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... we have found that our clinic has an abundant
supply of disinfectants and pain killers of several
varieties. We hear these are in short supply in Bend
and in the relocation centers up north. We're willing
to trade some of these—along with a truckload of
de-ionizing resin columns that happened to be
abandoned here—for one thousand doses of
tetracycline, to guard against the bubonic plague
outbreak to the east. Perhaps we’d be willing to settie
for an active culture of balomycine-producing yeast,
instead, if someone could come up and show us how
to maintain it.

Also, we are in desperate need of . . .

The Mayor of Gilchrist must have been a strong-willed
man to have persuaded his local emergency committee to
offer such a trade. Hoarding, however illogical and uncoop-
erative, was a major contributor to the collapse. It aston-
ished Gordon that there still had been people with this
much good sense during the first two years of the Chaos.

He rubbed his eyes. Reading wasn’t easy by the light of
a pair of homemade candles. But he found it difficult get-
ting to sleep on the soft mattress, and damn if he’d sleep on
the floor after so long dreaming of such a bed, in just such a
roorm!

He had been a little sick, earlier. All that food and home-
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brewed ale had almost taken him over the line from delir-
ious happiness to utter misery. Somehow, he had teetered
along the boundary for several hours of blurrily remem-
bered celebration before at last stumbling into the room
they had prepared for him.

There had been a toothbrush waiting on his nightstand,
and an iron tub filled with hot water.

And soap! In the bath his stomach had settled, and a
warm, clean glow spread over his skin.

Gordon smiled when he saw that his postman’s uni-
form had been cleaned and pressed. It lay on a nearby chair;
the rips and tears he had crudely patched were now neatly
sewn,

He could not fault the people of this tiny hamlet for
neglecting his one remaining longing . . . something he had
gone without too long to even think about. Enough. This
was almost Paradise.

As he lay in a sated haze between a pair of elderly but
clean sheets, waiting leisurely for sleep to come, he read a
piece of correspondence between two long-dead men.

The Mayor of Giichrist went on:

We are having extreme difficulty with local
gangs of “Survivalists.” Fortunately, these infestations
of egotists are mostly too paranoid to band together.
They're as much trouble to each other as to us, |
suppose. Still, they are becoming a real problem.

Qur deputy is regularly fired on by well armed
men in army surplus camouflage clothing. No doubt
the idiots think he’s a “Russian Lackey” or some
such nonsense.

They have taken to hunting game on a massive
scale, killing everything in the forest and doing a
typically rotten job of butchering and preserving the
meat. OQur own hunters come back disgusted over
the waste, often having been shot at without
provocation,

I know it’s a lot to ask, but when you can spare
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a platoon from relocation riot duty, could you send
them up here to help us root out these self-centered,
hoarding, romantic scoundrels from their little
filtered armories? Maybe a unit or two of the US
Army will convince them that we won the war, and
have to cooperate with each other from now on. . ..

He put the letter down.

So it had been that way here, too. The clichéd “Tast
straw” had been this plague of “survivalists” —particularly
those following the high priest of violent anarchy, Nathan
Holn.

One of Gordon’s duties in the militia had been to help
weed out some of those small gangs of city-bred cutthroats
and gun nuts. The number of fortified caves and cabins his
unit had found—in the prairie and on little lake islands—
had been staggering . . . all set up in a rash of paranoia in the
difficult decades before the war.

The irony of it was that we had things turned around!
The depression was over. People were at work again and coop-
erating. Fxcept for a few crazies, it looked like ¢ renaissance
was coming, for America and for the world.

But we forgot just how much harm a few crazies could
do, in America and in the world.

Of course when the collapse did come, the solitary sur-
vivalists’ precious little fortresses did not stay theirs for long.
Most of the tiny bastions changed hands a dozen or more
times in the first months—they were such tempting targets.
The battles had raged all over the plains until every solar
collector was shattered, every windmill wrecked, and every
cache of valuable medicines scattered in the never-ending
search for heavy dope.

Only the ranches and villages, those possessing the
right mixture of ruthlessness, internal cohesion, and com-
mon sense, survived in the end. By the time the Guard units
had all died at their posts, or themselves dissolved into rov-
ing gangs of battling survivalists, very few of the original
population of armed and armored hermits remained alive.
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Gordon locked at the letter’s postmark again. Nearly
. two years after the war. He shook his head. I never knew any-
..one held on so long.

' The thought hurt, like a dull wound inside him. Any-
.. thing that made the last sixteen years seem avoidable was
“'just too hard to imagine.

There was a faint sound. Gordon looked up, wendering
_if he had imagined it. Then, only slightly louder, another
. faint knock rapped at the door to his room.

p “Come in,” he called. The door opened about halfway.
- Abby, the petite girl with the vaguely oriental cast to her
" eyes, smiled timidly from the opening. Gordon refolded the
- Jetter and slipped it into its envelope. He smiled.

‘ “Hello, Abby. What's up?”

b “]—I've come to ask if there is anything else you
- needed,” she said a little quickly. “Did you enjoy your
“bath?”

“Did I now?” Gordon sighed. He found himself slip-
* ping back into Macduff’s burr. “Aye, lass. And in particular I
. .appreciated the gift of that toothbrush. Heaven sent, it
was.”

“You mentioned you'd lost yours.” She looked at the
floor. “I pointed out that we had at least five or six unused
“ones in the storage room. I'm glad you were pleased.”

“It was your idea?”” He bowed. “Then I am indeed in
- your debt.”

Abby looked up and smiled. “Was that a letter you were
;_:}ust reading? Could I look at it? I've never seen a letter be-
fore”

, Gordon laughed. “Oh surely you're not that young!
“What about before the war?”

: Abby blushed at his laughter. “I was only four when it
“happened. It was so frightening and confusing that I . . . 1
- really don’t remember much from before.”

Gordon blinked. Had it really been that long? Yes. Six-
teen years was indeed enough time to have beautiful
women in the world who knew nothing but the dark age.

Amazing, he thought.

45




e

DAVID BRIN

“All right, then.” He pushed the chair by his bed. Grin-
ning, she came over and sat beside him. Gordon reached
into the sack and pulled out another of the frail, yellowed
envelopes. Carefully, he spread out the letter and handed it
to her.

Abby looked at it so intently that he thought she was
reading the whole thing. She concentrated, her thin eye.
brows almost coming together in a crease on her fm"ehcad.
But finally she handed the jetter back. “I guess I can’t really
read that well. I mean, ! can read labels on cans, and stuff.
But I never had much practice with handwriting and . . .

entences.”

’ tHer voice dropped at the end. She sounded embar.
rassed, but in a totally unafraid, trusting fashion, as if he
were her confessor. ‘ .,

He smiled. “No matter. I'll tell you what it’s about.” He
held the letter up to the candlelight. Abby moved over to sit
by his knees on the edge of the bed, her eyes rapt on the

ages. .
pee “It's from one John Briggs, of Fort Rock, Oregon, to his
former employer in Klamath Falls. . .. I'd guess from the
Jathe and hobby horse letterhead that Briggs was a retired
machinist or carpenter or something. Hmmm.” .

Gordon concentrated on the barely legible handwnrt-
ing. “It seems Mr. Briggs was a pretty nice man. Here he's
offering to take in his ex-boss’s children, until the emer-
gency is over. Also he says he has a good garage machine
shop, his own power, and plenty of metal stock. He wants to
know if the man wants tol order any parts made up, espe:

ially things in short supply. . . .”

‘ yGordgn’s voice falltaged. He was still so thick-headed
from his excesses that it had just struck him that a beautiful
female was sitting on his bed. The depression she 1_'nade in
the mattress tilted his body toward her. He cleared his throat
quickly and went back to scanning the letter.

“Briggs mentions something about power levels from
the Fort Rock reservoir. . . . Telephones were out, but he was
still, oddly enough, getting Eugene on his computer data
net. ...
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Abby looked at him. Apparently much of what he had

could have been ancient, magical words of power.
“Why didn’t you bring us any letters, here in Pine

" View?” she asked quite suddenly.

