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CHAPTER 1

The stitch in Sherri’s side was like a knife blade twisting under her ribcage.  It had begun to develop about half a mile back when she forced herself to pick up her pace.  She was sure it would ease off if she could just rest for a minute, if she could just set Sarah back on the ground and let her daughter run on her own legs to keep up with her.  But, even with that stabbing pain in her side and with the minimal weight of tiny Daryl cradled in her arm, Sherri would soon pull ahead of the little girl.  Four-year old Sarah would have no chance of keeping up for more than a few paces and would quickly fall behind to die.  But that was the way of the world, wasn’t it?  Each one had to survive the best way possible, at whatever the cost. 
The summer sun’s rays beating down on her as she crossed a small meadow felt scorching hot after the coolness beneath the trees, and she stretched her pace to reach the shade on the other side.  Just as she ducked behind the first tree, an arrow whirred past her head and thudded into the bark of one just ahead.  She turned and saw the pursuers back at the edge of the meadow where the trail came out of the forest, an easy bowshot.  When the peril closing in on them from behind became more than merely an abstract possibility, it seared her soul with the reality of what her brief fantasy of easing her pain would have meant.  She could no more leave Sarah behind than she could have callously laid her son on the ground to fend for himself, and she berated herself for savoring the luxury of such a thought before she flung it from her like the offensive bit of offal that it was.  Even the thought of such an act was loathsome.
Doing her best to push the pain aside, she slipped into deepening shadows.  But, even as she disappeared from the sight of the assassins, she couldn’t escape the certainty of the two bowmen close behind and gaining with each stumbling step she took.  Twice more, arrows narrowly missed her, deflected in the heavy growth or denied their target when she dodged behind another tree.  Her daughter’s weight soon had her dragging the little girl’s feet across the ground as Sherri forced each step…too much...too much.  Not really setting the girl down, she merely released her so her daughter could run. Too winded to speak, Sherri motioned for her to follow.  The route was often overgrown with ferns, no barrier for deer and other common users of the trail but clawing and grasping fingers on the legs of the exhausted woman and girl.
Too soon, the open expanse of another meadow confronted them.  The growth was too thick on either side of route for her to divert her path.  She didn’t doubt that the pursuers would reach where she now stood before she reached the other side.  Still, crossing the meadow was their only hope.  The longer she delayed the less of a chance they had to make it across safely.  Gritting her teeth against the agony in her side, she picked up her sagging daughter, holding her about the waist.  Cradling her son in her other arm, close to her breast, she tried to sprint.
She was only a little over halfway across when Sarah slipped from her grasp and fell to the ground.  Sherri stopped and turned to go back the few steps to pick her up, and there they were.  The two men emerged from the trees on her back-trail.  They stopped when they saw her, and both drew arrows from the quivers on their backs.  She darted back to her daughter, knelt and picked her up, then, peering over her shoulder at the two men, began to run again. 
She had covered only ten feet, with a hundred still between her and the safety of the far edge, when an arrow flew over her shoulder, just missing her ear.  A fresh rush of adrenalin drove her legs, carrying her and her children another fifty feet before the next arrow pierced her left side just above her waist, its gore smeared head protruding a hand’s breadth out the front.  The breath-taking burn was excruciating, like a hot poker had gone through her.  She staggered but stayed on her feet and continued to run toward the safety of the forest ahead. She was only twenty feet from the nearest tree large enough to offer a shield when another arrow tore into her, burying itself deep in her left leg just above the knee.  The only reason it didn’t penetrate through the front of her leg was that it had struck the bone.
She cried out and stumbled to the ground but continued to crawl and shuffle forward.  Sarah had fallen free, but she scrambled back to her feet and grabbed Sherri’s arm, trying to help her mother, but unable to do more than distract Sherri from her own efforts.  Sherri still cradled Daryl in his blanket, refusing, even now, to leave him behind in order to gain safety for herself.  She steeled herself for the burn of the next arrow and urged Sarah to go on ahead of her, to run into the woods where she, at least, would be safe.   But the sobbing girl adamantly shook her head and continued to tug on Sherri’s arm. 
Gazing beyond the nearest trees and into the dark haven she was to be denied, Sherri glimpsed movement.  Focusing on it, she realized it was two people, two young women dressed in greens and browns to blend with the forest as though they were as much a part of it as the oaks about them.  Moving from the shadows out to the edge of the meadow, they peered out beyond Sherri and her children, toward the pursuers.  One of them, a blond girl of sixteen or seventeen years thrust her arm out before her with her fingers splayed.  Then, as though grasping something from the air, she firmly curled her hand upward into a fist. 
Behind her, Sherri heard cries of awe or shock.  She turned to look back at her would-be assassins and gasped. 
The two killers had each gotten a shot off — they both still stood with their bows extended and their arms still drawn back to the release points. And their arrows had flown true toward their target — as far as they went.  But, then, as though each arrow had stuck solid wood five feet before reaching her, they were at a dead rest — in midair.
Sherri jerked her head back toward the two young women and saw the blond with the extended arm slowly rotate her fist and flick her fingers downward as though discarding something distasteful.  She turned her head back in time to see the two suspended arrows dashed to the ground.
When she looked back toward the young women, they were both striding boldly into the meadow.  But even in the open, with their long, tight leggings of bark-brown leather above ankle high boots and loose, belted shirts of mottled green, they still seemed to be of the forest.  Behind her, the two men that had been so bent on killing her and her children still stood where they were, although their bow arms had lowered their weapons.  They continued to gape into the meadow at their impotent, grounded missiles, at Sherri and her children, and at the two young women.
When Sherri turned back toward the women, the dark one had already set an arrow to her own bowstring and drew it to her cheek as she stalked forward.  Sherri now saw that she was a black woman, probably two or three years older than her, slim, and a couple of inches taller than the blond.
She stopped beside Sherri and called out towards the men in a commanding voice, “Drop your bows and raise your hands above your heads.  Do it now or my first arrow goes into the guts of the fairest one of you.  My second arrow won’t be far behind into the other.”
Sherri turned and watched as one of the men dropped his bow to the ground.  The second one held his bow forward as though to drop it, but after a moment, he spun with it and ran back into the woods at his back.  Had he not ducked low after his second step the black woman’s arrow would have embedded between his shoulder blades instead of thudding into tree bark thirty feet beyond him.
When Sherri turned back towards the strange women, one with skin the color of strong coffee and the other as pale as she, she was further shocked to see a giant dog come charging out of the brush behind them.  She was pretty sure it was a dog, although it looked like something that could guard the gates of Hades.  The muscles of the beast, bequeathed to him by his Mastiff forebears bred as war-dogs for Rome’s armies, flexed and writhed beneath his tawny hide like those of a racehorse as he tore across the meadow in bounding leaps, past her and the two young women, and into the woods after the fleeing assassin. The black archer followed close behind him.
