "What's the
plan?'

"We gart there." Eric pointed to the damaged building.

In the basement, mostly by fed, Eric found it. The building's boiler room had been stripped of almost
anything portable. All that remained was junk, and the boilers themsalves, two bulbousiron shapes
bristling with pipes and dangling wires. The trap door was behind the second boiler. Eric strained to raise
it. The meta door moved up an inch, then stopped. Teach dipped his hands benegth the edge and
yanked hard with no more [uck.

"I'mright,” said Eric. "It'slocked from the other side. Well need to pry it open.”

Teach broke afour foot length of two-inch pipefrom itsjunction to the bailer. "Thisll give me enough
leverage," he said, balancing the pipein the middle. "Now | need athin edge of the wedge."

Eric pulled ashort-handled bolt cutter from his pack. "Will thisdo?"

Teach stuck the handleinto one end of the pipe, jammed the bolt cutter under the trap door, used abrick
asafulcrum and leaned hisweight on the free end of the pipe. The door groaned; something snapped,
and Teach flopped to thefloor.

Teach handed the bolt cutter to Eric. " Pretty convenient thing to be toting around. No wonder your
pack's so heavy. Any other surprisesin there?

Eric pushed the cutter back in place. " Standard equipment for ascavenger.”

Teach only raised his eyebrows when Eric produced a candle lantern from the pack, lit it and climbed
down ashort ladder into a passage. He paused before stepping to the bottom. Theflickering light
reveded pardld lines of thickly insulated pipes and conduit reaching into the dark. Water covered the
floor, but there was no way to tell how deep it was. Eric looked up. The candle gave Teach'sskin a
ydlow hue. "Coming?' asked Eric. Hetook the last step; the water barely lapped over the rubber soles
of hishiking boots.

"Do we haveto?"' asked Teach weakly.

After gplashing aong for acouple of minutes, ducking their heads beneath low-dung I-beams every ten
feet, Teach sad, "Will this get usthere?'

Eric kept hishand on aconduit next to him. The water wasn't deep, but the footing was dippery. "It's not
adirect route. This passage ought to take usto the Heating Plant where al the heat and power
originated.”

"So, what were those boilersfor?"

Eric thought about it. Their steps echoed in the passageway. The air smelled dank, but not dead. He
guessed that there must be circulation. "Maybe they're for back up. | studied the maps and a schematic
of C.U., but they didn't say anything about that."

They reached an intersection, and Eric stopped. Teach bumped him from behind.
"Where'sthisgo?' asked Teach.

Eric held up the lantern, but the pale light showed only afew feet of passage. "It wasn't onthemap." A



sgn bolted onthewall sad, "B-82."

Eric had dways had agood memory for things hed read, and in his mind's eye he could see the map of
C.U. on hisdining room table, the late afternoon sun danting acrossit as he placed hisfinger on each
building and looked for its namein the key. He smiled to himsdlf. "It's to the theater. We started from the
basement of the Geology Center. Next to it was Economics. This passage wasn't on the map, but that's
the theater's number from the schematic." Eric pointed to the Sign. "If this goeswhere it ought to, well be
underneath the Ekeley Chemica Laboratories Complex in afew hundred yards, which will put us close
tothelibrary.”

"The place gives methe cregps. If it weren't for the kids, you couldn't have gotten me down aholelike
thisfor ayear's supply of firewood." Teach's deep voice rumbled in the dark, but he sounded unsure, a
little panicky. Eric gritted histeeth. The reminder of the lost kids made him quiver, and Teach's
nervousness set him on edge. Here, in the service tunnels beneath the campus, Teach looked out of
place. Water soaked his soft leasther soled moccasins, and goose bumps stood hisleg hairs on end.

They started forward again, Eric holding the lantern ahead of them, fedling each step carefully, dthough
thefloor had not varied and the water had remained a uniform haf-inch in depth so far. "It's a scavenger
skill," said Eric patiently. "For years, we've explored the Gone Time places, hunting for supplies, looking
for the treasures that had been left behind. I've spent thousands of hoursin the dark.”

They cameto aladder. Eric climbed afew rungs and shown the light on the trap-door above. A huge
padlock was snapped shut around a pair of doppily welded rings to hold the door closed. Hereasign
sd, "B-19."

"Right on path,” said Eric. "That's Chemistry. Arts and Science should be directly ahead, and the library
will beon our left.”

Eric moved thelight close to the ladder rungs. " Seethis,”" he said and showed Teach how athin layer of
flaky rust coated each step. "The middles are scraped clean, though. Whoever locked the doors did it
pretty recently. Probably in thelast year. Either somebody isliving in thetunnels, or thereis one door
that's locked on the outside.”

Teach rubbed hisfinger on therung and held it up. "Damp. It would rust in a couple of days. Somebody
usesthisladder alot.”

Eric amiled. "Give me acouple of monthsand I'll make a scavenger out of you."

Teach shuddered. "Jackal's lifeisn't for me. Too many poisons. If it's Gone Time | say leaveit lie. Good
for cooking firetalk, but don't play with their toys.”

"Y ou'd rather abear ate you, or your children died from meades, huh? Are you happy knowing that your
expected life span is twenty years shorter than mine?' Suddenly angry, Eric somped down the corridor,
gplashing dark splotches againgt both walls. Hefdlt the blood rising in hisface. We're so close, he
thought. The library'sright around the corner, and this... this ... caveman doesn't know why we're here.

Behind him, Teach said evenly, "I've heard alot about the Gone Time. Mostly horror stories|'ve got to
tell you. Stuff my parentstold me. What Ripple'sfound out. Even the things you've said. I've heard about
Gone Time magic, tales| can hardly believe, but you know what | never hear anyone say? That Gone
Time people were happy. For dl the cars and trains and subways, for al the medicine and telephones
and compuiters, for dl the manufacturing and invention and television, | haven't heard asingle word about
how happy the Gone Times were. So why don't you answer your question? Were you happy in the Gone
Time? When wasthe first time you were redlly happy?'



They pushed on in the dark in the silence punctuated by the hollow dap of their feet on the wet floor, and
Erie thought back, and he remembered the first time:

Between conscious and unconscious he drifted, and he was thinking, I'm warm again, and he floated.
Sowly hefelt himself moving upwards, out of the lethargy and dreaming of deep, and briefly he thought
of going back to the soft blankness, but he didn't, and dowly he became aware that he waslying on his
side. He was wrapped in warmth. It pushed againgt his back and sides, even over his ears and the top of
his head. He breathed in the moisture of his own breath. His head rested on soft, warm cloth.

Vaguely, he wondered where he was and how he got here. It waslike hed been sick when hewasa
child. HEd hide under the blankets with hisfeversand chills, and listen to the gentle hissfrom the
vaporizer, smell the rich penetrating odor of Vick's Vapor Rub, and held stay covered up until the fever
broke and he was wet with perspiration. For hours held stay wrapped, interrupted only by his mother
checking on him. Being sick was no fun, but afterwards, wrapped and warm and tired, he felt content.

That's how he felt now, but he knew he wasn't a child, and after awhile he started to think about what
had happened in the last few days: the cave, the long bike ride, the destruction in Golden and the ghost
cop, Meg and the basement, wind, the long run from thefire, hail, snow, cold, and Leda. None of these
memoriesworried him. Hewasjust sorting them out lazily, asif they'd dipped out of place, and he
needed to file them again.

Where am |? he thought. What doesit matter? he answered, and helet his attention drift away again
amost back to deep. Hisright arm seemed to be trapped, but he didn't feel energetic enough to moveit.
Hisleft arm was draped over something, and the weighty softness of cloth pressed around it al. Beneath
hisleft hand, he felt awarm, damp, smooth surface, and he rubbed it gently.

Still not awake, deep like agrest, fuzzy presencein hismind, he massaged the surface benesth his hand
and it stirred. An arm tightened around him, and he redlized he was holding Leda. They werein bed, and
he remembered the white bungal ow with blue trim, the blue goose with "Welcome" painted on it on the
front door. Hefdt ahand on his back move; fingernails scratched lightly by his shoulder blade, not
purposefully, accidently; she was ill deeping. Her forehead rested on his chest, and he could fedl her
breathing. He pressed againgt her back, pulling her closer and continued rubbing. Skin rippled under his
palm, her backbone a gentle line of bumps, her skin dick with swest. Thetiny hairs at the back of her
neck felt like mouse fur. Heleft his hand there and moved hisfingersin tiny motions, stroking lightly,
holding her, and gradudly, through his drowsiness, he redlized they were naked, that she had saved his
lifewith her body warmth. Her chest rested againgt his own. Hisleft kneelay on top of her knee,

Thiswasn't what heldd imagined being in bed with awoman would be like. He thought of the scenesfrom
movies heédd seen, the arching, violent couplings, the athletic, frantic gymnasticsin film after film, but here
he was in bed with Leda, holding the back of her neck, feding her breath on his skin as she dept, and it
felt comfortable and lazy and ... and ... right. Not even sexua as held dways thought of it. Just good. He
lay likethat for along time. A half-hour or more he guessed.

Then, her hand moved again, rubbing his shoulder blade, and he tightened up. She's awake, he thought,
and this moment will be over. I'm warm and safe and wélll climb out of bed. Shelll never talk about it.
Shejust had to savemy life. That'sdl.

But her hand kept moving, and he began to relax again. It was so warm. Therewasno light at all. He felt
asif they'd transported themsalves into a different universe, one no larger than the womb of blankets and
each other. The only sounds were the sounds of their bregath, the rustle of skin on skin. The only smells
were the smells of each other, moi<t, rich human smells. She rubbed one shoulder blade and then the
other, and Eric moved his hand down from her neck to rub her shoulder blades, mirroring what she did



with her hand, massaging high on her back on one side and then the other; the thin sheen of swest helped
his hand glide effortlesdy. For along time she just rubbed his shoulder blades, working on one gently for
minutes, sometimes stopping asif she'd dropped back off to deep, then switching to the other for more
time. Then her hand found larger circles, now high on hisside, now reaching al the way around him. Her
stomach touched his. Eric followed her lead, letting her hand tell hiswhereto go. Againgt hisches, in his
ear, he could tell her bregthing was degper now. Shetrailed her fingertips againgt his backbone, tracing
them, bone to bone, from his neck, dowly down his back—his hand did the same; her skin flowed
smoothly under his hand—Iower and lower until shewasin the small of hisback rubbing the ddlicate
areas over hiskidneys, pulling his somach againgt hers with each motion, pulling himself againg her, and
he was breathing deeply too, not sure if he should be scared or excited, but desperately, desperately sure
he never wanted thisto end.

Then Ledareached farther until her hand was rubbing his bottom, and he let his hand do the same; she
gasped dightly as he passed the dip in the small of her back to mimic her, and she pulled her knee out
from under his, pulling him even closer, shifting her legs. She wrapped her leg over thetop of his, used
her foot againgt the back of hislegsto pull him against her. He panicked, and al his muscleslocked up.
"No," he choked out, his breathing as ragged asif he'd just finished a hundred yard dash.

Shekept him close. "It'sdl right, Eric," she said between her own gasps. "It'sal right.” And after a
moment, he relaxed and let her guide him.

It was thefirst time he could truly remember being happy.
And it was &fter the Gone Time was done.
Teach said, "Do you remember?"

Eric looked around. He had lost track of time and the tunndl surprised him. ""Have we gone by any other
passages?’ hesad.

Sounding puzzled, Teach said, "Of course not.”
"Good. We haveto find thelibrary.”
"l know. You said that." They splashed on. Teach said, "Areyou al right?'

"Just keep your eyes openisal,” Eric sngpped. He bit the skin insde his mouth until he tasted alittle
blood. Getting lost in amemory like that, even awonderful memory, disturbed him. Concentrate, he
thought. Stay in the present.

A few paces|later they came to another junction. The sign read, "B-61."
"Hah," sad Eric. "Thisistheway."

Thetunnd jogged l€ft, then right. They made the second turn, and aline of lightsin the celling flicked on,
revealing the end of the tunnel and aladder up.

"Someone knowswe're here," said Teach.

Eric blew out the candle. "Maybe, maybe not. That's amotion detector | think." He pointed to a pair of
boxes mounted on the sides of thetunndl. | tripped it when | crossed between them.”

"Motion detector?'



"It'san eectronic thing. The lights may have gone on automaticaly. Of coursg, if thelights go on here, an
adarm may have gone off somewheredse." Looking up the ladder, Eric continued, ™Y ou're right that one
door wouldn't be locked on theinside." Taking adeep breath, he said, " Thisisit,” and started up. Teach
followed.