Gordon blinked at the non sequitur. The girl wasn’t

~ stupid. One could tell such things. Then why had every-

thing he said, when he arrived here, and later at the party,
been completely misunderstood? She still thought he was a

. mailman, as, apparently, did all but a few of the others in

this small settlement.
From whom did she imagine they'd get mail?
She probably didn’t realize that the letters he carried

. had been sent long ago, from dead men and women to other
~ dead men and women, or that he carried them for . . . for his
. OWN reasons.

The myth that had spontaneously developed here in

- Pine View depressed Gordon. It was one more sign of the
. deterioration of civilized minds, many of whom had once
* been high school and even college graduates. He considered
. telling her the truth, as brutally and frankly as he could, to

stop this fantasy once and for all. He started to.
“There aren’t any letters because . . .”
He paused. Again Gordon was aware of her nearness,

the scent of her and the gentle curves of her body. Of her
% trust, as well.

He sighed and looked away. “There aren’t any letters

* for you folks because . . . because I'm coming west out of
. Idaho, and nobody back there knows you, here in Pine
 View. From here I'm going to the coast. There might even
“ be some large towns left. Maybe . . .”

“Maybe someone down there will write to us, if we send

* them a letter first!” Abby’s eyes were bright. “Then, when you
. pass this way again, on your way back to Idaho, you could give
. us the letters they send, and mavbe do another play-act for us
! like tonight, and we’ll have so much beer and pie for you you'l
- bust!” She hopped a little on the edge of the bed. “By then I'll
be able to read better, I promise!”
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Gordon shook his head and smiled. It was beyond his
right to dash such dreams. “Maybe so, Abby. Maybe so. But
you know, you may get to leam to read easier than that. Mrs.
Thompson’s offered to put it up for a vote to let me stay on
here for a while. I guess officially I'd be schoolteacher,
though I'd have to prove myself as good a hurger and farmer
as anybody. I could give archery }essons. e '

He stopped. Abby’s expression was gpen-mouthed in
surprise. She shook her head vigorously. “But you haven't
heard! They voted on it after you went to take your bath,
Mirs. Thompson should be ashamed of trying to bribe a man
like you that way, with your important work having to be

"’

donei—le sat forward, not believing his ears. _“Whaﬁ did you
say?” He had formed hopes of staying in Pine View for at
least the cold season, maybe a year or more. Who could tell?
Perhaps the wanderlust would leave him, and he could fi-
nally find a home.

yHis sated stupor dissipated. Gordon fought to hold
back his anger. To have the chance revoked on the basis of
the crowd’s childish fantasies! _ .

Abby noticed his agitation and hurried on. “That
wasn’t the only reason, of course. There was the’ ’problem_ of
there being no woman for you. And then . . .” Her voice
lowered perceptibly. “And then Mrs. Howlett thought you'd

be perfect for helping me and Michael finally have a
baby. ... o _

Gordon blinked. “Um,” he said, expressing the sudden
and complete contents of his mind. _ .

“We've been trying for five years,” she explained. W’e
really want children. But Mr. Horton thinks Michael can’t
'cause he had the mumps really bad when he was twelve.
You remember the real bad mumps, don’t you?”

Gordon nodded, recalling friends who had died. The
resultant sterility had made for unusual social arrangements
everywhere he had traveled.

Stli. .. ‘ .

Abby went on quickly. “Well, it would cause problems i
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we asked any of the other men here to . . . to be the body
father. I mean, when you live close to people, like this, you
have to look on the men who aren’t your husband as not
being really ‘men’ . . . at least not that way. I—I don’t think
I'd like it, and it might cause trouble.”

She blushed. “Besides, I'll tell you something if you

- promise to keep a secret. T don’t think any of the other men
- would be able to give Michael the kind of son he deserves.
- He’s really very smart, you know. He’s the only one of us
_ youngers who can really read. . . "

The flow of strange logic was coming on too fast for

. Gordon to follow completely. Part of him dispassionately
° noted that this was all really an intricate and subtle tribal
_ adaptation to a difficult social problem. That part of him
- though—the last Twentieth-Century intellectual—was still
- a bit drunk, and meanwhile the rest was starting to realize
~ what Abby was driving at.

“You're different.” She smiled at him. “I mean, even

* Michael saw that right from the start. He’s not too happy,
- but he figures you'll only be through once a year or so, and
- he could stand that. He’d rather that than never have any
¢ kids.”

Cordon cleared his throat. “You're sure he feels this

“Oh, yes. Why do you think Mrs. Howlett introduced

- us in that funny way? It was to make it clear without really

saying it out loud. Mrs. Thompson doesn't like it much, but

- I think that’s because she wanted you to stay.”

Gordon’s mouth felt dry. “How do you feel about all

* this?”

Her expression was enough of an answer. She looked at

- him as if he were some sort of visiting prophet, or at least a
- hero out of a story book. “T'd be honored if vou'd say ves,”
- she said, quietly, and lowered her eves.

“And you'd be able to think of me as a man, ‘that

- way’?”

Abby grinned. She answered by crawling up on top of

him and planting her mouth intensely upon his.
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There was a momentary pause as she shimmied out of
her clothes and Gordon turned to snuff out the candles on
the bed stand. Beside them lay the letterman’s gray uniform
cap, its brass badge casting multiple reflections of the danc-
ing flames. The figure of a rider, hunched forward on horse-
back before bulging saddle bags, seemed to move at a
flickering gallop.

Thig :gs angther one I owe you, Mr. Postman.

Abby’s smooth skin slid along his side. Her hand
slipped into his as he took a deep breath and blew the can-

dles out.
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For ten days, Gordon’s life followed a new pattern. As if to
catch up on six months’ road weariness, he slept late each
morning and awoke to find Abby gone, like the night’s
dreams.

Yet her warmth and scent lingered on the sheets when
he stretched and opened his eyes. The sunshine streaming
through his eastward-facing window was like something
new, a springtime in his heart, and not really early autumn

~ at all.

He rarely saw her during the day as he washed and
helped with chores until noon—chopping and stacking
wood for the community supply and digging a deep pit for a
new outhouse. When most of the village gathered for the
main meal of the day, Abby returned from tending the
flocks. But she spent lunchtime with the younger children,
relieving old one-legged Mr. Lothes, their work supervisor.

- The little ones laughed as she kidded them, plucking the

wool that coated their clothes from a morning spent carding
skeins for the winter spinning, helping them keep the gray
strands out of their food.

She barely glanced at Gordon, but that brief smile was
enough. He knew he had no rights beyond these few days,
and yet a shared lock in the daylight made him feel that it
was all real, and not just a dream.

Afternoons he conferred with Mrs. Thompson and the
other village leaders, helping them inventory books and
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other long-neglected salvage. At intervals, he gave reading
and archery lessons.

One day he and Mrs, Thompson traded methods in the
art of field medicine while treating a man clawed by a “ti-
ger,” what the locals calied that new strain of mountain lion
which had bred with leopards escaped from zoos in the
postwar chaos. The trapper had surprised the beast with its
kill, but fortunately, it had only batted him into the brush
and let him run away. Gordon and the village matriarch felt
sure the wound would heal.

In the evenings all of Pine View gathered in the big
garage and Gordon recited stories by Twain and Sayles and
Keillor. He led them in singing old folk songs and lovingly
remembered commercial jingles, and in playing “Remem-
ber When.” Then it was time for drama.

Dressed in scrap and foil, he was John Paul Jones,
shouting defiance from the deck of the Bonne Homme Ri-
chard. He was Anton Perceveral, exploring the dangers of a
faraway world and the depths of his own potential with a
mad robot companion. And he was Doctor Hudson, wading
through the horror of the Kenyan Contflict to treat the vic-
tims of biological war. . :

At first Gordon always felt uneasy, putting on a flimsy
costume and stomping across the makeshift stage waving
his arms, shouting lines only vaguely recalled or made up on
the spot. He had never really admired play-acting as a pro-
fession, even before the great war.