Drawing her own arrow to a shooting position, the blond aimed at the man who remained.  She used the tip of the arrow to motion him to walk across the open space to where Sherri lay with Sarah cowering beside her.  Then, pointing to the ground with the drawn arrow, her meaning for him to lie down there was clear. 
After he was face down and turned away from his intended victim, the blond squatted beside Sherri, laid her bow on the ground with the arrow still nocked, and asked, “Are you okay?”
Sherri turned at the words from the girl that had seemed to pluck arrows from the air.
“Are you okay?” the girl repeated, then added, “Well, no, of course you aren’t okay.  You’ve got two arrows stuck in you.  May I take a look?”
Reluctantly, Sherri allowed the girl to examine her injuries.  Then, as Sherri cringed and watched awestruck, the girl took a firm grip on the shaft protruding from the back of her leg and, with her gaze seeming to burrow along the shaft and deep into the wound, simply lifted it from the flesh of her leg. 
After an incident two years past in which one of the men back home had gone crazy from drinking too much and started shooting arrows around the street just for laughs, Sherri had experienced the removal of one from her leg, the calf of the opposite leg, and it had been unbearable, sending her into a dead faint.  It had felt as though the barbed head was ripping half of her flesh from her leg as it was yanked out.  This time, the pain of the injury remained constant.  There was no sudden increase to a sickening agony to indicate the shaft, the arrowhead binding, and the arrowhead, itself, tore the flesh further as it withdrew.  In fact, with the foreign object no longer intruding where it was not meant to be, there was even a lessening of the searing pain.  And, then, to her astonishment, within moments the burning throb had lessened to the ache of a week-old wound.
Before Sherri realized what was happening, the girl moved around behind her, lifted her waist-length hair from the arrow in her side after disentangling several blond strands tinted red that had wrapped around the head where it emerged from her flesh.  With her finger, she gently touched the arrow shaft where it entered her back and the feathered end snapped off as though it were a flimsy, brittle reed.  Then she gripped the arrowhead protruding from her front and pulled it free, again as easily as though it had been merely held there loosely between fingers.
“I’ve got ‘em just starting to heal enough to stop the bleeding, but I’m afraid that’s the extent of my healing abilities.  I still want to bind them, just in case they break open again before we can get you to Lila.  Lie still for a bit.”
Sarah huddled against Sherri, watching in silence.
“By the way, my name is Emmie, Emmie Wolfe.” the strange young blond said as she proceeded to tear bits of cloth from the hem of Sherri’s long dress to use for bandages and bindings of the wounds.  She continued to talk as she worked. “My friend, who should be back shortly, I hope, is Raven.  That’s all she goes by now, but that’s a whole ‘nother story.  Her dog is Satan — although, I guess he’s not really her dog. She says he’s just her friend and he doesn’t belong to anyone but himself.  But he’s closer to her than anyone else — except for Lila, maybe.  Satan and Lila are really close, but that’s ‘cause he really likes little girls.  He used to be really close to me back when I was just a kid, but then I went and grew up.  And Lila’s not really a kid anymore, either, I s’pose.”
Emmie had seemed little more than a child until she assumed command of the situation, and then she moved with confidence and deliberation.  Her hands were firm placing the compresses against the still tender wounds, but gentle as they tied off the bindings.
“His mistress back before...well, you know...back before the old world ended and everything...  Anyway, back then, his mistress was a little girl that was crippled, and he helped her and did things for her and was really good with her — at least that’s what Raven says he told...uh, she learned a lot about what his old life was like.”
Emmie laid down the remnants of the unused cloth she had left over and looked over towards the thick growth that had swallowed her friend. 
When she looked back at Sherri, she smiled and said, “Hope she doesn’t take too long catching that guy — or hurt him too much. We could use his help carrying you back to the village.”  Then to Sarah, she said, “You know what, I bet Satan will just love you to bits.  He likes to wallow about on his back while you tickle him and scratch his belly.  What’s your name?”
But a look between caution and fear spread on the little girl’s face as her eyes darted toward her mother, and then she slowly curled around to bury her face against Sherri’s breast.
“Well, that’s okay,” Emmie said.  “I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to get to know —”
Faint sounds of footsteps thrashing across leaf and bark covered ground quickly grew to sounds of someone crashing through the woods, coming closer, and finally bursting through into the meadow at the same place the fleeing assassin had disappeared.  Without pausing, Raven dashed into sunlight and out toward them.  She carried her bow in one hand and her quiver of arrows in the other.  The need for encumbering her hands was apparent when she elected not to swerve around a bush in the center of the meadow.  Without slowing or altering her pace, she hurtled the clump, hitting the ground on the other side still in a full sprint.  A jostling quiver suspended from her waist or slung over her shoulder would have been a distraction.
Before she was close enough to speak in less than a shout, she began waving her arms, signaling Emmie and the others back into the forest beyond them.
Sherri was uncertain what was needed, and uncertain that she wanted to blindly follow orders from these two strange women, anyway.  But Emmie left no doubt in the urgency of the situation.  In one arm she lifted Sarah, and with the other helped Sherri roughly to her feet.
Emmie got her charges to the edge of the forest and set Sarah down just as Raven drew abreast and slid to a halt. 
“Into the trees, quick!” Raven urged as she shoved the remaining assassin headlong then turned to take Sarah and so Emmie could better move Sherri into the cover of the thick undergrowth.  And even then, she continued to urge them further behind the cover of the larger trees.
As they passed one gnarled ancient bole with low, twisted limbs, a pencil-line beam of bright green light flashed for an instant from behind.
Emmie and Sherri both turned to look back across the meadow, and even the assassin rose from where he had landed to peer over the tops of a fern thicket. 
Raven tightened her arm around Sarah’s waist, lifted her over the ferns and disappeared into the darkness just feet beyond the tree.  At the same time, she called back over her shoulder, “Come on! Get into cover.”
“Oh, dear God, a demon!” Sherri whispered.
Then as Emmie followed Raven, pushing Sherri forward and glancing back at the creature on the far side of the meadow at the same time, the girl who had been so calm and controlled in the presence of armed men stammered with eyes wide as fear gripped her, “It’s a…  It’s a…”
“A demon!” the failed assassin finished for her.
“Demon, my ass!” Raven yelled from the shadowy depths of the forest.  “That’s a kryl!  Now get yourselves behind something before it pokes you full of holes.”




CHAPTER 2

Emmie huddled among the ferns at the edge of the oak forest, making sure the massive, gnarled trunk of the old tree was solidly between her and the monster across the way, and she wondered if this was the day she would die.  She had certainly not had such thoughts when she left Wolfehaven the morning of the day before with Raven and Satan.  But, of course, at that time they had only planned on a leisurely, two or three-day hunt through the forests and hills surrounding the village.  They had no idea they would encounter men trying to kill a woman and her children.  And the last thing they expected to run across was a kryl. 
