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oth Hiram’s reign and his personal life were marked
by flaws of  personality and the influence of senseless
tragedy. As is often the case with great tragedies, it
began with tremendous optimism.

Taking the crown from his father at the tender age
of twenty-four, Hiram made the perfunctory public statements of
tntent to rule with wisdom, impartiality and benevolence, as he
perceived his father and forebears to have done. Indeed, newspaper
reports surrounding both the funeral and coronation remark that
Hiram was a particularly subdued figure, “notable for the new-
Jound soberness and humility of his bearing.”

He was also commended for his diligent attendance on the wid-
owed queen. The editors of the Embrettiton Chronicle wrote in a
glowing editorial that “there was evident in our prince’s carriage,
and precisely his compassionate attentions to his bereaved mother,
a transformation of character which speaks well of his abilities to
govern the nation. A good son is a good king.”

The Earl of Maltin, with the tactlessness that was his wont,
wrote to a confidant that “The way this louse has pulled himself
together, there might be hope, yet.”

The Earl was regarded for his candor, not his prescience. This
prediction was characteristically straightforward, and just as char-
acteristically wrong.

— From A History of Trevendland: Chapter 3,
“Hiram |, and the Dissolution of the Monarchy” by E.
Kodrave

‘ ‘ UT IT AWAY!”
The second scream broke from Ma
Gnowker like a deluge from a dam and
shook Marigold from her stupor.
Hivelgott was frozen in front of her,
eyes fastened on the glowing amulet in her hand. The amulet
itself was smooth, and cool against her fingers. The light of
the letters winked up at her. She shuddered.
The moment she moved, Hivelgott came unstuck. He flung
himself down among his piles of trash with a happy squeal,
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and began to thrash, rolling over and through the mountains
of his merchandise, kicking his legs and howling.

None of the events of the day thus far had prepared Mari-
gold for a spectacle on this scale. She stumbled back, away
from Hivelgott. All around the square, villagers were sitting
and standing in dumbfounded silence, knitting needles fro-
zen, cigars dropping from slackened jaws.

They were not staring at Hivelgott.

Marigold’s chest felt tight, and she could hear her own
throat gasping for air. The amulet was too wide for her
pockets. Marigold pushed past her mother into the vegetable
stall. She slipped the amulet into one of the plastic bags Ma
Gnowker used for her vegetables. She let go of the amulet,
and the lights went out.

Ma Gnowker had stopped screaming, and was now mewing
and whimpering, clutching at her daughter’s arm.

Marigold was gripped by a loathing for Valeview with its
shrieks, and madmen and popeyed villagers. She thought of
her apartment in the city, of tiles under bare feet, of the quiet,
cool, darkness of her living room with something like thirst.

She would take the produce she needed for the week and
go. She did her best to ignore the stares of the villagers,
picking up carrots — turning them over, putting one down
and selecting another — and finding a head of cabbage
and a cucumber. She slipped them into her bag, and spun
it shut without looking up. After eight years of unceasing
embarrassment, she had no intention of letting anyone see
her humiliation.

The attempt to preserve her dignity proved costly. When
she looked up, she found that Hivelgott had staggered to his
teet, and was standing before her, a vision of apoplectic mal-
ice. His hair jutted out in all directions. His lips were pulled
back into a snarl, and his eyes were bulging out.

“SEIZE HER!” he roared, pointing at Marigold.

No one moved. The villagers stared. Marigold speculated
bitterly that none of them had blinked nor breathed since
the amulet lit up in her hand. Nor had Ma Gnowker ceased
to weep and wheedle.

“Ma,” she said, pushing her mother away, “Ma, I need to
20, Now.”
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“SOLDIERS!” screamed Hivelgott, beckoning to the
guards at the gate. “Soldiers!”

He turned his gaze around the whole of the square as
though unable to believe that no one was rushing to appre-
hend her. Marigold stepped out the side of the booth.

Hivelgott bent down, plucked a rusty bolt from the sea
of his rubbish, and hurled it. Marigold was too stunned to
move, and the missile caught her just above her left eye. She
tell back against the post of the veranda with stars in her
eyes. Her mother screamed again, and so, it seemed to Mari-
gold, did everyone else in the village.

Regaining her balance, Marigold saw Hivelgott rushing at
her with a clay pot raised above his head. As he swung it, she
stepped sideways, and the pot shattered against the post.

For an instant, Marigold found herself peering straight
into Hivelgott's eyes. They were yellow, and the veins
stood out like rivers on a map. His pupils had grown until
there was nothing left of his irises — only black pools of
nothing. It occurred to Marigold — in much the same way
it would have occurred to her that she was out of milk —
that he wanted to kill her. Indeed, he was having a go at it,
right now.

Her body moved without the volition of her mind. It ex-
tended both its hands, grabbed the old man off balance from
his swing, and flung him headlong into the ground in her
mother’s vegetable stall.

As Hivelgott crashed down, her body stepped into the alley
between the Municipal Music House and the Valeview Car-
pentry, and ran. As she ran, she heard a sudden swelling of
yells behind her, and redoubled her pace.

At the end of the alley she turned right, away from King’s
Avenue and the guards. One block down, she cut left toward
the carpark, then left again, back in the direction she’d come.
She was breathing hard, running through a neighborhood
of empty houses and walled gardens in the direction of
King’s Avenue when her foot caught on a cobblestone. She
tell headlong, crashing down on her elbows and her chin. She
scrambled up and tried to run, but wobbled back to her knees.
The gash on her forehead was bleeding freely, and blood and
sweat were dripping into her eyes. Marigold swiped at her
eyes with her free hand, and succeeded only in grinding dust
from the street into the paste of blood and sweat. Her eyes
were on fire, but she forced herself to her feet, and took two
halting steps.

“Marigold!”

From the obscurity of the world, behind the red wall of
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agony in her eyes, someone was shouting. Marigold stag-
gered toward the voice, and back into the shadows of an-
other alley. She reeled against the wall for a moment, then
forced herself on, propping herself up with her left hand.

She could make out sunlight ahead, and guessed that who-
ever was shouting at her was standing across from the al-
ley. As she approached the street, she saw that someone was
standing in the open back door of the Hotchkiss dry goods
warehouse, directly across from the alley. The figure raised a
hand in warning, and Marigold stopped.

Tears and blinking were beginning to clear the sand and
sweat from her eyes, and she could see that it was a young man
who had called out to her. He was of medium height, wiry and
dark. His face was familiar, but not enough to know him.

He was staring down the street, oft to his right toward
where Marigold assumed her pursuers would be, it her gam-
bit of reversal had succeeded. His jaw twitched.

Then, without turning his head, he beckoned to her.

Marigold darted across the street, and tripped on the
threshold of the warehouse. She would’ve sprawled on her
tace, but the young man caught her shoulders and pulled her
upright. He smelled of flowers and scented oils.

His hands were still on her shoulders. Marigold blinked. The
shelves that ran along the walls, lined with bags of seeds and
flour were reduced to smudges in the gloom of the warehouse,
and she couldn’t make out the face of" her rescuer.

“Thank you,” she said, though it sounded more like a
gasp. He might've nodded, but Marigold couldn’t tell. He
was guiding her by her shoulders across the room, past two
waist-high stacks of seed bags on wooden pallets, toward
the shelves along the eastern wall.

“Behind these,” he said. Marigold crouched down between
the stacks. The young man stepped away toward the shelf,
and a fresh profusion of blood from her forehead rolled into
Marigold’s eyes and set them stinging. She closed her eyes,
and felt her heartbeat shaking her whole body.

“Come on,” said the young man, looming up from the shad-
ows, “in here.” Marigold opened her right eye. He had pulled
open a small space between bags piled up beneath the bottom
shelf along the eastern wall. As best she could, she pulled
herself across to the shelf, and eased feet-first into the space
behind the bags, where she lay down on her back.

“Stay quiet,” said the young man. He pushed the bags back
flush with the other stacks and Marigold was swallowed up
in darkness.

Next page



1)

Queen continued

Marigold lay in the niche beneath the shelves, soaked in
sweat and blood, caked with dust and flour stirred up by her
and the young man’s movements. The flour caught in her
throat, and she fought the urge to cough, until her whole
torso was shaking with the effort. But she kept still.

When at last the shaking subsided, Marigold lay still, star-
ing up into the darkness, exhausted.

And the darkness held its peace. For a long while, she heard
nothing. Then, after a while, there was a loud but confused
trampling of feet. Marigold lay taut while footsteps clat-
tered around the room, but soon enough they clattered away.
Whoever they were, they were gone. She felt secure enough
to take stock of her situation. She was already sore from
the unexpected strain, marveling at how far she’d regressed
tfrom the lissome, durable farm girl of yesteryear. Although
the blood had dried to a paste, the wound on her forehead
and the scrapes along the base of" her hands still ached.

What did it mean?

In the span of one day — one morning almost — she'd
gone from dozing on the train to being hidden behind bags
of flour by strangers to protect her from — what? Soldiers?
A mob? She couldn’t decide which was more improbable.

This much was certain: Either soldiers or villagers had
come after her, and Hivelgott had set them on her. But why?

That was easy enough; the amulet. Marigold sat up in the
dark as far as she could, gingerly raising her head until her
hair was brushing the underside of the shelf’ above her, and
slid her hand into the bag. She worked through the carrots
and the cucumbers, and found the amulet at the bottom.

As her fingers slid around it, the lines of script glowed out
through the bag. The flour still suspended in the air shone
in its light. With painstaking care, she slid the amulet out of
the bag and held it up. The amulet bathed the whole niche
with its inexplicable luminescence.

The slick-dressed trio from the city and the slim little
man who followed them must have been aware that Hivel-
gott was running some scheme with the amulets. But who
were they, and why resort to subterfuge? Was it illegal to
sell imitation amulets? But why would Hivelgott hide the
amulets if it weren’t?
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This one glowed in her hands — the other two had not
glowed in the hands of the customers. Hivelgott hadn’t
touched any of them. So was hers real and were the oth-
ers fake?

That seemed like nonsense — the real amulet would glow
in the hands of the rightful king or queen. Not in the hands
of an exiled village girl.

Why had Hivelgott handed her the amulet, and then at-
tacked her when it glowed?

It occurred to Marigold that she didn’t even know what the
glowing letters said. Hivelgott had called them the “dread
words of destiny,” but in her haste to escape, and through
the chaos that followed she’d never stopped to read them.
She blinked, and squinted into the light.

“Stay quiet, stay calm,” said the letters. She checked to the
right, and to the left. The sentence was repeated over and
over through the swooping lines of the amulet.

Marigold couldn’t restrain a giggle. The idea that she was
hiding from a mob led by a maniac, because of an amulet
inscribed with platitudes was too preposterous.

But the mob was real enough, she supposed. The maniac
certainly was.

Marigold eased down onto the floor again, folded her hands
across the amulet in the center of her sternum, and stared
up at the underside of the shelf. Could this ever blow over?
How big must a misunderstanding be to change person’s
life? Could she crawl back out, return to the market, and
show everyone that the amulet was a fake, have a laugh and
go back to life?

She thought again of her apartment, and the back of her
throat ached.

Marigold wasn’t aware that she was asleep until the sound
of the flour bags being pulled away, and a trickle of yellow
lamplight falling across her face, woke her up. She yawned,
blinked, coughed, and squinted into the light. There was a
foul taste in her mouth, and her head, shoulders and hips
ached as though someone had taken to them with a hammer.

The light, pale as it was, hurt her eyes. An indistinct num-
ber of silhouettes were hovering over her hiding place, jos-
tling to get close. Marigold stared at them, unable to grasp
their significance.

“Get back,” hissed a voice. “Give her air.”

Marigold recognized the speaker. It was Almira Hotchkiss,
barging into view through the wall of silhouettes. Almira
set her hip and shoulder against the stack of flour bags, and
pushed them further back so Marigold could escape, clicking
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West of Harlingen
By CLYDE KESSLER

| ain’t traveling through fires,

ain’t strutting across an ember bed,

singing righteousness, and heaven

take me. | ain’t skinning storm warnings

from the radio, just slugging all the stations
wanting a blues song, wanting this three a.m.
to razz some lightning across the eyes of toads
in the irrigation ditch, where some kooky child
drowned, and whisked his ghost into the news,
even when | don’t want to learn more, even
when

the ditch is dry and a mile of thistle stalks rares
up

in flames. | ain’t ever traveling there.

her tongue at the rest of the company while she did so.

“If you're going to let her out, let her out.”

Marigold felt the now-familiar weight of" strangers’ eyes
as she took Almira’s hand and crawled out of the niche and
into the warehouse. Almira helped Marigold onto one of the
stacks of seed bags she’d hidden between earlier, and took a
seat across from her while the rest of the silhouettes pressed
in close, and stared at Marigold.

“Water?” Almira asked, holding out a clay mug. It was fad-
ed with age, and a chip was missing from one side of the rim.
Marigold took the cup and drank a deep draught. The chill
of the water spread along her collarbones and down to her
stomach, tickling the nerves beneath her skin and clearing
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the fog from her mind. She looked around
the room.

All of the light came from oil lamps, with
wicks trimmed low. Most were set on the
shelves, but a man near the door, and the
young man who had hidden her, were carry-
ing lamps. Shadows shifted and flickered as
the men with the lamps moved through the
room. In the shifting light, Marigold could
see the water jug and a kettle next to Almira
on top of the stack of bags, and a poker lean-
ing against the side. She was a trifle puzzled
not to see a fireplace.

“Marigold!”

Her youthful savior — he was about her
age, even — shouldered his way into the in-
ner circle. For the second time in the day,
Marigold was taken aback by his familiarity.

Almira reached out and caught him by the
wrist. “Give her half a second, Harrison.”

She stared up at him in staunch disapprov-
al. Harrison furrowed his brow, started to
speak, then thought better of it and slunk
back into the ranks of the shadow-folk.
Almira turned to Marigold.

“Made you some soup, if you want,” she
said softly, and held out another mug. Mari-
gold set down the water, cupped the mug
in both hands and drank the soup straight
from it. [t was more of a stew than a soup;
the carrots and potatoes burned the roof of
her mouth, and the broth savored of goat.
Marigold couldn’t recall the last time she’d
enjoyed a meal so much.

Minutes passed before she spoke again. As
she ate, the shadows muttered to one an-
other, and watched her with great care, as
though they were taking notes for an exam.

“Thank you,” she said, lowering the mug.
“Thank you, that was lovely.”
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Almira smiled and looked down at her hands.

Marigold surveyed the room again. The
shadows made counting heads a guessing
game but she estimated that there were fif-
teen people in the warehouse. Beyond her
and Almira they were all men, and mostly
villagers. She noticed that Almira’s husband
was missing.

Harrison was sulking on the edge of the
circle, just beyond Almira. There were two
other plains-dwellers with him, and Mari-
gold wondered why they had come. IFor her?
For a silly girl and an imitation amulet?

Shame rose in Marigold’s chest, and she
telt nauseous.

“I'm afraid I don’t know what’s going on,”
she said, more or less to Almira, but also to
the murmuring mass arrayed throughout
the room, “at all.”

“You know all you need to know,” said
Harrison, unable to hold his peace. He
stepped forward and stood next to Almira.
His brown eyes glowed in the light of the
lamp.

“I promise you, I don’t,” said Marigold. She
added, “Thank you for saving me, though.”

Harrison’s face stayed stern.

“You know how badly we need change,”
he said.

“Um,” began Marigold, “I —~

“You know the prophecy,” he went on, rais-
ing his voice for the benefit of the room.

She didn’t, and wished for an unostenta-
tious way to say so.

“I'm awtfully, awtully sorry,” she said, “But
[—>

“You know how the backs of the people
bend under the weight of corruption,” said
Harrison, who was almost shouting, “how
the people of the plains and the mountains
are sacrificed for the whims and appetites of
the wealthy, how the —”

Marigold strove not to broadcast the
blank astonishment she felt, and hoped the
shadows would hide what she couldn’t. She
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Minding the Gap

By AIDAN CHAFE

On the
crowded train

A woman sitting
across from me

is wearing a
baseball cap

with the acronym
GAP.

(God.Answers.
Prayers.)

| explore the
imaginary theatre

of this scenario,
praying to have

mine answered.
Summoning his

spiritual highness
like a late night

drive thru genie,
wishing for that

hat to disappear.
Instead, a man
wearing spandex
appears, interjects,

his front bike tire
treading my bare

knee. | mutter
A curse mid prayer.

God misinterprets
the message.