But it had got him halfway across a continent, and he
was good at it. He felt the rapt gaze of the audience, their
hunger for wonder and something of the world beyond their
parrow valley, and their eagerness warmed him to the task.
Pox-scarred and wounded—bent from year after year of
back-breaking labor merely to survive—they looked up, the
need greatest in eyes clouded with age, a yearning for help
doing what they could no longer accomplish alone—
remembering.

Wrapped in his roles, he gave them bits and pieces of
Jost romance. And by the time the last lines of his soliloquy
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. Side of bis face. Ty qrss hitm terribly.” She touched the
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and .g wonderful here with you, but he’s my husband
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faded,
whﬁe. he too was able to forget the present, at least for a
Each night, after he retired, sh i
' = ,» She came to him.
lvix;:l;:le l:,s:e would sit on the edge of his bed an(Zl t;flrlll-(l o};‘ol’rne?
Shé 3b ut ihe f_locks, and the village children, and Michae]
tionedr]?nl'lg tbl’(]:m books to ask their meanings and ques:
fic im about his youth—about the life of a student in
e ‘Ti?;derf%f days before the Doomwar
en, atter a time, Abby would smil

ﬂus]ty volumes, and slide under the covers n:;(tp tt(l)thaig]azvl_tlﬁe

e leaned over and took care of the candle. : ©

On the tenth morning, she di i
: : g, she did not sl i
pred?(\;f{n light, but instead wakened G?)T(SZIOIIT)I E\lfv‘:’?g ;V i:til;sthe
mmmn, good morning,” he comment -
(l;?gfl!l]:sd glo_:; Tlc;r, bil{lt Abby pulled away, She pigl?e; ?fp Egle(:
Sothes, shing her breasts across the soft hairs of his flat
“I should let you sleep,” im. *
t you p,” she told him. “But
ask y‘?I?/I Som?e&fgf She held her dress in a gal} wantedto
mm? Is 1t?” ll i
his hen suppéz) r;s it?” Gordon stuffed the pillow behind

“You're goi i ’
acked going to be leaving today, aren’t you?” she

“Yes,” he nodded seriously, “It’
\ : y. “It's probabl .Idli
to stay longer, but since I can't, I'd b(le)tter beyhl;zfitinlgd“]/g;ft:

: again.”’

“I know,” she n()(,:lded seriously. “We'll all hate to see
.. well, I'm going to meet Michael out at the

“That doesn’t bother you, does it? I mean,

He smiled and covered her hand. 1o his amazement, he

- had little difficulty with his fecl
:_ _ ] elings. He was m i
than jealous of Michael. The desperate logic of (t);lii?::l\;gigg

for children, and their obvious love for one another, made

5 the situation, in retrospect, as obvious as the need for a
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clean break at the end. He only hoped he had done them
the favor they sought. For despite their fantasies, it was un-
likely he would ever come this way again.

“I have something for you,” Abby said. She reached un-
der the bed and pulled out a small silvery object on a chain,
and a paper package.

“Ip’s a whistle. Mrs. Howlett says you should have one.”
She slipped it over his neck and adjusted it until satisfied
with the effect.

“Also, she helped me write this letter.” Abby picked up
the little package. “I found some stamps in a drawer in the
gas station, but they wouldn’t stick on. So I got some money,
instead. This is fourteen dollars. Will it be enough?”’

She held out a cluster of faded bills.

Gordon couldn’t help smiling. Yesterday five or six of
the others had privately approached him. He had accepted
their little envelopes and similar payments for postage with
as straight a face as possible. He might have used the oppor-
tunity to charge them something he needed, but the com-
munity had already given him a month’s stock of jerky, dried
apples, and twenty straight arrows for his bow. There was no
need, nor had he the desire to extort anything else.

Same of the older citizens had had relatives in Eugene,
or Portland, or towns in the Willamette Valley. It was the
direction he was heading, so he took the letters. A few were
addressed to people who had lived in Qakridge and Blue
River. Those he filed deep in the safest part of his sack. The
rest, he might as well throw into Crater Lake, for all the
good they would ever do, but he pretended anyway.

He soberly counted out a few paper bills, then handed
back the rest of the worthless currency. “And who are you
writing to?” Gordon asked Abby as he took the letter. He
felt as if he were playing Santa Claus, and found himself
enjoying it.

“I’m writing to the University. You know, at Fugene? I
asked a bunch of questions like, are they taking new stu-
dents again yet? And do they take married students?” Abby
blushed. “1 know I'd have to work real hard on my reading to
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get good enough. And maybe they aren’t recovered en
_ ough
to takg glar;ly new students. But Michael’s already so smfrt
bet ?enr d y the time we hear from them maybe things will be
“By the time you hear . . " Gordon shook hi
ou c is head.
N Abby nodded. “T'll for sure be reading a lot better by
]t) aflzlré. hMrs. Tho:'jn;t)son promises she’ll help me. And her hus-
as agreed to start a school, this winter. I’ i
help v;u}th the little kids. s winter. Tm going to
“T'hope maybe I can learn to be i
that's sihps o be a teacher. Do you think
Gordon shook his head. He had thou i
! . . ght himself be-
yond surprise, but this touched him. In spite of Abby's tce>-
tally disproportioned view of the state of the world, her
hope warmed him, and he found himself dreaming along
with Per. Theie was no harm in wishing, was there?
4 {\ctually, Ablgy went on, confidentially, twisting her
ress in her hands. “One of the big reasons I'm writing is to
get a ... a pen pal That’s the word, isn’t it? I'm hoping
maybe someone in Eugene will write to me. That way we'll
get I?‘tters:’here. I'd love to get a letter.
o toAiso —bhexi( gaze fell—"“that will give you another rea-
orne back, ina year or so. . . besi i
o e o wack y r so. .. besides maybe wanting
She looked up and dimpled. “I i
. “T got the idea from your
Sherlock Holmes play. That’s an ‘ulterior motive, isn’tyit?"
She was so delighted with her own cleverness, and so
eager for his approval—Gordon felt a great, almost painful
rush of tenderness. Tears welled as he reached out and
pulled her into an embrace. He held her tightly and rocked
slowly, his eyes shut against reality, and he breathed in with

her sweet smeill a light and optimi
her sweet smel gl ptimism he had thought gone
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" is i ere 1 turn back.” Mrs. Thompson shook
h\;fclllé ';lv]ilshlsc\t’)}:don. “Down this road things shfo;ﬁd tlag
pretty tame until you get to Davis Lake. The last o eec;rs
loner survivalists that way w1ped.each other OHt SOme Vi
back, though I'd still be careful if I were you..h 4 amived in
There was a chill in the air, for auturnn ha kamvd in
full. Gordon zipped up the old letter carrier'sjac lfjt an n—fan
justed the leather bagdas the straight-backed old wo
i map.
hami‘?ld}]:a]:ln ]?rI:]rc;}ge rI(?Iaortonpmark the pla(:f:s we know of%
where homesteaders have set up. I wquldnt bother al:y c;
them unless you have to. Mostly they're a susptl}c]u:]l_llz nyep;l ri
likely to shoot first. ’\'Ne’ve only been trading wi
ot f(égrtsi};%rtrfg:ilgéd. He folded t!zie rrgip c;relf_ill]y (?1?13
slipped it into a pouch. He felt rested an 1;:: y. He ;cent
i i w as much as any haven n
;igerxgtoi;al\glt?tg nlc))&l‘:h\a/l]:ehe was resigned to going, he actlfjally
felta gro'wing eagerrfleés to be traveling, to see what had hap-
1 Tegon. .
peneﬂll?hihfrezits?nce hg had left the wreckage of Mmge;
sota, he had found ever wilder signs of the d}z;rk a%e:.]e 51.15—
now he was in a new watershed. This had oncg eign fgrms
ant state with dispersed light industry, productive l Abi
and an elevated level of culture. Perhaps it w}eis Ia’f_:lrle 131/1 A
by’s innocence infecting him. But logically, the Willa
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Valley would be the place to look for civilization, if it existed
anywhere anymore.