At thetop, Eric pushed the trap-door open an inch and peered out. From what he could see, hewasin a
basement like the one they'd started in. Broken boiler equipment, moldy-looking boxes bursting at the
seams, and aflight of sairsleading to ashut door. The difference was that this basement waslit by
electric light. Eric wondered where the power came from as he opened the trap door the rest of the way.

Teach wasjust climbing out when the door at the top of the stairs opened reveding an older womanina
white smock, who was saying as she stepped through, "It's about time you got back ...." Shelooked at
them a second, mouth open, screeched, and dammed the door in Teach's face as he bounded up the
dairs.

Teach grabbed the handle and twisted it to no avail. He threw his shoulder into the pand, but it didn't
even rattle. He sat onthetop stair. "Now what?' he said.

"l guesswewait," sad Eric. "It'sther library.”

He heard a voice on a bullhorn coming from outside the building, the voice he couldn't understand earlier.
It chanted the same phrase over and over without intonation, almost without intelligence. " Give up your
books for the good of the people. Give up your books for the good of the people. Give up your books
for the good of the people. . .."

Chapter Eighteen
GOING HOME

It'll be good for you, Eric. You've got to eat.” Leda sat cross-legged on the bed, her shirt untucked, the
sun ahazy circlein the dark curtain behind her.

"Weve got to hit theroad," he answered. Then, embarrassed, he opened his mouth again and let her
gpoon in another helping of cold tomato soup. "It'sgross,” he mumbled. The unthinned soup felt likea
clot in hismouth, likeawad of chickenfat.

"Hypothermias no joke." With business like efficiency, she leaned forward with a spoonful, and he
swallowed it without tasting. "'If you don't fudl the engine, you won't have any get up and go."

Eric tried to read her expression, but her concentration on not spilling the soup revealed nothing. He
hadn't awakened when she got out of bed. The first thing he remembered was her pulling the covers off
hisface, and she was dready dressed.

Has sheforgot last night? he thought. Trying to keep theirony out of hisvoice, he said, "I've got get up
and go." It came out sounding whiny to him.

She grunted noncommittally and scraped the can for the last bit of soup. "Wl then, get up,” she said
findly.

Keenly aware of his nakedness, he waited until sheleft the room, then he pushed the blankets off and
searched thefloor for his clothes. He thought, | don't fed any different. Today's like yesterday.

Hisjeanslay in apuddie behind the door and felt asif they weighed ten pounds. They splashed when he
dropped them.



| don't know why everyone makes such abig dedl about it, he thought, but he could still fedl her cheek
againg his, the breath on his neck, her hands on his lower back pulling againgt him. He shook his head
and opened adresser drawer where he found a pale green long-deeve shirt two sizestoo small that
amelled faintly of mint. An old man's clothes, he thought—a dead man. He couldn't bring himself to wear
the boxer shortsfolded negtly in another drawer. In the closet, next to ahaf-dozen flower print dresses,
hung fiveidentical pairs of pressed, gray rayon pants. The cuffs didn't reach hisankles, and the waist left
asix-inch gap when he stretched it away from his somach. He cinched them tight with anarrow black
belt. Since water till soaked his sneakers, he decided against apair of argyles and dipped his bare feet
into the cold shoesinstead. Pausing at the door, he took a deep breath, then walked out of the bedroom,
through a short hdl and into the kitchen.

Leda knelt on acounter top, reaching deep into a cupboard. "All canned soup. Nothing €l se. Stuff in the
fridgeis spoiled too. That'sal thereisto eat." Her muffled voice sounded cool, competent, asif she were
addressing a stranger.

She didn't pull her head out of the cupboard as she spoke.

Tentatively, Eric said, "My dad's probably got plenty of good food. We're only ten or fifteen blocks from
there now."

"Right." She did off the counter. "Don't we make apair?’ she said, asif she werekidding, but she didn't
laugh, didn't smile, didn't even meet his eyes. She wore amaroon man's shirt with the deevesrolled
above her ebows and abaggy pair of gray pants that matched Eric's, dthough the cuffs piled up on her
shoes. "Let'sgo then.”

"Okay. Fine," said Eric, and he decided to forget about last night. It was afreak thing, he thought. Maybe
it didn't happen at dl. Like adream. But as he followed her out the door and into the bright sunlight of the
morning, hefelt heavy and bleak, and he wanted to hug her, to fed her redlity in hisarms—to be hugged
back. She strode purposefully to the street, down the sidewalk, away from the blue-trimmed white
bunga ow with the blue goose and its warm, hand-painted "Welcome."

On thelawns, the reminders of yesterday's snow existed only in the shadows as thin sheets of dushy ice,
retreating as the sun advanced. Steam tendrils wavered from wet spots on the asphalt, and aready half
the street was dry. Eric guessed it might be seventy degrees. For thefirst timein days, he couldn't smell
smoke, just wet grassand spring air.

"We go that way," he said and pointed up the hill of Littleton Boulevard. Although they wereonly a
quarter-mile from the river, trees and houses blocked his view and he couldn't see how extensive thefire
had been. Littleton seemed almost untouched. Some trash on parking lots, some boarded up stores, but
little of the destruction held seen in Golden or West Denver. His shoes squished with each step asthey
waked on the broad sidewa k toward the King Soopers shopping center and East Elementary, where
Eric had once gone to school. Acrossthe street, the Crestwood, arestaurant hisfamily sometimes went
to, looked sad and deserted. The fountains that sprayed into twin decorative ponds weren't running;. No
newspapersfilled the stands, and one of the heavy wooden doors canted away from the other, attached
only by the bottom hinge.

He caught up to her so they'd walk side by side and he could cast quick glances at her from the corner of
hiseye.

"What are you going to do if you find your dad?' she said abruptly. Her voice sounded too loud.
“When | find him."



She sighed. "Sorry, when.”

They reached the top of the hill, and afew blocksfarther theintersection of Littleton Boulevard and
Broadway awaited, normally the busiest intersection in Littleton, but the crossing lights were dark, and
the streets empty.

Hesaid, "You know, | haven't seen acar in two days."

Water gurgled down the gutter beside him, rushing toward sewer grates. The lagt of the snow melt
echoed tinnily down drain spoutsin the houses to hisright. Drops pattered into the grass from sodden
trees. Water sounds splashed and dithered softly al around them. Other than the bark of adistant dog,
he heard nothing else. No planes. No cars. No children. Aslong as he had lived in Littleton, he
remembered that if he stopped and listened carefully on asummer day, he had been able to hear children
and horns, theroar of lawn mowers, the pounding of hammersin garages. On Friday nightsin thefall, the
music of the high school band playing at haf time reached hisyard. Littleton was aplace of friendly noise.
Even late a night when he stepped outside, he heard the rumble of cars on Broadway. But now, nothing.
Just the water snesking away.

Ledasaid, "It'stoo creepy here. Can we get off thisroad?’

"Sure. We have to cut right anyway." They turned up Lakeview Street into an old suburban
neighborhood where smal brick one-stories nestled side by side. For a second, Eric thought that it had
been colder here, that ice shards were catching the sun and reflecting it off the lawns. Then heredlized it
was glass. In front of where the picture window of each house they passed used to be lay broken glass.
They reached Shepherd Avenue and crossed, heading toward Ketring Park. Its trees waved above the
roof tops. More broken glass. House after house. In some houses, torn drapery and broken curtain rods
indicated the windows had been broken from the outside.

Asthey walked he grimaced. Were almost to Dad, he thought, and right after that, he thought, What's
going on with Leda? His gut ached. Cold tomato soup doshed nauseatingly with each step. A hot spot on
both of hishedstold him that his sockless feet in the wet shoeswere blistering.

He glanced her way again. She kept her eyes resolutely forward. He thought of reasons why she
changed. Y esterday we could talk. Y esterday was cool. He cast theories around. Maybe she's
embarrassed. | mean, I'm ajust akid to her. Or maybe she's got a boyfriend. Maybe shes married! He
checked her hands as they swung by her side. No rings. But none of the theories rang true, not
emotionaly true, and he concluded that she hated him. Nothing €l se made sense. Hed done aterrible
thing, and now it was al she could do to tolerate him. He felt an urge to gpol ogize. The words danced on
thetip of histongue, and he dmost said them, but what came out was, "Why al the vandaism?"

A block ahead, in Ketring's parking lot, two backhoes glistened dully yelow in the sun. Beside them, a
flatbed truck piled high with body bags attracted acloud of flies, writhing and twisting above the black
formslike ahuge, angry ghost. Eric turned ablock early to avoid the park.

Ledasaid, "Fear." Shewalked slently for adozen strides. She shook her head, asif sheld cometo a
decison. "How far away are we?"

"Ten minutes, tops,” said Eric. They turned onto West Aberdeen Avenue. When hewas five, he had
chased an ice cream truck down this street. Held delivered papers here when he was twelve. He knew
who lived in most of the houses. The white-bricked one with the lavender trim belonged to the Stewarts,
whose two daughters were on the student senate at the school. The Isenbergs lived in the cedar house.
Their son, Chaim, was the only Jew Eric knew. Beyond them were the Johnsons, the Cardwells and the
Gizzys. All with busted in windows and no signs of life. Home, he thought, I'm nearly home.



Ledasaid, "A couple of week ago, gangs started going around setting cars on fire, breaking windows,
beating anyone well enough to be on the street. Not just kids either. Old guys. Sick, angry. People shot
anyone coming to their doors. Scary stuff. They werejust afraid, | guess, and they couldn't do anything
about it, so they lashed out.” She brushed hair away from her face, then waved her hand at the houses.
"Probably this happened late. One or two guyswith baseball bats or something, fever just garting, little
bit of itch in their throats. Nothing left to do. Everybody dying and dl that glass unbroken. Must have
seemed like some kind of metaphor.”

Eric sghed gratefully; his shoulders relaxed, and he realized how tense held been. It wasthe most she
had spoken since thismorning.

A movement behind amini-van parked in the Gizzy's driveway across the street caught his attention. A
Doberman, its ears up and pointed, watched them intently. Asthey passed, Eric saw that its muzzle was
torn, and part of the side of its head wasripped asif it had been in afight or had collided with some
barbed wire.

Leda continued, "Of course, the gangs only lasted afew days. The bug caught ‘em, or the Nationa
Guard or the hdlicopter boys."

The Doberman stood. Another dog, a collie, emerged from the shadows by the house and joined him. A
couple others lay in the shadow, their mouths open, panting.

"That'sabig dog,” said Leda. It stepped toward them. "Nice puppy,” she sad.

"Lookswdll fed." Eric scanned the ground for arock or stick, but grass lapped against the sdewalk, and
the dead rosesin the flower bed sprawled over mud. He shuffled along sideways, keeping hisface
toward the dog. Sweat beaded under hisarms athough it was till cool. "What do you think he's been
edting?"

"Grossthought,”" said Leda, waking backwards, watching the dog. "Kibbles and Bits?'

Growling and stiff-legged, the Doberman crossed the gutter onto the edge of the street. Ledaraised her
hand over her head and mimed athrow. It ducked and retreated a step, then started barking. The other
dogs stood, heads low, growling deep.

Eric said, "They don't seem too friendly. Maybe we just need to get out of their territory.” He
remembered dogs from when he carried papers, and he thought he recognized the collie from the Kisde's
house up the block. It had aways greeted him at the door with dobbery licks on his hands when he
collected once amonth, but it didn't look playful now withitslipsraised off itsgumsand itstail straight
down and ill.

Eric kept moving, thirty feet, fifty feet. Heads low, the dogs crossed the street, matching their pace. The
Doberman led, dill barking: loud, repetitive, explosve, insane-sounding.

"How big'stheir territory?' asked Leda. Her low, calm voice comforted Eric. He swallowed dryly. Step
by step, the dogs advanced.

Eric sad, "No sudden movements." Then the other three dogs started barking. "Run!" he yelled, and he
sprinted up the lawn.

Arms pumping, breath tight, Leda beside him, he headed for the broken picture window above a
knee-high growth of shrubbery. Barking stopped, but afrantic clatter of claws on asphalt spurred him on.
He thought of his Achillestendons, unsocked, glaring below the short pants, crying out "M eat, mest,



meset." And he knew the thought should have been funny, but it wasn't.