The bike man
exits the train car.

The hat sits scoffingly
on her head.

| stare dejected
another five stops

before the woman
selects her divine

moment to leave.
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glanced at Almira, who was staring at her. Marigold shifted
her eyes away.

Harrison may have gone on without end, but he was inter-
rupted. There was a muftled crash, and then the door from
the dry goods store to the warehouse was flung open with a
bang. A stocky white woman with a shock of unevenly-cut
gray hair hove into view in the doorway, clutching a wood-
en staff with ornate designs carved into its head. She was
scowling a jowly scowl.

She pointed at Harrison. “You!”

He flinched. She stomped a foot, and glared at him.

“Me?” he asked, recovering himself. “Who are you?”

Now the woman smirked, advancing into the room, shaking
her staff” at the silhouettes, which scurried out of her path.

“I'm the prophetess,” she announced, “And I'm here to help.”

There was a pause.

“When you say ‘prophetess’ ...” said a middle-aged,
white farmer — Floyd Witmok — stepping closer, “Do
you mean —

“No,” said the prophetess, plopping down on the seed bags
next to Marigold’s, sending up a cloud of dust. “No, I'm not
the woman behind your ridiculous prophecy. Not at all.”

There was a general sigh. The prophetess turned to Marigold.

“Believe me,” she said, puftfing out her cheeks. “If I were
the woman behind your prophecy, you'd know it. I don’t do
these mumbo-jumbo riddle-me-this, wide-open nonsense
prophecies. If you say you can predict the future, predict
it, dammit!”

She gave her staff a rattle, and the villagers shied away
from it. She didn’t seem to notice, but began to cast her
beady eyes around the room.

“So,” she asked, “who’s the holder of the amulet?”

Almira, unspeaking, pointed to Marigold.

The prophetess smiled, exposing a mouthful of huge,
square teeth. “Wonderful!”

“Almira!” exploded Harrison, having once again main-
tained silence for as long as he could. “What are you do-
ing? We don’t know her! We don’t know who she is, where
she’s from, who's she’s working for —~

The shadows — nervous as they were about the prophet-
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ess and her staff — muttered in concurrent disapproval.

The prophetess shrugged. “It’s a question I can’t answer,”
she said, “but I'm as trustworthy as anyone here and I'll
prove it soon enough. In the meantime,” her voice dropped
to a growl, “I'd invite any of you to try to throw me out.”

She shook the staff, and scanned the room, locking eyes
with Harrison until he turned away.

Then the prophetess’s flat face wrinkled into a smile. She
leaned into the lamplight and peered at Marigold.

“What do you know, and what don’t you know?” she asked.

“I don’t know what I don’t know,” said Marigold, feeling
befuddled. She peered around the room. Across from the
prophetess, Almira and Harrison were staring at her. Beyond
them was the shadowy ring of the others also staring at her.
“And I don’t know anything, actually.”

The old woman narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips.

“OK,” she said, slowly, “OK. You live in the city, yes?”

“Yes,” said Marigold.

“You used to live here.”

“Yes.”

“And how did it happen that you went from living here to
living in the city?”

“The people chose me. I was a Oneness Student. It's an
integration and diversity program,” said Marigold. “An ex-
change. They take children from the plains and the moun-
tains to the city for school and training.”

There was a rumble around the room. Marigold stopped.

“Go on,” said the prophetess, “what did they tell you was
the point of all that?”

Something fluttered in Marigold’s chest, “To make us a
stronger country. I[t's — it’s the slogan — ‘Strength as one.’
Combining the people from the plains and the mountains
and the city — they — um, it brings us closer as one.”

The prophetess nodded. “Why do you think they chose you?”

Marigold shook her head. She didn’t know why they’d cho-
sen her, but she could remember the day they’d come for her.
It was late spring, and she was done with chores early, so she
had been out in fields, running barefoot through the sloping
meadows. Warm grass rustled against her calves and water
from flooded streams thundering downward to the valley
froze the soles of her feet. She was just that age when boys
and girls begin to feel that there are things they are too old
for. She felt a whisper that she was too old to spend the after-
noon running through meadows, but it was spring, and she
ignored the whisper.

When she straggled home, all muddy feet and ruddy cheeks,
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she found her mother and father in the kitchen talking to
three strange men in suits. Her mother was crying, and her
tather, still wearing his work boots, caked in mud, was look-
ing around the room like he didn’t recognize it.

Ma Gnowker had swiped a forearm across her eyes, tak-
en a deep breath, and told her daughter that the people
needed her. She was to leave with the men, and go to the
city. Tonight.

“I don’t know,” Marigold told the prophetess.

There was a murmur of surprise around the room.

“WHAT?” hissed Harrison. Almira turned sharply to face
him, and he went silent.

“We took a test,” said Almira, leaning in, “you might not re-
member. You only took it once. A month from the end of the
school year, we took a test with colors and shapes and words
and patterns. And they gave us a medical exam.”

Marigold nodded. She had a hazy memory of it.

“That’s why they took you,” said Almira. “That’s always
how they choose.”

The prophetess grunted, “They take the best and the
brightest from the mountains and the plains to the city, and
they turn them into cityfolk. The mountains, the plains and
the coast? They lose their leaders. The power, the money, the
smarts — it’s all in the city, now.”

She locked eyes with Marigold. “They say it’s about one-
ness. When was the last time the city sent their best and
brightest here?”

Marigold shuddered. Through the ache in her hip and her
back, she felt the same hollow feeling that had come over her
when she drank the Hotchkiss coftee in the morning.

“When was the last time anything good happened here?”
asked Harrison.

“The road,” said Almira, “they repaved the road.”

“Right. Certainly,” said Harrison, leaping at the chance to
retake the floor, “The road! Of course. One road.” He turned
to Marigold.

“Her husband is gone!” he said, his voice rising, gesticu-
lating at Almira. “Went oft" to find work, and disappeared.
Probably dead. No one notices, no one cares. No one cares!”

Marigold bit back a gasp, and was ashamed. She hadn’t no-
ticed his disappearance.

“Hell,” said Harrison, his voice dropping, “Tad never liked
the government, so they probably don’t want to look for him.
Better if no one thinks of it. She’s having a baby! In the city,
she’d be fawned over by gangs of doctors; she’d be tethered
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to a thousand machines in a sterilized room. Instead, she’ll
have her baby in the bed of her own home, festering in blood
and dirt.”

He seemed to be raging at Marigold specifically, and she
wasn’'t sure why. Because she lived in the city? Because she’d
been taken?

“The taxes go up, and up and up. Every year we pay for our
children to be kidnapped by the city! We're getting poorer,
we're getting weaker, and the city takes it all. All we have
left is our anger.”

“You're getting poorer?” asked Marigold, looking around
the room.

“Sure!” said Harrison, sweeping onward, “They repaved
the road. They repaved the road and built a train. Now they
could come and gawk at us like we're monkeys.”

“That’s — that’s awful,” said Marigold. “I'm sorry. I had no
idea — I had no idea that things were so bad —"

“That’s the problem!” interrupted Harrison, “Cityfolk —~

“— but I have no idea what it has to do with me,” finished
Marigold, raising her voice and channeling the vocal power
of her Gnowker heritage to drown Harrison out. She fin-
ished, and the room was still.

“I'm sorry that things are so bad,” she said in the silence. “I
truly am. 'm sorry that I didn’t know. But I don’t know what
it has to do with me, and what you expect me to do about it.”

The farmers and villagers and day-laborers stared at her.
Harrison furrowed his brow and stared at her. Almira only
looked down at her hands, caressing the baby bulge beneath
her dress.

The prophetess snorted. “You're bright,” she said. “Obvi-
ously you are. So stop being silly. What do you know?”

Marigold blinked. “I know you think there’s something
special about me and the amulet.”

The old woman nodded. “But what you don’t know,” she
told Marigold, “is the prophecy. A couple of years back, some
whispery nymph slinking around the forest moaning about
spirits tossed out a so-called ‘prophecy’ about how a new
monarch would rise unexpectedly from the ruins, clutching
some sign of his or her right to the throne, and lead the peo-
ple to peace, prosperity, and triumph over the city’s regime.”
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She turned her beady eyes around the room, and smirked at
the would-be revolutionaries.

“These little children believe it,” said the prophetess, ges-
turing to the watchers.

“You don’t?” asked Marigold, who would have believed a
prophecy ten years ago, wouldn’t have ten hours ago, and
couldn’t make up her mind, now. “You're a prophetess.”

“I'm a prophetess,” said the prophetess, “which doesn’t
mean some hussy half-dressed in deer-hide is. The
prophecy’s —”

She was cut oft’ by another crash from the dry-goods store,
a sound of splintering wood, shattering glass, and seeds and
flour cascading onto the floor.

Two of the men — Floyd Witmok and a young plain-
dweller — who had been standing in the circle, anxiously lis-
tening to the interchange between the prophetess and Mari-
gold, sprang for warehouse door first. As they approached
it, there were pops and flashes, and another crash. Witmok
spun sideways, and crashed to the ground. More villagers
rushed forward.

Marigold turned back. Almira was sitting frozen on her stack
of bags, staring straight ahead. Someone in the press of men
around the door shouted suddenly, “Get down, get down!”

Marigold leaned forward, snatched Almira’s wrists, and
dropped down behind the stack of seed-bags, dragging
Almira with her. Almira twisted as she fell to protect her
abdomen, and landed hard on her hip.

Above them, the prophetess stood up, and produced from
beneath her robe a revolver resembling in form and size a
cannon better than it did a handgun.

“COME ON YOU BASTARDS!” she bellowed, pointing it
in the direction of the hubbub at the door and setting off
the gun.

There was a sound like the end of the world, and an ac-
companying flash of approximately equal magnitude. The
prophetess staggered back from the recoil. Over the ringing
in her ears, Marigold heard screams, bangs and clattering
tfrom the direction of the door.

The assembled would-be revolutionaries had remembered
themselves, and were surging either bravely toward the con-
tested doorway from which the pops, flashes and sounds of
dispute were coming, or somewhat less bravely toward the
freight door at the back.

Marigold glanced in the direction of the fighting. The
men in the room were crowded around the door, but trying
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Havana, 1957

By CARL BOON

On her honeymoon, she gambled

with Batista coins, danced,

drank rum, made love. It was then

she stopped taking sugar in her coffee.

What'’s abundant one no longer needs,
as the cane fields stretched village

to village and the rich and the poor
walked the low road home.

| don’t know when the Cadillacs came,
nor if the church at San Pedro

was as lovely as she described,

with the sun of late September
masquerading among its gates.

She was known to exaggerate,

which happens when the past
confronts us. Memories are attitudes,
like the melodies of schoolgirls

who claimed El Calle de Francisco

as their own and sipped Coca-Cola
while the boys passed photos

of Marilyn Monroe, dreaming of Pelé
and futbol fields instead of sand.
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not to stand in the line of the gunfire. They had stopped
jostling for a moment to stare at the prophetess and her
enormous gun.

“DON"T STARE!” boomed the old woman, cocking the pis-
tol. “FIGHT!”

She fired again, but Marigold had no idea what she was
aiming at — there was no one visible in the doorway. The
blast blinded Marigold.

Behind her, the freight door rattled open and cold air
swirled into the room, accompanied by shouts and screams.
The group that had surged to the back door now came surg-
ing back to the middle of the room, driven before a wave of
black-clad figures that had come rushing in out of the dark-
ness making efficient use of sticks and cudgels.

“Oho!” howled the prophetess. “Another country heard
trom. Come on! Come on! Come and get yours!”

She wheeled to face them with another ear-popping report
trom the gun.

Marigold fumbled in the shadows between the stacked up
seed bags until she found Almira’s hand and the bag con-
taining the amulet. But Almira shook off her hand, strug-
gled onto her knees, and picked up the poker she had leaned
against the stack of bags. She looked at Marigold and tilted
her head toward the back door. Marigold nodded.

The prophetess’s pistol went off yet again behind the girls
as they stumbled to their feet. Everywhere around them was
flickering pandemonium. Everyone who — less than a min-
ute before — had been staring at Marigold in silence as she
protested that she didn’t know what they wanted from her
had been stricken down, or driven toward the center of the
room, where they grappled with assailants in dark knots of
writhing limbs and heads. Near the back door, an oil lamp
had shattered on the floor, and sooty flames were licking at
the underside of the shelf.

Marigold picked up the water jug with her free hand,
glanced again at Almira, and darted out from between the
bags, making for the back door. As she ran through the chaos
in the warehouse, one of the black- clad invaders wrenched
free from the villager he was fighting, and snatched at her.

Marigold twisted away, staggering off-balance, and Almira,
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one step behind Marigold, brought down the poker on the
man’s head with a clang,.

He reeled just long enough for Marigold to swing the wa-
ter jug, catching him in the head and knocking him back.
Water from the jug splashed across Marigold’s shirt.

Marigold and Almira charged through the melee for the
back door, hearts pounding, striking out with the jar and
poker in desperation and fear. They careened through the oil
fire, and broke clear of the building.

It was cold, and the air hurt their throats as they gasped for
breath. The moon was almost full, and Marigold could see
every detail of the street etched out in sharp reliet. There
was a sentry at each end of the block, and what appeared
to be a child’s body, lying at the foot of the warehouse wall,
thirty feet to the right of the door.

Almira gasped, “NELL!" and ran to the little heap of a
person. Marigold went stumbling after her, unsteady on her
legs. Almira knelt down, hiccupping and gasping.

Standing behind her, Marigold’s head swirled. Both sen-
tries had seen them, and both were coming toward them at a
run. Prompted by Almira’s scream, both sentries were com-
ing toward them at a run. People were scrambling and fall-
ing out of the door behind them, some still fighting, others
fleeing into the night. Flames were licking up the doorframe,
and the shouts from inside had taken on a desperate tone.

“Nell!” repeated Almira, turning the girl over and staring
at her face.

Blood was still oozing from a long wound that ran along
the side of Nell’s head, and a small pool had collected on the
cobblestones beneath her. Almira drew a sharp breath.

“Almira,” said Marigold, as evenly as she was able. “Almira,
the sentries.”

Almira slapped at Nell’s face. “Nell! Nell, wake up!”

The first sentry was on top of them. Almira made an at-
tempt to stand and strike him with the poker. It was a late
response, and too slow. She flailed at the man, but he stepped
sideways around her swing and lashed out with his cudgel.

The swing hit Almira in the side of her head, just behind
her temple. The blow was glancing, but it was enough. She
tell, dropping the poker and rolling on the ground.

While his arm was still extended, Marigold drove her jug
into his face. He stepped back, stunned. Marigold gritted her
teeth and swung the jar upwards as hard as she could into
his chin. The jar cracked in half, and fell away, and the man
sagged downward.

Marigold flung the remains of the water jug aside and
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turned back to face the warehouse door. Without moving
her eyes from the mob, she stooped and picked up the poker.
She smelled smoke, and her mouth was full of the taste of
blood. She could feel the pulse in every inch of her body.

The skirmish at the back door was over. Three villagers
were splayed out in the street at the feet of two tall figures
enveloped in black. They turned toward Marigold.

“Come on,” she said.

They came, steady and businesslike, sweeping aside her
pitiful swing with the poker, and wrapping iron arms around
her, pinning hers to her side. Before Marigold could process
or respond to this development, a squat, robed figure plunged
out of the fiery warehouse and barreled up the street.

“Let her go,” roared the prophetess, arriving with a flour-
ish. She fetched the man on the right an almighty blow
to the temple with the butt of her gun, then spinning the
weapon in her hand, placed the muzzle to the ear of the
other attacker.

“Let her go,” she repeated, “or I'll speckle the wall with bits
of your brain.”

The man — still steady and businesslike, released Marigold
and backed away with his hands in the air. She tumbled down
to her knees, gasping. Beside her on the ground, Almira was
moving, pressing a hand to her head and moaning.

The prophetess had turned to face the crowd spilling out
of the burning warehouse,

“NO ONE MAKES A MOVE,” she admonished them, bran-
dishing the pistol, “OR YOU DIE WHERE YOU STAND.”

The crowd paused. They were unenthusiastic about the
prospect of running toward the prophetess’s revolver.

“Hmm,” said the prophetess, turning to Marigold. “We're
going to have to run.”

“But Almira,” said Marigold. “Harrison.”

“They’ll be all right,” said the prophetess. “We need to get
gone before the boys with guns get out here.”

Marigold gaped at her.