He took the old woman’s hand once again. “Mrs.
Thompson, 'm not sure I could ever repay what you people
have done for me.”

She shook her head. Her face was deeply tanned and so
wrinkled Gordon was certain she had to be more than the
fifty years she claimed.

“No, Gordon, you paid your keep. I would've liked it if
you could’ve stayed and helped me get the school going.
But now I see maybe it won’t be so hard to do it by our-
selves.”

She gazed out over her little valley. “You know, we've
been living in a kind of a daze, these last years since the
crops have started coming in and the hunting’s returned.
You can tell how bad things have gotten when a bunch of
grown men and women, who once had jobs, who read
magazines—and filled out their own taxes, for Heaver's

7 sake—start treating a poor, baitered, wandering play-actor
" as if he was something like the Easter Bunny.” She looked
~ back at him. “Even Jim Horton gave you a couple of ‘letters’
;. to deliver, didn’t he?”

Gordon's face felt hot. For a moment he was too em-

barrassed to face her. Then, all at once, he burst out laugh-
: ing, He wiped his eyes in relief at having the group fantasy
i lifted from his shoulders.

Mrs. Thompson chuckled as well. “Oh, it was harmless

: I think. And more than that. You've served as a . . . you
+ know, that old automobile thing . . . a catalyst | think. You
* know, the children are already exploring ruins for miles
. around—between chores and supper—bringing me all the

- books they find. I won’t have any trouble making school into
. a privilege.

“Imagine, punishing them by suspending ’em from

| class! I hope Bobbie and I handle it right.”

“Iwish you the best of luck, Mrs. Thompson,” Gordon
said sincerely. “God, it would be nice to see a light, some-
where in all this desolation.”
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“Ri . That'd be bliss.” -
hfll?:fh%}fgr?lpgn sighed. “T'd recommend you wait a
year, but come on back. You're kind . . . you trgatedllfﬂy I:}e]:o,;
ple well. And you're discreet abql;lt some things, like tha
business with Abby and Mlchaq!. . ; 4 what
She frowned momentarily. “I think I un erstand‘wt;;‘I
went on there, and I guess it’s fm: the best. G(;t to a l})usk”’
suppose. Anyway, like I said, you're always welcome :i;:_l .
Mrs. Thompson turned to go, walked two panes, en
paused. She half turned to look back at Gc_)rdon.d ora ijno-
ment her face betrayed a hint of CO,I;lfl_lSIOrl an ‘t}?in t!:r_
“You aren't really a postman, are you?” she asked _5111.l t tf):n \2
Gordon smiled. He set the cap, with its brig ra';;lzei
emblem, on his head. “If I bring back some letters, you
knowsf]oer ;gaged, gruffly, then set off up the ruined asphalt
road. Gordon watched her until she passed the c{1rs‘[ benéi,
then he turned about to the west, and the long downgrade

toward the Pacific.
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The barricades had been long abandoned. The baffle wall

n Highway 58, at the east end of Oakridge, had weathered
into a tumbled tell of concrete debris and curled, rusting
steel. The town itself was silent. This end, at least, was
clearly long abandoned.

Gordon looked down the main street, reading its story.
Two, possibly three, pitched battles had been fought here, A
storefront with a canted $1gN—EMERGENCY SERVICES
CLINIC—sat at the center of a major circle of devastation.

Three intact panes reflected morning sunlight from
the top floor of a hotel. Elsewhere though, even where store
windows had been boarded, the prismatic sparkle of shat-
tered glass glistened on the buckled pavement,

Not that he had really expected anything better, but
some of the feelings he had carried with him out of Pine
View had led to hopes for more islands of peace, especially
now that he was in the fertile watershed of the Willamette

Valley. If no living town, at least Oakridge might have shown

other signs conducive to optimism. There might have been
traces of methodical reclamation, for instance. If an indus-
trial civilization existed here in Oregon, towns such as this
one should have been harvested of anything usable.

But just twenty yards from his vantage point Gordon
saw the wreckage of a gas station—a big mechanic’s tool
cabinet lay on its side, its store of wrenches, pliers, and re-
placement wiring scattered on the oil-stained floor. A row of
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never-used tires still hung on a rack high above the service
lifts.

From this, Gordon knew QOakridge to be the worst of all
possible Oakridges, at least from his point of view. The
things needed by a machine culture were available at every
hand, untouched and rotting . . . implying there was no such
technological society anywhere near. At the same time, he
would have to pick through the wreckage of fifty waves of
previous looters in his search for anything useful to a single
traveler like himself.

Well, he sighed. I've done it before.

Even sifting through the downtown ruins of Boise, the
gleaners before him had missed a small treasure trove of
canned food in a loft behind a shoe store . . . some hoarder’s
stash, long untouched. There was a pattern to such things,
worked out over the years. He had his own methods for con-
ducting a search.

Gordon slipped down on the forest side of the barri-
cade baffle and entered the overgrowth. He zigzagged, on
the off chance he had been watched. At a place where he
could verify landmarks in three different directions, Gordon
dropped his leather shoulder bag and cap under an autumn-
bright red cedar. He took off the dark brown letter carrier’s
jacket and laid it on top, then cut brush to cover the cache.

He would go to any lengths to avoid conflict with suspi-
cious locals, but only a fool would leave his weapons behind.
There were two types of fighting that could come out of a
situation like this. For one, the silence of the bow might be
better. For the other, it could be worth expending precious,
irreplaceable .38 cartridges. Gordon checked the pistol’s
action and reholstered it. His bow he carried, along with ar-
rows and a cloth sack for salvage.

In the first few houses, on the outskirts, the early
looters had been more exuberant than thorough. Often the
wreckage in such places discouraged those who came after,
leaving useful items within. He had found it true often be-
fore.

Still, by the fourth house Gordon had a poor collection
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llowed and the
toppled onto the mattress. The canopy fol ved & _
a?ggg bed collapsed in a crash. Gordon cursed, fighting with
the smothering shroud. He sneezed violently in a cloud of
floating dust. _
Fi%lally, regaining a bit of sense, he managed to slither
out from under the ancient, moldy fabI:lC. He stumbled out
of the room, still sputtering and sneezing, The attack sub-
sided slowly. He gripped the upstairs bannister, squinting in
that torturous, semi-orgasmic state that comes before a
whopping sternutation. His ears rang with an extra murmur
that seemed almost like voices. '
Next thing you'll be hearing churchbells, he told him-

self. The final sneeze came at last, in a loud “Ah—
chblthooh!” Wiping his eyes, he reentered the bedroom,
The trapdoor lay fully exposed, layered under a new coating
of dust. Gordon had to pry the edge of the secret panel.
Finally, it lifted with a high, rsty skreigh.

Again, it seemed as though some of the sound came
from outside the house. But when he stopped and listened
carefully, Gordon heard nothing. Impatiently, he bent down
and brushed aside cobwebs to peer into the cache.

There was a large metal box inside. He poked around
hoping for more. After all, the things a prewar doctor might
have kept in a locked chest—money and documents—
would be of less use to him than canned goods stashed here
in a spree of wartime hoarding. But there was nothing other
than the box, Gordon hauled it out, puffing. .

Good. It’s heavy. Now let’s hope it's not gold or any sim-
ilar crap. The hinges and lock were rusted. He lifted the haft
of his knife to smash the small lock. Then he stopped
abru%g” they were unmistakable. The voices were close,
o0 k f this house!” someone called

“I think it came from this house!
from tfhéhctlr\:ergtroivn garden outside. Feet shuffled through
the dry leaves. There were steps on the wooden porch.

Gordon sheathed the knife and snatched up his gear.
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Leaving the box by the bed, he hurried out of the room to
the starrwell.

This was not the best of circumnstances to meet other
men. In Boise and other mountain ruins there had been
almost a code—gleaners from ranches all around could try
their luck in the open city, and although the groups and
individuals were wary, they seldom preyed on one another.
Only one thing could bring them all together——a rumor that
someone had sighted a Holnist, somewhere. Otherwise they
pretty much left each other alone.