He dove through the window, trying not to land on the broken glass, Ledaright with him, and they did
across a hardwood floor into agray and blue pin-striped sofa. A Tiffany lamp on an end table, teetered,
fdll, and shattered on the floor. "Up! Up!" heyelled, pulling on her arm. Barking boomed outsde the
window, and he saw them hesitating. He thought, maybe going into a strange house was too new for
these dogs who'd learned to adapt so fast. The Doberman circled twice, howling, al black gumsand
shiny teeth, then charged the bushes, the othersin tow.

"Shit!" Leda pushed him in the back, and they scrambled into a short hall with three closed doors.

Eric tugged at the first door knob, and it didn't turn, then things began to dow down for him, became
amost dream like. Ledareached for the knob when Eric's hand dipped off. Sheld cut her pdm; a
shalow flap of skin waved free and blood streaked her wrist. Her dark hair hung down, covering her
face. Eric thought, well have to get that cut wrapped.

Stll, while he stared at her wrist (adrop of blood broke free and floated |azily to the floor), Snce so
many horrible things had happened to himin the last few days, since so many times held been running or
scared, the oddness of his detachment occurred to him. He thought, four months ago | was going to
school, watching MTV, and now I'm hoping astranger, an older woman | dept with last night, can get a
door open in sombody's house before a man-eater dog can attack me. He thought it amost laughable.

A scratching noisein the living room and then a series of thudstold him of the dogs progress. Thena
distinct metallic sound from beyond the locked door. Leda pulled, and he heard from the other Ssde a
semi-loud chink-chink, like someone shaking abottle full of coins up once then down. | know that sound,
thought Eric.

"Get away!" hissed avoice on the other side.

Ledalooked toward him in surprise, her hair flying in her face in dow motion, her own teeth bared, her
hand on the knob. The Doberman rounded the corner, tensed his thighs and sprang for Leda's throat.

A connection flashed in Eric's mind, asound memory from ascenein Terminator 11: LindaHamilton
stalking the second terminator, the one made of liquid metal. Mad as hdll, she marched toward it, her one
arm hurt or broken, and in the other hand she held a pump shotgun. In ared strength move, one that
marveled Eric then, she chambered ashell home with one hand. She jerked the gun up and down once.
Chink-chink.

Eric caught Ledas arm and threw himsalf backwards. Her head jerked. The dog sailed toward them.
They fel.
Suspended, the Doberman hung in the air, mouth agape, teeth luminous.

Then a section of the door blasted out, catching the Doberman, throwing it against thewall. It dmost
seemed to gtick for amoment, and Eric thought he saw, in the second beforeit did wetly to thefloor, a
look of profound disappointment in its furious face. Cordite and burnt wood smoke eddied to the ceiling.

Cowering, the other dogs stood at the entrance to the hallway. Eric thought, I didn't even hear the
shotgun.

Chink-chink.

Grabbing Ledas collar, Eric scrambled backwards to the next door, which swung open easily under his



pressure. Still on hisbackside, he pulled Leda after him. She kicked the door shut.
"Y ou're choking me," she gasped, and helet go of her collar.

"Get out of my house!" screamed a voice, and the roar of the gun was deafening thistime. In the hollow
ringing that followed the explosion, the sound of aphabet blocks scattering across the floor seemed
unnaturaly loud.

"Get away from my baby!"

Onthe wall adjoining the other room stood a crib, atightly sheeted bundle resting in the exact middle of a
bare mattress. Chink-chink. Another shell in the chamber! thought Eric. A pie plate-szed hole appeared
inthewall, knocking a corner off the crib blowing sheetrock dust in on them.

Eric stood, picked up akid's rocking chair and heaved it through the unbroken window. While Leda
flopped ablanket over the ragged knives of glass and went through the opening first, the repetitive
metallic cocking of the gun followed by a click best out amanic rhythm, and arisng wail penetrated the
wall. Filled with grief and deeth, and hardly human, the sound chased them out of the house.

Later, after they'd crossed two more lawns, passed through two more picture windows (careful to yell
out before entering, "Anyone home?'), down two more bedroomed halways, shutting doors behind
them, and crawled out two more bedroom windows to throw off the dogs. They sat with their backs
againg asun warm cinder block garden wall.

Eric sad, "Lookslike you cut your hand.”

Sweat soaked Leda's maroon shirt in wide circles from her armpitsto the her belt. Her head was back
and her eyes closed. "Yeah." She breathed deeply and when she exhaled, she shuddered. " Guess not
everybody's dead yet." Quietly she watched as he tore adeeve off the shirt, then wrapped her hand.

Next to them, water dripped sporadicaly from drooping branches of awillow. Nearly touching the grass,
the longest branches appeared to set the drops down asif they were washing the ground, or baptizing it.

Silence dretched between them—she sat, cradling her hand in her 1ap, staring blankly acrossthe
grass—but the sillence calmed Eric. He didn't fed awful about her anymore, sad that she hated him, but
not upset. They'd shared sex and near death, and of the two, death was more overwhelming. Nearly
dying unites people, he thought. "How long do you think we were in that house?"* he asked, making smdll
talk. He guessed that the whole incident from the time they dove through the picture window until they
hurdled the chain link fencein the back yard wasless than aminute.

"An hour and ahdf... alifetime" said Leda

Faraway, dogs barked. Eric listened intently; they didn't seem to begetting closer. "Let'sgo," he said.
"Were nearly there."

L eda nodded and pushed hersdlf upright.

When they rounded the corner onto Panorama St. afew minutes later, and his house finaly came into
view, he thought, how will | face him? They turned up the driveway. What will | say? Glass sorinkled the
front yard here too. One of the curtains hung outside the window. He thought, I'm not the same as| was
aweek ago. I'm not the same kid.

He opened the front door.



Chapter Nineteen
SACRIFICIAL BOOKS

That's an elaborate story,” the quaky voice on the other sde of the door said after Eric finished explaining
who they were and why they werein the library's basement. The voice, who had introduced himself asa
Gone Time survivor, asked, "How do | know you're not just aclever liar?' Despite the quiver, the voice
seemed |earned, each word carefully pronounced.

Eric pressed hisforehead againgt the wood. Outside, the bullhorned announcement boomed over and
over, "Give up your booksfor the good of the people.” Hisfeet hurt. Water from the tunnel had soaked
his boots, and now hisfeet felt hot and damp.

"Let usin,” Eric said, exasperated. "1 tell you, I'm seventy-five years old and have walked al the way
from Littleton because | thought you might be ableto help us. My friend here livesin the mountains. We
don't have anything to do with those people threstening the library.”

"So you say. If you are seventy-five, than you're lucky to have got thisfar." The voice sounded asold as
Ericfdt.

"Ask me something from the Gone Time. Not something | could have read in abook. If you reasold as
you say you are, then you 'll know what to ask."

Through the wood, Eric heard awhispered discussion, but he couldn't catch any of the words.

Sour-faced, Teach sat on the trap door at the bottom of the stairs behind Eric, scraping the last of the
muck off his water-darkened moccasins.

Findly, thevoice said, "Okay. Three questions. If you answer them correctly, then we will open the door.
If not... wewill use the Old Science againgt you, and you will die.”

Eric smiled wryly at the phrase "old science" and the doomsday tone the voice used to say it. He guessed
that the people in the building, whoever they were, had held off Federad's men with such awarning, but it
sounded ridiculousto him, dmost superdtitious.

"Ask away," Eric said.

The three questions were, "What did the phrase, 'Plastic or paper? mean? What exactly was the Peps
Generation? and, What was cdl waiting?'

After he answered, severd locks clicked, then the door swung open revedling the same white-smocked,
€lderly woman who'd surprised them as they exited the tunnel, and atruly ancient appearing manina
whedl chair.

Nearly bald except for afringe of wispy white hair that reached to his collar, and dark liver spots that
marred the smooth skin on his head, he scrutinized Eric through amilky-gray cataract haze, but he
seemed to see fine as Eric crossed the threshold. The woman stepped protectively to the old man's side.
Eric looked past them. His eyes widened. Rows of books stretched behind the man in the wheelchair,
thousands and thousands of books, lit only by narrow shafts that dipped through the cracks between the
boards on the windows. Grinning broadly through yellowed and broken teeth, the old man extended his
hand toward Eric. "I'm Pope," he said, "the Librarian. | thought Federa had killed dl of the Gone Timers
but mysdf."

"Yes," sad Eric, and shook his hand absently. Asfar as he could see, stretching into the darkness, from



floor to ceiling, were books. He walked past the old man, down the nearest row, trailing hisfingers
acrossthe bindings. "Yes," he repeated. Eric thought, I'm here at |ast, and the books survived.

A smile ached on hisface. Fatigue dropped away from hislegs and back. Leda, he thought, if you could
only seethis. Y ou wereright, about the learning, about the persistence of knowledge.

At thirty-nine, when she'd discovered she was pregnant, shed said, "The child has to be taught, Eric.
Promise methat well teach himto read." Even after fifteen yearstogether he il shivered in amazement
at her love. Her dark hair framed her face, and the only signs of age weretiny crow's-feet in her eyes
corners, but her gaze was so intense that he'd been taken aback. "Of course,” he said. "Why wouldn't
he?

She hadn't smiled, didn't bresk the stare. She'd said, "'If something happensto me, you will haveto be his
teacher.”

Not enough light penetrated for him to seetitles, but the backs of the books felt fine and solid. He passed
his fingers across the embossed | etters of athick, leather-covered volume, then inhaled deeply and
ameled thelibrary smdll, millions of pages pressed together, the weight of thought and information heavy
intheair. "Oh, Leda," he whispered. "Oh, Troy."

Something lightly touched the back of Eric'sleg. Pope sat in hischair beside him. Eric had not heard the
chair rolling. "We share our time in books, don't we?" whispered Pope. "This has been my lifework."

Eric grasped Pope'swrist and squeezed gently. "They are beautiful." Degper back in the rows, more
narrow stresks of sun penetrated through the boarded windows, casting thin, buttery light on other books
gtanding neatly on dustless metal shelves.

From behind him, the woman said, "We ought to go upgtairs. It's not safe down here.”

Reluctantly, Eric turned away to follow Pope, the old woman and Teach to an eevator. "How do you
power it?" asked Eric.

Raising himsdlf dightly from the chair, Pope pushed the up button and the doors did open. "Generators
on the roof and solar panels spread throughout the campus.” Eric, Teach and the woman stepped into the
elevator. Pope blocked the doorswith hischair. "Tell me again why you're here." Herested hischin on
his chest as Eric told him of thetroublesin Littleton, of theillnesses and stillbirths. Pope nodded his head
dightly at each detail, asif in agreement.

Teach cleared histhroat after afew minutes of this. " Seemslike a closet's an uncomfortable place to get
to know each other."

Pope let the door close and pressed a button. Teach's shock as the eevator rumbled into movement
tickled Eric.

On the second story, amudlin curtain covered onetal, partialy open casement window that overlooked
the quad in front of the library. Pope said, "We can see out, but they can't seein.”

Seven large army tentsfilled the back third of the grasdess area, and five heavy machine gun nests built of
sand bags faced the structure. Behind the tents, and on both sides between red stone buildings, the
ubiquitous scrub and greasewood stood, awall of tough vegetation that encircled the camp.

The loudspesker, il blaring its message about giving up the books, hung from apole beside the middle
gun nest. A few yards from the broad marble steps that led to where Eric guessed were the front doors a



rolled barb wire fence blocked the entrance. Behind that, aditch paralleled the long front of the building.
By leaning close to the mudin, Eric saw the ditch and wire made a neat ninety-degree turn a the far
corner. No soldierswerevisble.

Pope said, "Federa surrounded us two weeks ago. It is pathetic, realy. Hismen liein that ditch,
watching twenty-four hours aday. Meanwhile, my people come and go asthey please through the
tunnels. They think the buildings are haunted, because of us, so they are even unaware of the tunnel
entrances.”

"People?’ said Teach.
Pope squinted at the big man. " A library requires more manpower than you would suspect.”

"What do they want?" asked Eric. He wondered if the men who had carried out the execution the day
before werein the camp now. A soldier dressed in green, pushing awheelbarrow, appeared between the
tents and headed for the library. He dumped hisload between the machine guns and the ditch. Eric
strained to see what the small pilewas. A second soldier followed the first with asmilar whed barrow,
and after him the line continued.

"Books," the woman whispered. "Oh, Pope. Do you think they've found the Chemistry library, or the Bio
lab's?'

""So much for the ghogts," said Etic.

"The traps would not discourage them forever,” said Pope grimly. "It doesn't matter if they did." Despite
hiswords, he still sagged into his chair, asif someone had severed one of his strings. More books joined
the pile, abarrow load every few seconds.