“Go,” moaned Almira, who had raised herself into a seated
position and was staring at the flames consuming her fam-
ily’s warehouse. “Go,” she repeated.

Marigold nodded and picked up the vegetable bag, and they
went, inching into the shadows of the nearest alley while the
prophetess covered the crowd with her pistol.

As soon as they were in the alley, as Marigold had that af-
ternoon, they ran.

This time, though, there was no attempt at misdirection,
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just flight. They pounded through streets and alleys, heading
south. In the distance behind them, Marigold heard a spatter-
ing of gunfire. Lights blinked on in the houses they passed.

They crashed into the scrubby wall of brush that divided the
town from the carpark, and turned west along its length. They
scrambled along the thick center of the fencerow, panting and
casting glances up at the moon and back toward the town.

They heard no sound of pursuit, and saw no sign of dan-
ger. After an eternity of running, when Marigold was more
tired and sore than she could ever remember being, they
reached the border of the woods that lay to the west of the
town. The prophetess, wheezing and coughing, led Mari-
gold under the shadows of the trees. In the shadows, they
proceeded more slowly, but did not stop until they were well
into the trees, out of sight from the wood’s edge.

“Well,” said the prophetess, sinking down on to the forest
floor with a groan, “That was not what I expected.”

Marigold said nothing. Her clothes were drenched with
melted frost, and she could not feel her feet. Her lungs ached,
and the wound on her forehead had opened again. Warm
blood was running down her face and neck.

“Aren’t you a prophetess?” she asked at last, roused from
silence by curiosity.

The prophetess shrugged, “Sometimes you see the begin-
ning and the end — or at least you see the end — but not
what's in between. I don’t decide what I see.”

“Do you know what comes next?” asked Marigold.

“Sure don’t,” said the prophetess, and sighed, “We're still
in between.”

Marigold sighed as well. “Between what and what?”

The prophetess said nothing.

“Between what and what?” asked Marigold again.

“Hard to see,” said the prophetess. “Harder to say.” She gave
her staff a little shake, and the beads rattled.

“I don’t think prophecy’ll help us tonight,” said the proph-
etess sadly. “Sometimes, you just have to figure it out. Some-
times, even that doesn’t work.”

She gazed into the darkness for a moment, lost in thought,
then shook her head. “Still, figuring it out’s worth a try.”

The prophetess leaned back against the trunk of the nearest
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tree. “Let’s start with what we do know,” she said. “What did all
those overgrown children in that seed-store believe about you?”

“I told you,” said Marigold, “I don’t know.”

She said it harshly, and hoped it would end the conversa-
tion. She was too cold and miserable to be polite.

“No,” the prophetess was undaunted, “I think you do. You
told me that they thought there was something special about
you and the amulet.”

“Oh,” said Marigold. “Yeah, yes. Apparently.”

“Well,” said the prophetess, “what is it?”

Marigold found she had no ready reply. She stared into the
shadows of the woods at the bright pools of moonlight dap-
pling the blackness. Her tongue was thick, and her throat
was dry. It was cold.

“What is it?” repeated the prophetess.

Marigold swallowed.

“What. Is. It?” asked the prophetess, rising to her knees,
and fixing her eyes on Marigold. “Say it.”

“They think I'm the queen?” asked Marigold.

The prophetess leaned back and chuckled, “Seems they do.”

“But I'm not,” said Marigold, “I'm not — this amulet’s a
take.” But saying it brought no relief, and she heard in her
own voice a telltale lack of conviction.

“Is it?” asked the prophetess. She leaned forward, “May I?”

“Of course,” said Marigold, and reached into the bag. The
lettuce and cucumbers were bruised and oozing cold, sticky
liquid over everything. She grimaced, dug to the bottom, and
lifted out the amulet. The words glowed golden in her hand
and lit up the face of the prophetess, staring at it.

The prophetess took it. As soon as it left Marigold’s hand,
the light inside the disc went out. The prophetess laughed.

“Sure, it’s a fake,” she said. “Give me your hand.”

Marigold held out her hand, the prophetess placed the am-
ulet in her hand again, and the lines glimmered to life.

“Doesn’t seem it’s a fake,” said the prophetess. “Does it?”

“I don’t understand,” insisted Marigold, who didn’t. She
blinked. She could feel tears welling up in her eyes.

The prophetess looked at Marigold and held her gaze, her
tiny black eyes boring into Marigold’s.

“By now,” she said, “I think you do. Not the in-between, but
you understand the end.”

“How do you mean?” said Marigold, shivering.

“Maybe you don’t know why, or how it came to be this way,
or what will happen next, but we both know now that the
amulet’s not fake,” said the prophetess. “And it won't lie. |
think we both know what that means.”
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Marigold’s hand tightened on the amulet. She felt a shiver
pulsing through her core.

The prophetess studied her face for a moment, and sighed.
“I don’t want to say it,” she said. “I don’t want to ask it, even.
I don’t want to think about what comes next.” She exhaled
slowly and deeply. “But it has to be asked.”

“Marigold, are you the rightful queen?”

Marigold’s eyes spilled over. A cold sweat broke out on her
tforehead. Her pulse raged in the wound from Hivelgott, and
the many bruises and scratches on her aching frame. Her
whole body shook.

And then the tremors died away, and her eyes were dry. She
was cold, and clear, and calm, and Marigold said, “Yes.”

-~

Death Of Their Child:
August 1, 1958

By ELIZA CALLARD

She wakes up early to put her face
on for him. Last night, in the dark,
into his shoulder, she shook, convulsed

with silent sobs, wailing
without noise while he held her. This
morning she hops out of bed to jump

in the shower and use her magic wands
to pull, pluck, highlight, and cover.
She will allow him to “sneak” an extra

piece of bacon, despite what they
both know the doctor said, and she will
lift her hand to his face for an extra moment

while he kisses her cheek goodbye. They
will not speak of it, and she believes
his gift is not to remember.
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Gunpowder Trails:

By ANDREW SHARP

Gunpowder Trails is a serial novel. It debuted online with chap-
ter one in November 2015, and is slated for release chapter by
chapter over the coming months.

rying to look on the bright side, Charles con-

sidered whether the heat wave was all bad. The

smoldering air and sizzling rocks that baked

his feet helped distract him from his moaning

stomach, after all. He also had to drink con-
stantly, giving his stomach something constructive to do be-
sides chew on the rest of his organs.

Logically, hot and thirsty and hungry were not a major im-
provement on hungry, but Charles did not let himselt" dwell
on the fine points of the reasoning. In the wilderness, where
rain, heat, cold and bugs offered a constant reminder of why
houses were invented, learning to ignore basic facts of mis-
ery was key to contentment.

All the smugglers relied on their canteens to keep from wilt-
ing with the plants around them. When the group didn’t cross
a stream for a few hours, the “water run” cries would start up,
and George would call a halt and send the slaves downhill in
search of water, hauling along bundles of empty canteens.

On the first day the smugglers fled Scranton, dark clouds
blew over and Charles was all set to complain about hiking
in the rain. But it was a dry heave of a storm, an empty wind
that filled the air with dust and left the ground more parched
than before. The skies stayed relentlessly clear in the days
that followed, and the wilderness, already brown from sum-
mer, turned crackling and brittle.

On water runs, the slaves sometimes had to scrape out mud
from springs to make a puddle deep enough to dip the can-
teens into. Sometimes the spring or stream was simply dead.
That was bad news for the slaves, because when they brought
empty canteens back to cranky and thirsty smugglers, they
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Chapters Three to Five

were treated to a vivid demonstration of the “blame the mes-
senger” phenomenon.

“Dammit, don’t bring me back an empty canteen!” John shout-
ed once. “You didn’t even go down to the stream, did you?”

Charles just nodded, but Marguerite wasn’t taking it.

“Yes we did! It was dry.”

“Then dig a little,” John said. “Or keep looking.”

She glared at him. “There’s some.” She pointed to a small
cloud off' near the horizon.

John probably would have slapped her, but slapping an-
other man’s slave brought with it more trouble than it was
worth. So he walked away.

And so after all the smugglers had gotten their complain-
ing in, everyone simply had to move on for as many miles as
it took to find water, or what passed for it.

Despite these miseries, the leaders set a rapid pace for the
first few days. George refused to stop and hunt until the
band had put more miles between them and Scranton, so the
smugglers resentfully nibbled a dwindling pemmican supply,
only eating enough to keep off the worst pangs. The hunger
was bad enough, Charles thought, but worse was opening an
almost empty food pouch, smelling the pemmican inside, and
forcing himself to scrape out only a mouthful or two while
his stomach, reminded of its emptiness, roared for more.

The band did not follow a worn footpath like the many
forest trails optimistically called roads in the kingdom of
Easton. No such path existed. Instead, pushing through spi-
derwebs and thickets, and towering groves of ancient trees,
they stuck to certain ridge lines and avoided others, steering
clear of swamps, dead ends and dropotts.

They would have made much faster time had they been
able to follow a preordained route, cleared of branches
and brush. But the band had no time to repair trail ero-
sion, clear brush or saw fallen logs. Even if they had, fol-
lowing a sharply defined trail each trip would have been
suicide when it was well known that smugglers were us-

MAY 2016

ing the mountains to transport the most coveted black
market commodity.

Even their vague route did not fool the Appalachies, who
coveted sulfur as much as anyone, and who recognized trees
in the forest like civilized people knew their own furniture.
The Appalachies could not have helped but note the en-
trails from game animals the smugglers killed, the broken
ferns, the disturbed leaves and the remains of campfires, not
to mention the smoke of the live fires and the loud voices
through the trees. The Appalachies, George told Charles
once, knew the route about as well as he did.

George had drawn secret maps of the routes. Between
trips, the leaders gathered several times in George’s study,
correcting the maps and filling in details, tracing out springs
and streams, good places for game and bad places for preda-
tors, and listing notes on major landmarks. They also fine
tuned their plans for the next trip. The authorities from
Easton and Scranton would have liked very much to acquire
these state secrets of the smugglers.

Another advantage of the uncertain route was that it gave
any band members who might be inclined to make trouble
incentive to reconsider. While almost all smugglers had
enough navigation knowledge to know more or less where
they were, and could probably make their way out of the
wilderness on their own eventually, a precise knowledge of
the route certainly increased the odds of getting out. Only
the seasoned, proven veterans knew the trails well, and only
George had the maps.

Charles knew the route as well as anyone. But he was not in
demand for navigation decisions, and as he hiked along behind
the leaders he was free to think less of the route and more of
bread with honey dripped all over it, and hot gravy over po-
tatoes, and oyster stew, and pan-seared rockfish. During one
painful interlude, he hiked for several hours with vivid images
of hot crab cakes he could nearly smell but could not dispel.
He tried to get back to thinking about the heat.

He walked fast enough to stay close to the front, near
George and the other leaders. In the past, Charles had pre-
terred to hike on his own, near enough to George that he
could technically respond to a summons, but far enough
away that George might find it too much effort and leave
him alone. But now, when the smugglers passed him on the
trail, they wouldn’t look at him, even the ones he had been
on friendly terms with in the past. Once or twice, one of
them clipped his pack or cut him off on the trail, but did not
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apologize. He noticed one evening as he carried wood for the
fires that people lapsed into silence when he walked by, and
started muttering when he was out of earshot.

The next morning, the slaves found a tepid stream to fill
the canteens in. Usually, the smugglers gave some kind
of brief “thank you” when the canteens were full, but this
time, one after another simply snatched the canteen without
thanking them.

One evening, after a couple of days of hiking, George
summoned Charles away from the fire he was staring into.
This was unusual, because after the fires were built Charles
was usually free to do what he wanted, which was usually
staring into the fire. But now George called him over to the
fire where only the leaders sat in the circle, in a voice loud
enough for the whole camp to hear. Charles’ face flushed as
he got up and the talk died down, the other smugglers turn-
ing their heads to watch him go by. One of them laughed.

He took a seat in the circle and looked around at the faces,
searching them for clues. John, grim. James solemn, maybe a
hint of sympathy. Or was it contempt? Warren, a brief” smile.
Old Harry, the friendly stare of a wet cat. George, stern.

“I think you know what this is about, Charles,” George said.
“You've served faithfully for many years, but some in the
band have raised questions about you and the other slaves. If
you're innocent, you have nothing to worry about. If you're
not, don’t try to hide anything. If you're honest, it will go
better with you. Much better.”

Charles” stomach flopped. He could not lose George’s trust.
If he made a mistake now and said something stupid, or worse,
if he had too many enemies in the circle, he might have had
his last good meal. If only he could have had one more piece
of juicy venison before the end. It was strange, he thought,
what went through your mind when disaster loomed.

“So why don’t you just start by telling us everything you know
about what happened the day of the ambush,” George said.

Charles could see band members at the other fires looking
over in their direction, whispering. “I don’t know anything,”
he said.

George frowned. This did not seem to have been the right
answer. “You don’t remember anything you did that day?”
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“I got up, filled the canteens, and hiked, just like any other
day,” Charles said.

“You didn’t see or hear anything unusual?”

“No.”

“Did any of the other slaves say anything to you around that
time that you didn’t understand, or that sounded strange?”

“No.”

“You aren’t going to do yourself any favors by refusing to
cooperate with us, Charles,” John said. “Give us details.”

“I don’t have any details! If I did I'd give them to you.” Did
that sound too defensive? He hoped not.

And so it went on. Was he happy in the band? Had he seen
anything unusual before the trip began? Did he suspect any-
one else? Had anyone approached him with any ofters? The
circle of questions drew tighter around the central, unasked
one: Are you a traitor? As Charles tried to answer in an un-
suspicious way, he wondered if that made him sound suspi-
cious. Did he sound too eager to convince, and thus guilty?
How could he sound innocent, but not like he was trying too
hard to sound innocent? How could he think straight when
he couldn’t even concentrate on what he was saying?

Now Old Harry jumped in. “You’ve been unhappy for quite
some time, haven’t you Charles?” he asked.

“No, I mean, no more than ...” Charles struggled to find
the right response. “No, I feel fine. Just like usual.” That, he
thought, was not the right response. Lame. So lame!

“Are you planning to stick with the band when you're done
with your service?” James said, poking the fire with a stick.
A cloud of sparks few upward.

“Well, I ...”

Old Harry jumped in again. “Would you have been happy if
the ambush gave you your freedom?”

“Well, no,” Charles said.

“No?” Old Harry said. “You prefer slavery?”

Charles glanced at George. “I've been treated well.”

“Ha,” Old Harry said. “That doesn’t answer the question.
You're not answering many questions, actually. But you'd
better answer this one, and answer it straight: Did you help
set up that ambush or did you just stay quiet about what
you knew?”

“That’s enough,” George said. “Let’s stick with the facts,
not with trap questions.”

“I was under the impression,” Old Harry said, “that we
were going to question all the slaves the same way, without
any favoritism.”

“I have no problem with hard questions,” George said.
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“None whatsoever. What I have a problem with is you fish-
ing for the answer you want.”

“Fine,” Old Harry said. “Fine. As long as when my slave is
questioned we play by the same rules.”

“If you have a problem with the way I'm handling things,
you should say so now,” George said.

Old Harry held up his hands. “Oh, no. No, just clarifying.”

They glared at each other.

“Hrm,” Warren said. “I think Charles has told us every-
thing he knows. There’s really nothing else to ask, except
‘Are you a traitor?” And I've heard nothing from him that
would make me believe that.” He pinched a mosquito that
had gotten stuck in his beard.

Charles felt a rush of hope.

“I've heard nothing,” Old Harry said, “that would make me
think he isn’t a traitor. All the usual stuft’ they all say. ‘I don’t
know anything.” ‘I have no idea what you're talking about.”

That was too much.

“I...am...not...a... traitor.” Charles fired out the words.
“I fought back that day. I could have been killed like any of
you. A traitor had no reason ...” he stopped, a little embar-
rassed. “No reason to, ah, to run.”

They sat in silence. James threw a branch on the fire.

“We all ran that day,” Warren said softly. “You don’t have
any reason to feel ashamed of that, Charles.”

George cleared his throat. “OK, Charles, you're dismissed.”

That was it. No thanks for his cooperation. No apology.

John went to get Gary for his interrogation. Well that
was good at least, Charles thought. At least he hadn’t been
singled out alone for humiliation. But he might not be off
the hook, either, especially if Gary said something stupid or
tried to make up a story to clear himself.

Back at his fire, as Charles cracked branches to feed the
blaze, the other smugglers didn’t say anything to him. Or
much of anything to each other, when he was within ear-
shot, although a group at a fire out toward the edge of camp
was laughing loudly over something. Charles looked over to
where Gary stood in the flickering light of the leaders’ fire;
James pointing, Gary shaking his head.