In other places, though, territoriality was the rule-—and
fiercely enforced. Gordon might be searching in some such
clan’s turf. A quick departure would, in any case, be dis-
creet.

Still . . . he looked back at the strongbox anxiously. It’s
mine, darnnit!

Boots clomped noisily downstairs, It was too late to
close the trapdoor or hide the heavy treasure chest. Gordon

- cursed silently and hurried as quietly as he could across the
_ upstairs landing to the narrow attic ladder.

The top floor was little more than a simple, A-frame

- garret. He had searched among the useless mementos here
- earlier. Now all he wanted was 2 hiding place. Gordon kept
- near the sloping walls to avoid creaks in the floorboards. He
¢ chose a trunk near a small, gabled window, and there laid his
¢ sack and quiver. Quickly, he strung his bow.

Would they search? Iny that case, the strongbox would

« certainly attract attention,

If so, would they take it as an offering and leave him a
share of whatever it contained? He had known such things
to happen, in places where 2 primitive sort of honor system

He had the drop on anyone entering the attic, although
it was dubious how much good that would do—cornered in
a wooden building. The locals doubtless retained, even in
the middle of a dark age, the craft of fire making.

At least three pairs of booted feet could be heard now.
In rapid, hollow steps, they took the stairs, skirmishing up
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one landing at a time. When everyone was on the second
floor, Gordon heard a shout.
“Hey Karl, locka this!” _ _ ‘
“What? You catch a couple of the kids playing doctor in
Id bed ag . . . sheeit!” .

* 0rcfl'her»s: vgas a loud thump, followed by the hammering
1 on metal. o

of msgteeit!” Gordon shook his head. Karl had a limited
but expressive vocabulary. _ _

There were shuffling and tearing sounds, accompanied
by more scatalogic?jl exclamations. At last, though, a third

1 e up loudly. ‘
vomagpiglé waI; nice gf that fellow, findin” this for us. WlS}'l
we could thank him. Ought to get to know him so we don’t
shoot first if we ever see him again.” '

If that was bait, Gordon wasn’t taking. He waited. _

“Well, at least he deserves a warning,” the first voice
said even louder. “We got a shoot first rule, in Oakridge. He
better scat before someone puts a hole in him bigger than
the gap between a survivalist’s ears.” .

Gordon nodded, taking the waming at face value. .

The footsteps receded. They echoed down the stair-
well, then out onto the wooden porch.

From the gable overlooking the front entrance, Gordon
saw three men leave the house and walk toward the sur-
rounding hemlock grove. They carried rifles and bulging
canvas day packs. He humried to the other windows as they
disappeared into the woods, but saw no other motion. No
signs of anyone doubling back from another side. .

There had been three pairs of feet. He was sure of it.
Three voices. And it wasn't likely only one man would stay
in ambush, anyway. Still, Gordon was careful as he _rnoved
out. He lay down beside the open attic trapdoor, his bow,
bag, and quiver next to him, and crawled uqtll his head and
shoulders extended out over the opening, slightly above the
level of the floor. He drew his revolver, held it out in front of
him, and then let gravity swing his head and torso suddenly
downward in a fashion an ambusher would hardly expect.
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As the blood rushed to his head Gordon was primed to snap
off six quick shots at anything that moved.

Nothing did. There was nobody in the second-floor
hallway.

He reached for his canvas bag, never taking his gaze
from the hallway, and dropped it to clatter on the landing.

The sound triggered no ambush.

Gordon took up his gear and dropped to the next level
in a crouch. He quickly moved down the hall, skirmish-style.

The strongbox lay open and empty next to the bed,
beside it a scattering of paper trash. As he had expected,
there were such curiosities as stock certificates, a stamp col-
lection, and the deed to this house.

But some of the other debris was different.

A torn cardboard container, the celophane wrapper
newly removed, colorfully depicted a pair of happy canoe-
ists with their new, collapsible rifle. Gordon looked at the
weapon pictured on the box and stifled a strangled cry.
Doubtless there had also been boxes of ammunition.

Goddamn thieves, he thought bitterly.

But the other trash almost drove him wild. EMPIRIN
WITH CODEINE, ERYTHROMYCIN, MEGAVITAMIN COMPLEX,
MORPHINE . . . the labels and boxes were strewn about, but
the bottles had been taken.

Carefully handled . . . cached and traded in dribbles . ..
these could have bought Gordon admission into almost any
hamiet. Why he might even have won a probationary mem-
bership in one of the wealthy Wyoming ranch communities!

He remembered a good doctor, whose clinic in the ru-
ins of Butte was a sanctuary protected by all the surround-
ing villages and clans. Gordon thought of what that sainted
gentieman could have done with these.

But his eyesight nearly went dim with dark tunnels of
rage when he saw an empty cardboard box whose label read
. - . TOOTH POWDER . .

My tooth powder!

Gordon counted to ten. It wasn’t enough. He tried con-
trolled breathing. It only helped him focus on his anger. He
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stood there, slope-shouldered, feeling impotent to answer
this one more unkindness by the world. .

It's all right, he told himself. I'm alive. And if I can
get back to my backpack, I'll probably stay alive. Next year,
if it comes, I can worry aboul my teeth rotting out of my
head.

Gordon picked up his gear and resumed his stalking
exit out of that house of false expectations.

A man who spends a long time alone in the wilderness
can have one great advantage over even a very good
hunter—if that hunter nevertheless goes home to friends
and companions most nights. The difference is a trait in
kinship with the animals, with the wilds themselves. It was
something as undefinable as that which made him nervous.
Gordon sensed that something was odd long before he
could attribute it. The feeling would not go away.

He had been retracing his steps toward the eastern
edge of town, where his gear was cached. Now, though, he
stopped and considered. Was he overreacting? He was no
Jeremiah Johnson, to read the sounds and smells of the
woods like streetsigns in a city. Still, he looked around for
something to back up his unease.

The forest was mostly western hemlock and bigleaf ma-
ple with alder saplings growing like weeds in nearly every
former open area. It was a far cry from the dry woodlands he
had passed through on the east side of the Cascades, where
he had been robbed under the sparse ponderosa pines. Here
there was a scent of life richer than anything he remem-
bered since before the Three-Year Winter.

Animal sounds had been scant until he stopped mov-
ing. But as he kept still, a flow of avian chatter and move-
ment soon began to flow back into this patch of forest.
Gray-feathered camp robbers flitted in small groups from
spot to spot, playing guerrilla war with lesser jays for the best
of the tiny, bugrich glades. Smaller birds hopped from
branch to branch, chitping and foraging.

Birds in this size range had no great love for man, but
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neither did they go to great lengths to avoid him, if he was
quiet.

Then why am 1 nervous as a cat?

There was a brief snapping sound to his left, near one
of the ubiquitous blackberry thickets, about twenty yards
away. Gordon whitled, but there, too, there were birds,

Correction. A bird. A mockingbird.

The creature swooped up through the branches and
landed in a bundle of twigs Gordon guessed to be its nest. It
stood there, like a small lordling, haughty and proud, then it
squawked and dove toward the thicket again. As it passed
out of sight, there was another tiny rustle, then the mock-
mgbird swooped into view again.

Gordon idly picked at the loam with his bow while loos-
ening the loop on his revolver, trying hazd to maintain a fro-
zen expression of nonchalance. He whistled through
fear-dry lips as he walked slowly, moving neither toward the
thicket nor away from it, but in the direction of 2 large grand
fir.

Something behind that thicket had set off the mock-
ingbird’s nest defense response, and that something was try-
ing hard to ignore the nuisance attacks—to stay silently
hidden.

Alerted, Gordon recognized a hunting blind. He saun-
tered with exaggerated carelessness. But as soon as he
passed behind the fir, he drew his revolver and ran into the
forest at a sharp angle, crouching, trying to keep the bulk of
the tree between himself and the blackberry bramble.