The message booming over the loudspeaker clicked off. Through the open window came the thud of
books piling onto books and the metallic squea of the barrow wheels asthe low stack grew and spread
out.

Teach said, "Why thelibrary? What's he want?"

More books hit the ground. Eric looked back. The old woman gripped Pope's shoulder; he had closed
his eyes. Behind them, rows of books spanned the distance from light to dark. Shadowy glass display
cases stood beside dusty tables, and Eric imagined students working quietly, heads down, pens
scratching notes.

"Many things, | suppose. Federal knows knowledge is power. He fears our existence here. The books
frighten him. The building itself too maybe. The campus. Wefailed him in Commerce City by luck. | did
not even know of him," wheezed Pope. "I had sent an expedition to warn them about the water, and dl
but the stubborn moved north and into the mountains three days before Federa arrived. He conscripted
the remaining young men, killed most of the others and tortured the oldest to find out where the rest had
gone. An eleven-year-old girl saw it al from hiding and warned us of his approach. We had timeto
prepare.” He coughed dryly into theflat of his hand and wiped it with ahandkerchief the old woman gave
him. "Federa thinks heisthe new Genghis Khan, riding with hiswarriors over the wastes of the world.

He thinkswe will oppose him, so he decided to diminate usfirst. He thinks that our power comesfrom
the books. Just the Old Science between him and a crown. The man who would be king of nothing.”

Pope coughed again, then said to the woman, " Contact the staff. Events are moving faster than |
planned.” She nodded and disappeared between the rows.



"Why nothing?" Eric paid atention to the men piling books. At first he thought that they were
innumerable, the uniformed men coming like an infinite line of men and whedbarrows, but hed seen the
same soldiers severd times now, and he redlized there must be only fifty or so of them.

"We have preparations to make. But come, | will show you why Federd isafool.” Popeturned hischair
and whedled himself to the elevator. When he reached the doors, he looked back at Eric asif to say
something, then frowned. "Whereisyour young companion?' Teach had gone.

Puzzled, Eric said, "My grandson and two of hisfriends may have followed us here. Perhaps Teach went
to look for them.”

Pope grimaced. "That complicates matters, but nothing can be done about it."

Another floor up, Pope led Eric into what looked like afully equipped radio lab. Silver and black
consoles packed a counter top that ran around the large room. Eric found the soft, dectric lighting
bouncing off the dust-free surfaces nogta gic, reminding him of his dentist's office, everything clean and

fingerprintless.

"Federd's ambitions may be larger than the world. Do you know anything about SETI?" asked Pope as
he flipped severa switches. A low, subsonic hum that Eric felt in histeeth filled the room. Pope
continued. "It was the Search of Extraterrestria Intelligence. C.U. took part, as did numerous other
univergties, building huge radio dishes amed at the stars specifically with theideaof picking up other
cvilization'ssgnas." Two large speakers mounted next to the celling on shelves hissed into life when
Pope rotated adia on a console packed with needle gauges. Lightly, the smell of ozone and warming
electrica componentsfilled the room. "We never found any. Why not?' He twisted another did, and the
speakers crackled as Pope rotated through the radio bands. " The SETI project theorists struggled with
severd possibilities: one, we weren't searching the right bands. Maybe extraterrestrial communicated with
gravity waves or ESP. Two, our equipment wasn't sengitive enough to pick up their signals, or three, we
wereadone.”

He threw a switch and spoke into amicrophone. " Staff members,” he said, "take your positions. We are
a. . ." Heglanced a hiswatch."... five minutes and holding. Wait for my signdl please.”

Then he continued, asif he hadn't interrupted himsdlf. "Millions of star systemswith planets are within
radio distance of Earth." Pope hunched forward. The dia he reached for was an uncomfortable reach for
amaninawhed chairr. "Millions of chancesfor intelligent life to develop, and it might have. But timeis
vadt, and maybeintdligent lifeisn't stable. Perhapsit's an evolutionary dead end. Intelligence just flickers
intime and we have missed it dl around usin our own eighty-year radio flicker." Herotated the did from
one extreme to the other, and only light static came from the speskers.

Assembled on the shelf next to the radio array sat an obvioudy home-made panel. Over ahundred toggle
switches pointed down, each neetly labeed with anumber. On thewall, along with other charts,
diagrams and pictures, hung amap of the campus with corresponding numbers marking buildings and the
gaps between them. Pope flipped a switch to one side of the pand, and smdll lights glowed red above all
but two of the switches. He tapped them both with hisfingernail. Onelit, but the other stayed dark. He
gpoke into the microphone again. "Davis or Courtney, check connections on fifty-seven.” A speaker
crackled on the radio pand, and a sexless, nervous sounding voice said, "Fifty-seven. Yes, sr.”

"What's all this?' asked Eric. He bent down and looked past Pope's knees and under the shelf. A
massive bundle of wiresfrom the pand plunged through a doppy hole in the sheet rock.

"Old science for Federa," said Pope. "As| said, we had warning he was coming. But |'ve dways known
about him. My red preparations started the summer | redlized | wasn't going to diein the plague, sixty



yearsago."

Pope turned off the panel lights and sighed deeply, and in the sigh Eric heard a profound sadness. "It is
difficult to accept, but dl the evidence, dl rationd thought arguesthat humanity isthe soleinteligencein
the universe. Thereisno one out there.”

Pope went back to the radio array and rotated the dia again. Other than a steady beeping that Pope
identified as asatdlite sgna, he found nothing. He said, "But I'm not scanning the stars anymore. My
equipment is now tuned to recelve Earth's signals, and | have picked up no other stationsfor years. | am
searching theright bands. My equipment is sensitive enough. Likethe SETI project yearsago, | am left
with only theoriesto explain this. One, nobody dseissignding, or two, we are done. Undamaged radio
equipment must exist everywhere, in every corner of the Earth. The ability to power it, and the
knowledgeto useit must till surviveif the percentage of surviving populaionissmilar dsewhereasit
was here. | now ask the same questions that deviled SETI. Why are the radio waves empty? Why has no
onevisted us?' Pope's milky eyesblazed at Eric; his knuckles whitened on the whedl chair arms.

The same voice broke in on the radio again. "Loose wire at fifty-seven. Should be good now, Sir."

Eric thought of the small parties of explorerswho had |ft Littleton over the years, onetrying for
Colorado Springs, one for Kansas City, one for Sat Lake City, that had never come back.

"I have concluded that rationa thought must argue al of the rest of human kind isdead. The planet is
empty of intelligence except for thisnarrow strip in the Rocky Mountains,” said Pope.

"That doesn't make sense. Why would we be the only ones | eft? Diseases don't strike geographicdly.”
Eric searched for an argument. Surely Pope must be wrong, he thought. Surely more than afew hundred
people survived. But he thought again of Littleton'sisolation. Why hadn't they been contacted? Where
had al the young explorers gone? He said, "It didn't miss Colorado. So many died heretoo!™

Eric remembered sitting on his porch in Littleton the last few years. Asthe sun dropped bel ow the peaks
and cast their long shadows across the plains, held imagined little communities like his own, dotted across
the country. Only space and the need to attend to the daily needs of survival kept them isolated. But the
sense of those other people, the surefaith in their existence, had inspired him as he rocked in his chair
watching the eastern horizon darken. A wall of pink-lined clouds had caught the last of the sun; an
evening breeze ruffled the edge of the blanket held draped on his lap. He had been resting from along
day. Well fill the highways again, hed thought. Well expand oursalves and be gresat again. Humanity has
been set back, but thisis only temporary. Knowledge will heal and bind us.

He was ashamed to remember held then thought that the plague might have been agood thing. Hed
thought that before, too. We were close to killing ourselves at times. Overpopulation, territorial
jealousies, friction over historical occupation of the land had caused war and suffering. Asthelast of the
sun edged the mountains pink, he'd thought, no one's shooting a each other in the Golan Heights. They
aren't lobbing Molotov cocktailsin Dublin anymore.

Hesad, "Why might they dl die everywhere el se?'

Pope cut the power to the radio. "The plague began it, but my guessiswe did the rest ourselves.
Various, perastent toxins, | believe, both nuclear and chemica. At least in the Rocky Mountain region,
the water table has gotten worse. The farther from the Continental Divide, theworseit is. The community
in Commerce City, for example, drank from awater supply that had become increasingly poison. Too
much upstream: rotting, underground gasoline tanks, stored pesticides and chemical solventsthat were
leaking from their barrels. | don't know what al caused it. Maybe just buildings and cars and roads
melting back into theland.”



With one push on hiswhedls, he crossed the room, opened a cabinet and took down what looked like a
walkie-talkie, but where Eric expected to see speakers, there were instead several switches. Pope
shrugged wryly. "It's a poetic image, don't you think? All our cities and factories, houses and stores,
dissolving intherain like sugar cubes, and dl their toxins stored within and beneath them letting go, one
corroded storage container after another. In Commerce City, the people were getting sick. Babies
miscarried or were born deformed. | sent them into the mountains.”

"That'swhat's happening in Littleton too. Isit our water?" Eric thought of the South Platte that ran by the
edge of town. Most water came from there, but the stream had been crystal clear for years, itswater
sweet and cool. " Should we move up into the mountains too?”"

"Mountains may bethelast to go, but they'll go if the pollution continues." Pope linked hisfingers across
his chest and closed his eyes, squeezing atear in their corners. "It's getting worse, | told you. We started
measuring here thirty years ago when we began losing contact with other survivors. The water table's
going bad, and the lower in eevation you go, the higher thetoxin level is. | cant tdll from here—thereis
no way to know without sending an expedition—but the seas may be sick. Nothing is more downstream
than the sea”

Rippl€e's words about upstream and downstream came back to Eric. Sheld said of the Gone Timer's,
"They took upstream and disposed downstream like upstream was forever and no one lived below.”

In the background, an amplified voice Sarted shouting again, but the words were indigtinct in the
windowless room. Raising a hand, Pope pointed to a chart hung on awall. " Somehow we poisoned the
water, and if the seadies, wewill dietoo. Mogt of our breathing air comes from ocean-based
photosynthes's, but 1've been graphing other changesintheair.”

A timdine marked the bottom of the chart, and aline starting at five years after the plague climbed like
dair stepsto today. In the last five years, the steps came closer together.

"What's being measured here?' asked Eric. Histhinking centered on Pope'slast words. Surely heis
wrong, thought Eric. The water table may be polluted, but it hasto vary! A loca problem in some places
maybe, but not aglobal one—not onethat could take in the sea. In the books somewhere there must be
asolution!

Outside, the voice shouted incessantly. Pope twitched afinger toward the main library area.

"Push me, would you? My arms aren't what they once were, and we need to keep an eyeon him."
Grabbing the handles, Eric maneuvered the chair through the door and toward another mudlin-covered
window. When they reached it, Pope plugged an AC adapter from the walkie-talkie into awall socket.
On the quad below, the pile of books had grown to severa feet thick.

"Remember the nuclear accident at Chernobyl?* Pope waited for Eric to nod. "The graph showstherise
in air-borne radiation. The plague killed too quickly. Not al nuclear power plants around the world must
have been shut down safdly. What | think we are seeing here in each one of thesejumps. . ." Hedrew in
theair the stair stepsonthegraph. . . . isapower plant losing containment. They are burning and
pumping radiation into the amosphere.”

Animage of adowly rising tide of poisons cameto Eric. Each year his community could move higher, but
in the end there would be no place to retresat to, and the air could kill them before they reached the top.
"Isthiswhat you see?" asked Eric, thinking of hisown vison. "Tha humanity isfinished?' Hethought, if
al thisistrue, then why try to save thelibrary? What's to be gained? The last barrow full of books hit the
pile, and soldiers scurried around the pod, picking up guns, heading thisway and that.



Asif answering the thought, and not the question, Pope said, "Aslong aswelive, welive. | have work to
do here, and | am not ready to quit it quite yet." He cranked open the small ventilation window that
rested at the bottom of the tall, narrow expanse of glass so they could hear the loudspeaker. "Besides, |
gtill want to dedl with Federd.”

"But why?" Eric wanted to collagpse. As quickly as the euphoria of seeing the books had come, the
weight of hisage had returned. "Why not walk away and give him the library if he's going to die anyway?"

Through the open window, the voice boomed, " Surrender the library or we burn the books." Beside the
stack, two soldiers stood with torches. Two others flanked them, their M-16s held ready at waist level.
The rest had taken positionsin the ditches; some pointed their guns at the library doors, while others
watched the roof and windows.