Charles wished he had known about the ambush. Then
he could have made sure it was a success and those un-
grateful bullies had gotten what they deserved. After
all his service, to treat him that way. He snapped the
branches as if they were necks. With all those bullets
flying, how had those idiots missed Old Harry? How had
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Big John died and those other smug bastards survived?

As he got absorbed in his task and the fire leaped up bright-
ly, burning oft' the chill, his rage began to die down and
smolder. He was going to turn into Marguerite, if he wasn’t
careful: silent and resentful and everyone waiting for him to
explode one day.

Still, there was another emotion, too, that was tugging
at him, poking at him, demanding attention, rising out
of the relief, anger and shame. What was it? He was
tense, and his breathing was fast. Then he recognized it.
Rising terror.

If George turned on him — or needed to sacrifice him to
satisfy an insurgency — Charles would have a better chance
with the cats. Would George sacrifice him? Charles thought
he might. He realized his hands were shaking. Stop it, he told
himself. Stop. Here he was with a fire warming his hands,
instead of a rope binding them tight against the bark of a
tree. Things could be worse.

Warren came by as Charles was setting up his bedroll, and
stood beside him, holding his hands out over the fire and shift-
ing from one foot to the other. Now what, Charles wondered.

“Hey,” Warren said. “I wouldn’t worry too much about all
the questions.”

Charles was not about to offer up his fear and anger for
Warren’s inspection. He shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

“Everyone is hungry, and tired, and sick to death of all this
heat and not having enough water. And they're scared. Don’t
blame them too much, Charles.”

“Thanks,” Charles said, a sheen of sarcasm floating on
the word.

Warren sighed. “You have to remember, too, George is get-
ting pressure about you. He has to go through the motions
and show that he’s taking this seriously, or the band will turn
on him.”

Charles wondered just how much pressure George was un-
der, but didn’t feel it would be a good idea to ask. And he
wasn't entirely sure he wanted to know the answer.

“Just be careful,” Warren said. “Stick with George. I don’t
know of any threats against you but I wouldn’t want you to
get hurt.”
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And with that comforting remark, he crunched away
through the leaves.

Whatever the leaders had decided about the slaves, they
took no immediate action, a result Charles could live with.
Action meant hot knives or coals, small bits of flesh sliced
off a little at a time, a rope around the neck, or a stake at his
back with wood piled high around him. In a smuggling band,
a conviction on charges of being a traitor did not come with
the possibility of parole.

Mindful of Warren’s advice, Charles was even more care-
tul to stick close to George. He could still feel hostility from
the smugglers, but it remained at a stalemate with a grudg-
ing cease fire, and everyone settled down into the routine of
mountain travel.

Each morning at daybreak the slaves woke up, or if they
didn’t, were shaken awake by their masters. The slaves kept
any complaints to themselves, rolled out of their bedrolls
and wrapped them up, threw more branches on the fire and
stood, blinking in the smoke and stretching their aching
muscles, as the trees emerged from the darkness and bird
songs filled the silence. Then they grabbed the canteens, and
staggered downbhill to the closest water.

The clang of the canteens, the crunching footsteps in the
leaves and the splashing water jarred away the last sleep.
It took several trips to fill all the canteens, by which time
Charles” muscles warmed up and started to hurt less.

Eileen and her group of slave suspecters had quickly wearied
of rising early to send someone to accompany the slaves to
get water, as it defeated the purpose of having a slave do their
work for them. So Eileen just warned the slaves they were be-
ing watched, and that they had better keep that in mind, news
the slaves received solemnly until her back was turned.

While the slaves hauled water, the smugglers up at the
camp stretched and complained about their sore muscles,
analyzed the weather, compared blisters, bug bites and tribu-
lations and talked about how that was always the way, wasn’t
it, and how they were going to take up something easy like
blacksmithing so they wouldn’t have to ever put themselves
through this again, ate small mouthfuls of pemmican, drank
from their newly filled canteens, laced up their boots and
began eyeing their packs unhappily.

When George gave the command to move out, the
band heaved on their packs, with the help of groans
when necessary.

The slaves’ last chore was to put dirt on the fires, a job
they did with extra care because the drought had parched
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the woods into kindling. Nobody cared for the idea of trying
to outrun their own campfire later in the day.

The band waited for the leaders to move out, and then
tollowed them in tight bunches that gradually trailed back
into a thinner and thinner line, with lone hikers or knots of
people in conversation. Any who fell too far back, however,
hurried to catch up. Getting out of sight or earshot of the
others might be mistaken by the Appalachies as an invitation
to appropriate a pack of sulfur.

From Scranton, the smugglers had traveled south and
east, and were well into the Appalachian mountain chain
now. They followed the mountaintops as much as possible.
Once they had reached these heights, the ridges often ran
mostly level for miles. Sometimes the band threaded over
sharp summits only a few feet wide, like the peak of a roof,
with sides dropping steeply out of sight, and other times
they walked through broad grassy meadows. Although the
meadows were treacherous in a thunderstorm when hikers
were alone and walking almost among the clouds, Charles
would have welcomed the cool rain washing the air clean and
resurrecting the streams.

Eventually, the ridges gave way, sometimes hastily, where
the rivers had worn away the bank for eons, and the smug-
glers had to pick their way down the diving slopes, searching
out footholds and trees to hang onto as they dropped toward
the increasing roar of the water.

Once down, they faced the steep climb back up the other
side. Some attacked the hill dead on, scrabbling straight up
the face, while others angled back and forth, trading speed
for a more gradual climb until the slope grew less severe.
As areward for their climb, they faced the mountaintop still
rising ahead of them through the trees, always just up over
the next rise, and the next rise, and the next rise, and the
next rise, until finally the next rise was the last rise. On good
days, another gently undulating stretch of even ridge lay
ahead at the top. On worse days, the mountains were relent-
less, taking them thousands of feet down and back up re-
peatedly. The miles went slowly on those days, and the hun-
ger bit harder.

These elements repeated daily, but not monotonously. Each
mountain dressed in forest, but some donned mostly oak,
others hickory, and others pine or hemlock. Each had its own
rock formations and new patterns of gullies. Some were be-
nevolent and gentle, others rough and grudging.

Frequently the smugglers passed overlooks, where rock
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cliffs dropped hundreds of feet down. Sometimes they
paused there to rest, swinging their legs out over the empti-
ness. The mountain range ran in rows, long waves of peaks
side by side for miles, fading purple into the distance. Often
the travelers saw eagles or hawks below their feet, riding the
updrafts along the mountainside.

Despite the vistas, the route was harsh. Rocks waited un-
der every weary step to pummel Charles” feet and turn his
ankles. Only a fool would travel this way, over the roughest,
worst possible route, instead of down in the valleys where
the terrain was gentler and the water more plentiful. That
was what made the mountains the ideal smuggling route,
though: They were lonely.

Even the ancients, it seemed, had found these places too
tough for habitation. Artifacts were everywhere in the val-
leys — rusty steel doorknobs, frozen rusty hinges, crumbling
plastic, scattered bricks. Up in the mountains, the smugglers
rarely found such leavings of a vanished civilization. Only
the ghost roads. These flat lines of' gravel and black earth
ran for miles where the ancients had somehow cut straight
through the mountains, leaving behind perfectly sheer, im-
possible cliffs. They had used these routes to get across the
mountains, not to arrive at them.

[t was on one of these plateaus that the smugglers dropped
down, groaning, when George called a halt after the fifth day
out of Scranton. Some slumped forward, heads on knees, and
others stared off over the valley ahead, not really looking at
it. They began to rummage in their packs for a bite of food.

“Get your rest, everybody,” George said. “Tomorrow” —
smugglers watched him without enthusiasm — “we’re go-
ing hunting.”

Smiles spread around the group now, and a couple of weak
whoops, mixed with some murmuring about it being about
time. A few of the smugglers took out their bows and start-
ed waxing their strings.

Dan, the hunt organizer, had wandered along the plateau
some distance, and after poking around the leaves, he called
George over and pointed at the ground. George bent to look
closer, and then straightened and put his hands on his hips.
Soon they called over the rest of the leaders. A few of the
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band, Charles among them, wandered over for a look as well.

“What is it?” one of the smugglers asked.

“People have been along here very recently,” Dan said,
pointing to the rumpled trail in the even surface of the
leaves. He pulled the leaves aside in a couple spots. The
ground underneath was powder dry, but still soft enough to
show the outlines of’ moccasined feet.

The smugglers considered the tracks in silence for a while.

“Appalachies,” Dan said, unnecessarily. No civilized trap-
pers or hunters would ever venture this far out.

The news got around the camp quickly and many of the
smugglers came over to see for themselves. More of them
began to string their bows and check their revolvers.

“All right, pack up,” George said. “We've got to get farther
downhill, away from that cliff wall. You couldn’t ask for a
nicer shooting view from the top of that.”

“So are we still going to stop and hunt here, or keep hiking
tomorrow?” Warren asked George.

George pondered this. “I think we have to stop here.”

“We have enough supplies for one more day, at least,” War-
ren said. “If we send out hunting parties with Appalachies
around, odds are good someone won’t come back.”

George shrugged. “Odds are good someone won't come
back it they sign up to go on a smuggling trip. If Appala-
chies are following us, a day’s journey isn’t going to make
any difference. And ...” he lowered his voice, “I can’t make
them walk much farther. I've pushed about as hard as I can.”

“Maybe the men won’t want to stop, if there are Appala-
chies around,” Warren suggested.

George studied him.

Dan interjected, “They know we're here anyway. They al-
ways know. There’s no way they’re this close to us and don’t
know. If they don’t, they will soon. Harper’s Ierry is too far
away to try to get there and sneak in there and buy food.”

George nodded. “The longer we wait, the weaker we get.
We're just going to have to risk it.”

“I just hate for anybody to get killed if they don’t have to,”
Warren said.

“Better if we can avoid it, but it happens,” George said.
“They knew what they were signing up for. I tell them all
ahead of time.”

Warren cleared his throat. “Ah. But ...”

George set his mouth and began to look oft" into the dis-
tance as he did when he was done with a conversation.

The smugglers moved downhill from the cliff and set up a
new campsite, without the flat spots to sleep, but with a clear
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view through the trees in every direction. Anyone who ap-
proached would find the band waiting.

Charles joined a group throwing together a fire toward the
middle of the camp. He didn’t like the idea of sleeping on
the edge with Appalachies prowling around.

“I wonder how many of those white devils there are out
there?” one of the smugglers, Pete, a stocky man with a gray
beard, said. Pete was popular. Steady and responsible, he was
always ready for a friendly chat or a joke.

Dan, striking a flint to shower sparks on a pile of twigs and
wood shavings, said, “Oh, hard to say, but from the sign I'd
only say one or two.”

“Yeah, but I mean, how many all over this wilderness?
Think if they had the guts to fight and the weapons they’'d
be a match for us?”

John scoffed. “No way. There’s only a handful in the whole
wilderness. You never run across any more than just a trace
here or there. If there were any big tribes of them any-
where, you'd find villages. Trading posts. All you ever see is
some savage in cat skins, hoofing it away from you as fast as
he can go.”

“You can tell they're afraid,” Dan agreed. “Slinking around
the way they do. If they had any numbers they’d show a
little more courage. And we'd get to pay them back for their
sneaky little murders.” He spat. “Knife and run, that’s all
they do. A bullet in the back is the only thing good enough
for ’em. I'll kill the last one if I can.” He blew on the small
flame in the twigs to get it going.

“I'm always a little worried about shooting them,” Pete ad-
mitted, fanning smoke out of his face with the battered hat he
always wore. “I seen them around a few times when I'm out
hunting and I'd of loved to drop them in their treacherous little
tracks. But I never knew how many might be just over the hill.
I'd get to thinking about how I might look with arrows coming
out every which way, and just let the bugger keep walking.”

“I heard they ain’t really people at all,” a smuggler named
Jake broke in. Enthusiastic and always ready for a good time,
Jake got bored if the adventure didn’t keep coming. He had
been bored for some time now, so he was delighted to stop
and hunt, and even happier that there were Appalachies
around, although he made a concerned face about it. “Yeah,”
he went on, “they’re more than human, I always heard. That’s
why they survived out here when the rest of the people was
dying oft" in the Bad Times. They don’t need food. And they
never got sick like anyone else. That’s because ...”
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“Good God, Jake, enough of that nonsense,” John said.
“They’re human all right. At least they shit like any hu-
man ['ve ever seen. You've never run across one of their
piles? They’re just a low-grade version that’s more like an
animal sometimes.”

“But where do they come from then? They ain’t nothing
like us,” Jake protested. “White as sheets. And skinny and
sickly looking.”

“What I heard,” Charles began, but Jake cut him off.

“Shut up. Nobody asked you for an opinion.”

Charles imagined what it would be like to beat Jake over the
head with a limb. He guessed it would be fulfilling.

“My old Pop,” Pete said, “used to say they were the origi-
nal people in this part of the world. Legend had it new set-
tlers came from lands over the sea and drove them out, ran
them out of their villages and killed them off so they had
to run up into the mountains to survive. Guess they had the
last laugh when the Bad Times came "cause they missed the
whole thing.”

“I've heard that story,” Jake said dubiously. “But I don’t
know as I give much credit to it. Nobody’s ever found these
lands over the sea, no matter how far out they go.”

“Now, I don’t know about that,” Warren weighed in. “There
are maps and artifacts that indicate pretty strongly there
really were — are, I guess — countries over the sea. Now
the Appalachies being the original people, you may be right
about that being just an old tale. Myself, I believe the theory
that the Appalachies were just like anybody else. When ev-
erything fell apart, they were the ones living on the edges.
They fled into the woods and got away from it all. Most
people came back, eventually. I guess they just stayed.”

“But why are they so white, then?” Jake persisted, unwill-
ing to relegate the Appalachies to mere boring mortals.

Warren considered this. “Well, nobody really knows that.
Maybe there just were so few of them they just inbred too
much and it made them weak and sickly. Or maybe some-
thing else. A lot of strange things came out of those times
that we can’t really explain. Take the cats.”

“If I was stuck up in the mountains skulking around living
on cat meat,” Jake said, “I'd beat my way to the nearest vil-
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lage and find a nice local girl to settle down with.”

“Ha,” Pete said. “You'd get yourself shot. If some wild
Appalachie came down out of the woods and courted my
daughter, he'd settle down all right. Permanent, like.”

They laughed.

“Pete’s right, though,” Warren said. “Culture is a strong
thing. Who would accept them in now? They're outcasts.”
He sounded almost sympathetic, a sentiment Charles never
remembered hearing in a conversation about Appalachies.

Charles wondered again about Warren and where he had
come from. He talked differently. He knew a lot about a lot
of different subjects, and spoke with authority. If someone
challenged him, he’d start citing books most of them had
never heard of, at which point his challenger would concede
the field, but go on disbelieving him.

Charles remembered hearing many stories about the Ap-
palachies around the fireplace in Easton, stories often not
much more sophisticated than these homespun rural tales
Charlie and Pete were bringing up. In some stories, Appa-
lachies were true humans, just with uncanny woodcraft and
an insatiable hatred of civilized people. In others, they rose
to the level of mythical beings, elf-like forest people with
ghostly white skin who could travel without a sound and
who painted their faces to blend perfectly into the brush.
Sometimes they had magical powers of invisibility or seduc-
tion. Sometimes they were the only really good people left in
the world, a simpler and nobler people. Some people consid-
ered it bad luck to talk about them at all.

Parents warned their children to behave or the Appalachies
would get them, a threat that children in Easton began to
doubt once they became more fully aware of the flat moun-
tainless terrain around Easton. Maybe the threats worked
better in Scranton, Charles thought. For his part, he’d been
terrified of them when he’d been small, afraid of even being
out on the street when shadows started to get deeper.

Whatever their nature and origin, the Appalachies probably
made the smuggling route more safe than otherwise. There
were so many tales about travelers and capable hunters who
went out too far into the wilderness and disappeared. Many
of the stories detailed the unpleasant events in the lives of
the incautious adventurers just before those lives came to an
end, although sources were hazy. People heard from some-
one who knew someone who found the body or who saw it
all but escaped.