In the minds and memories of everyone she knew, those beings were quickly being relegated back to creatures of myth and legend, to once again become trolls and goblins in order to frighten children into behaving, a development Raven often warned would happen again if it were allowed.  When she thought about it, Emmie was surprised that the progression had gone as far and as quickly as it had.  But it was almost exactly as Raven had predicted.  And, of course, Raven should know.
Raven came back to her side and crouched there.  Her arrow quiver was back over her shoulder, and she had an arrow in her hand that she laid across her bow in a shooting position.  She stretched her neck up enough for her to see over the tops of the ferns and quickly raised her bow up to sight along the length of the arrow.  In a continuous movement, she drew the string to her cheek where she held it for but an instant, loosed it, and immediately dropped back down out of sight before she could have seen if it had hit the target.
“It jumped us about the time I was closing in on the other man,” Raven said.
Without even looking to see if the first arrow had hit its mark, she withdrew another from her quiver and nocked it.  Only then, when she was ready to shoot again, did she peer back over the tops of the ferns.
“It came up out of cover between us; the guy almost stepped on it.  Anyway, I think he must have gotten away, because the damned thing came after me, and I didn’t see a second one.”
Emmie was almost afraid to ask, but she did.  “Where’s Satan?”
Settling back beneath the ferns, Raven slowly shook her head.  “He was right on the man’s heels when the kryl rose up.  The guy didn’t even slow down, but Satan spun around at it.  I saw a flash, and Satan yelped and crashed into the brush.  He didn’t get up.  It turned after me, and I took off, so I had no chance to check Satan, but I don’t think — I mean, I haven’t been able to — I can’t —”
With tears welling in Raven’s eyes, Emmie laid a hand gently on her friend’s shoulder.  Making quick, searching glances across the far side of the meadow, Emmie rose up with her head just high enough to peer over the ferns while remaining concealed.  She hoped. 
It seemed a long time ago — was it really only six years since the world had ended?  And, of course, the world hadn’t really ended, only the world she had been born into and spent the first twelve years of her life.  It had been a wonderful world of wonderful things, fantastic things that she could barely remember, things that were surely more magical than the simple abilities that some of the survivors shared.  In the old world, the world that was no longer except in memories savored on dreamy afternoons while basking in the warm sun, there were things like television, and telephones, and radio, and airplanes, and cars that could whisk her along a broad, straight highway at sixty and seventy miles an hour — even faster if the driver dared.  It was a world in which a young girl needn’t worry about anything but how to talk her parents into letting her have the latest trend in clothes or gadgets.  There had been vague warnings to beware of strange men in cars offering to let her see the litter of kittens they were trying to find homes for, or to taste a sample of the candy they had bags and bags of, or a hundred other schemes to get a young girl into their clutches.  The warnings had never been specific about what dangers awaited her if she did get into their cars; only that terrible things might be done to her.  But, since she had never been approached by anyone with a litter of kittens, or bag of candy, or any of the other inducements she had heard of, the danger never really seemed much more real than a thump in the night.  That was the old world, the world that was gone, the world that had ended.
She lived, now, in a world that had none of those marvelous things.  But her new world did have a few things the old one didn’t.  She had the ability to move things, to lift, to fly if she wanted, just by thinking it, wishing it.  Raven, her best friend, could talk to many animals, especially Satan, as well as people just by thinking.  And she could understand what he was thinking back at her.  Others could do marvelous, similar things, just by thinking, by willing it to happen.  And, then there were the kryls.
She still remembered the deadly aim of the kryls.  She still had occasional dreams about that terrible time when the half-mile-wide ships in which the kryls had traveled across space from other stars had descended into the clear, summer skies of Earth. 
Well, we just can’t forget that they are real — just like our magic is real.  Raven says it will be lost again, too, if we allow it.  I wonder if this kryl came back for a capture.  Why else would it be here?  I wonder how many times they’ve been back in the last six years and just didn’t happen to bother with us at Wolfehaven. I wonder how many there are this time.  I’m pretty sure this one isn’t alone. They were always in either pairs or trios.
Raven rose up far enough to take another shot, and she ducked back down into the green cover just as a thin beam of violet light flickered past her.  She and Emmie both looked back at a smoking hole in a tree ten feet behind them.
Emmie said, “Well, does he want to catch us or kill us?”
Raven bobbed back up just long enough to launch another arrow.  After ducking back down, she slowly rose up to peer over the ferns, and Emmie was right beside her.
Across the way, the kryl stood beside a large tree, staying close to cover to duck behind in case another arrow came at it.  It peered out at them, or at their place of concealment, waiting for a clear shot, but it appeared to have learned not to try to cross the meadow.  Arrows were lethal.
Looking across the meadow, Emmie shivered as she recognized the alien as though she had seen its kind only the day before.
At first glance, they could be mistaken for men — humans.  They were man-size, and they had two arms, two legs, and one head.  But with the second glance, it was clear they were not human.  They looked like no other creature she had ever seen. 
Their legs were more like a dog’s hind legs, bending in opposite directions from those of humans at the knees, and stubby in proportion to their bodies.  Their arms were like humans’, but their six-fingered hands were elongated.  Their torsos were similar to humans’, but with large humps on their backs between their shoulders like bison or camels.  Their heads faced forward with two eyes, a nose and a mouth.  But their noses looked like the snouts of pigs or moles.  Their dark eyes were small and deep-set beneath heavy brow ridges that had knobby protrusions above the outer corner of each eye giving them a demonic look.  Bony ridges ran down the middle of their heads like on male gorillas.  Their mouths were wide, lipless gashes.  Emmie couldn’t remember ever noticing if they had teeth. 
She wasn’t sure they wore garments, not like humans wear clothing for warmth and to cover nakedness.  What appeared to be heavy folds of skin at their joints and around their torsos could be form-fitting suits. 
The most obvious items were sashes that each one wore like a bandoleer draped over one shoulder and down around the torso at waist height.  They seemed to be just blank stripes of colored fabric; most wore red, and they were killers.  A few wore green; hunters.  And, of course, the glluriks wore multicolored, but their lesser size was a better indicator that they were tracking hounds and not hunters or killers. The one across the meadow wore green, a hunter.  Some of them wore belts with various, unidentifiable items attached.  Boots might have covered their feet, or their feet might simply have been colored differently.  It was hard to tell at a distance, and the one time she had the opportunity to examine one closely, she had not been inclined to do so. 
They each carried rods or poles about the size of small broomsticks from which small protuberances extended at odd angles and spacing.  She and her fellow humans had learned very soon that they were some sort of light-beam weapons.  She remembered knowing about lasers, although now they seemed to be more magical than plain old levitation. But what the kryls had was clearly far beyond earthly lasers. Theirs could do at least three different things.  A green beam would stun a person, and they were used for capturing.  Violet beams were deadly.  So were red ones, although they were normally used as a tool, not a weapon.  And kryls were very accurate and deadly with them within short ranges. 