He remained in the tree’s umbra only a moment. Sur-
prise protected him a moment longer. Then the cracking of
three loud shots, all of different cahber, diffracted down the
lattice of trees. Gordon sprinted to a fallen log at the top of a
small rise. Three more bangs pealed out as he dove over the
decaying trunk, and hit the ground on the other side to a
sharp snapping sound and stabbing pain in his right arm.

He felt a moment’s blind panic as the hand holding his
revolver cramped. If he had broken his arm . . .

Blood soaked the cuff of his US. Government Issue
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unic. Dread exaggerated the pain until he pulled back his
leeve and saw a long, shallow gash, with slivers of wood
anging from the laceration. It was the bow that had bro-
cen, stabbing him as he fell on it.

Gordon threw the fragments aside and scrambled on
nands and knees up a narrow gully to the right, keeping low
o take advantage of the creekbed and underbrush. Behind
1m whoops of gleeful chase carmied over the tiny hillock.

The following minutes were a blur of whipping
sranches and sudden zigzags. When he splashed into a nar-
ow rivulet, Gordon whirled, then hurried against the flow.

Hunted men often will run downstream, he remem-
sered, racing upslope, hoping his enemies knew that bit of
rivia. He hopped from stone to stone, trying not to dislodge
nud into the water. Then he jumped off into the forest
1gain.

¢ There were shouts behind him. Gordon’s own footfalls

;eemed loud enough to wake sleeping bears. Twice, he
aught his breath behind boulders or clumps of foliage,
hinking as well as practicing silence.

Finally, the shouts dirminished with distance. Gordon
ighed as he settled back against a large oak and pulled out
1is belt-pouch aid kit. The wound would be all right. There
vas no reason to expect infection from the polished wood of
he bow. It hurt like hell but the tear was far from vessels or
endons. He bound it in boiled cloth and simply ignored the
»ain as he got up and looked around.

To his surprise, he recognized two landmarks at once

.. the towering, shattered sign of the Qakridge Motel, seen
wer the treetops, and a cattle grate across a worn asphalt
yath just to the east.
~ Gordon moved quickly to the place where he had
ached his goods. They were exactly as he had left them.
Apparently, the Fates were not so unsubtie as to deal him
nother blow just yet. He knew they didn’t operate that way.
They always let you hope for a while longer, then strung it
ut before they really let you have it.
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Now the stalked turned stalker. Cautiously, Gordon
sought out the blackberry blind, with its irate resident mock-
ingbird. As expected, it was empty now. He crept around
behind to get the ambushers’ point of view, and sat there for
a few minutes as the afternoon waned, looking and think-
ing.

They had had the drop on him, that was for certain.
From this point of view it was hard to see how they had
missed when the three men fired on him.

Were they so surprised by his sudden break for it? They
must have had semr-automatic weapons, yet he only re-
membered six shots. Either they were being very stingy with
ammo or, ,

He approached the grand fir across the clearing. Two
fresh scars blemished the bark, ten feet up.

Ten feet, They couldn’t be such bad marksmen.

So. It all fit. They had never meant to kill him at all.
They had aimed high on purpose, to give him a scare and
drive him off. No wonder his pursuers never really came
close to catching him during his escape into the forest.

Gordon’s lip curled. Ironically, this made his assailants
easier to hate. Unthinking malice he had come to accept, as
one must accept foul weather and savage beasts. So many
former Americans had become little better than barbarians.

But calculated contempt like this was something he
had to take personally. These men had the concept of
mercy; still they had robbed, injured, and terrorized him.

He remembered Roger Septien, taunting him from
that bone-dry hillside. These bastards were no better at all.

Gordon picked up their trail a hundred yards to the
west of the blind. The bootprints were clear and uncovered
. .. almost arrogant in their openness.

He took his time, but he never even considered turning

“back.

It was approaching dusk before the palisade that sur-
rounded New Qakridge was in sight. An open area that had
once been a city park was enclosed by a high, wooden fence.
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From within could be heard the lowing of cattle. A horse
whinnied. Gordon smelled hay and the rich odors of live-
stock.

Nearby a still higher pallisade surrounded three blocks
of what had once been the southwest comner of Qakridge
town. A row of two-story buildings half a block long took up
the center of the village. Gordon could see the tops of these
over the wall, and a water tower with a crow’s nest atop it. A
silhouetted figure stood watch, looking out over the dim-
ming forest.

It looked like a prosperous community, perhaps the
best-off he had encountered since leaving Idaho.

Trees had been cut to make a free-fire zone around the
village wall, but that was some time ago. Undergrowth half
as high as a man had encroached on the cleared field.

Well there can’t be many survivalists in the areq, any-
more, Gordon thought, or they’d be a whole lot less careless.

Let’s see what the main entrance is like.

He skirted around the open area toward the south side
of the village. On hearing voices he drew up cautiously be-
hind 2 curtain of undergrowth.

A large wooden gate swung open. Two armed men
sauntered out, looked around, then waved to someone
within. With a shout and a snap of reins, a2 wagon pulled by
two draft horses sallied through then stopped. The driver
urned to speak to the two guards.

“Tell the Mayor I appreciate the loan, Jeff. I know my
tead is in the hole pretty deep. But we'll pay him back out
of next year’s harvest, for sure. He already owns a piece of
he farm, so it ought to be a good investment for him.”

One of the guards nodded. “Sure thing, Sonny. Now
jou be careful on your way out, okay? Some of the boys
potted a loner down at the east end of old town, today.
'here was some shootin’.” .

The farmer’s breath caught audibly. “Was anyone hurt?
Are you sure it was just a loner?”

“Yeah, pretty sure. He ran like a rabbit according to
Bob.”
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Gordon’s pulse pounded faster. The insults had
reached a point almost beyond bearing. He put his left hand
inside his shirt and felt the whistle Abby had given him,
hanging from its chain around his neck. He took some com.
fort from it, remembering decency. :

“The feller did the Mayor a real favor, though,” the first
guard went on. “Found a hidey hole full of drugs before
Bob's guys drove him off. Mayor's going to pass some of
them around to some of the Owners at a party tonight, to
filnd"out what they'll do. I sure wish [ moved in those cir-
cles.

“Me too,” the younger watchman agreed. “Hey Sonny,
you think the Mayor might pay you some of your bonus in
drugs', if you make quota this year? You could have a real
party.”

“Sonny” smiled sheepishly and shrugged. Then, for
some reason, his head drooped. The older guard looked at
him quizzically.

“What'’s the matter?” he asked.

Sonny shook his head. Gordon could barely hear him
when he spoke. “We don’t wish for very much anymore, do
we, Gary?”

Gary frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I'mean as long as we're wishing to be like the Mayor's
crorlllies, why don’t we wish we had a Mayor without cronies
at alit”

“I L. .’1

“Sally and I had three girls and two boys before th’
Doom, Gary.”

“I remember, Sonny, but—"

“Hal an’ Peter died in th” war, but I counted me an’
Sally blessed that all three girls grew up. Blessed!”

“Sonny, it’s not your fault. It was just bad luck.”

“Bad luck?” The farmer snorted. “One raped to death
when those reavers came through, Peggy dead in childbirth,
and my little Susan . . . she’s got gray hair, Gary. She looks
like Sally’s sister!”

There was a long stretch of silence. The older guard
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put his hand on the farmer’s arm. “I'll bring a jug around
tomorrow, Sonny. I promise. We'll talk about the old days,
like we used to.”

The farmer nodded without locking up. He shouted
“Yaah!” and snapped the retns.

For a long moment the guard looked after the creaking
wagon, chewing on a grass stem. Finally, he turned to his
younger companion. “Jimmy, did I ever tell you about Port-
tand? Sonny and I used to go there, before the war, They
had this mayor, back when I was a kid, who used to pose
for...”

They passed through the gate, out of Gordon’s hear-
ing.