As Charles sat now in the gathering twilight, watching
the full moon moving upward through the tree branches,
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he wondered what the Appalachies were really like. His
time in the wilderness had taught him little about them.
He had seen their handiwork in person: the arrow-riddled
corpse of poor old Jumpy, after he had lagged behind the
group one day, and the bodies of the small group of smug-
glers who, about six years ago, went downhill for a water
refill and never came back. That’s when the water job had
been delegated to the slaves.

He had never actually seen an Appalachie up close, only
glimpses of forms running through the woods at a distance,
or flickering shadows that he couldn’t be sure weren’t actu-
ally shadows.

That was about to change.

Chapter Four

he meat was tough, seared outside and almost

raw inside, but Charles chomped it asif it might

still be thinking of running away. His stomach

wavered a little at the rush of rich food, but

Charles figured he would worry about the eat-
ing and let his stomach worry about its own troubles.

Those who had shot the animals got to pick their cut of
meat, and then, by tradition, a couple of the leaders stood
over the roasted wild boar and deer carving off chunks and
doling them out. The smugglers gnawed the bones clean,
and some even ate the liver and other parts of the guts raw.
When they had eaten everything else, a few whacked the
bones with rocks and licked out the marrow, or scraped fat
oft" the hides.

Then the band heaped the leftover scraps on the bonfires so
the smell of blood and meat would not draw bears, panthers
or cats. Then they sat around the fire, licking fat and blood
from their fingers and joking and laughing as they had not
done for many days, although a few looked uneasy as their
stomachs gurgled complaints.

“I'm still hungry,” Jake said, picking his teeth with a twig.
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“Would’ve been nice to have a little left over. Might have if
James hadn’t shot a tiny little fawn.” Smugglers grinned.

“Better than the one you shot,” James said. “I didn’t see you
bring it in — where are you stashing it?”

“I was waiting for one worth shooting. Hate to waste my
time on five bites.”

“Wasn't any problem for James to haul this one in,” Eileen
chipped in. “He just threw it over his shoulder and walked back.”

“Atleast I didn’t waste a perfectly good arrow like Pete did,”
James said. Pete sat roasting a squirrel on a stick. “Who’s
still eating?” he said, waving them off.

“You should save that hide and get it tanned when we get
home,” Dan told him.

Pete pretended not to listen to the laughter and attempt-
ed to look blissful while grinding at the rubbery meat
with his teeth.

Charles would have been flustered and defensive if the
smugglers mocked him like that. But it would be nice, he
thought, if' they cared enough to make fun of him. The last
time he had gone hunting, he had shot his arrow three feet
over the deer’s back. Jake had seen it happen but just shook
his head and never said a word about it.

At least now everyone was in a better mood. If they went
back to ignoring the slaves it would be better than open hos-
tility. Nobody had complained when the slaves got an equal
share of meat, so that was a good sign.

Tomorrow the work would begin, now that they all had
tood in their stomachs. If there was plenty of game and wild
boars didn’t gore anybody and the hunters shot straight,
they could replenish their packs in just a few days. If preda-
tors were on the prowl, or if the deer were scarce, it might
take a couple of weeks to stock up. They might even have to
try a new area further south.

They would figure that out later. For now, the smugglers
had the afternoon to rest and recharge from the relentless
pace they had kept up since Scranton. Deepening their relief
was the knowledge that they were far out of range of any
pursuing soldiers.

They lounged against packs and trees, napping and chat-
ting. George even let those who had run out of their own
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tobacco, which was almost everyone, dip into the leftover
trade supply for a celebratory smoke.

“There’s plenty of it,” he said. “May as well get rid of it —
Just more to carry, anyway.”

And you can score some easy points to help them forget the
way you've been driving them, Charles thought.

Smoke curled upward into the leaves, and the pungent smell
of tobacco wafted through camp. Without alcohol to fuel the
mood, it stayed mellow.

“A story,” Jake said. “Time for a story. Who's up?”

“Eliza,” James said, and others picked up the sentiment.

“Aww, I was just getting comfortable,” Eliza said, but she sat
up. Most of the time Eliza preferred thinking to talking. She
was not shy, but had light brown eyes that looked inside your
head, which made people uneasy. But everyone listened when
she made up her stories, or told the traditional tales, altering
the angles and adding details that made them new. Her art
had already done great service many times by distracting the
smugglers from their misery after the weary days.

As she began to speak now, people gathered around and
dug out fresh tobacco to chew or smoke.

Long ago (she said), in the darkest days of the Calamity,
people fled from the cities, leaving behind even the bodies
of their friends and family. They found little safety in the
countryside, because everyone else fled there too. The farm-
ers tried to protect their land, but in the chaos the crowds
burned the farmhouses and stole the grain from the barns.

Hunger stalked them long before spring came. Most of
those who made it to spring had no seed for crops, and
wouldn’t have known how to plant it anyway. Disease had
come with them from the cities, and the pestilence killed
many before hunger could get them.

Whenever anybody started to get the hang of primitive
life and got a nice village started, along would come more
people fleeing from the cities who would wreck everything
and steal their food, and so the fighting went on until the cit-
ies were empty and almost everyone in the countryside was
dead too. The land finally grew quiet when only a few were
left and their civilization was dead. Then like Noah and his
tamily, they began to learn to hunt and live oft" the land and
grow enough food to make up the difference.

The pestilence never would leave for good, but it came less
often, and a few people always lived to carry on. They told
stories to each other about the luxuries of the old world,
the medicine that could cure any sickness, the markets full
of food, and the marvelous machines that did your work

MAY 2016

for you. Nobody ever went back to the ruins of the cities,
though, where death hung like a fog, and ghosts went abroad
even in the daytime.

The people in the little villages scrounged in the dirt and
poked through the woods for rusting metal scraps to make
into good plows and nails and horseshoes and shovels. They
also began to design metal weapons, some based on memory,
some on trial and error.

But they soon used up all their metal scraps, and more chil-
dren lived long enough to grow up, and everyone hoarded
metal like jewels.

In one of our villages, some say it was in Easton, there lived
a blacksmith named Paul. Easton was just a small village on
the edge of the water then, not being any greater than any
of the others. Paul’s grandfather had told him stories about
the great cities, and the part about whole buildings made out
of' metal was what interested Paul the most.

Paul knew from his grandfather, and from travelers, that
the cities were still populated, the ghosts of the residents
drifting among the buildings. The ghosts were irritable, his
grandfather said, because there was nothing to do in the cit-
les anymore, and also they were angry at the descendants
of the lucky few who still had any. The ghosts with living
great-grandchildren were more cheerful, his grandfather
said, and if you could find them, they would give you luck
and protect you. But like as not they were resting in peace
and nowhere to be found.

Paul was a skeptical man and he did not believe these ghost
tales, except deep inside, in the small part of him that got
worried on dark nights. But he kept thinking about the metal,
and the riches and prosperity and ease it would bring him. He
imagined how much food the village could grow if everyone
had a steel plow. And how easy it would be to defeat their
enemies if they fought wooden spears with steel swords, and
could deflect arrows with their armor. Or if they had guns.
Most of the guns left over from the old days were very rusty
now and there was no ammunition for them, but the concept
was pretty simple and he knew he could make a simple one
that worked, if he could figure out how to make powder for it.

Paul thought about this for a couple of years while he
worked at his blacksmith shop, until finally, finding he had
almost no metal to work with, he decided to travel to the
closest ghost city and see if he could spirit some away.

Nobody else would go with him, so Paul went alone, and
arrived at the city as night was falling. Twisted leaning tow-
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ers loomed up in the twilight. Towers made out of metal.

He camped a respectful distance away to wait until morn-
ing, however, because his skepticism about ghosts was wan-
ing again.

It did not help that a ghost came to his camp that night.
Paul was having a little after-supper whiskey as he sat by
his fire, when he heard footsteps coming through the leaves.
Before he could jump to his feet or pull out a knife, a figure in
a dark cloak stood at the edge of the firelight, its face hidden
in the shadows of its hood. Paul sat with his flask of whiskey
still halfway to his mouth, staring, and then, pulling himself
together, decided he must say something stern. “Whaaa ...
whois ... ahrgh! ... he said.

The figure did not reply. Instead, it sat down on the other
side of the fire, hands on its knees, and looked around the
camp, which troubled Paul deeply, because there was no chair.

The figure’s voice, when it spoke, bothered Paul even more.
It was a sort of moan, like the wind in the eaves on a stormy
night, except this wind formed words. Paul listened care-
tully, as he did not want to interrupt and ask the figure to
repeat itself.

“Nice fire,” the figure moaned. “I have not seen one of those
for a long time. It makes me want to warm my hands.”

“Oh, by all means, certainly,” Paul said. “Here, I'll add
some wood.”

“Tool,” the figure said. “I cannot feel it. All is cold to me now.”

“What,” Paul said, “can I do for you, exactly, then?” al-
though he was more preoccupied with what the ghost might
decide to do.

“Nothing,” the figure said. “But you can do something for
yourself. Stay out of the city. It is sacred ground. If you en-
ter it, you will die.”

“How bad is dying?” Paul asked.

“Bad. Worse even than being alive.”

By this point, Paul was having trouble maintaining his
lack of belief in ghosts. He had not yet drunk enough
whiskey to be able to manufacture such a grouchy and
cynical apparition as he was talking to now. He took an-
other swig of his whiskey and rolled it around on his
tongue experimentally, hoping it tasted different than
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usual. It did not. He took a couple more gulps anyway.

He eyed the ghost, if that is what it was. It did not seem
to be overly hostile, although he reflected that reading body
language in a disembodied being might be hit or miss. But
he was a practical man, and although the hair was prickling
at the back of his neck, he realized he did not know how to
fight a ghost if it did decide to be hostile, and it he could
keep it talking, maybe he could distract it from whatever
ghosts did to you when they decided to get on with their
evening. Plus, it occurred to him that, if ghosts could make
threats, perhaps they could also be reasoned with.

“Now, thanks for the warning,” he said. “But it doesn’t re-
ally seem fair, you all hoarding all that nice metal you can’t
even use, with us poor peasants scraping by on scraps.”

“Baloney,” the ghost said. “At least you're scraping by. Look
at us — dead as doornails. Didn’t even make it out of the
city. You call that fair? We're stuck here, so we’ll keep the
metal. I'd call that even.”

“But what are you going to do with steel?”

“What are YOU going to do with it?” the ghost asked.

“Make plows and drainage pipes and woodstoves and handy
stuff like that.”

“Anything else?”

Paul squirmed. “Well ...”

“Like swords or arrowheads or guns, maybe?”

“Not me personally,” Paul said. “I'm a peaceful man myself.
I mean,” he added, looking away from the ghost’s gaze and
sipping on his whiskey, “maybe for hunting or self defense
or something.”

“All that apocalypse and you all haven’t learned a darned
thing,” the ghost said. “I ought to let you have the metal and
let you ruin everything again, I really should. It’s not our job
to babysit the living.”

“It will be different this time,” Paul insisted. “We’ve really
learned our lesson.”

The ghost had a good laugh at that. “Tell you what,” it
said. “I'll have a talk with the others. Maybe we don’t care as
much as we thought we did.”

Paul did not go into the city the next day, thinking it might be
best to wait for permission before exploring. He didn’t know
it the ghost could make good on its threat to kill him, but he
wasn’t sure he cared to experiment. He felt silly though, feed-
ing his fire in the broad daylight, and by the end of the day, he
had about convinced himself he had been dreaming the night
before. Then at twilight, the ghost came back.

“Bet you thought I was just a bad dream,” the ghost said.

MAY 2016

“Oh no, not at all,” Paul said. “Been looking forward to see-
ing you again.”

“None of your sass,” the ghost said. “Listen, we've been
talking, and we've decided to call your bluff. We don’t have
the energy to patrol around here all the time trying to stop
you from sneaking in and pilfering metal. We have regrets
to stew on. You just take all the metal you want and put it to
good, peaceful, harmonious agricultural purposes. Just don’t
come in here at night when we're trying to walk around
haunting things, or we won’t answer for the consequences.”

So Paul promised again that he wouldn’t make any weap-
ons, and the ghost left, laughing itselt sick. And Paul (scru-
pulously working only in the daytime) gathered a large load
of steel and aluminum, took it back to his shop and started
selling metal tools and goods at a great profit.

When everyone else saw the riches he was building from
his metal monopoly, they figured out where he was getting
the metal. Seeing that he was able to go unhaunted into the
cities and work, they rushed to get their own. Paul warned
them to stay out of the cities at night, and to not use the
metal to make weapons (which he only made for personal
use). The warning about nighttime they heeded with care,
but they did make weapons (for their own personal use and
the use of their closest and richest friends).

“And they say,” Eliza concluded, “That during wartime, you
can hear the ghosts laughing in the ruined cities.”

Twilight had fallen while she told her story. A few people
got up to get more wood for the fire, while the rest sat star-
ing into the flames.

“Thanks a lot, Eliza,” Dan said. “Such a cheerful story. Just
the thing to relax on a fine evening.”

Eliza laughed. “I just have to remind you guys how rotten
you are, once in a while.”

“It's a good reminder,” Henry the tailor said, “especially of
the perils of turning to science instead of God. The Calam-
ity was God’s judgment on us for ...”

Groans arose around the fire. “More stories!”

So at their insistence, Eliza moved on to lighter tales, start-
ing with the one about the people long ago who flew to the
moon, and what they did there.

But Charles rolled up in his bedroll and only half listened
to the talking as he fell asleep. Tomorrow would bring a lot
of work, and he was weary. He slept without the nightmares
about food that never filled him, indeed, without any dreams
at all.

Next page



35

Trails continued

he slaves and a few smugglers stayed behind

from the hunting the next day to guard the

sulfur. Most of the band were expert hunt-

ers, able to stalk silently through damp leaves

and rustle through dry leaves like a harmless
squirrel. They could feel twigs under their feet and pull
away before the snap that would give them away. They
knew the language of the forest sounds, and could hone
in on the flicker of a deer’s ear or a hog turning its head.
When the time came, they could put their arrow exactly
where they wanted it. Even an animal with a running start
could not always escape.

The animals that kept the band alive were mostly white-
tailed deer and wild hogs, which were large enough to be
worth the trouble of pursuing. They were also plentiful, es-
pecially the hogs. On rare occasions, the smugglers might
get to feast on an elk. They ate black bear and turkey if they
could get them.

They shot cats whenever they saw them, but only ate
them if starvation was the only other option. They did
keep the fur as a prized hunting trophy. John had an elabo-
rate dress hat made of cat fur at home he liked to bring
out on social occasions, and many of the band advertised
their status as expert woodsmen by wearing catskin caps,
with the tails hanging down at the back. Cat fur also made
a good bow decoration. Each color had its uses — orange
and white were popular for decoration, and tabby made
good camouflage.

The slaves usually stayed back at the camp to dry the meat,
pulverize it and mix it with fat to make pemmican. Properly
made, this mash would last months, and aside from taste and
texture, it was the perfect food.

For once, the slaves had the easiest job. The hunters had to
wake up in the dark, stoke the fires, and eat a few mouthfuls
of pemmican before crunching oft' into the gray morning
woods. The slaves could stay in their warm bedrolls until the
sun rose up into the trees.

They did have to get up in time to prepare in the event of
a successful hunt. To begin, they chopped saplings with a
hatchet, then hacked them into four-foot sections. Sharpen-
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ing one end of these sections into points, they drove them
into the ground and cut notches into the tops. Then they
looked for smaller, straight branches to run between the
stakes, making a drying rack to hang the meat from. Maple
shoots, straight and supple, worked well for this.

The hunters brought in two small pigs by noon. They
chopped off the haunch of one of these for their lunch, and
turned the rest over to the slaves.

To get started, Charles and Gary roped the back feet of
one of the pigs and hauled it up to hang from a tree branch.
Then, slicing the skin away from the hocks, they gripped
slippery handfuls of it and hauled down on it until it peeled
away, making additional cuts as needed to encourage it away
from the carcass.

Once the skin was off, they cut the red meat off the bone
in large chunks and handed it to Marguerite, who sliced
the meat with a steady hand. She was better than anyone
else at slicing the neat strips that ensured the meat would
dry as evenly as possible. She then hung the strips over the
drying racks.

Gary was good at skinning the animals, but his heart wasn’t
in it. He always looked disappointed when he wasn’t among
the hunters. While Charles chafed at having to skin a hog
when he would rather be safe at home tinkering or reading,
Gary was irritated to be skinning a hog when he could be out
pursuing one, being one of the gang, an expert woodsman
and a hardened smuggler.