Raven yelped as a beam of red light flashed for an instant between her and Emmie, burning through the fern thicket.  After they scrambled back to join Sherri and her children behind the tree, Emmie was surprised to see the man who had tried to kill them crouched beside them, and all peering out toward the meadow and the monster beyond it.  The kryl continued to fire in short sweeps, slicing through the foliage like a red scythe eliminating the ferns as a hiding place.  A haze of smoke drifted into the semi-darkness beneath the trees. 
Raven edged back out to where she could draw her bow and sent an arrow across the meadow.  The red, scything beams stopped, but for how long?
“We’ve got to get out of here,” Emmie said, gasping in the smoky air.
“We can’t,” Raven responded.  “If we go, it’ll come after us.  It can move fast, faster than us with the children and a wounded woman to carry.  We wouldn’t get very far.  At least here, I can keep it on the other side of the meadow.”
“But for how long? You’ve only got a few arrows left.  And even with mine, it’s only a matter of time.  They don’t run out of fire, remember?”
Raven shook her head.  “And if we take off running, it won’t take long to catch up.  And in there, I won’t be able to use my bow.”
“But you couldn’t here either after the last arrow is gone.”
Raven paused for a few moments, nodded, and said, “You’re right.  Lead them toward the village.  I’ll see that it doesn’t follow as long as I can and then come after you.”
“I’m not gonna leave you here!  Are you crazy?”
“Emmie, honey, we don’t have a choice.  Do we?  What chance will the children have after it kills me and then you and the man and the mother?”
“How about if I use my power — pick it up and smash it against the trees.  I could, you know.  I did it before, back when I was just starting —”
“And if it isn’t alone?  Which it probably isn’t.  Most likely there are others in the area and within calling if that thing sees us using magic.  Remember the warning?  We can’t risk using our powers against them; they’d keep coming in larger and larger forces until you’re eliminated.  Probably the entire village, too, just to be sure.”
“But...but...I know you,” Emmie said, shaking her head and fighting hard to hold back tears of fear and hopelessness.  “You won’t leave here as long as that thing is over there and able to chase us down.  You won’t —”
“Just get them as far as you can.  Push them.  Make that guy carry the woman.  He shot her, it’s the least he can do.  There’s a good chance it won’t chase after you if it can capture me.  You saw the green beams.  It’s a hunter, not a killer.”
“But it was shooting violet and red, too.  And those kill.  Maybe there’s two of ‘em.”
“No.  There’s just one.  Hunters can shoot green, red, or violet if they aren’t sure they have a quarry worth capturing.  Anyway, the red is just for clearing brush out of the way.  So, go on, now, before it —”
It took a moment for Emmie to recognize the trance-like look that had come into Raven’s eyes at the same time she raised her hand for silence.  Then, just as abruptly, Raven spun and peered out across the meadow.
She said nothing, but Emmie knew that far-horizon look.  It happened whenever Raven used her own, special talent.  And that must mean —
Across the meadow arose a din of loud howls mixed with heavy growls and a great rattling and shaking of brush.  It lasted for only a few seconds after which rising dust clouded the air.  And, again, all was silent.
Emmie heard both Sherri and the man beside her gasp as Raven stepped out from behind the tree to stand fully exposed amid the destroyed ferns.  But Emmie knew what the sounds had meant; if today was to be the day of her death, it would have to be by some agency other than that particular kryl.
Satan lived!




CHAPTER 3

Like a thousand feathery fingers caressing Tina’s skin, the water lapped about her in tiny wavelets.  The water tickled a circle around the edge of her face barely above the surface like one of the wave swept isles she had seen pictures of in one of the books.  Floating just beneath the surface with her arms and legs spread like a fan, she imagined the minute tickling at the corner of her eyes just above the water was from great, crashing breakers smashing against coastal cliffs.
The temperature of the water in the small thermal pond, fed by a subterranean hot spring, was close to that of her own body, reducing her sensory input.  With her eyes closed and without moving to stir the water, she could imagine she was floating through a sun-drenched sky, blue all about her except for occasional white, puffy clouds that she could soar through like a bird.  She imagined swirls and eddies left behind by her passage. In the open spaces between clouds, great flocks of birds squawked in protest at the disturbance as they fought to regain control of their own flight in the turbulence of her wake.  By arching her body even more, she was able to soar to even greater heights, higher, even, than the eagles that become mere dots in the sky.  And in that instant, when she arched her back in the sensory deprivation of the soothing, warm water, and her islet face suddenly sank beneath the waves, the rush of sinuses-burning water into her nostrils brought her crashing and splashing back to reality.
She waved her arms and kicked her legs to bring herself upright, stabbing her feet against the silty bottom of the pond as soon as her head broke back into the air.  Coughing and sputtering, she rubbed her eyes and looked around to get her bearings.
She immediately recognized the glade in which her pond was dominant.  Of course, it wasn’t really her pond, but she came here so frequently, usually alone, that she felt like it was only hers. Rubbing the stinging water from her eyes, she turned slowly to take in the calming view of the surrounding trees and brush that grew within just a couple of feet of the water’s edge.  She had made it less than halfway around when she suddenly froze at the sight of a person, a man, standing among the first of the trees.  He was almost invisible among the shadows and gloom farther back, but he wasn’t trying to hide.  He stood with his arms crossed at his chest, his feet planted apart for long-term standing, and he was smiling a broad, leering grin.  And, of course, she knew him.
“Jerry!” she called, bending her knees enough to crouch back beneath the water enough to submerge her exposed breasts.  “What are you doing?  How long have you been standing there?”
Her breasts had begun their development only a year ago; she had begun to wonder if she would be flat-chested all her life.  But they had since swollen to a size that caused much giggling and finger pointing among the few teenaged boys in the village.  At times she was embarrassed, and at other times she found herself strutting and wiggling her rear end, just to let them know she was aware of their ogling.  And, of course, that always brought howls and snorting from her audience, which caused even more embarrassment.  She was usually confused as to how she should feel about her body, and those young idiots didn’t make it any easier.  But for an older guy like Jerry, a man, to ogle her like he was doing…her confusion doubled. 
Jerry was the son of Joe Louis McDaniel, one of the leaders of the village.  She loved Uncle Joe, as everyone called him even though he was an uncle only to Raven.  But Tina had never gotten to know Jerry all that well.  He was in his mid-twenties, at least ten years older than Tina, and he spent a good deal of his time away from the village.  It seemed like he no sooner returned from one of his cross-country journeys with his friend, Jackie Johnson, than the two of them would take off again for another two or three months. They had been back from their last trip only a week or so and had already been talking about taking off again. 
“Jerry!” she repeated when he made no response.  “What do you want?”
“Well, hi there, Tina,” he finally answered in a light tone, although he made no effort to mask the leering grin spread across his face. “Gee, imagine running into you way out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“This isn’t the middle of nowhere.  We’re only a little ways from the village.  I come here a lot.  It’s warmer and safer than the river.”