Pope said, "Fairly illogica request, don't you think? | know hisintent isto burn these bookstoo. He
knows | know that. What makes him think the threat to burn part of the books would make me give him
therest?’

Eric gasped. "Not burn them. He wouldn't destroy them. Wouldn't he want to get their power, if that's
what he believesthey represent?”

Pope fingered the switches on hiswakie-takie. In this pose, with the gauzy mudin-filtered light faling on
him, he looked almogt like astatue, something hewn out of white marble. "I imaginethe librarian at
Alexandriamust have thought the same thought in ancient Egypt as the hordes descended.” Hisvoice
grew sarcadtic. " Surdly they won't damage the papyrus scrolls! Surely they won't destroy al of
mankind's learning." Pope barked out ashort laugh. "They estimate a half-million documents werelost at
Alexandria”

The soldiers extended their torches over the books.
"Wewill burnthem," shouted the voice. "Wewill burnthem dl."

The amplifier crackled. Wherever the unseen spesker was, he had not released the "send” button; his
breathing washed behind the Stic.

Eric's hand pressed againgt the wall. The pressure ached on hiswrist as he leaned to get a better look
down into the quad.

Twin plumes of torch smoke, thin and gray, trailed straight up.
Soldiers eyes, white and wide, swept over the building.
Federal's breathing rasped in and out.

"Drop them," hisvoice said metdlicaly.

Torchesfdl.

The thuds of their impact sounded dully on Eric's ears as he looked at the floor. It beginsthisway, he
thought. Threats and fear hold the barbarians out for awhile, but they aways seem to conquer. How
could | get so close, he thought. How could | get so close and not find an answer? All the lessons tried
to teach Troy. All the learning we've put away, al the proof of where man's been, about to go away. If
man lives, thisisthe beginning of the new dark age.

Heavy as spring time mud, despair weighted him. He took one shaky breeth, closed hiseyes, and held it.



"No!" shouted a voice from outside.

Eric brought hiseyes up. From thewall of greasewood thirty yards from the pile of books, sprinted a
small figure, arm upraised. The soldiers heads swiveled to spot it. Soldiersin the trenches whipped
around and repointed their guns. Still running, half the distance covered, the arm snapped down and one
of the soldiers by the fire dropped; his hat flew one direction and the rock flew another.

Clawing the mudin out of the way, Eric dapped his hand againg the glass. A smothering sense of dgavu
swept through him. "Rabbit! Stop! Stop!™

Even from the window, Rabbit's scar was visible, hisface contorted with effort and rage. "Not the
books!" he shouted, and another rock smacked one of the soldiers who had held atorch.

Rabbit reached the pile of books, snagged atorch, and flung it away. One of the soldiersin the ditch fired
along burst, missing Rabbit but shredding the side of atent. The loudspeaker erupted in apanic, "Don't
shoot, you idiot."

Eric drummed theflat of his hand againgt the glass. "Run, Rabbit, Run!™

Rabhbit bent over the pile and grabbed the other torch. Flame had barely touched the books. Asif
breaking aparayss, the second soldier with agun, reversed it, stepped forward, and delivered a
business-like blow to the back of Rabhit's head, sending him sprawling into the books. The torch
tumbled away acrossthe bare dirt.

Hand on the window, Eric's breath froze.
For amoment, al was4ill.

"Kill him," said Federd, and the soldier who had hit Rabbit put his gun to his shoulder and fired four
sngle shotsinto the till bodly.

In Eric'sthoughts, nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Something strangled sounding came from the loudspesker.

Another scream. Inarticulate. From the samewall of grease-wood, Dodge lunged into the quad, Ripple
hanging on to the back of his shirt, pulling him back. Cloth ripped. Ripplefdl back; Dodge tumbled
forward, began crawling toward Rabbit and the books.

The soldier, till aming his gun at Rabbit's back, looked at Dodge. As huge as abear, adark shape, bent
low, emerged from one of the tents. Moving with dark fury, it crossed the distance, swept through the
soldier who never saw it coming, and met Dodge who was still crawling, carrying him and Ripple into the
brush.

"Get them away, Teach!" yeled Eric through the glass. He pounded the glass again. "Away, avay,” he
wailed, dimly aware that Pope was pulling a his bet. Soldiers boiled out of the ditch, some running to the
tents, some standing asif struck dumb, some pointing their guns at the library. Pops of light flashed from
the ends of their muzzles,

"Get down! Get down!™ bellowed Pope, as he, in amove surprisingly strong for awheel chair-bound man



of hisage, yanked Eric from the tal window that seemed to crystalize, suddenly going opague, cascading
to thefloor al at once.

"Damn," said Pope. "I didn't want it to go like this." Bulletswhizzed over their heads, knocking holesinto
the high ceiling tiles. He crunched over the broken glass. "Get meto the radio room. | broke the remote.”

Numbly, Eric pushed him acrossthe library. Glass shattered elsawhere, then the shooting stopped. They
made it to the radio room, and Eric rested his back against the door frame after propelling Popein. Black
dots swam across Eric's vison. Bands of pressure pulled in his chest. He wheezed painfully.

He pushed the pam of hishand against the pounding in hisforehead. Thelast glimpse held had out the
window rose before him: Teach and the children were gone; the soldierswerefiring at the building; and in
the middle of it, bright asasun, the pile of books blazed around the silhouette of Rabbit, hisarmsthrust
graight from hissdes, hislegstogether, burning, burning, burning in the mid-day light.

"Eric," said Pope, and something in histone brought Eric out of the pile of books. Leaning back, his head
resting on the back of the chair, Pope dmost looked asif he were relaxing, but his hand pressed hard
againgt agrowing patch of red on the white smock shook Eric out of hisanguish.

"Can' et the barbarians sack thelibrary,” Pope gasped. " Can't have them spreading our books abot,
ripping pagesthey can't read." He sucked abreath in sharply and shuddered. "Quick," he said. "Turn on
theradio and say, ‘five minutes and counting.' Then you haveto flip al the switches on that pand. Get to
the tunnels." He pointed to the array he had tested earlier, to the far right switch on the bottom row. "Last
oneisthefront doors. No delay."

Trying to help the librarian Sit up so he could breathe easier, Eric reached around the chair and braced his
hand againgt its back while moving Pope. Eric's hand came away red, and he wiped it on his pants. Pope
looked at the stain.

"Hardly dowed, did it." He coughed afine spray of blood.

"What will happen?' asked Eric, hugging the man close, asif by holding him he could keep him dive.
Through the blood-soaked smock, Eric felt the rapid flutter of Pope's heart.

Pope bubbled, coughed again, and Eric thought he might die right then, but Pope took another bregth
and said, "Diesd bombs on timersin al the buildings and in the brush." He moaned. "Campus. . .
surrounded. They won't get out.”

"How doesthat help?' said Eric. "We can't burn the library ourselves.”

Breathing in short, quick puffs, Popetwisted in hischair. "Got... to. For sixty years. . ." He grabbed at
Ericsarm and gripped. "... I've planned on Alexandria.

He panted twice more, then seemed to relax, breaths coming dower and dower until after five or sx, he
quit.

Eric faced the array. All the switches pointed down. He thought, the last switch isthelibrary. If Popeis
right, then thismight be the last library. There aren't othersin other cities. Thisisit. Theworld isempty.
Just afew hundred people, maybe a thousand, and no one else. All thelearning is here. All the books.

Outside, shots were fired. More glass broke. Shouting.

He turned on the microphone and said, "Five minutes and counting.” He thought of Rabbit dying for apile
of books. Rabbit, who had rubbed hislegs when they were sore, who smiled only secretly when he



thought no one was looking, the orphan boy with scars on his face who believed everything that an old
man had told him about the value of knowledge.

Using both hands, heflipped dl the switches but the far right one. Their lights glowed a him. Hisfinger
rested on the last switch. Its sharp plastic edge felt sharp againgt his skin. He pulled up until it jumped into
the upright pogition, and itslight lit. A dull thud of avibration againg hisfeet and adight pressure against
hisearstold him the diesd burned in the library below.

Chapter Twenty
LOST AND FOUND

A sranger's house would fed |ess threatening than this, Eric thought. He stepped cautioudy acrossthe
threshold. Glasslittered the living room carpet. A needlepoint, agift from one of his mother'sfriends,
hung crookedly on thewall. It doesn't fed like home, he thought. Nothing's right. We'rein the wrong
house.

Eric recognized titlesin the hanging bookshelf above the couch, Time Life Home Repair Series:
Plumbing, Finding the Lost Railroads, Birds of the Rocky Mountain West. A yelowed and
water-stained newspaper lay on the carpet beside hisfather's chair, its headline still readable: "Military
Enforces Quarantines.”

It didn't smdll like home. Even with the picture window broken, arotten, wet stench permeated the room.
None of the familiar smells came through: Chapstick, Old Spice, toast, fingernail polish, Mr. Clean. The
light was wrong. Unimpeded sunlight cut sharp shadows on thewallsinstead of the soft lights and darks
he recalled.

None of theright sounds. No washer groaning in the utility room. No big band tune from the stereo, no
vacuum cleaner. Glass crunched beneath hisfoot. Like an empty church or amortuary, the noiselessair
seemed expectant and patient, even brooding. The entrance into the hallway that led to the bedrooms
and his dad's office loomed like an abyss. He heard awhimper, atiny, beat puppy thing that sounded
pathetic in the empty living room. He redized hed made the noise himself.

He stepped back and bumped L eda, who caught the backs of hisarms. "Steady,” she said. "What'sthe
ard|?’

Eric tried to speak, swalowed hard, took a deep breath and said, "In the kitchen." He walked dowly,
attempting to make no sound, and he stared, fascinated, as each step revealed more of the room: firgt,
the pantry, next the can-opener beside the bulletin board, then the cabinets and stove, and findlly the
refrigerator and freezer, its doors part way open. Spoiled meat oozed gray dime from the white
package's seams, and mold choked the vegetable drawers.

""Somebody's been in the house. Front door was unlocked,” he said. "Dad aways double checked before
we |eft. Hed unplug appliances, turn the main water off, closethe curtains.” Eric shut the refrigerator.
Putridness wafted past him. "He was a careful man."

L eda's shoe squeaked on the linoleum; Eric jJumped. It sounded, for an instant, like his father's shoe.
Every linein the kitchen spoke of hisfather. Eric could see his dad's hand in the smudges on the
cupboard handles, in the way the three plates, three cups and three sets of silverware—remnants of the
last breskfast they had eaten before leaving to the mountains—rested in the sink, in the color of thewalls,
each bardly visible brush stroke a picture of Dad painting. Dad had said, "From the top down, son. Y oull
leave dribblesthat way," when they had worked together on it two summers ago. Dad's presence
smothered the room.



Ledaexhaed, and Eric jumped again. "Thishis?' she said as shelifted ablue and black flannd shirt from
abasket around the corner in the utility room.

"Sure." He backed away until hisrump hit acounter. Was Dad wearing that shirt when he left the cave?
he thought. Was he? Eric tried to picture the last moment when held seen Dad at the exit to the cave
holding hisbicycle. He saw the graffiti on thewall, thefed of thewool blanket under his hand, the
shapeless hump of his dead mother under the blanket, even hisdad's last words, "I'll be back before
sunset,” but Eric couldn't remember what Dad had worn.

"Yes," hesad, but did it mean Dad had been here? The thought brayed in hisbrain. Clearly hewasn't in
the house now. The broken window would be fixed; the door would be locked; the dishes put away. But
had he been here? Where was he? Balanced perfectly, the fedingsthat this was no longer his home, and
the ... the ... he couldn't come up with the word to describe the emotion... the anticipation? the hope? the
dread?that hisfather had left some Sgn teetered precarioudy within him.

"Let'sdo therest of the house," he said, and walked out of the kitchen, not waiting to seeif she followed.

He looked into the roomsin order. Diffuse light filtered through glazed glassin the empty bathroom. A
purple throw rug, centered exactly in front of the sink, still sported a speck of dried toothpaste from
Eric's haste to |eave the house dmost six weeks earlier. He tried the faucet—nhis throat seemed petrified
with dryness—but the fixture creaked when he spun it, and nothing came out.