Charles doubted Gary would ever fulfill his dream of being a
hardened smuggler. He was too soft-hearted, though he tried
to hide it, and he cared too much what the others thought
of him. The veteran smugglers were vain, of course, about
their hunting skills and ability to handle the hardships of the
trail, but they also didn’t need anyone to pat them on the back.
They were good at what they did, and they knew it.

Gary had the powerful build to take care of himself on
the trail, but his talent with weapons was marginal, and he
didn’t come across as very intelligent. Charles thought this
was because he tried too hard to look competent, and so he
talked even when he really didn’t know what he was talking
about. He also had thick eyebrows that gave him a brutish
look and did nothing to dispel the idea that he was less than
brilliant, and he had awkward large ears. But from working
with him day after day, Charles knew Gary was as intelligent
as any of the other smugglers, and could go far if he just
quit trying so hard.

As they worked now, Gary broke the silence.
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“I've been thinking a bunch about that ambush,” he said. “If
we can figure it out, maybe we won’t have to worry about
our own skins so much.”

“Huh,” Charles said, not really in the mood to talk.

“Now, the first thing you'd think of, of course, is maybe
somebody in the band was a spy for the soldiers.”

“Ah.”

“Now, you ask, why would they do that? Money,” Gary
said. “These smugglers are outlaws. Most of them are pretty
loyal, but the thing they want most is money. That’s why
they’re smugglers in the first place. Give them enough mon-
ey, they’ll do anything.”

Thanks for explaining to me what smugglers are like,
Charles thought. I've only been around them for seven years.

“How would the soldiers get in touch to offer their bribe?”
Charles asked.

“There,” Gary said, “that’s just the thing I've been thinking
about.” He stopped pulling on the pig skin and lowered his
voice. “The traitor could have sold us out last trip. Made a
deal — we’ll be at such and so a spot when we come back,
wait there.”

Charles stared at him. “The only one who could make that
happen would be a leader. I can’t think of any of them who
would do that.”

“I can,” Marguerite said, although she had not appeared to
be paying any attention.

They looked at her. She didn’t offer any more comment,
Jjust kept slicing meat.

“Or,” Gary said, glancing over at the nearest smuggler
on guard over the sulfur, and navigating the conversation
back to safer ground, “maybe someone from Easton paid
a smuggler — anybody in the band — to tip oft the sol-
diers. Could have been either side that did the bribing, if
you think about it.”

Charles gritted his teeth. Once Gary got an idea in his
head, he wouldn’t let it go. “Listen, you've still got the same
problem. How would anybody except a leader know where
to set the trap? And the other thing — nobody from Easton
has any reason to try to stop us. They can’t get enough sul-
tur, trading on their own. That’s why they talk big about
shutting us down but never do it.”

They started skinning the second hog. It slipped in the
rope a little, and Charles heaved it back up and pulled the
rope tight around its legs again.

“Well, all right, that’s what I'm trying to figure out,” Gary
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said. “There had to be a mole of some kind. Maybe it wasn’t
one of us at all. Maybe that guy in Scranton — Jeff.”

“No way,” Charles said. “He’d never do that. Besides, Jeff
doesn’t know our plans. He just waits for us to knock.”

After a pause, Charles suggested, “What if there was a trai-
tor in the band, who just sneaked out to tip oft’ the soldiers
and then hiked back?”

“Hey, there ya go,” Gary said. “Coming up with some ideas
for once instead of just poking holes in everything.” He
wiped his face with his arm, holding the knife away to keep
from smearing blood on his clothes.

“I'll poke holes in it,” Marguerite said, in a tone of
voice suitable for explaining that it doesn’t snow in
the summer. “Whoever it was would have had to hike
a couple of days ahead and back again, without anyone
noticing. Impossible.”

“Well,” Charles said, “maybe they sneaked out at night.
Went to a farmhouse or something to pass the message
along, then sneaked back before dawn.”

Marguerite sighed. “First, they would have had to sneak
out of a camp without making enough noise to wake any-
body up. And these are people who wake up easily. Then
they’d have to walk far enough away to light a lantern, which
by the way I don’t think we have, and walk all by themselves
all night without getting eaten by a cat.”

Charles’ ears were burning. “All right, all right, fine, it’s a
bad idea.”

“Then,” Marguerite went on, “they would have had to get
back before morning after a night’s hike, sneak back in with-
out anyone noticing, and not look horrible in the morning,
and get up and hike, full of energy, all day. They’d have to do
all that, of course ...”

“FINE,” Charles said. “I get it.”

One of the smugglers on guard glanced over at them.

“Reep your voice down,” Gary said.

There was a sullen silence for a while. Done deboning the
pork, Gary and Charles switched to helping Marguerite fin-
ish up the slicing work.

“Now here’s an idea,” Gary said. “Carrier pigeons. All the
guy would have to do is just walk slow that day, signal a pi-
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geon flying overhead, attach a message, and oft it would go
to the soldiers.”

“Signal a pigeon?” Charles said. “How many pigeons have
you seen flying around in the mountains?”

“Well ... none, but I'm not looking for them,” Gary said.
“Anyway, maybe it would come out from the city and be
trained to look for a certain color cloth or a kind of hat. Who
wears the brightest hat? Any suspicious outfits?”

“Can pigeons even see color?”

“Why shouldn’t they?” Gary said. “Doesn’t everything see
color?”

“No.”

“What are you, the eye expert?”

Charles, having had his ideas demolished, now was enjoy-
ing passing the favor along to somebody else. “What if the
pigeon flies over at a bad time, and the traitor is sitting there
eating supper and a pigeon with a message on its leg comes
and sits on his head?”

Marguerite laughed, something Charles couldn’t remember
hearing before. He was glad, though, that he had distracted
her from remembering how bad his own idea had been.

“Come on, maybe it’s a hand signal or something,” Gary said.

And at this unsatisfactory juncture, they let the discussion
drop, because they were done cutting up the meat. They
saved the heads and livers for supper, and gathered up the
rest of the entrails, hides and bones and burned them.

Not long afterward, the hunters started coming in for the
evening. They did not bring any more animals with them,
and Charles was grouchy to see them pull off strips of dry-
ing meat the slaves had just spent so much time preparing,
to supplement their supper of heads and livers. He glanced
at Marguerite to see how she was taking the destruction of
her handiwork. She just sat eating the last of her pemmican,
seeming not to care.

The next day, with no new meat to cure, the slaves gathered
acorns instead. Acorns tasted good, kept well, and would
keep you alive even if you had nothing else. The smugglers
sometimes mixed them with pemmican, or ground them
with stones to make a rough flour for biscuits or flat bread.

Acorns were bitter fresh, but repeated soaking in warm
water rendered them edible. The slaves cracked the shells,
pried out the nuts, then dropped them in small copper pots
of water, where the bitterness turned the water dark as it
seeped out. Then the slaves soaked them again, and again,
until the water stayed clear. After that, they spread the nuts
out to dry.
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Some years there weren’t many acorns, but this year when
they found stands of oak trees, the acorns were thick on the
ground. The slaves gathered them into bags and by lunch-
time had a mound of them back at the camp. Picking out the
ones with wormholes and throwing them away, they started
cracking the rest and warming water in small copper pots.

As they worked, Gary went back to the conspiracy theories,
apparently not overly discouraged by the squabble over pigeons.

“I had another idea about that ambush,” he said. “Maybe
it was spies.” He paused as if waiting for Charles to break
in. Hearing no rebuttal, he went on. “Maybe they were just
patrolling around, and then when they saw us coming, they’'d
run off to report.”

“But they’d have to live out in the woods for weeks by
themselves. They’d be cat lunch way before we came along,”
Charles said.

“Aw, you'd risk it for enough money,” Gary said. “Anyway,
maybe it was a group of' them. They’d make a little camp, or
patrol together.”

“What it we walked by on the other side of the mountain
and they never saw us?” Charles asked.

“Maybe they got lucky.”

That seemed far-fetched to Charles. “Anyhow,” he said, “the
whole bunch would have to wait until they saw us coming,
then they’d have to not just beat us back but find the soldiers
in time to have them be waiting at just the right spot. And
we never saw any tracks or anything.”

Gary cracked acorns in silence.

Fine, Charles thought. Gary didn’t have to get all sulky
when his ideas turned out to be stupid.

“There’s always that first option, that one neither of you wants
to talk about,” Marguerite said. “The only one it could be.”

Charles frowned. “It doesn’t have to be that one.”

Gary peered from one to the other. “This one? That one?
What one?”

“None of your other ideas made any sense at all,” Margue-
rite said to Charles.

“That one doesn’t make sense either,” Charles said.

“WHAT one?” Gary said.

“The one both of you are afraid to say,” Marguerite
said. “That it was George. Or Warren. Or John. Or that
old bastard ...”

“Oh, that idea,” Gary said.

The only sound was the cracking of acorn shells between
flat rocks and the plonk as Marguerite threw the nuts into
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the kettle. Gary and Charles had stopped working and were
staring at her. Just thinking that kind of idea was dan-
gerous, and here she had practically shouted it out. They
glanced at the smuggler guards. She’d be dead if one of
them overheard, but they did not seem to have noticed any-
thing interesting.

“What are you going to do, tell on me? Go right ahead.”

She couldn’t really mean that, Charles thought. But she
didn’t seem to be daring them to tell. She was simply letting
them know that meeting a grisly end at the hands of the
smugglers or cutting up a hog were about the same to her.
It was the hopelessness he fought off at his worst moments,
but she seemed to be past fighting it.

Aside from that, her treasonous theory didn’t seem plau-
sible. “I know George better than that,” Charles said. Inter-
nally, he added, Well, I think I do. Aloud: “He’s no saint but
he makes plenty of money. He wouldn’t need a payoft. Nei-
ther would the others.”

“All of them,” Gary said, “would take a payoft if it was big
enough. But,” he added, “I'm not saying George would do that.”

“Maybe,” Marguerite said, “it’s somebody else who wants
to run the band.”

Charles wondered if she were spilling a secret that she
actually knew about Old Harry, or just conjecturing about
the leaders in general. The idea of Old Harry whispering
his dreams in her ear was ludicrous, both because he didn’t
care for her emotionally in any way, and because he certainly
knew that it he were so foolhardy as to confide in her, she
would take the information straight to George and then sit
back to enjoy “The Disembowelment of Old Harry” in its
first and only performance.

he next day the slaves gathered acorns again,

and nobody interrupted them by bringing

meat. In the evening, the hunters returned

with two deer, but they were not celebrating,

because they also had one less smuggler and

had spent the better part of the afternoon searching for him.
George stamped around camp with a deep scowl. Warren
didn’t say anything, but sat and stared into the fire. Old Har-
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ry sharpened his knife to a fine point.

The next day, the hunters brought no deer, but had two
tewer smugglers. This time, it was getting dark and they
hadn’t noticed in time to do any searching.

The camp that evening bristled with angry smugglers, ges-
turing and denouncing. The usual rumble of tired talk was
replaced by an agitated buzz like a rattlesnake den.

Pete sat across the fire from Charles, not joining in the dis-
cussion. He looked more numb than angry. Both the miss-
ing smugglers had been his close friends. They’d frequently
hunted and hiked together, retold each other’s stories and
laughed at each other’s jokes. Now he was here and they
were out there in the darkness, either dead or in the process
of becoming that way.

Pete poked the fire with a stick, his jaw working. This,
Charles realized, was as close as he had come to seeing a
smuggler cry.

“Hey, uh, I'm sorry about this, Pete,” Charles said. Pete
didn’t look up or respond. Charles went on, “If there’s any-
thing I can do ...”

Pete looked up then, and his eyes drilled through Charles.
He pointed the glowing end of his stick across the fire at him.
“If T ever find out you slaves had anything to do with this,” he
said, his voice quivering, “I will cut all your throats myselt.”

he next night, the hunters returned grouchy,
with only a small pig and a grouse that Pete
had arrowed, but with the same amount of
smugglers they had left with.

Pete impaled his grouse on a stick and came
over to where Charles was standing to roast it. Pete stood
silently for a few minutes, shifting the stick from one hand to
the other. Charles ignored him.

“Ah, hey,” Pete said. “I ... about what I said yesterday. I was
pretty mad, and I didn’t mean it.” He glanced at Charles. “I,
well, I know you guys were back here at camp and had noth-
ing to do with anything that happened. I ... well, I was a
complete asshole. Sorry.”

Charles could not remember the last time a smuggler had
apologized to him for anything. His hostility deflated.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

Pete nodded. “Thanks.” He pulled the grouse away
from the fire, poked at a couple of spots, and then
thrust it back over the flames. “Want some grouse when
this is done?”

Charles eyed the singed gangly bird, with its blackened
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stubble of feather quills. “I think I'll stick with acorns to-
night,” he said.

“Fine with me,” Pete said. “I need my energy because I'm
on firewood duty.” He put on a smile but it left quickly.

s the evening cooled and the sun sank into the
trees, Pete and a few others made a last fire-
wood run, while the talk around Charles’ fire
turned to what to do next.
“I really think Warren might be right,” James
said. “I think it’s time to get out of here.”

John put down the pork bone he had been gnawing on and
stared at him. “What are you talking about? I never ran away
from a fight in my life and I'm not going to start now with a
bunch of savages.”

“You ran all right from that ambush,” James said.

“A retreat in battle is not running,” John said, jabbing a fin-
ger at James. Both the twins had quick tempers, and though
James was the more diplomatic of the two, he knew how to
needle John when he wanted to.

“You're an old fool,” he told John. “What's there to stay and
fight about? Ego, is that it?”

John stood up, his face flushing. “Maybe you're a coward,
but I'm not,” he shouted. “I'm not going to die with an arrow
in my back!”

“I don’t plan on dying at all,” James said. “Especially over a
miserable patch of woods with no deer or hogs in it. It’s not
about running. It's about strategic position.”

“What strategic position? There’s woods here, and woods
farther along. You just want to run to Harper’s Ferry and
get a room at an inn.”

People began leaving other fires and drifting over to listen.
Nobody liked to interfere in the twins’ spats, but they were
interesting to watch.

“T'll tell you why it’s strategic, since you won’t use your
own head,” James said. “We're in the heart of Appalachie
territory. There’s a lot less of them closer to the towns. The
farther from here we get, the easier the hunting will get and
we can quit having people get killed for no reason.”

“No reason? No reason? As soon as we let the Appalachies
know we aren’t willing to fight, they’ll harass us every step,
every trip,” John said. “We’ll be finished in this business.”

James shrugged. “Maybe we just underestimated them all
along. Maybe the only reason we ever got through is they
decided to leave us alone.”
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Watching John, Charles wondered how far veins could ex-
pand without bursting.

“You can go back to tanning leather if you want then!
Not me!”

“You can go to hell if you want,” James said.

John picked up a log and threw it down onto the fire, rais-
ing a shower of sparks in the gathering twilight. Then he
stomped off to a different fire.

James just sat staring into the fire, jaw set.

Charles decided it would be more peaceful in bed, and pro-
ceeded to get out his bedroll. But before he finished unroll-
ing it, Dan came over to the fire.

“Do you guys know where Pete is? I can’t find him.”

“He said he was on firewood duty,” Charles said.

Dan frowned. “Should be done by now. It’s getting dark.”
He walked around to the other fires, questioning. People
shook their heads.

Jake walked over to the edge of the firelight and shouted
out into the gloom, “Pete! Hey Pete! Suppertime!”

The woods were silent.

They found him sitting with his back to a poplar tree. I'ive
arrows pinned him to the tree. One of them had caught his
hair just above his ear and held his head up, twisted slightly
to one side, his empty eyes staring out over a gully at the ris-
ing moon. Pete’s battered hat sat on his head as always, and
the firewood he had gathered was scattered over his lap. His
bow sat beside him, all the arrows still in the quiver.

They pulled him loose from the tree with gentle hands and
closed his eyes.

“You old bastard,” Dan said, his voice breaking. “What did
you stop and take a break for? Always looking at the view.”

Then he straightened up and faced the direction the arrows
had come from.

“Come out now and fight like men!”

“Like men,” his echo mocked back.

“We'll kill you for this! Do you hear me? Do you hear me?”

Back at camp, James and John had forgotten their fight in
their mutual anger at the Appalachies, and James abandoned
any talk of leaving.

Warren said, “I still think —”
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“No way,” George said. “What kind of coward are you?”

“I'm just —°

“We are not going to go running into Harper’s Ferry to get
away from the Appalachies.”