“Really?  Well, if I knew that, I’d come out here more often.”
For some reason, the way he leered when he said it made her uncomfortable. “Lots of people come out here to swim.  There could be someone arriving any time.”
Jerry looked around, peering back into the dark forest behind him, as well as to left and right around the bank of the secluded pool.  “Gee, I don’t see a soul.  And I don’t hear anyone tromping through the woods, either.  No, I’d say we’re pretty much alone.  Well, unless you want to count Jackie over there.”
Tina spun to look in the direction Jerry had nodded, and sure enough, Jackie stood there just slightly back from the edge of the bank straight across the pond from Jerry.
Jackie was probably a couple of years older than Jerry.  They were both good-looking men, slim and active, although neither was often seen helping with any of the many projects around the village to make living easier.  About their only contributions were occasional kills from their infrequent hunts.  But, since they were away so much, their lack of contributions was not so noticeable. 
Jackie stepped out from the shadows and his constant smirk seemed, somehow, threatening this time. 
“Uh…hi, Jackie.”  Tina raised one hand above the water and made a half-hearted wave before slipping it back beneath the surface. 
When she turned back to face Jerry, she crossed her arms in front of her breasts, even though they were beneath the surface.  She didn’t know why she felt like she should, she just did. Nude communal bathing among the villagers, especially among the children, was common.  But, now, out here, with Jerry and Jackie both ogling her like the teens back at the village, she felt exposed and, if not especially in peril, at least a growing discomfort. 
“Jerry, I don’t think you should be looking at me like that.  What do you want?”
“Why, nothing, Tina, nothing at all.  We were just out strolling along out here in the middle of nowhere and came across this lovely pond. Maybe we were going to go for a swim.  It’s a nice, warm day, you know.  And that pond is plenty big enough for three people, I’d say.  What do you say we join you?  How about I wash your back?”
At first, all she could do was shake her head.  No words would come to her.  It was like that part of her mind had suddenly just shut down for a moment.  Finally, she forced her mouth to form the words screaming in her head. “No, I don’t want you to wash my back.  I don’t think you should be here at all.  I don’t like it how you’re looking at me.  Go away.”
When Jerry shrugged out of his shirt that he must have unbuttoned while she was facing Jackie, she noticed Jerry’s boots were already off.  With no hesitation, he opened his belt and dropped his trousers to the ground. Then, straightening up, he stood looking out at her, leering.
At the sound of a splash behind her, Tina spun again towards Jackie.  However, he was no longer standing clothed on the bank, but wading toward her, his chest and arms bare above the water that came just above to his waist.  As he made long strides through the water, his hands dipped in at each step, his arms sweeping like oars pushing him forward.  And his smirking grin never faded.
Tina lunged to her right and began struggling toward the bank.  But she had made it only partway when she saw Jerry stepping through the ferns and stopping just where she was heading.  Grinning, he held out his hand as though to help her out of the water. 
“No!” Tina shouted and turned toward another spot on the bank. 
“Come on, Tina,” Jackie said from not far behind her.  “You need to find out how to use that fine body of yours.  Jerry and I can teach you all kinds of things.”
“No!” she shouted, her voice rising to almost a scream and beginning to break.  “Leave me alone!  You just leave me alone!”  And she pushed herself toward the bank. 
Of course, Jerry had no trouble at all getting there before her.  Grinning, he held out a helping hand.
“No!” she screamed as she turned to find another spot on the bank that was not occupied, but Jackie was moving to intercept her.  She spun and started back towards the opposite side of the bank now that both men were on the same side of the pond.  If she could just get up out of the water before one of them grabbed her, she could run into the forest where she had a good chance of outdistancing them.  She stretched out in a wild, swimming stroke, splashing and kicking her way across the pond.  She was a good swimmer, a fast swimmer.  She had a chance.
The bank was suddenly right there in front of her, the bottom of the pond rising swiftly with boulders like a stairway.  The ferns growing down to the water’s edge swept across her face and slipped through her fingers when she tried to use them to pull herself up.  Then, at last, firm ground beneath her knee was dry and she knew she was out.  She sprang to her feet and leaned forward, willing her body to move faster, to slip among the trees.  The rough bark of the first tree had just scraped the palm of her hand when a strong arm wrapped around her waist from behind and pulled her back. 
“No!” she screamed.
Jerry wrapped his other arm around her and pulled her in tight.
“No!” she screamed.
She was spun about so she could see Jackie as he stepped up out of the water on the same steps she had used.  He was as naked as she and Jerry.
“No!” she screamed.
Jerry held her until Jackie could grab her legs.  They carried her around the bank to a wide patch of moss and ferns where they laid her down, each one maintaining his hold of her to stop her from scrambling away, but not for long. 
“No!” she screamed.
“Yes,” Jerry insisted, grinning.




CHAPTER 4

Satan lived.
Emmie heard just the briefest sob from Raven as her friend stepped out of the ruined ferns and into the sunlight of the meadow.  Although Raven walked with apparent confidence toward the other side of the open space where the kryl had fired its deadly weapon, Emmie sensed that Raven resisted the elation that knowing Satan lived should have caused.  It could all be in error. 
Following in Raven’s steps, Emmie was pretty sure that was what Raven was thinking.  Something else could have attacked the kryl, perhaps an angry black bear.  Cougars were plentiful in the area even if grizzlies and wolves were not.  It could have been a cougar...or maybe a really big, mean and nasty wild boar.  There were lots of boars in the area, interbred with what used to be domestic pigs many generations ago according to Dagar, and they wouldn’t be afraid to tangle with a kryl or anything else except maybe a grizzly.  Still, Raven had acted as though she had heard or felt Satan, whatever the correct term was for their special form of communication.
As they drew near, the bushes quivered.  It was no more than a small woodland creature might cause in its silent passage, just a flicker of frond here and a nudge of branch there.  And then Emmie heard the whimper.  She quickly looked over at Raven to see if her friend had heard it too and was met by the far-away gaze she knew so well.
“He’s hurt,” Raven said rushing forward, wading through the brush with high steps and working her arms like oars. 
Emmie followed Raven into the shoulder-high bushes clumped across the edge of the meadow, providing a thick mass of nearly impenetrable brush a good ten feet across before the first of the trees on that side.  Except for what was probably a deer trail that Sherri had come through in her flight, it was like a solid wall of leaf-covered tangles of wiry branches.  Emmie was glad she was wearing her buckskin breeches and knee-high boots; if only her loose shirt were as effective a shield.  She was still covered with a hundred scrapes and scratches by the time Raven called her to join her off to the right.