His closed bedroom door swung open easily. Modd airplanes hung from the ceiling; rock group posters
covered the walls, books and knick-knacks lined the tops of the dresser, the desk and nightstand. A
wadded up sheet and some dirty clothes blocked the path to the bed. Only the gaps in the bookcase that
represented the comics held packed when they'd lft the house for the cave, the dozen empty hangersin
the closet and afinelayer of dust made the room any different than it had been earlier in the year. But,
liketherest of the housg, it felt weird, asif aiens had come and stolen everything, replacing it with this
well done but not quite right duplicate. Eric couldn't imagine himself on that bed anymore. He could
bardly recollect what it wasliketo livein thisroom. And still every eement screamed, Dad! Dad had
given him that book; Dad had hated that album; Dad had helped him with that homework; Dad criticized
that pair of pants, Dad had sat on the edge of thisbed late a night asking about Eric's grades. When the
door was shut, it was to keep Dad out. When the door was open, it wasto invite Dad in. No part of it
lived or died or moved that it wasn't measured in some way by Dad's inescapable scale.

Eric remembered with amazement that when held left the cave afew days ago, it was with the thought
that maybe he could rescue Dad, that Dad needed his help, but now that Eric was home again and could
fed again the atmosphere of his Dad's house, the idea seemed ludicrous. How could a son rescue a dad?
Dad lived removed and remote from the world of the son, his only connection through athread of rules
and expectations. Dad passed laws. Dad rendered judgement, then Dad moved on.

Something touched hisarm, and he whirled.
"Sorry," Ledasaid. "I didn't mean to rush you.”

Concern colored her features, but all Eric could think wasthat for the instant he'd feared it was Dad's
hand on him, that when he turned, Dad would be there. And what would he say? Would his
abandonment of the cave be amistake? Would Dad glower over him and say, "Y ou left mother alone?!
or would he, magnificently, like agod, forgive him, take him in his embrace and makeit al right again?

"Thisisyour room?' shesad. "Nice moddls.”

"l used to do them when | wasakid." He touched the wing tip of abright red tri-plane above him. It



turned dowly clockwise onitsthread.

Inthe halway, in front of his parents room and its closed door, Eric paused with his hand extended, not
quite touching the doorknob. Leda stood beside him. A swish of drapesfrom theliving room told him
that abreeze had picked up outside. He clenched his jaw and put hisfingers on the cool metal, but didn't
turn it. How many houses, he thought, have nestly closed their doors on tucked-in corpses? All the
possibilities frightened him: the door opens on a covered form on the bed. Eric pulls back the blanket and
finds Dad, or the door opens and Dad is Sitting on the edge of the bed, or the door opens and the room
isempty—Dad hasleft no sign. A scream circled in the back of histhroat. If there was a chance that
devils packed the room, he could hardly belessfearful. Trepidation filled him, like acold, heavy metal.

Finally, heturned his hand into afist and rapped lightly on the door. "Dad?’ he said. The breeze outside
camed. Nothing made a sound. Only Leda's breathing prevented the hallway from being dead silent. He
gripped the knob, twisted it, and pushed the door.

The door siwung open on an empty room. Blankets were folded tidily away from the pillows. Family
pictures sat on the dresser. On Dad's nightstand, the television remote waited for someoneto pick it up.
Eric waked to the side of the bed fedling like atime traveler— the closed drapes belied the world
outside. No evidence of change existed here: a TV Guide, dippers, arobe hanging in the open closet, an
open paperback face down on his mother's nightstand, some clean towels resting on achair. All seemed
likerelicsnow, like a carefully designed set or amuseum display. And thefear didn't vary. His chest
drained againg it. Histhroat ached with it. Goosebumps flashed down hisarms.

"No on€'s here," Eric said. It was all he could do to speak.
"Try the next room?"
"Okay."

In the office, Eric used hisfinger to draw alinein the dust on the bare desk top. Then, disturbed by the
messiness, he wiped the whole desk clean with atissue that he dropped into the otherwise empty waste
basket. Photographs lined the room, mostly pictures of his dad receiving various awards and
commendations from work: Journalist of the Y ear (three of them), Colorado Editor's Choice Award
(seven of these), Denver Jaycees Community Service Award (just one), and other photographs of Dad
shaking hands with or standing next to politicians or celebrities. Twenty-five or so pictures of Dad,
surrounding himin the office.

But Dad wasn't here. He knew it before, but it wasn't until he'd opened the door that he accepted it. Dad
wasn't here, and hefdt like throwing up. Blood flushed hisface. He gritted histeeth, and suddenly he
knew what the emotion was that had boiled up ingde him, that had been building for days. It wasn't fear;
it was abandonment. Dad left. He hadn't come back, and not only that, but he'd started leaving years
ago, not just when hed |eft the cave, but years earlier hed started separating himsdlf from Eric. He
thought, how long ago did | lose him?

Ericfelt smal again, asif the boy within had risen and taken aplace in hisheart, and the boy wanted to
weep, wanted to lie on the floor and wait for Mommy and Daddy to make things better.

One of the pictures on thewall showed his dad, smiling, shaking ahand across his chest with some
important person, and for thefirst time Eric really looked &t the black and white photo. Clouds muted the
light. Grays dominated. Dad gazed into the camera, histie loose and off-center. In the background,
unfocused and bardly discernable, sood Mom. By her side, clinging to oneleg, was alittle boy, no more
than awhite smudge of aface topped with adark smear of hair, himself, not looking & Mom, not looking
at the camera, but looking at Dad, leaning alittle bit toward him, frozen in the photograph in a state of



yearning.
Ledasaid, "Wow. Did you meet any of these people? That's the Governor, isn't it?"

"My dad isdead,” murmured Eric. Aslow as he spoke, the words till filled the room. Eric dropped his
head. Thelonetissue in the waste basket uncrinkled while he watched.

Ledaturned away for asecond. Eric could tell from the linesin the sde of her face that sheld squeezed
her eyes shut. Then she faced him, eyes dry and open, stepped toward him, and rested ahand on his
shoulder. "'l know," shesaid. "Soismine."

Seconds passed. Then her fingers pulled gently on him, and he moved into her arms. She held him long.
He pressed hisface againgt the top of her head, smelling her hair. Gradudly, thefeer . . . the
abandonment... went away. It drained, like water. It flowed out of him until he amost felt whole. The
office metamorphosed into just aroom—not a monument to a harsh and distant deity. Leda's cheek
rested againgt his chest. She'd locked her hands behind his back. He told himsdlf, it doesn't matter if Dad
made it home or not. Maybe I'll never know what happened to him. He died like the millions of others,
moving from one destination to ancther or hiding away in some unsafe place, leaving behind alot of
unfinished business. Eric tightened his grip. Ledaraised her chin and met his eyes. He kissed her
forehead.

"Thanks," hesad.

She gasped, like sheld been holding her breath, and then let it go. "I was afraid you hated me." He started
to release her, but she held on tighter. "After last night. | knew it was your firgt time." The words rushed
out. "l likeyou, Eric." Her breath hitched up in her throat. "I'm aone, and | just don't want you to hate
rre.ll

He straightened a bit, in shock, and hisfirst impulse wasto say, "1 thought you hated me" but he bit back
the sentence. Her words, "I'm done," triggered acompletely different way of looking at the last few
days—it was arevelaion—her way. What must it have been like for Leda? What griefs had she
endured? What fears? She wasn't hidden in some cave. People must have falen sick al around her: her
friends, her family, her neighbors. What must that have been like? When she climbed in her car that last
time and started her drive across the city, where was she going? Was she seeking or fleeing? And what,
he thought, have | been doing? He held her tightly, her shoulder blades pressing firmly againgt his
forearms. Have | been seeking or fleeing?

Eyes closed, he leaned againgt her, and she againgt him, until finaly he relaxed. The crisis passed.
Breathing felt fine and normal and smooth. Goosebumps faded away. The sense of emergency that had
harried him for days dropped off. Something el se had changed too; he felt bigger, somehow—not older
redly, just bigger, asif the room had shrunk alittle bit, asif he had grown within himsdf. He gave her one
last hug and said, "Help me move this desk, will you?' Dad had said the key fit adrawer behind it. She
let go, rubbed the back of her wrist under her eyes and took a position on one corne.

"Sure”

Crushed between the back of the desk and the wall, abundle of papersfell over asthey pushed the
heavy piece of furniture. Eric gave hisside onelast heave, moving it another foot, then picked up the
bound shesets. Setting it on the desk, he undid the ribbon that held them together and looked at each
wrinkled document: the house mortgage, alist of bank accounts and their balances, a handful of stocks, a
legd looking paper with akey taped to it giving Eric the right to open the safety deposit box, and all the
warranties to the major appliancesin the house. Forty-two twenty dollar billsfilled anew, white
envelope, and at the bottom, he found awill and power of attorney naming him as the sole executor of



the family's assets.

"He must have thought that you might outlive him," said Leda. Her hand rested on his back asthey leaned
over the papers. "Looks like they were dropped, then the desk was pushed up against them. Why were
they on the floor?'

"Don't know. They seem kind of usdlessnow," said Eric. "L et's see what he left mein the drawer.”

Eric dropped to his hands and knees behind the desk. At the bottom in one corner, he found asmall
knot-hole big enough for hiskey tofit it, and when he looked very closdly, he saw the outline of the
drawer in the wood, about the right size to hold the papers on the desk. The grain and finish hid it well.
Only someone who suspected that the hiding place might be there would have a chance of finding it.

Heinserted the key and unlocked the drawer.

Inside, Eric found a single sheet of note paper. Heread it, sat for amoment, reread it, then handed it to
Leda

Eric relaxed against thewall, hisfeet braced against the desk. Leda put the paper down. "It's complete
now," said Eric. "No unanswered questions.”

Dad made it, thought Eric. They blew up the tunnel so he couldn't come back to me. There were no
ambulancesin Golden. He saw how bad things were. There was no place to go but home, and that's
what hedid.

Eric thought about the trip to see the eclipse when he was ten. Dad assumed | knew what an eclipse was.
A thousand mile drive and he never once asked histen-year-old son if he knew what an eclipse was!

Dad must have continuoudy assumed | knew things. Mom said Dad never shared what he thought, but
there, at the end, he tried. He made it home to leave me a message, not knowing whether I'd find it or
not. He died not knowing.

That knowledge hurt.

Dad left it anyway, Eric thought. At the end, he must have realized what Mom knew, that he assumed too
much from me. At the end, he wanted to leave one thing, and thisiswhat he left. It must have been the
most important thing.

Eric reached up. Leda handed him the note. He read it for the third time. In shaky script—recognizable
but not firm: not well—it said, "' have dwaysloved you. Dad.”

"Therés advantagesto the downfall of civilization,” said Ledaasthey walked out of the Littleton Target
with new clothes, backpacks and supplies. She had chosen aman's blue work shirt and had tucked them
into her jeans. Eric thought the look complemented her. "I don't need to go to work in the morning.”

Eric struggled to fit the fiff, surgica tubing over the duminum rods of the new ding-shot while é the
sametime carefully picking hisway between the tumbled and smashed shopping cartsthét littered the
parking lot. "No driver'slicensetest for me," he sad.

"No April 15th." Sheled them toward theriver. "We ought to find a place close to the water. Bottled
stuff we can drink, but bathing could be aproblem.”

"Sounds good,” said Eric. "Y ou can forget Superbowl Sunday hype.”

"Y eah, and Christmas decorations up before Halloween."



"Or devator musc."”
"Rock and Roll rules," shesad.

The late afternoon sun turned the river amellow gold, and they waked south dong its bank until they
found an empty house with unbroken windows. After knocking loudly severa times, Eric pried open the
front door with acrowbar. "Useful tool," he said. "We don't need keys anymore.”

Leda checked the bedrooms, and Eric looked into the basement. Her voice floated down the stairs. "I
don't need to remember my socid security number.”

They met intheliving room. "All clear," shesaid. "Thiswill do for now, but we're going to haveto do
some planning. Find other survivors. Set up for thelong haul.”

"The government should send help eventually.”" Eric shrugged his shoulders out of his backpack, letting it
drop to the carpet.

L eda seemed to contemplate that comment for abit before saying, "Could be awhile." She crouched
next to her pack and began removing canned goods, big cansin back, little onesin front, likekidsfor a
school picture, which Eric thought amusing. He redlized there was much to learn about her.

He opened the drapes and windows. Having dropped bel ow the mountains, the sun turned the clouds
violet and pink. Light painted the foothills a soft blue and the plainsadusky yelow. ™Y ou know," he said
without turning from the window, "I don't know your last name.”

She stepped beside him. An empty road between them and the river followed its contoursin both
directions until it waslost to Sght. No traffic. Not asingle, mechanical or human sound. Farther up
stream, the water rushed over and around the broken cement of what once was a bridge.

"We don't need last names anymore,”" she said.
That sank in for awhile. Then, he nodded in agreement.