“We ran from the soldiers, why not —”

“We were outgunned two to onel” George shouted. “We are
not going to go running into town begging them to save us
from a handful of wild mountain men. If we can’t fight them
we may as well give it up now and go into politics. Maybe
you'd like to.”

Warren stiffened. “You want to take that back?”

“All right, all right, stop,” James said, adopting the peace-
keeper’s role with no apparent sense of irony. “No sense do-
ing the Appalachies’ work for them.”

“We're staying here,” George said. “Anyone who wants to
stay and fight, can. Anyone else — he glared at Warren — is
free to leave for Harper’s Ferry any time.”

‘Warren, no matter how much he disagreed, was not going to
strike out through the wilderness alone, so they all focused on
hunting again, this time for Appalachies. This was made more
difficult because they still had to hunt for food. They stalked
deer while keeping an eye out for Appalachies, and stalked Ap-
palachies while listening for deer, and caught neither.

George set traps. One group of hunters would set out, and
another group would trail them just out of sight. Any Appa-
lachie trying to stalk the lead hunters was liable to be inter-
rupted by an arrow. But none ventured into the trap.

George also sent out snipers to sit at strategic overlooks,
but this took inefficiency to greater levels. At least two or
three smugglers had to go to each spot, as nobody cared to
get into a shootout with an entire band of’ Appalachies alone.
And in a forest that stretched from the ocean in the east to
nobody knew where in the west, the odds weren’t especially
good that an Appalachie would happen to stroll by the exact
place the snipers were sitting.

“How about a decoy?” Dan suggested once. “Not like we've
been doing, a whole big group. An easy target, somebody
hunting alone. We can have two or three people waiting be-
hind them.”

“Who’s going to be the decoy?” James asked.

Nobody raised a hand.

“We could use a slave,” Old Harry said.

“Your slave?” John said.

“We don’t need to go to that extreme yet,” George said.

Not yet, very kind, Charles thought. He just doesn’t want
to lose a valuable slave. But then, maybe he was being un-
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tair. Why would George care about preserving him if he
were going to set Charles free after the trip? Maybe he had
no such plan. Or maybe he actually did care. George would
make it easier if he would just behave either like a black-
hearted smuggler or a normal human being.

inally, after several days of poor hunting on all

fronts, John swaggered back to camp swinging

catskin hats and sporting shell jewelry. He and

Dan had shot down two Appalachies and left

their bodies for the other Appalachies to find.
Charles guessed they had not taken care to leave the bodies
in a respectful funerary state.

Dan kept no trophies. “That was for Pete,” he said. “Don’t
want to even touch anything they’ve touched.”

The hunters clashed with the Appalachies again the next
day. A small group of smugglers surprised a handful of the
tribesmen as the Appalachies were sneaking through the
woods, apparently absorbed in stalking smugglers. The two
sides sent arrows at each other and pincushioned a few trees,
but the Appalachies slipped away as soon as they could, leav-
ing their arrows behind for the smugglers to pull out of the
trees if they wanted them. Neither side left bodies on the
battlefield, although one smuggler claimed he had arrowed
an Appalachie in the leg.

The smugglers, despite their tough talk, could not atford
many more casualties. They had lost a third of their strength
in the ambush, and another seven so far during their hunt,
including Pete and his steady veteran influence. They were
down to only thirty-four total: thirty-one smugglers and
three slaves.

Of that total, about ten or fifteen had to stay in camp ev-
ery day and guard the sulfur, and the slaves of course had
tood storing duties. George had taken away Charles” weap-
ons when the band turned hostile toward the slaves, but he
returned the weapons now, and John finally agreed to give
Gary a gun as well.

“Don’t get used to it,” he warned Gary. “This is only for
absolute emergencies.”

Old Harry sensibly declined to arm Marguerite, no matter
how dire the situation.

The slaves helped keep an eye on the packs of sulfur, be-
cause they had little to do at the camp besides continue to
gather acorns. Nobody had shot an animal for several days.

“It’s not just that we have to watch for savages,” Dan told
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George. “Thing is, they're hunting the animals too. I fig-
ure most of the animals cleared out when they realized they
were living in a war zone. But I found a great spot we can
hunt tomorrow.”

At the end of that day’s hunt, he explained, the hunters had
ranged farther than usual, and Dan had found a watering
hole that, from the tracks and heavily worn trails, was draw-
ing wildlife from miles around in the drought.

Dan planned to leave as early as possible in the morning
and strike straight for that watering hole, without wasting
any time hunting along the way. Once they got there, they
could sit for the rest of the day at strategic spots around it to
see what turned up. He was sure something would.

Dan’s excitement spread to the rest of the hunters. If they
got enough meat, they could leave this death trap with dig-
nity, not retreating but calling the mini-war a draw. They
wanted revenge, but they also wanted to make it home alive.

They left only a handful behind to guard the sulfur in the
morning, albeit with two loaded six-shooters apiece. Charles
was disappointed when George put the slaves back on acorn
duty. He could have contentedly gone a long time without
seeing another acorn.

“We need as much food as we can get,” George said. “We’ll
bring the meat, and you all get as many acorns as you can.
Then we’ll have plenty when we leave.”

So the slaves once again began the routine: Fill the bag,
haul it back to camp, dump it in a pile, repeat.

This could be the last day we have to do this, Charles told
himself. One good hunt, and we can head toward home again.
Please, let that happen, he asked someone for whom he did
not have a name.

In times of need like this, Charles found himself with-
out anyone to appeal to. He had been raised neither pa-
gan nor Christian. Easton was a mishmash of religions,
mostly varieties of Christianity that had become popular
when people found they needed help and protection. But
Charles’ owners in Easton had been more interested in
knowledge and wealth than in faith, and though Charles
sometimes wished for a powerful being to call on, he had
little confidence that there was such a being and less
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desire to spend his life parsing religious texts to dictate
his existence.

As they worked, neither Gary nor Marguerite showed any
inclination to talk, and Charles enjoyed the quiet. Nothing
moved in the woods, except a pileated woodpecker that flew
over giving its petulant staccato call. The wind sighed high
above in the high tops of the oak trees. The weather was
cooler now, though still very dry, and the leaves were turn-
ing yellow and red. Charles was glad for his blanket at night
and glad for the ending of summer’s heat.

He found a rich seam of acorns and followed it, his bag
filling quickly. Hearing Gary’s footsteps behind him, he
straightened up and turned to remark about how fast they'd
be done with this many acorns.

Three Appalachies, their faces painted brown and black,
stood only feet away, with their guns pointed at him. Charles
opened his mouth to scream, but one of them shook his
head and pulled the hammer back on his ancient rusty gun.
Charles closed his mouth again.

Chapter Five

he Appalachies strung their hammocks be-

tween trees on a rocky slope near the summit

of a mountain, on ground Charles would not

have considered a campsite at all. To call it a

slope was optimistic; it was more of a dive.
Had he tried to sleep there in his usual bedroll, instead of a
hammock, he would have been in terror all night, afraid roll-
ing over would put him a thousand yards downhill.

The Appalachies napped in their hammocks in the mid-af-
ternoon sun, except for one sentry. The sentry also lounged
in his hammock, but kept his bow on his lap and his eyes open.

The Appalachies did not bother to tie Charles up. To get
away, he would have had to climb from rock to rock, and had
he tried it, they could have cooked supper, eaten it, taken a
nap and then shot him down at their leisure.

The camp was simpler than Charles had expected. He
hadn’t given much thought to the Appalachies’ living ar-
rangements, but he had pictured huts of some kind, per-
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haps a pot of something cooking over a fire, tools scattered
around, and people doing primitive activities like making ar-
rows or daubing on face paint.

All this camp consisted of was the hammocks and a pile of
wood, which the Appalachies had not lit. Each warrior had a
small leather pack tied to his hammock.

There were only ten warriors, so Charles concluded they
were heading for some kind of main camp somewhere. It
was remarkable this handful of savages had been able to
make the smugglers’ lives such a nightmare.

It was almost as if' the myths were true, that the Appa-
lachies were part spirit, part body, ethereal people of the
woods who could melt away when they needed to and re-
appear elsewhere. These Appalachies looked pretty solid
though, and had not tried any melting as far as Charles had
noticed. If they were spirits, they were smelly ones. And
their hammocks were pretty ordinary. The one they had giv-
en him seemed to be woven out of some kind of plant fiber.

It was comfortable, which freed up his mind to worry with-
out any distractions. What reason could they possibly have
for kidnapping him? Were there any of these reasons that
did not involve disaster for himself? He thought not.

His first thought, when he had turned around and seen the
Appalachies standing behind him, had been, Why me?

His next thought, as they prodded him along through the
woods, had been, Why am I not dead yet? He could see why
the warrior with the gun hadn’t shot him so close to camp,
but the other Appalachies had bows, so it wasn’t like they
needed to take him somewhere private to shoot him without
drawing attention. Why didn’t they just fill him full of ar-
rows like they had done to Pete and get on with their day?

He didn’t know a word of Appalachie, and in fact had never
met anyone who did, so he had no way of getting answers
to these questions. The Appalachies made no effort to com-
municate with him, either. They just jabbered to each other
in their twangy, nasally, barbaric language. Occasionally he
thought he caught a word that sounded familiar, but it could
have just been a chance melding of syllables in the torrent
of sound.

The three warriors who captured him herded him farther
into the woods, where seven others joined them. They stared
at Charles and spoke in an excited and congratulatory gib-
berish. Then they spoke to Charles, firing one short word at
him several times. When he failed to react, they repeated it
several more times and jabbed him with a gun barrel by way
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of illustration, until it dawned on him that the proper in-
terpretation was “move it.” He soon concluded that it meant
“move very quickly,” because they kept up a trotting pace
that left Charles panting. He had thought his long journey
on foot had already toughened him up.

Despite the rush, Charles studied them as he got the
chance. They were the first Appalachies he had ever gotten a
good look at. He was disappointed they were not the ghostly
white of the stories. They were more the color of fine bread,
lightly burned. The strangest part about them was their
eyes. In the kingdom of Easton, it you passed green or blue
eyes in the street, you looked again. But most of these men
had eyes in some shade of green or blue.

They wore buckskin, and catskin caps like some of the
smugglers, with the added style touch of a claw dangling
above each ear.

Their sickly light-colored hair was long, down over their
shoulders, and straight. Their goat-like beards drooped far
down their chests. One of them had painted his head a blaz-
ing red, achieving the effect of a walking fire.

By the time the Appalachies decided to make their moun-
taintop rest stop, Charles estimated they had already put
about twenty miles between them and the smugglers. The
halt was well timed, because Charles had just decided he was
going to lie down soon, even if they shot him. His legs no
longer felt like they were on fire, because they had settled
into semi-numbness.

Charles had hung onto the hope as they fled that smug-
glers might come charging through the trees to rescue him
any second, but that hope shriveled as the hours passed. No
smuggler ever ventured this far from camp. By now, Charles
was just another one of those unfortunates who had disap-
peared in the last few weeks and would never be seen again.

When they woke up from their naps, the Appalachies stayed
in their hammocks, chatting. Charles could tell, to his annoy-
ance, that they were often talking about him.

The one closest to Charles was the man with painted red
hair. The dying beams of the day’s sunshine made the man’s
beard glow, and as Charles looked at it he realized with
amazement that the hair wasn’t painted at all. It was simply
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red. Did any of them have blue hair, or green? Charles didn’t
realize he was gawping at the man until the Appalachie imi-
tated him, staring back at him with big frog eyes and mouth
agape, and laughed. Charles quickly looked away.

For supper they ate pemmican, and handed a little to
Charles. The recipe tasted about like the smugglers’ pem-
mican, with possibly a little more fat in it and another flavor
Charles couldn’t identify, some kind of herb. The seasoning
did not do much to disguise the familiar nasty taste.

As twilight deepened, Charles began to wonder if the Ap-
palachies would ever light a fire. He imagined hanging in his
hammock in the pitch black, straining his ears for the pad-
ding of cat footsteps or claws tearing at the bark of his tree.
He wondered if maybe this was why the Appalachies hadn’t
killed him. Perhaps they were performing some kind of re-
ligious ceremony involving leaving him there in the dark to
be eaten, while they went over the mountain and started a
nice roaring fire.

To his great relief, when it was almost dark they did light
a fire. So that was why the smugglers never saw any smoke
from any Appalachie fires. The savages waited to start their
fires until the sky was darker than the smoke column would
be, and probably got up at dawn to put them out.

Charles did not sleep well. For hours he stared up at the
dark leaves, the glowing sliver of crescent moon sometimes
peeking through. Crickets rasped, owls hooted, and occa-
sionally a sentry coughed or stirred the fire. Eventually he
dozed in and out, dreaming that the Appalachies had set up
a village on the edge of Easton, where the huts were made
out of giant mushrooms, and he and the other children went
to play football even though the adults told them it was dan-
gerous, and George was there, playing goalie, and then Jeff
came to warn them that soldiers were coming.

Between dreams like this, he despaired of ever getting any
real sleep, and was surprised to wake up a short time later
and find that it was getting light, and the Appalachies were
putting out the fire.

They soon set off again at what Charles was disap-
pointed to find was their habitual rapid pace. It wasn’t
as if they were in a hurry; they just strode along as if it
had not occurred to them that anyone might want to walk
slower. If they noticed Charles dropping behind, they
poked him with their weapons to remind him that this
was no time for ambling.

By noon, ferocious barking from camp dogs greeted
the travelers, and then sad-eyed hounds with jutting ribs
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jumped around them, growling at Charles and then yelping
as the Appalachies kicked them away.

The camp wasn’t much, only a handful of skin tents ring-
ing a central stone fire pit. Women, children, and a hand-
tul more warriors came out to meet them, jabbering their
twangy speech.

Charles did some quick counting and figured there were
about twenty warriors total, and maybe fifty or sixty people
in all with the women and children. The small children, boys
and girls, all wore skirts, and they ran around him in circles
much like the camp dogs had done, jumping and shouting
and pointing. The adolescent boys wore buckskin trousers
like the men, though they were all shirtless. The women and
girls, Charles was interested to note, wore about as much
clothing as women in Easton. The rumor that Appalachies
ran around half naked was mostly untrue, then.

Many of the women wore necklaces made of colored glass
beads, probably ground out of the bottles and glass shards
that could be found everywhere in ancient town sites. Some
women wore dangling glass earrings as well.

The adults, unlike the shouting children, looked at Charles
with narrowed eyes, giving him the kind of calculating look
a murderer might use when evaluating the most effective
spot to stick a dagger.

A tall, stocky Appalachie with a giant black beard stepped
forward. He settled down on a stone by the fire ring, and
another warrior grabbed Charles by the shoulders and
pushed him down onto another stone on the opposite side
of the fire.

Charles could not understand what he was seeing. The
man was as dark-skinned as he was, with eyes so brown
they were almost black, and the familiar light-colored
palms of normal hands.

“Well now,” the man said in good Easton, with a rural ac-
cent not very different from the one spoken around Trappe.
“What do we have here?”

After a pause, he said, “Might want to shut that mouth be-
fore something flies in.”

“But, but, who — how —?”

The man laughed. “Roger’s my name.” He seemed to be
searching for words. “You will have to pardon me if I'm a
little rusty with my Easton. I don’t use it very often.”

“But how, why, are you here?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” Roger said. “Me, I guess
I'm one of those lost woodsmen you hear about. One of those
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who went out in the woods and never came back. Died a hor-
rible death at the hands of the, uh, what do people call them,
the Appalachies. To tell you the truth, I came very close to
doing that, but that’s another story for another time.”

Charles glanced around, and lowered his voice. “So ...
can’t leave?”

Roger shrugged. “I guess I could. I don’t want to. By the
way, you don’t have to worry about them understanding you.
They don’t know any Easton besides ‘My name is Roger
and I mean no harm.” But as far as leaving goes, fact is, son,
life here is a lot better than scrapping by in those disease-
infested villages trying to get enough money to pay taxes
and then just when you pay up, you get conscripted into the
army. As a matter of fact, that’s exactly why I left.”

“It's better living with savages?”

Roger frowned. “You oughtn’t to call them that. They are
good people. But no, I didn’t come out here to live with them.
I came out to live on my own in the wilderness where no
king can tell me what to do. Didn’t think too much about
the people already living here. But enough about me. What
about you? You're pretty small for a smuggler. How'd you
get mixed up in that?”