Raven crouched beside Satan’s massive form, although he seemed less enormous, lying still and vulnerable as he was.  Several feet away, among a tangle of broken brush lay the kryl.  It, too, was unmoving and in a position that seemed awkward, even with knowing the natural postures for its kind.  And, like Satan, it had several large and ghastly wounds from which thick blood oozed. Its terrible weapon lay beneath it, and one of its hands still curled into a fist and held a bladed instrument that was a kryl version of a knife-hatchet.  The blade was about eight inches long, straight along the back with the cutting edge a graceful curve sweeping at least twelve inches from its point to near the pommel of the thing’s handle, making a wedge of steel five inches wide and almost half an inch thick at its base where it attached to an overlarge pistol-grip handle.  Emmie cringed when she imagined the ghastly wounds such a weapon could inflict.
As she knelt beside her friend who now sat beside the still dog, she felt the chill of fear that he was dead, after all.  But then she heard another soft whine, not the sound of prolonged suffering but one of recognition of a loving touch.  She made brief eye contact with him as he raised his head and before he peered back into Raven’s face.  Again, he whined as he continued to maintain eye contact with Raven, who periodically nodded and grunted, and Emmie envied her friend’s ability to reach out and touch the mind of such a creature.
Raven motioned Emmie forward as she climbed over to Satan’s other side to make room.  Emmie examined several gaping wounds on his left side, belly, neck and shoulder and a hole burned through the upper portion of his right front leg.  She reached out as though to caress them but with her fingertips an inch away from contact.  As the lips of the gashes pulled together, the bleeding stopped.  While Raven bandaged the now closed wounds, Emmie heard the approach of Sherri and her children and turned to beckon them closer.  She was surprised to see the man who had tried to kill them supporting her as she hobbled across the open ground.  The two figures sprawled on the ground held their focus. 
Emmie turned back when Raven said, “He’s hurt bad.  We’ve got to get him back to the village and Lila.”
“Can he walk?” Emmie asked.   
Blood coated his coat in crimson and had pooled on the ground under him. 
“Not well, or fast, or far,” Raven answered.
“I don’t know how well I can carry both and keep both of ‘em from bouncing around.”
Raven looked over her shoulder at the man supporting the woman, at the woman holding the baby and the small girl standing beside her.  “You carry Satan. He’ll carry her.  I’ll carry the baby and the girl if she can’t keep up.
The man beside Sherri had heard the plan and spoke up.  “Okay, I’ll carry Sherri.  No problem. She’s not very big or heavy.  But that dog must weigh a hundred and fifty or two hundred pounds. You expect this girl to carry him?”
Emmie exchanged a look with Raven, and it was all she could do to keep from smirking.  She said, “No problem.  And let me know if you get tired...you know, if uh, Sherri, was it? — if Sherri gets too heavy.  I’ll carry you both — and the dog.  And, for your information, he’s two hundred and twenty pounds.”
Raven stood, pulled away some of the brush that still blocked Satan from the open meadow, and said, “Okay, then, let’s get going before we have more company.  I doubt if the kryl was alone.  They’re not solitary critters.”
The man beside Sherri reached down and lifted her up into his arms like a child.  She grimaced until he adjusted his hold with suggestions from Emmie.  And then, when Raven reached to take the baby from her arms, she started to resist, but then relented.  With them all moved out into the meadow, Emmie walked back and crouched beside Satan.  She laid her hand gently on the side of his face and stroked it, eliciting a return from his tongue. 
Using her hands to focus her mind, she extended them toward Satan, as though they were beneath him although they were above him.  Then, as she stood, he floated upwards.  His eyes held steady contact with hers, and his legs started to jerk in reaction to the strange feeling.  But Emmie knew that Raven had thoroughly informed him of how they were going to get him home, and it thrilled her to know that the beast now placed his trust so completely in her. 
She heard gasps and whispers behind her, the expected reactions from Sherri and her would-be assassin, but she kept her concentration on Satan and the immediate task of getting him out of the tangle of underbrush.  Once they were in the clearing, she could divert enough of her attention to explain to them what was happening, what was going to happen, and what was expected of them.
With Satan clear from the brush and suspended a couple of feet above the ground and the low, flowering plants growing in the meadow, Raven checked over his wounds and bandages again.  His only reaction was a long, wet tongue to her hand when it was within range.  Otherwise, he rested easily in the embrace of Emmie’s power. 
“He’s hurt bad, Emmie.  We’ve got to get him home quick.  Even then...I don’t know.”
“Then let’s start moving,” Emmie responded as she turned to say to the others, “We’ve got to hurry, so you’ll have to keep up.  And, you, mister,” she added to the man carrying Sherri, “don’t make us delay or I’ll turn you into a wart-covered toad.”
The man adjusted his arms slightly until Sherri whimpered, his gaze shifting between the giant dog floating in the air and Emmie.  From the way he nodded his head, he appeared to believe she could and would do what she threatened.
Leaning toward Raven walking past to the front of the procession, Emmie snickered and whispered, “I’ve always wanted to say that to someone.”
With the infant in her arms, Raven led the way at between a fast walk and a slow trot, easing off to a slow walk often enough for Sarah to keep up.  Satan floated along six feet or so behind her with Emmie staying no more than four or five feet behind him.  Sherri and her bearer never lagged more than ten feet behind Emmie.  
After fording a foaming creek rushing between boulders and fallen limbs and crossing another meadow, they left behind the oak forest that gave way to the shadowy world of an old growth redwood grove. 
As they passed the first of the towering giants and when Emmie glanced back at Raven who had dropped back to monitor their progress, Emmie slowed and called out, “Raven, I’ve got to stop.  Something’s wrong.”
With her focus darting in every direction, Raven rushed forward to her friend.  “What is it?  Is Satan okay?  What’s wrong?”
Emmie eased the dog to the ground and then eased herself to her knees. She touched both sides of her head with her fingers, just the tips as though searching for the source of an itch. 
“Is he getting too heavy?  Do you need to take a break?”
“No…no, it’s not Satan. I think I got dizzy or…”
“You think you got dizzy?  How could you not know if you were dizzy?”
“No…I just…hold on.”  Emmie looked about her, probing into the shadows of the giants all about them.  “I saw…I think I saw two kryls.  But I don’t know where.  I mean, I was looking straight back there past you, at where we had just come through the trees.  But that’s not where I saw them.  I saw them across an open space, and they were among oaks.  It looked like the place back there just before where we crossed that meadow with the lone tree in the middle.  But that’s…what, half a mile back?  I couldn’t see them that far away, not with all the other trees and a couple of hills in the way.  Besides, they looked close, close enough to see details on them.”
Raven gazed at her for long, silent moments before she nodded and responded.  “Another kind of human magic, one that is so rare we’ve never encountered it, is far-sight.  I know about it only because of Ronald, and he had seen it only a couple of times.  It sure would be handy if you’ve got it.  Can you still see them?”
Emmie closed her eyes for a couple of seconds.  Then she shook her head and reopened them.  “Huh uh.  It was just a flicker when I did see them, just enough to recognize that big old tree.  But there’s nothing now.”