Later that night, long after he'd drifted to deep in afour-poster single bed decorated with beige lace, with
the windows open and the river mumbling its secretsin the dark, his bed moved, jarring him awake. Leda
snuggled againgt him, and they made love. Inthe midst of it al, in the heeted, passionate ecstasy of it dl,
Eric imagined their sounds echoing among the empty buildings, the sllent town, with no oneto hear.

Chapter Twenty-one
ALEXANDRIA

Lost in shock, Eric was shrouding Pope's face with a clean smock that had been draped over the back of
achair, when ayoung man rushed into the radio room. Eric ignored him. The motion of hiding theface
felt studied and graceful. He released the smock's shoulders and the cloth settled on Pope's fegtures.
Only the hands resting on the armrests remained uncovered. "He asked me," said Eric, and he waved at
the switches, each with its ominoudy glowing light above it. He added, ™Y ou know, they killed aboy."

The man stared at the dead librarian, his mouth open. Finally, he stuttered, "We only have aminute or
two. Hurry." He hustled Eric out of the room and down the airs. Apathetically, Eric alowed himsdf to
beled.

At the basement entrance, the young man blurted to the elderly woman what he/d seen and heard, then
joined aline of people heading through the basement door. She turned to Eric. ™Y ou helped him?" Eric



nodded. "Thank you," she said. Her lined eyes scrunched closed for asecond. "Hewas avisionary. The
gaff will miss hisguidance." She gripped his hand tightly, then returned to directing the line of people.

"I'msorry,” Eric said to her back. He thought, | should find thisfascinating. Where did these people
come from? What were they doing in the library? But he felt numb. He could see Rabbit running across
the quad to save the burning books. The unyielding surface of the glass il rested on his pdms. He
thought of aterm from the Gone Time, the dow motion replay, and that's what was happening in his
head, over and over, Rabbit dashed toward his death. Everything €l se seemed to be happening too
rapidly—events rushed— and he didn't fed he could keep up.

"Quickly, quickly," she said and coughed. An acid bite flavored the air. She patted each person on the
shoulder. All wore white smocks. Most were young, under thirty, and severa children took their placein
line. A few carried boxes, afew, one or two books, but most were empty-handed, their faces nervous
but controlled. The evacuation seemed rehearsed. Noxious smoke billowed across the ceiling. Withina
minute, the last one passed through. Eric bent low to avoid the fumes.

"Y ou need to hurry too," she said.

Age and brittleness overwhelmed him. Joints ached—elbows, knees and fingers—skin and muscles
dangled from hisbones. Hefdt like an empty vessdl. Eric sat on the floor. Flame crackled but he couldn't
seeit through the murk. This seemsfitting, he thought. He didn't have aplan, just an urge to quit, to let the
library burn dl around him. Rabbit died, he thought, because of me. | brought him here, and he died for
nothing. | destroyed the library. Thelong journey's afailure. We can't be helped.

The effort to keep his head up seemed too much. "I'll stay," he said. Metal groaned from deep in the
smoke, and then something crashed heavily.

"Comeon," shesaid urgently, and pulled at hisarm. "The building's doomed. Y ou're not." She dragged
him backward afew feet, and mostly through her effort, not his own, he clambered through the trap door
and into the tunnels,

"Move" shesad. Low wattage bulbslit the tunnd until it curved out of sight. The last of the other people
disappeared around the turn as he watched. "We have to be beyond the campus before the perimeter
goesup.”

"Perimeter?’ said Eric dully.

"Yes." She pushed him in the back, amost knocking him over. He staggered forward through the shalow
water, splattering gray splotches onto the curved walls. She said, "We've extended the tunnels.”

"The perimeter!" Eric could see again the scenein the quad, but instead of Rabbit, he watched Teach
carrying Dodge and Ripple into the greasewood, the thickly wooded, dry brush that choked nearly al the
open spacein Boulder. Eric picked up his pace, outdistancing the ederly woman. "Teach iswith my
grandson out there. I've got to warn them!”

Eric turned into the first cross-tunndl, even though no lightsilluminated its length. Blind, he ran forward,
brushing his hand againgt thewall, feding for aladder. He pictured Pope's map on the wall, each number
representing abomb in the outlying buildings and the spaces between them. Even on atill day, thering of
firewould closein and burn out the center. Thefirewould creste its own draft. Federa and hismen
would be trapped—that would be Pope's Pyrrhic victory—but so would anyone else.

Behind him, the dderly woman shouted, "It'stoo late. If they're within the perimeter, it'stoo late.”



Sound and touch guided him as the rough cement ripped at his palm and each step shot splashes of water
up his pantslegs. She shouted something undeci pherable behind him. Still, he ran, sucking great gulps of
moist tunnel air. Findly, hishand dammed into aladder, and he swarmed up the rusty rungs. But even as
he climbed, comprehension cameto him, and the futility of his effort dowed him down. With no surprise,
he found the padiock holding the trap door closed at the top of the steps. Back down the tunndl, he
heard the cautious footsteps of the old woman.

"We're on acountdown,” she called. "We haveto get out." Her disembodied voice came up to him. "You
can't help him by dying down here"

Eric sad, "Why burn the whole university? Why burn the books?"

"I'll show you, but you have to come right now. We may already betoo late. Besides," shesaid asEric
descended, "with all the shooting, your friend would have been smart to leave. He's probably far away."

Bilerosein Eric'sthroat. Teach's Srategy isn't running, he thought, it'sto get off the main path and then
not move. Teach's strategy isto hide. He could be crouched behind some bush on campus right now, still
asadesr.

"Hurry," shesad. "Timeisrunning out." She beckoned, her form outlined by the light behind.

"We're at least ten feet deep,” Eric said, defeated, realizing that what she'd argued was true: he could do
nothing. "Burn it to the ground and we wouldn't know." Everything's gone, he thought. Dodge outside,
unaware of the danger to come, and in the library, flaming fingers reaching everywhere, flowing across
the rows and rows of books. Perfect tinder, abook: dry, thin, crisp. Irreparable.

"It'snot that," she said, panic rising in her voice. "The tunnd's wired too. We have to be beyond it or
well be trapped. Y ou weren't supposed to stop.”

Again, hefound himsdlf running, morelike shuffling now, following her through thelit tunndl, passing one
cave-black side passage after another. Whatever youthful energy that had spurred him up the ladder was
gone. He sucked thin lungfuls of air that came and went too quickly to help; water weight dragged at his
pants legs. He thought, How long since | threw the switches? They went past another side passage.

She talked as she kept up behind him, panting out words. "Big explosive ... sealsthetunnel ... little ones.
..dongtheway ... finishit.... All entrances. . . blocked. Tunnels. .. collgpse.”

He thought he heard Dodge's voice in hismind. "Grandfather," it called. Fear and guilt spurred him on.
Maybe, he thought, Teach will get him off campus. Well meet up. Then | can take him home.

Eric pushed the possibility that Dodge might die down as hard as he could, determined not to think about
it. He picked up his pace. Lightsflicked by faster. We have to get home, he thought. Pope's message
was not al negative. I'll get Dodge—oh God! |et them escapel—and well warn Troy and Littleton. We
can get upstream into the mountains, drink only rain water. Pollution may be rampant, but it might be
dowing. Radiation might be higher, but maybe not deadly; Pope didn't say.

"There," she gasped, pointing ahead to alarge green box mounted on the side of the passage that became
more visible asthey rounded the dight curve. It blocked two-thirds of the tunnel, leaving just enough
room for aperson to fit through. "The bomb ... We haveto be ... beyond it."

"How much time?' The box loomed before them, and as Eric approached, he sdled to the opposite Side,
away from the explosive.

She dowed, asif asudden movement might set it off. Her white hair had pulled free of the ribbon that



held it back, and strands of it stuck to the sides of her face. "Chemicd fuse. Five minutes minimum. Eight
or nine minutestops.”

Dodge's voice cameto him again, aremote echo, "Grandfather?' Eric stopped and cocked his head,
listening, the bomb within arm's reach, and the old woman collided with him, her eyeswide and wild.
"Go," she hissed, and pushed by, careful not to touch the box.

"Did you hear that?' He remembered the vivid memories that had come more and more often lately, the
inability to separate what was happening with what he recalled. But the voice sounded redl.

"What?' She kept moving farther down the corridor, putting distance between her and the bomb.
Indecisive, he took two steps the way they'd come.

"Don't beafool," she said, backpeddling.

"| thought | heard something.”

She kept retreeting. "'l haveto go," she said, dmost apologeticaly. "I've got aresponsbility. Pope's
dead." She started running again and shouted back to him over her shoulder, "1 'm the Librarian now."
Her footfalls banged away.

Eric rantothefirst crosstunnd. "Dodge?" The sound bounced back from an unseen, far wall. He listened
intently. Water seeped out of a crack over his head and dripped steadily onto the floor. Around each
small bulb suspended from the ceiling, a subtle nimbus glowed, casting edgel ess shadows of pipesand
conduits on thewalls. "Dodge?" he cried again.

Clanging echoes of his own voice bounded around him. Helooked back. The woman was gone, and he
staggered forward, alone, in the tunnel whose bare walls offered no hope in ether direction. Chest
hurting, hand scraped, wet and loggy with fatigue, he flt profound isolation, like amarblein along tube
rolling nowhere. Forward or back, he could barely tdll the difference.

Further down, from the next branch, avoice cdled, "Eric?"' It was Teach.

Slime underfoot nearly cost Eric hisfooting as he rushed to the opening and turned into it, running severa
paces away from thelit tunnd. "Dodge!”

Out of the darkness emerged Teach and the children. Teach said, “"When thelibrary caught fire, |
guessed you'd go underground. | broke another lock.”

Dropping to hiskneesin the shalow water, Eric pulled the dender young boy to him. Dodge's wet face
trembled againgt Eric's own.

"Rabbit," sobbed Dodge.

"I know." Eric good. Tears marked the dust on Ripple's cheeks. "We haveto run. Theresabomb.”
Catching Teach'seye, Eric said, "What about Federa ?'

Looking grim and determined, Teach fingered hisknife. "He's dead.”
They started toward the lit corridor.
Thelightswent out.

Dodge tightened his grip on Eric's hand. Ripple inhaed sharply. Pure blackness.



"Was this supposed to happen?’ said Teach.

Eric extended an arm and walked forward until adamp wall blocked his path. Helost his orientation.
Which way? he thought. Did | come from the left or theright? Sickly, herecalled reveraing directions
severa times before he'd got here. And, he thought, how much time has passed?

He'd thrown the switch—that started the bomb's timer—covered the body, ran down two flights of
gairs, climbed into the tunnels, ran some distance in them, went back for Dodge, Teach and Ripple. How
much time?

"Left or right?" asked Ripple, parroting Eric's thought.

"l don't know. Right," said Eric, pulling on Dodge's hand, keeping hisarm in front. Teach crowded
behind him. Underfoot, the cement vibrated, then Eric's ears popped.

"Wasthat it?" asked Ripple. "Arewetoo late?"

Her voice seemed to come from nowhere, asif she were drifting in space. The blackness was absolute,
assolid asobsidian. "No. Too small. Too far away." He thought, | turned right to get them. "Back, back,
back!" He about-faced, put his hand out again and straight armed Teach. "We're going the wrong way."

Within afew gtrides, Teach's sllhouette took form, and afew steps more around the gradualy curving
tunnel showed the bomb. Ceiling lightsin aline beckoned beyond. Must be adifferent circuit, he thought.
Breeth cameto himin quick sps. "Quickly, now," hesad. "That'sit."

In Eric'shead, alarge stopwatch ticked off seconds. He giggled, ahigh pitched giggle that echoed
metallicaly around him. Hed drug up aweird Gone Time association. It's Sixty Minutes, he thought.
Now for afew words from Andy Rooney. Only they won't be words, and there will only be one.

Looking larger and more ominous than before, the box raced toward them. How long, Eric thought, is
fiveto nine minutes? Surely twice that time has passed.

Ripplereached it, ran by. Teach turned his shoulder, ran by, letting go of Eric's hand, Dodge faced it,
then ran by. Findly Eric did hisback aong the cement, the box's smooth surface catching aglint from the
celling lights. His own breathing thundered in his ears; heartbesats throbbed, a death-clock.

From within the box, a sharp snap, like amouse trap.
Ericfroze.

It'sadud, he thought, and then he was beyond, following Teach, Ripple and Dodge who waved
frantically a him to hurry from thirty feet farther dong. Hetried to laugh in relief, but he had no wind for
it. All urgency fled. Dodge's dive. We're safe now. Besides, he thought, I'm an old man. What can they
expect from me?