“I am not a smuggler,” Charles said. “I'm a slave to a smug-
gler.” This seemed to be an important point to make. Now
that he was over his shock at meeting a fellow Easton out in
the wilderness, thoughts of what might be in store for him
came rushing back, and his pulse started pounding faster.
“What are you going to do to me? Why didn’t they ... why
am [ still ...” Charles hesitated, unsure whether it was smart
to remind his captors that they didn’t usually take prisoners.

“Why didn’t they shoot you full of arrows and leave you
tor the cats to find? We'll get to that,” Roger said. “So, you're
working on your big dream of becoming a real smuggler
someday, are you?” He said “smuggler” the way other people
said “plague sore.”

“No,” Charles said. “No. I am going to ...” he stopped. He
wasn’t sure what he was going to do if he ever got free from
all the smugglers and Appalachies who seemed to be lining
up for a chance to hold him captive. But he did know one spe-
cific. “I'm not going to be a smuggler, whatever I do. I'm not

you
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going to spend one more minute on the gunpowder trails.”

“Right,” Roger said. “And the smugglers will just let you
walk away, even though you know so much about them you
could get them all killed if you spill the beans on them. I
suppose you'll go to town and set up as a house servant,
which will be way better than being a forest servant.”

“Not a servant,” Charles said. “Something else.”

Roger shook his head and looked at him with a half smile.
“You poor little slave.”

Charles tightened his fist. That was all he did, though, be-
cause Roger was pretty large and had a long knife strapped
to his waist.

As he sized up Roger, Charles noticed two familiar looking
packs leaning against a tree behind him, one with a tin me-
dallion dangling oft it. His stomach fell. He had seen that be-
tore. It was old Jumpy’s. When they found him dead a couple
years ago, he’d been stripped of his weapons and pack.

So these Appalachies had harassed the smugglers before.
This man may even have killed Jumpy himself.

Roger followed his glance, and gave an ugly smile when
he saw Charles” wide eyes. “You've seen those packs before,
have you?”

Roger was a traitor to his kind, an Easton man who lived
with the white savages and killed his own people. Charles
had known, theoretically, that he was among people who
must have killed smugglers. But seeing the trophies dis-
played here gave him a strange slurry of emotion: hatred,
anger, fear and bewilderment to find himself identifying
with the smugglers.

Roger said, “So you're not one of them. But you sure get
upset when they get killed. And you're telling me you're just
a prisoner, held against his will by the awful smugglers and
torced to go on the trail, huh? Or you're just saying that so
we'll let you go.”

“They’ve treated me well,” Charles said, breathing fast. Yes,
he was upset about Jumpy and Pete and the others who had
died, people he’d shared life with. That didn’t make him a
smuggler. That didn’t mean he was one of them, or that he
was content with being a slave.

Roger switched to chatting with the Appalachies, then
turned to Charles again.

“Chief is on the way, and we’ll grill you more when he
comes. Until then, you can just sit here or wander around
the camp. Just don’t try to run away. Chiet’ wants you alive.”

“I'm not going to tell him anything,” Charles said.

Roger grinned. “Oh, I think if he wants you to talk, you'll
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talk,” he said, holding his knife blade out over the coals and
watching a small blue tongue of flame lick around it. “But
we already know about as much as we need to about your
bunch. Still, I hope you’ll tell us the truth.”

Charles was again puzzled at his emotions. He was no
smuggler, so he should have no shame in telling the Appa-
lachies what they wanted to know. Why should they be his
enemies? And yet he felt somehow that he should retfuse to
talk, that to cooperate with the Appalachies or join their side
would be treachery. He put his face in his hands.

Roger now spoke to a small boy, about ten or eleven years
old, with almost white blond hair down to his shoulders. The
boy’s ribs showed clearly. They didn’t overeat in this camp.

The boy motioned Charles to follow.

“South Wind here will show you around camp,” Roger said.
“He’ll show you where you'll sleep. And don’t try to sneak
off. South Wind is pretty good with a knife.”

He spoke to South Wind again, and the boy laughed, pulled
a knife out of his belt, flipped it into the air and caught it
by the handle again, without seeming to make any effort.
Charles was impressed. It took a little of the sting out of be-
ing assigned such a puny bodyguard, although not all of it.

The boy strutted through the camp, leading Charles and a
procession of chattering camp children. Charles noticed as
he looked around that the Appalachies seemed to have been
at the campsite for some time. The ground in front of the
tents was packed down, and well-worn trails led off into the
woods, among a scattering of stumps with chop marks.

The tents were large, with straight walls and sloped roofs
made of stitched hides. Each tent roof had another little
tent on top, which puzzled Charles until he realized it must
be a cover to keep rain out of the smoke holes. Smoke was
pouring out from under the covers now, along with the smell
of roasting meat. A pang shot through his stomach, remind-
ing him he hadn’t eaten since morning.

Charles noted several other fire spots around the outer
edge of the circle of tents, where the savages must stoke
fires at night to keep the cats away. The dogs would help
keep the cats away too, he guessed. Fierce as the cats were,
they would usually run from a pack of dogs.

The boy came to a dingy tent with spider webs over the
doorway, and pointed at it. Charles peered into its dark in-
terior and hesitated. Was he supposed to go in there? He
looked at the boy, who just stared back.

Charles remembered now how weary his legs were, but he
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was reluctant to enter the tent, which reeked of old deer fat
and wood smoke and had who knew what inside it. So he
just sat down with his back against one of the tent poles. He
tound himself at the center of a ring of grinning children,
with South Wind seated in the center, his arms crossed,
stern in his sentry duty.

They were a motley group, with long tangled hair and
ragged, dirty clothing. They were light brown like the war-
riors, an unhealthy pale tone that looked as if' they had some
kind of terrible disease that had leeched the color out of
their skin and hair. Where their clothes were torn, even
whiter skin shone out. Many of them had yellowish hair,
some had very light brown hair and there were a few more
of the absurd red-haired ones too. Surely only a disease or
malnourishment would do that to hair.

Tired of being the circus bear for these children, he crawled
into the privacy of the tent and shut the flap, wondering if this
would meet South Wind’s sentry surveillance standards. The
children increased their chatter, but nobody followed him in.

It was dim in the tent, with a glow from the smoke hole in
the roof, and he listened carefully to make sure he was the
only inhabitant. The tent appeared to have been vacant for
a while, and anything might have crawled in here — snakes,
dogs, mice, spiders. He heard nothing rustling, and gradu-
ally as his eyes adjusted, he began to make objects out in the
gloom. A couple of sturdy poles supported the beam of the
roof, and in the center was a ring of stones for a fireplace.
There was plenty of space. He wondered why it was empty.
Maybe one of the warriors had died recently and they hadn’t
gotten around to taking this tent down yet. Or maybe they
kept an extra tent handy for prisoners, a sort of town jail.

He found a bundle of fur, seemingly an heirloom of sorts,
holding the musty smell of many nights of dried sweat.
Charles shook it out to make sure nothing was living in
it, then checked the floor to make sure nothing was living
under it. Then he flattened out the fur, stretched out, and
closed his eyes.

He woke up to the tent door flying open and sunlight
streaming in. He sat up and covered his eyes.

“Wake up, sleepy!” Roger boomed. “Hope you're all rested.
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The chief would like to ask you some questions. Well come
on, don’t just sit there blinking, get a move on!”

Charles staggered out into the sunlight, where South
Wind was still vigilant at his post. Followed by South Wind,
Charles followed Roger across the camp toward the fire ring.
Charles’ mouth was dry and cracked like an empty stream
bed, his stomach screamed at him, and his thoughts strug-
gled to reassemble themselves out of sleep. It was late after-
noon, the sunlight golden and drowsy.

A muscular man whom Charles took to be the chief sat
by the fire, surrounded by warriors, warming his hands and
watching Charles walk toward him. The chief’s face was
mostly hidden by long brown hair and a bushy beard with
streaks of gray in it. It was hard to read his expression, but
his eyes looked sly and calculating, like the rest of the Ap-
palachies. He was dressed about the same as the others, ex-
cept that he wore a necklace with the white skull of a cat
dangling from it.

The Appalachies drew in around Charles as he and Roger
arrived at the fire, warriors closest and the women and chil-
dren on the edges, peering around.

“This,” Roger said, “is chief Running Elk.”

Charles wondered how he was supposed to address the
chief. Bow? Wave? Eager not to offend, he eyed Roger to see
what he would do, but Roger just stood by Charles’ side. De-
ciding to play it safe, Charles bowed deeply from the waist.

Laughter broke out around the group, and he straightened
up quickly, blushing. The chief, also smiling a little, held his
hand up to his forehead and shoved it outward stiffly, a ges-
ture Charles had not seen before. But not knowing what else
to do, he repeated it. The crowd made approving sounds,
amid more laughter, to Charles’ relief.

A number of warriors had taken seats around the fire, and
so Charles began to sit down as well on a nearby stone. But
Roger prodded him.

“Don’t get too comfortable, little slave,” he said. “Nobody
said you could sit down.”

The chief, no longer smiling, spoke at length to Roger, who
listened and nodded.

“All right, little smuggler,” he said then to Charles.
“How many men are in your band? Be careful to tell us
only the truth.”

“Thirty, or something like that. I can’t remember exactly.
They aren’t all men, though.”

Roger conferred with Running Elk, who nodded.

“How much sulfur do you have?”
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“Not very much.”

Roger knelt and held his knife in the fire, then pulled it out
and examined it, turning it different directions. It was glowing.

“How much?” he said again, looking Charles in the eye.

“We really didn’t have much,” Charles said, his voice shak-
ing. Roger took a step toward him. “About twenty packs’
worth!” He would cooperate. The smugglers could deal with
the consequences.

“The trading was bad, it wasn’t much,” he babbled, des-
perate to make Roger believe him. “Could hardly get any
sulfur, and we had so few men left after the ambush —” he
stopped. They wouldn’t know what ambush he was talking
about. “Other years, we had about fifty packs, but this year,
it was bad.”

Twenty packs of sulfur would still be a huge haul for a
band of Appalachies, he realized.

Roger talked with the chief again. They seemed satisfied.

“He thinks you're telling the truth,” Roger said. “I guess
we'll see.”

Charles, who had been watching Roger’s knife, felt a rush
of relief.

“Now,” Roger went on, “he wants to know why your band
thinks you can just go marching through our land.”

“Your land?” Charles said. He didn’t know what Roger was
talking about. “We never came through this village. We're
just passing through these mountains, way over there.” He
waved in the direction of the smugglers.

Roger swept his arm out in a wide circle. “All this land belongs
to us. Our forest. Our deer and wild boar. You are trespassing.”

“But ... but you can’t just claim all the mountains,” Charles
said. “It’s ridiculous. This is wilderness. Empty woods.
There’s way more than you need. There are only a few of
you, and you move around all the time.”

“This whole woods is our home,” Roger said. “We hunt.
These trees are our fields. You barge through here and
shoot our animals, never asking.” His words were sharp and
loud. “Typical darkskins. You think the world is yours, and
you can just take whatever you can reach.” It was strange
to hear him speak as if he weren’t an Easton himself, and
dark as Charles.

“Your people claim a lot of land along the bay there,” Roger
went on, “even though they don’t use all of it. And now they
come walking through this forest of ours like they own it,
like we're the ones trespassing on their back woodlot. Some
kind of arrogance.”
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It was ridiculous, Charles thought, this handful of savages
claiming more territory than Easton and Scranton com-
bined, but they were holding weapons and he wasn’t, so he
dropped the argument.

“Why did you kidnap me?” he asked instead. “Are you just
going to kill me now that you've asked me some questions?”

Roger laughed. “Oh no, we didn’t kidnap you to ask you
questions. We're happy to have you give us helpful infor-
mation, though. Tell me, who is your master? Some weak
smuggler who can’t carry his pack, and needs your help?”

Charles stood up straight. “My master is the chiet’ of
the band.”

Roger smiled. “Ah, very good!” He turned to the chief and
spoke, and smiles spread around the group. Some of the
women clapped their hands.

“So, slave to the leader of the band,” Roger said, “he must
want you back. We were worried we would have to dis-
card you, since you claim not to be a real smuggler, but as
the chiet man’s slave, you must be worth some sulfur. If
your good friends the smugglers don’t see it that way,” he
shrugged, “well, we will just have to discard you after all.”
He made a gesture with his finger across his throat. “What
do you think, slave, will they trade many packs of sulfur
for you?”

Charles was aghast. He couldn’t picture George agree-
ing to giving up sulfur for this kind of" extortion, even if
the Appalachies had kidnapped several of the band and
not just a slave. A payoft would only encourage the Ap-
palachies to repeat the stunt, and the smugglers would
end up arming their enemies. He remembered back in
Scranton, when George had made that extra trip despite
the danger just to add a couple of packs of sulfur to
their haul.

Charles knew how the smugglers would think. Charles had
been caught alone in the woods, they would reason, which was
the same as death. Whether it meant death then or later was
up to the Appalachies, but it wasn’t the smugglers’ problem.

“Ah, of course,” he said. “Yes, many packs of sulfur.”

Roger eyed him. “Hmm. I hope you are right.”

Charles’ mouth was dry. “How ... how do you plan to get in
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touch with the smugglers?” he said. “You can’t just walk in
there. They’ll shoot you.”

Roger smiled. “Oh, that will be no problem at all.”

Alone that night in his tent, Charles stoked a small fire in
the fire ring. He didn’t need it for safety. The Appalachies
had already lit the sentry fires, and he could see the light
trom the flames flickering on the wall of the tent. But he had
slept by a fire for months now, and with his eyes closed and
the heat and crackle of the fire next to him, it felt almost like
he was back at the smugglers’ camp. Strange, that a place he
had hated seemed like home.

Charles wondered where the band was by now. He had
been gone more than a day. If they had shot any game at
the water hole, they must be drying the meat now and soon
would be ready to go on the trail again. He wondered if they
even missed him much. Gary probably wouldn’t be all that
sad. Marguerite? She seemed to hate him as much as any-
one. George would resent the insult of somebody killing his
slave. Would he feel anything else?

Charles could not let this be his miserable end, alone out
here in the wilderness, his throat slit by a bunch of savages
because he wasn’t worth enough of the miserable sulfur he
hated. He tried to come up with an alternate plan.

He wondered if he could just live with the Appalachies,
although that would mean giving up everything he really
enjoyed. His thoughts drifted back now to the library at
George’s estate in Trappe. He couldn’t imagine never seeing
it again, never reading another book.

The best times in Charles’ life, since George had bought
him, had been during the winter when the smugglers stayed
home, feet up by a fire while sleet beat on the windows. At
George’s estate, house servants took care of most of the
menial chores. Charles ran errands for George, delivering
letters or memorized messages, and making the kind of dis-
creet purchases a smuggler needed, but didn’t want to make
himself because of the risk.

George made use of Charles’ mechanical aptitude, letting
him tinker with useful items for the estate like lanterns or
crab traps or other gadgets. Charles had come up with an ef-
ficient water pump he was particularly proud of, and was also
experimenting with making clocks like they had in Easton.

He enjoyed that kind of work, but the evenings were the
best, when George allowed Charles free time and he went
straight to the library.

Charles read anything, but especially books about math and
science, like biology, chemistry and physics. Invention fasci-
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nated him. One of his favorite books was “Learn From the
Past, and Repeat It,” an old volume by a philosopher and ar-
cheologist named Phil, which held out the tantalizing prom-
ise of a new world.

George didn’t mind Charles using his library, especially if
it made him a happier slave, and he also found it useful to
have a person of letters around the house who saved him the
money and risk of hiring a scribe.

Charles had daydreamed about working as a scribe for
George, after he was free. During the summers, when
George was away, he could serve as his estate manager, and
have plenty of time to study. Charles had not yet had the
nerve to ask about such a job, and now it didn’t seem likely
he ever would.

He could argue to the Appalachies that he hated the smug-
glers, that he would make a useful addition to their band or
even a good slave. He hated the idea of groveling, and wished
he had the nerve to just die like a man. But he wished even
more to live. Even living in the endless forest with nothing
to do but hunt would be better than dying.

When savages had captured Roger years ago, somehow he
had convinced them not to kill him. Maybe Roger, remem-
bering that, would have sympathy for him now. He would
ask Roger in a roundabout way how he had survived, and
try to enlist his help.

Failing everything else, Charles would watch for a chance
to escape. He tossed around a few ideas, but if he was realis-
tic most of them ended with him pursued by a pack of irate
Appalachies who knew the woods better than he did. Even if
he somehow evaded the savages, he wouldn’t be able to get
back to the smugglers’ camp before dark.

But he may as well die running as standing still.

Charles did not sleep well. H

To be continued.