“Okay, I guess it’s like all the other abilities. It comes on when it’s needed, but it still takes time to learn how to use it.  Pay attention and recognize it for what it is if it happens again.  Try to remember how you were thinking at the time and try to duplicate it.  Work on it when you can.  Like I said, it could be really handy.  And, if you did see kryls on our trail, we’d better get moving.”
Emmie hoisted Satan again and nodded to Raven, who led off.
Ten minutes later, they stopped at the crest of a hill and looked back across a shadow rimmed dell they had just crossed.  Where their trail emerged from a dense grove of towering redwoods into the bright sunlight of a grassy meadow, Raven saw movement.  After motioning the others to take a breather out of sight beyond the crest, she peered back at what had been following them. 
She might have mistaken them for men if not for their recent, nearly deadly encounter.  Now, she instantly recognized the loping gait of two kryls. 
As soon as she scooted backward over the crest, she spoke to Emmie in a coarse whisper while getting everyone on the trail again, “Get moving!  Two kryls, and they are on our trail, and not that far behind either.  They’re catching up way too fast, too.  I can’t tell the colors of their sashes, but one is smaller, so it’s probably a gllurik, which means we’re gonna have a hell of a time shakin’ ‘em.”
When they reached the floor of the next dell, Emmie paused at the bank of the creek carving its way through the mountains.  With Satan hovering nearby, she looked upstream and grabbed Raven’s arm as she was going past.
“Look,” Emmie said, pointing at the steep slope on the right side of the creek. 
The trail split at the creek, and one branch ascended the rocky cliff to the right of the waterway.  The other branch, the one that would take them back to the village, was less noticeable after it crossed the creek and meandered through broken trees and boulders until it went up and over the hill on that side. 
“At what?” Raven asked.
“You said the kryls are following our trail.  We sure don’t want ‘em to follow us to the village, so let’s get ‘em to follow it up that way.”
Raven studied the terrain for a moment and asked, “How?  Why would they?”
“All we have to do is go up there near the top, and then...”  After Emmie outlined her plan, Raven agreed it was worth a try.
The trail was steep and winding.  At one point, they passed beneath a rocky overhang laced with seams and crevices, and, while hovering Satan close by, Emmie carefully examined the cliff rising above her.  When she caught up with the others near the top, she nodded at Raven.
“Okay,” Raven called Sherri and her bearer back from the trail above.  “This is as far as we go up this side — time to switch.”  Then turning back to Emmie, she asked, “You sure you can do it?  I mean, yourself, too?  Have you ever done yourself before?”
Emmie shrugged and grinned as she settled Satan down on a bed of pine needles.  “Well, I’ve come close a couple of times.  I wasn’t really trying that hard, though.  I didn’t really have much incentive.  You know, just curiosity.  And vital need seems to be the trigger that allows new abilities to come out.  At least that’s the way it’s always worked before.”
“Oh, great, so now we might wind up over there and you stuck over here — or down there on the rocks. Then what?”
Emmie could see that Raven was not so much angry as anxious, but they had to do something.  They couldn’t take the time to lead the kryls off to hell and gone; both Sherri and Satan needed to get to Lila. 
“I can do it.  I know I can.  I have to.”




CHAPTER 5

“Oh, quit your damned crying,” Jackie said as he rolled over on his moss bed and stretched beneath the warm sun.  Beneath his head were Tina’s clothes wadded up for a pillow.  “You know you enjoyed it as much as we did.  Who do you think you’re fooling?”
Tina, sobbed quietly on the far side of the area of moss covered pond bank that her rapists had selected for their comfort.  She raised her face towards him and shouted, “You hurt me!  How could you do that?”
Jerry turned grinning where he stretched in the water just a couple feet from the bank.  “Well, hold on for a bit while I rejuvenate, and I’ll show you.” He had slipped into the water when he finished raping Tina, practically pushed into the water by Jackie in his eagerness to be next.
Jackie pushed himself up onto his elbows and leered at her as she sat huddled, her arms wrapped about her drawn up knees in a futile effort to shield her nakedness.
With tears still streaming down her cheeks, Tina met his eyes and said, “I want my clothes.”
Jackie held her gaze for a few moments then looked over at Jerry.  “What do you think?  Should we let her get dressed?  I’m thinking I’m not quite done, yet.  You?”
Jerry’s grin spread wider as he answered, “Like I said, give me another minute, and I’m good to go again.”
“Yeah, me too.  Twice is nice, but thrice is awesome!”  Jackie looked back over at Tina and said, “Just be patient, sweet-cakes.  The party ain’t over.”
“Please, don’t do it again.  It h — h — hurts!” Her sobs also hurt, and she clutched her straining belly.  “I promise I won’t tell anyone if you’ll let me go now.  Really, I promise.”
“Hell, you ain’t gonna tell anyone, anyway,” Jackie said.  “Because if you do,” he picked up a long sheath knife beside him and let the sunlight glitter on the blade, “I’ll cut you up like a rabbit for the stew-pot.  But first, I’ll let you watch me gut your momma.  They’ll find her sitting in her favorite chair with her innerds curled up in her lap.”
Jerry heaved himself up out of the water and joined in this new bit of fun.  “But before we carve her up, we’ll have some fun with her.”
“Stop!  Stop it!” Tina cried.  She held her hands over her ears to block out the sounds, but the images were already in her mind.  “Please, stop.  Let me go, please…please!”
“Hmm…” Jackie moaned as he stretched again before he answered, like he was actually considering her pleadings.  But, then, “Naw, I ain’t done.”
Tina shivered at the pictures in her mind of the threatened mutilations to her mother.  But if she told what had happened, surely Jackie and Jerry wouldn’t be left free to carry out their threats.  Would they?  What if no one believed her?  It was her word against theirs.  And Jerry’s father was important in the village.  Even Jackie’s father could be very persuasive when he wanted to be, when he had a reason to be.  And he certainly wouldn’t sit quietly while Jackie was punished on her say-so.  So, was she doomed to stay here and let them do it again?  And again…and yet again?  How many times could they do it?  How many times could she stand it before she died?  If they kept doing it, how much damage would they do to her?  And how did she know they wouldn’t kill her when they finally were done?  That would probably be the safest thing for them to do.  And the more she thought about it, the more certain she became that they wouldn’t let her leave the glade alive.  They couldn’t.
Jerry had let himself slip backwards into the water again and lazed there with his face skyward, his eyes half closed.  Jackie was flat on his back again with his eyes closed, soaking up the filtered rays of the sun, and his head still rested firmly on her clothes.
Tina launched to her feet, and, abandoning any hope of recovering her clothes, she turned and dashed off down the trail to the village.
She was coming up to full running speed when she heard Jerry splashing to the bank and Jackie bellow out, “You goddamed bitch!  Get your ass back here!”
“You can’t get away! We’ll run you down!”
“Don’t you forget what I said!  I’ll carve up your momma good!  I’ll gut her like a fish!”