Running toward them as best he could, he attempted to get out the words about the bomb, to let them
know the danger had passed. Then their faces|it up asif the sun peeped through agap in the clouds, and
amammoth hand picked him up from behind. Hislast thought was, I'm flying.

Something on his forehead cooled his brow and fdt fine. For the longest time, Eric let the pressure of it
hold him down, and he drifted. How old am I? he thought. Where am | now? Sounds swam around him,
water whispers like voices murmuring, and for awhile he believed he wasin the house in Littleton where
he and L eda had first stayed after he'd discovered the note from hisfather. Hed woken once in the
middle of that night, her arm under his head, the bedroom window shimmering with moonlight, and the



river gurgling and chuckling outside. Sheld shifted in her deep, snuggled closer but hadn't wakened. | just
need, he thought, to roll over and open my eyes, and there shelll be, black eyelashes pressed together,
her face an inch from mine. I'd kiss her on the corner of the mouth. Pressmy lipslightly against her, a
clandestine declaration of love. Sheld never know 1'd seen her deeping by the silvery sheen of the
summer moon.

The damp weight lifted off hisforehead—he wrinkled his brows—the compress returned.

"You're awake," someone said. Eric struggled to hold onto his unconsciousness, the pleasing lasstude,
the painless ease of the past, back to the four-poster bed done in beige lace, but it was too late.

Dodge leaned over him. "Grandfather?' he said. Eric tried to Sit, and agrating pain in hisleft shoulder
jerked himinto full wakefulness.

"It'sbroke," said Dodge. "Y ou're not supposed to move." The dark-haired boy adjusted the blanket
under Eric'schin. "You dept dl night,” he said.

Lifting hishead hurt too, but he did enough to see the dark-rock walled room lit by asingle frosted bulb
hanging from awire. "Help me." Bracing with hisright arm, he pushed himsalf up from athin mattress. A
wave of dizziness swept through him, and he nearly fell back. Dodge supported him. Shifting the weight
of hisarm ignited new painsin his shoulder.

"They said you should stay ill," said Dodge. "I told them you wouldn't go for it." The young boy
sounded triumphant.

"Where?'

Dodge helped Eric stand. Steady now, the shoulder only ached. A ding held it tight to his chest. Keeping
hold of Dodge's thin shoulder, Eric limped to the door.

"Youll see" said Dodge.

Outsde the door, hundreds of lights circled alarge, high-ceilinged room thét at first Eric thought wasa
mausoleum. Black, square recesses, wide and tall enough to accommaodate coffins, checker-boarded the
stonewalls. Fifteen feet away, in the center, around a cement table sat Teach, Ripple and the old woman.

"Wecometo thered library," the old woman said, smiling. Eric joined them. The old woman looked at
him keenly. "With Pope gone, you are now the last of the Gone Timers. This can be aplace for you to
stay. Y ou can help us preserve the past. From here, the Gone Time will be restored.”

Confused, Eric glanced again at the deep gray stone walls, and the clearly man-made space. The
impression of atomb struck him even more: the walls of stone, the carved niches sde by sde and
stacked to the ceiling. Despite the el ectric bulbs, shadows dominated the room, and no light penetrated
the squares cut into the stone.

She stood tiffly. "Cool air catchesmein thejoints.” Then she shuffled to awall. "Did Pope say anything
to you about the ancient libraries?' She faced them, her form bent and haggard in the room's harsh light.
"It was his greatest fear that we'd suffer the sameignominy here" Her voice cracked. Despite her age,
she sounded like alecturer, acollege professor. "Three years after the plague, he drafted his plans.” She
waved her hand inclusively. "It was atwo-part Srategy. Part one was the excavation of the chambers,
and part two wasthis." The old woman put her hand into one of the niches and removed amirrored plate
about the size of atea saucer.

"It'sa..." Eric moved closer, searched for the word, "a computer disk.”



"Compact disk, with enough space for hundreds of megabytes of information. If it's pure text, thisdisk
will hold more than afull set of encyclopedias.” She carefully placed it back inits spot. "Within this
chamber are over eighteen-thousand disks: the entire library, including pictures and diagrams, speeches
and video. For the last fifty-seven years, Pope and the library staff have devoted themselvesto
preserving al the learning we have on these disks. They wore out and replaced computers and scanners
and laser disk recorders, but they didn't quit. He wouldn't let them. Oh, his perseverance.”" Her tone
became reverentiad. "He knew the technology. He nurtured it, and he had the drive to make thisall red."

Eric looked into one of the niches. Severa score of disks stood side by side on edgein amarbletray.
From where he stood, each disk caught alittle of hisreflection, an eye and aportion of hisforehead.
Behind that tray, aline of trays extended to the end of the four foot deep cavity. He plucked one disk out
of itsdot. It was nearly weightless, blunt-edged. The mirrored surface caught the chamber'slight and
brokeit into spokes of color radiating from the hole in the middle,

The old woman cackled. "The plan's beauty isthat the library itself will motivate man to rebuild. All
knowledgeis here, but when our last computer breaks down, it will be unavailable until technology can
duplicate the readers. Pope thought of everything. He carved ingtructions on gold plate just inside the
surface doorsto the repository. Mankind must rise to learn.” The old woman sounded like an apostle
now, filled with zed and passion. "Of course, he hid the entrance. We can't have the hordesin here
before they are ready. No, that would be no good at al. The doors are hidden, but man will find it again.
That was Pope's dream: man will discover the treasure under the mountain. None of it disappears.”

She scanned the room, her survey ddiberate as her gaze wandered from section to section, asif she
couldn't believe the achievement hersdf. "Archiva qudity polymersinthedisks. Highly stable,” said the
old woman. "Under ideal conditions acid free paper might last a couple of hundred years, but it would be
susceptible to fire, moisture, insects and wear and tear. Compact disksresist heat, cold, pestsand
mildew. They may lagt... well... forever. Until manisready again.”

In wonder, Eric replaced the disk. All was not lost. The building was gone and the books burned. The
library, however, ill stood. He rested his palm on the top of the disks. From little finger to thumb, how
many millions of words? he thought. How big a pile would the tomes benesth his hand make? Then,
suddenly, in swelling horror, he thought of something else. "All the library's books?' he said. "The Chem
and Biology librariestoo?!

"Y$"

Hefdl againgt the stone wall, pressing the back of hiswrist to his mouth. An image flashed before him
again of the pile of books starting to burn, of Rabbit tossing away thefirst fire-brand, of the rifle coming
down. Thefutility of it. The stupid, misguided futility of hisgesture. That wasdl it could be. Rabbit had to
have known when held dashed into the quad that he couldn't stop al those men. He must have known.

In each niche, hundreds of disks stood upright in their marble dots, each tray sporting anumber carved
into its base. They glinted sharp light back to him as Eric passed. | wanted this, he thought, for the library
to be here and dl the learning saved for my son and grandson. | wanted to build cars again, planes,
schools, hospitals ...

In Littleton, Dodge and Rabbit had brought him books. They dug deep, bringing him poetry and texts,
and manuals and novels. Rabbit always brought the most. Quietly he'd lay the book down, waiting for
Ericto pick it up, to nod approval or pat him on the hand. "Books, boys, it's books that will save us,"

hed told them. "Books will make man great again.”

Thelabor to carvethis crypt and to preserve the library staggered him. But avision of the stack of



burning books that Rabbit tried to save rose up within. Looking at al the disksin the niche before him,
stepping back so he could survey the other niches circling the room and reaching to the ceiling, Eric
couldn't justify Pope's effort. The room and what it represented lost its magic. It was just astone cold
tomb. A museum not of the old, but of the alien, of aworld that no longer existed and could never exist
again. The chamber was a sepulcher of the Gone Time. "Come on," he said to Dodge, Teach and Ripple,
"We need to go home."

"Eric,” said thewoman, "stay. Y ourethelast of the Gone Timers. Thisisyour place.”

They headed toward the exit where stairsled to the surface. The old woman looked beseechingly at him,
then bent into aniche, reaching in asif to make some minute adjustment to adisk. "Maybe the Turks at
Alexandria," Eric added, "knew what they were doing."

Latein the afternoon, afew mileswest of Boulder where the first of the foothills cupped the two-lane
highway out of town, Eric dogged determinedly forward. Not only did the broken shoulder throb with
every sride, but hiswhole left side felt bruised. The first hour or so of hiking had loosened it some, but
now the pain intensfied the farther they waked. Hed leaned gratefully on Dodge severa times. Soon,
though, they outpaced him. They were ahundred yards ahead and out of sight. "Go on,” held said. "Need
sometimeto think, that'sal.”

From Boulder, athick column of black smoke rose straight up, marking the ruins of the smoldering
campus. Before they'd left, Teach had reconnoitered, but found no sign of Federal's men. "L ots of melted
guns,” he had said. "Thetentswerefull of them.”

The road wound steadily uphill, and Eric watched his step. Y ears of thawing and freezing had buckled
the asphalt and made walking difficult. Waist-high, scraggly limbed, loose-barked bushes poked up here
and there, so the hike was more amatter of weaving than astraight path.

For thefirgt time, ingtead of thinking about clearing the brush and estimating how much work it would
take to recondition the road, he thought of the inexorable progress of change. In another hundred years,
he thought, no one will know that thiswas ever ahighway. Why, a person hiking the other directionin
two-hundred years might well think that no other human being had ever been there, and if he continued
on, only right-angled mounds of brick will mark the foundations of the buildingsin Boulder. A hunk of
cement stting inthe middle of afield, vinesgrowing dl over it, might bedl that's |eft of an overpass. He
might dig himsdf afire-pit and find some other remnants, akey-chain maybe, or a beer bottle.

Ericimagined the hiker turning the dirt-crusted bottle over in his hands, watching how thefirdight cut
through the muddy-colored glass. He would have come from amountain community, High Water
perhaps, one of the first explorers, pushing the boundaries of hisworld, hoping that the poisons had
receded and the world was safe for people again. He would put the bottle aside, findly, and make his
bed next to thefire, and then, before he went to deep, held look up at the stars and make up stories
about them, never knowing that mankind had once aspired to visit them, had once seen themsaves asthe
inhabitants of atiny planet, circling astar as beautiful and remote as the ones that whedled over his head
right now. Held deep, hisnext frontier the hill he hadn't hiked over yet. To him, the world would be new
again, filled with wonder and danger, aplaceto learn from.

Theimage of the future hiker didn't seem either good or bad, just interesting. The sun now nearly touched
the hills ahead, and the shadows lay long behind him. In the till air, the steady chirping of mountain wrens
and the crackle of the occasiona twig or dry leaf underfoot were the only sounds. He hadn't seen Teach
and the children for sometime, and the stiffnessin hislegs as he climbed toward High Water dowed him
consderably.



Toloosen his calves, he walked backwards afew feet. Boulder's plume of smoke hazed the air. It'slike
Golden, he thought, years ago when | first came out of the mountains looking for Dad. The feding of
experiencing it again swept over him powerfully. Goose-bumps raised on hisback and legs. Smoke in the
sky, hethought. A city isburning, and I'm searching.

The sense of then and now filled Eric so thoroughly, the sense of connection with himsdlf &t fifteen and
himsdlf at seventy-five felt so solid, that he almost wasn't surprised when he turned around and saw
griding toward him down the road, the figure of aman who could easly be hisfather. Dodge held the
black-haired man's hand. Behind him, came Teach and Ripple.

"Troy," sad Eric.
They stopped, afew feet gpart. Dodge looked from his grandfather to hisfather and back expectantly.

"| searched for you," said Troy. "l wasworried . . . you know . . . the boy. | didn't think you were
serious”

In wonder, Eric saw that Troy's eyes were glistening, that he was shaking.
Troy said, "I thought you were gone forever, Dad. Y ou never said goodbye.”

Silence gtretched between them. The fedling of connection held on. Eric fdt fifteen; he felt seventy-five.
He was ason searching for hisfather; he was the father the son found. Everything circled around, he
thought. Everything circled around.

He said, because he knew it was the only thing to say, the words that had been written but never spoken,
the words he had carried with him for sixty years, "I have awaysloved you, son."

Latethat night, in their campsite beneath two old pines, Eric suddenly awoke. Only moonlight cast any
illumination. The hillsde glowed with itslight. He canted his head from one side to another. Wasthat a
bird? he thought, or did | only dream it? It was abird, ameadowlark. | know that cal; my father taught
me
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