Under other circumstances Gordon might have pon-
dered hours over what that one small conversation had re-
vealed about the social structure of Qakridge and its
environs. The farmer’s crop indebtedness, for instance—it
was a classic early stage of share-kind serfdom. He had read
about things like this in sophomore history tutorial, long ago
and in another world. They were features of feudalism.

But right now Gordon had no time for philosophy or
sociology. His emotions churned. Qutrage over what had
happened today was nothing next to his anger over the pro-
posed use of the drugs he had found. When he thought of
what that doctor in Wyoming could do with such medicines
... why most of the substances wouldn't even make these
ignorant savages high!

Gordon was fed up. His bandaged right arm throbbed.

I'll bet I could scale those walls without much trouble,
find the storage hut, and reclaim what I found . . . along with
some extra to make up for the insults, the pain, my broken
bow.

The image wasn't satisfying enough. Gordon embel-
ished. He envisioned dropping in on the Mayor’s “party,”
and wasting all the power-hungry bastards who were making
1 midget empire out of this corner of the dark age. He imag-
ned acquiring power, power to do good . . . power to force
these yokels to use the education of their younger days be-
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forel CIthe learned generation disappeared forever from the
world.

Why, why is nobody anywhere taking responsibility for
putting things right again? I'd help. I'd dedicate my life to
such a leader.

But the big dreams all seem to be gone. All the good
men—Ilike Lieutenant Van and Drew Simms—died defend-
ing them. I must be the only one left who still believes in
them.

Leaving was out of the question, of course. A combina-
tion of pride, obstinacy, and simple gonadal fury rooted him
in his tracks. Here he would do battle, and that was that.

Maybe there’s an idealists’ militia, in Heaven or in Hell.
I guess I'll find out soon.

Fortunately, the war hormones left a little space for his
forebrain to choose tactics. As the afternoon faded, he
thought about what he was going to do.

Gordon stepped back into the shadows and a branch
brushed by, dislodging his cap. He caught it before it fell to
the ground, was about to put it back on, but then stopped
abruptly and looked at it

The burnished image of a horseman glinted back at
him, a brass figure backed by a ribbon motta in Latin. Gor-
don watched shifting highlights in the shiny emblem, and
slowly, he smiled.

It would be audacious—perhaps much more so than
attempting the fence in the darkness. But the idea had a
pleasing symmetry that appealed to Gordon. He was proba-
bly the last man alive who would choose a path of greater
danger purely for acsthetic reasons, and he was glad. If the
scheme failed, it would still be spectacular.

It required a brief foray into the ruins of old
Oakridge—beyond the postwar village—to a structure cer-
tain to be among the least looted in town. He set the cap
back on his head as he moved to take advantage of the re-
maining light.

An hour later, Gordon left the gutted buildings of the
old town and stepped briskly along the pitted asphalt road,
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retracing his steps in the gathering dusk. Taking a long de-
tour through the forest, he came at last to the road “Sonny”
had used, south of the village wall. Now he approached
boldly, guided by a solitary lantern hanging over the broad
gate.

The guard was criminally lax. Gordon came within
thirty feet unchallenged. He saw a shadowy sentry, standing
on a parapet over near the far end of the palisade, but the
idiot was looking the other way.

Gordon took a deep breath, put Abby’s whistle to his
lips, and blew three hard blasts. The shrill screams pealed
through the buildings and forest like the shriek of a stooping
raptor. Hurried footsteps pounded along the parapet. Three
men carrying shotguns and oil lanterns appeared above the
gate and stared down at him in the gathering twilight.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“I must speak with someone in authority,” Gordon
hailed. “This is official business, and I demand entry to the
town of Oakridge!”

That certainly put them off their routine. There was a
long, stunned silence as the guards blinked, first at him and
then at each other. Finally, one man hurried off while the
first speaker cleared his throat. “Uh, come again? Are you
feverish? Have you got the Sickness?”

Gordon shook his head. “I am not ill. T am tired and
hungry. And angry over being shot at. But settling all that
can wait until | have discharged my duty here.”

This time the chief guard’s voice cracked in blank per-
plexity. “Dis-discharged your . . . What the hell are you talk-
ing about, man?”’

Hurried footsteps echoed on the parapet. Several more
men arrived, followed by a number of children and women
who began to string out to the left and right. Discipline,
apparently, wasn't well practiced in Oakridge. The local ty-
rant and his cronies had had things their way for a long time.

Gordon repeated himself. Slowly and firmly, giving it
his best Polenius voice.

“I demand to speak with your superiors. You are trying
my patience keeping me out here, and it will definitely go
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into my report. Now get somebody here with authority to
open this gate!”

The crowd thickened until an unbroken forest of sil-
houettes topped the palisade. They stared down at Gordon
as a group of figures appeared on the parapet to the right,
carrying lanterns. The onlookers on that side made way for
the newcomers.

“Look, loner,” the chief guard said, “you’re just asking
for a bullet. We got no ‘official business’ with anyone outside
this valley, haven’t since we broke relations with that com-
mie place down at Blakeville, years ago. You can bet your ass
I'm not bothering the Mayor for some crazy . . .”

‘The man turned in surprise as the party of dignitaries
Leached the gate. “Mr. Mayor . .. I'm sorry about the ruckus,

ut ..

“I was nearby anyway. Heard the commotion. What's
going on here?”

The guard gestured. “We got a fellow out there bab-
bling like nothing I've heard since the crazy times. He must
be sick, or one of those loonies that always used to come
through.”

“T'll take care of this.”

In the growing darkness the new figure leaned over the
parapet. “I'm the Mayor of Qakridge,” he announced. “We
don't believe in charity, here. But if you're that fellow who
found the goodies this afternoon, and graciously donated
them to my boys, I'll admit we owe you. I'll have a nice hot
meal lowered over the gate. And a blanket. You can sleep
there by the road. Tomorrow, though, you gotta be gone. We
don’t want no diseases here. And from what my guards tell
me, you must be delirious.”

Gordon smiled. “Your generosity impresses me, Mr.
Mayor. But I have come too far on official business to turn
away now. First off, can you tell me if Oakridge has a work-
ing wireless or fiber optic facility?”

The silence brought on by his non sequitur was long
and heavy. Gordon could imagine the Mayor’s puzzlement.
At last, the bossman answered.

“We haven’t had a radio in ten years. Nothing’s worked
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since then. Why? What has that to do with anythi--"

“That’s a shame. The airwaves have been a shambles
since the war, of course . . .” he improvised, “. . . all the
radioactivity, you know. But I'd hoped I could try to use your
transmitter to report back to my superiors.”

He delivered the lines with aplomb. This time they
brought not silence but a surge of amazed whispers up and
down the parapet. Gordon guessed that most of the popula-
tion of Oakridge must be up there by now. He hoped the
wall was well built. It was not in his plan to enter the town
like Joshua.

He had quite another legend in mind.

“Get a lantern over here!” the Mayor commanded.
“Not that one, you idiot! The one with the reflector! Yes.
Now shine it on that.man. I want a look at him!”

A bulky lamp was brought forth and there was a rattle
as light speared out at Gordon. He was expecting it though
and neither covered his eyes nor squinted. He shifted the
leather bag and turned to bring his costume to the best an-
gle. The letter carrier’s cap, with its polished crest, sat at a
rakish angle on his head.

The muttering of the crowd grew louder.

“Mr. Mayor,” he called. “My patience is limited. [ al-
ready will have to have words with you about the behavior of
your boys this afternoon. Don't force me to exercise my au-
thority in ways both of us would find unpleasant. You’re on
the verge of losing your privilege of communication with
the rest of the nation.”

The Mayor shifted his weight back and forth rapidly.
“Communication? Nation? What is this blither? There’s
just the Blakeville commune, those self-righteous twits
down at Culp Creek, and Satan knows what savages beyond
them. Wheo the hell are you anyway?”

Gordon touched his cap. “Gordon Krantz, of the
United States Postal Service. I'm the courier assigned to re-
establish a mail route in Idaho and lower Oregon, and gen-
eral federal inspector for the region.”

And to imagine he had been embarrassed playing
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Santa Claus back in Pine View! Gordon hadn’t thought of
the last part about being a “federal inspector” until it was
out of his mouth. Was it inspiration, or a dare?

Well, might as well be hanged for a sheep as a goat, he
thought.

The crowd was in tumuit. Several times, Gordon heard
the words “outside” and “inspector”—and especially “mail-
man.” When the Mayor shouted for silence, it came slowly,
trailing off into a rapt hush.

“So you're a mailman.” The sneer was sarcastic. “What
kind of idiots do you take us for, Krantz? A shiny suit makes
you a government official? What government? What proof
can you give us? Show us you’re not a wild lunatic, raving
with radiation fever!”

Gordon pulled out the papers he had prepared only an
hour before, using the seal stamp he had found in the ruins
of the Guakridge Post Office.

“T have credentials, here . . .” But he was interrupted at
once.

“Keep your papers to yourself, loonie. We're not letting
you come close enough to infect us with your fever!”

The Mayor straightened and waved an arm in the air,
addressing his subjects. “You alt remember how crazies and
imposters used to come around, during the Chaos years,
claiming to be everything from the Antichrist to Porky Pig?
Well, there’s one fact we can all depend on. Crazies come
and crazies go, but there’s only one “government” . . . that’s
what we got right here!”

He turned back to Gordon. “You're lucky this isn’t like
the plague years, loonie. Back then a case like vours
would’ve called for immediate cure . . . by cremation!”

Gordon cursed silently. The local tyrant was slick and
certainly no easy bluff. If they wouldn’t even look at the
“credentials” he had forged, the trip into oldtown this after-
noon had been wasted. Gordon was down to his last ace. He
smiled for the crowd, but he really wanted to cross his fin-
gers.

From a side pocket of the leather bag he pulled out a
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small bundle. Gordon made a pretense of shuffling through
the packet, squinting at labels he knew by heart.

“Is there a . . . a Donald Smith, here?” he called up at
the townspeople.

Heads turned left and right in sudden, hushed conver-
sation. Their confusion was obvious even in the gathering
darkness. Finally someone called out.

“He died a year after the war! In the last battle of the
warehouses.”

There was a tremor in the speaker’s voice. Good. Sur-
prise was not the only emotion at work here. Still, he needed
something a lot better than that. The Mayor was still staring
at him, as perplexed as the others, but when he figured out
what Gordon was trying to do, there would be trouble.

“Oh well,” Gordon called. “T'll have to confirm that, of
course.” Before anyone could speak, he hurried on, shuf-
fling the packet in his hand.

“Is there a Mr. or Mrs. Franklin Thompson, in town?
Or their son or daughter?”

Now the tide of hushed whispering carried almost a
superstitious tone. A wornan replied. “Dead! The boy lived
until last year. Worked on the Jascowisc stead. His folks were
in Portland when it blew.”

Damn! Gordon had only one name left. It was all very
well to strike their hearts with his knowledge, but what he
needed was somebody alive!

“Right!” he called. “We'll confirm that. Finally, is there
a Grace Horton here? A Miss Grace Horton . . \”

“No there ain’t no Grace Horton!” the Mayor shouted,
confidence and sarcasm back in his voice. “I know everyone
in my territory. Never been no Grace Horton in the ten
years since 1 arrived, you imposter!

“Can't you all see what he did? He found an old tele-
phone book in town, and copied down some names to stir us
up with.” He shook a fist at Gordon. “Buddy, I rule that you
are disturbing the peace and endangering the public health!
You've got five seconds to be gone before I order my men to
firel”

Gordon exhaled heavily. Now he had no choice. At
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least he could beat a retreat and lose nothing more than a
little pride.

It was a good try, but you knew the chances of it working
were slim. At least you had the bastard going there, for a little
while.

It was time to go, but to his surprise Gordon found his
body would not turn. His feet refused to move. Al will to
run away had evaporated. The sensible part of him was hor-
rified as he squared his shoulders and called the Mayor’s
bluff.

“Assault on a postal courier is one of the few federal
crimes that the pro tem Congress hasn’t suspended for the
recovetry period, Mr. Mayor. The United States has always
protected its mailmen.”

He locked coldly into the glare of the lamp. *“Always,”
he emphasized. And for a moment he felt a thrill. He was a
courier, at least in spirit. He was an anachronism that the
dark age had somehow missed when it systematically went
about rubbing idealism from the world. Gordon looked
straight toward the dark sithouette of the Mayor, and silently
dared him to kill what was left of their shared sovereignty.

For several seconds the silence gathered. Then the
Mayor held up his hand. “One!”

He counted slowly, perhaps to give Gordon time to
run, and maybe for sadistic effect.

“Twol”

The game was lost. Gordon knew he should leave now,
at once. Still, his body would not tumn.

“Three!”

This is the way the last idealist dies, he thought. These
sixteen years of survival had been an accident, an oversight
of Nature, about to be corrected. In the end, all of his hard-
won pragmatism had finally given way . . . to a gesture.

There was movement on the parapet. Someone at the
far left was struggling forward.

The guards raised their shotguns. Gordon thought he
saw a few of them move hesitantly—reluctantly. Not that
that would do him any good.

The Mayor stretched out the last count, perhaps a bit
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unnerved by Gordon's stubbornness. The raised fist began
to chop down.

“Mr. Mayor!” a woman’s tremulous voice cut in, her
words high-pitched with fear as she reached up to grab the
bossman’s hand. “P-please . . .1...

The Mayor shrugged her hands away. “Get away,
woman. Get her out of here.”

The frail shape backed away from the guards, but she
cried out clearly. “I. .. I'm Grace Horton!”

“What?” The Mayor was not alone in turning to stare
at her.

“It's my m-maiden name. I was married the year after
the ;econd famine. That was before you and your men ar-
rived. . . .”

The crowd reacted noisily. The Mayor cried out,
“Fools! He copied her name from a telephone book, I tell
you!”’

Gordon smiled. He held up the bundle in his hand and
touched his cap with the other.

“Good evening, Mizz Horton. It’s a lovely night, yes?
By the way, I happen to have a letter here for you, from a
Mr. Jim Horton, of Pine View, Oregon. . . . He gave it to me
twelve days ago. .. .”

The people on the parapet all seemed to be talking at
once. There were sudden motions and excited shouts. Gor-
don cupped his ear to listen to the woman'’s amazed excla-
mation, and had to raise his voice to be heard.

“Yes, ma’am. He seemed to be quite well. I'm afraid
that’s all I have on this trip. But I'll be glad to carry your
reply to your brother on my way back, after I finish my cir-
cuit down in the valley.”

He stepped forward, closer to the light. “One thing
though, ma’am. Mr. Horton didn’t have enough postage,
back in Pine View, so I'm going to have to ask you for ten
dollars . .. C.O.D.”

The crowd roared.

Next to the glaring lantern the figure of the Mayor
turned left and right, waving his arms and shouting. But
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nothing he said was heard as the gate swung open and peo-
ple poured out into the night. They surrounded Gordon, a
tight press of hot-faced, excited men, women, children.
Some limped. Others bore livid scars or rasped in tuberculin
heaviness. And yet at that moment the pain of living
seemed as nothing next to a glow of sudden faith.

In the middle of it all Gordon maintained his compo-
sure and walked slowly toward the portal. He smiled and
nodded, especially to those who reached out and touched
his elbow, or the wide curve of his bulging leather bag. The
youngsters looked at him in superstitious awe. On many
older faces, tears streamed.

Gordon was in the middle of a trembling adrenaline
reaction, but he squelched hard on the little glimmering of
conscience . . . a touch of shame at this lie.

The hell with it. It’s not my fault they want to belteve in
the Tooth Fairy. I've finally grown up. I only want what be-
longs to me!

Simpletons.

Nevertheless, he smiled all around as the hands
reached out, and the love surged forth. It flowed about him
like a rushing stream and carried him in a wave of desperate,
unwonted hope, into the town of Oakridge.
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