“Yeah, then we’ll come and get you.  You think anyone’s gonna believe you?  You’re dead meat, bitch!”
But she continued to run, and she quickly realized their voices were fading in the distance.  They weren’t chasing her. 
She stayed on the trail even though it contained small rocks and twigs that cut and poked into the soles of her bare feet.  Each footfall was like stepping into a nest of angry wasps, but she didn’t dare slow down.  The forest floor would have been easier on her feet, but it would slow her down.  And if Jerry and Jackie did pursue her, they would most likely stay on the trail where they wouldn’t have to go slow.
The warm wind from her flight had almost dried the blood on her thighs, but the source of that flow, the tearing of tender flesh, sent lightning flashes of pain through her groin with the movement of her legs. 
Her vision blurred periodically with the tears that streamed down her face, tears of pain, and of fear, anger, rage beyond anger, embarrassment at the ease with which she had been trapped, disappointment and disillusion in persons she had trusted.  But she knew the trail back to the village and kept her pace at a sprint even with her gasping lungs threatening to burst through her ribs. 
She would tell.  She would make them pay for what they did.  The people of the village wouldn’t let them hurt her or her momma.  They would punish Jerry and Jackie and would never let them do what they had said they would do.
Or would they?  Maybe Jerry and Jackie were right.  Maybe they knew no one would believe her.  That’s why they didn’t even bother to chase her.  They knew it wasn’t necessary.
Suddenly, as she rounded a bend in the trail, a figure stood in front of her, dark-skinned and with arms stretched wide as they reached for her.  With her tear-blinded sight feeding off the images from her mind, she put Jerry’s face to it and screamed.
“No!  Let me go!  Please, don’t do it again!”
The arms that enveloped her were strong and relentless.  She might as well have fought against the limbs of one of the forest oaks.
“No!  No! Not again!  Please, not again!  It hurts!  Let me go!” 
Her screams covered over the words spoken into her ear, words that didn’t threaten; words that finally, in their relentless insistence, broke through the wall of panic about her. 
“…not hurt you.  You’re safe now.  No one will hurt you.  No one will hurt you.  That’s right, take a breath, honey.  Another.  Take a deep breath, hold it…now let it out.  That’s better.  You’re going to be okay, now.  No one is going to hurt you.”
It wasn’t Jerry, after all.  It was his dad, Uncle Joe.  Standing head and shoulders above most of the men in the village, and, indeed, seeming to have the strength of an oak tree in his mighty arms, Joe Louis McDaniel was the classic gentle giant.  She had seen him pick up a baby bird in his massive hands and return it to its nest with a delicacy most people would never have achieved. 
And now she was in his arms.  She could not imagine a safer place in all the world.  She wrapped her arms about his waist and clung, burying her face against his shirt front. 
“Tina, child,” Joe’s baritone was like the rumble of distant thunder.  “What happened?  Why are you running like the devil himself was after you?  Where are your clothes?  And, oh, Lord, child, what is all that blood about?”
She felt safe in Uncle Joe’s arms.  She had lived next to Uncle Joe, his new wife, Thuy, and Jerry since they had all come to the river six years ago. She and her momma had relied on Joe Louis McDaniel for much in those years, and he had filled much of the void left in her heart by her father’s death in those terrible days long ago.  Growing up, Tina saw Jerry as an older brother or uncle, although, with ten years between them, not very close.  But how long could she stay there if she told Uncle Joe it was Jerry, his own son, who had done that terrible thing?  She could say it was just Jackie, but she couldn’t think clearly enough to work out how it was Jackie but not Jerry.  Would Jerry back Jackie with an alibi?  Of course, he would, because, if he wouldn’t, Jackie would certainly implicate Jerry if he was about to be blamed.  What would Uncle Joe think of her then?  Would he still love her if she brought about the downfall of his son?  She couldn’t say nothing had happened; it was obvious that something had.  But she couldn’t tell who had done it.  At least, she couldn’t say it was Jerry and Jackie that had done it.
“Who did this to you?  Tell me, Tina.  It’s okay, they won’t hurt you, I promise.  Who did it?”
She kept her face buried against his shirt, shaking her head as she quickly formed a plan, a lie that she thought would stand up.
“I don’t know who they were.  I’ve never seen them before.  They weren’t from the village.  There was two of ‘em, one black and one white.”  Too late, she realized she had said too much.  How many pairs of men, one black and one white, are roaming around the countryside?  She bit her lip for a moment, and then went on, “The dark one might have been Hispanic or something.  He might not have been black like you and Jerry — I mean, he was dark, but it was dark in the woods, so I might not have —”
“Hush, now, hon.  Let’s just get you back to the village and to Lila right quick.  You can tell me and Jason and the others after we get you better.  Come on now,” he picked her up as gently and as easily as he had the baby bird. He didn’t seem to be suspicious about her lie.  Maybe he just took it as the ranting of a panicky rape victim.  She wrapped her arms about his thick neck and buried her face against his broad chest as he turned and strode back down the trail.




CHAPTER 6

Raven looked back at Sherri and the man who cradled her in his arms.  Judging from the frowns and the looks of confusion and puzzlement they both wore they had heard at least part of the conversation between Raven and Emmie.  She looked back down the steep slope of the trail to where the kryls would soon appear from behind a pile of boulders and brush.  She looked back at Emmie, at Emmie’s pleading eyes, and nodded.
“Okay,” Emmie said, relieved.  “We’ll do one at a time. You go first with the baby. Then you can be there for Satan.  He may get a little agitated and need some soothing.  Then the girl, Sherri, him, and me last.”
Raven peered down at the creek bubbling and cascading down the steep cut in the hillside before tumbling over boulders sixty feet below. She gazed over at the top of the trail fifty feet across the canyon.  She looked down into the trusting eyes of the infant in her arms and again at the baby’s wide-eyed mother, and finally into Emmie’s eyes.  Remembering the time back in the beginning when Woody had carried across another waterway in her first, terrifying encounter with levitation, she managed a weak smile and nodded.
Emmie heard gasps from Sherri and the man with her, but she kept her concentration on Raven and the baby as they rose up a foot and floated out beyond the edge of the cliff.  She maintained eye contact with Raven until her friend closed her eyes, after which she switched her focus back and forth between Raven’s receding figure and the clearing near the top of the hill across the chasm.
Moving at about double the speed of a fast walking man, it didn’t take Raven long to reach solid ground.  When her feet settled on the ground, she opened her eyes and waved back at Emmie.
Satan took the trip better than Emmie expected.  He had become accustomed to the feeling of floating above the ground, so whether the ground was two feet beneath him or sixty, the feeling was the same.  Most likely, Raven was telling him over and over that all was well, even when, partway across, he did squirm a couple of times when his head turned enough so he could look down.  But he never whimpered a sound.  On the far side, Emmie settled him down as Raven directed her to a bed of pine needles she had hastily pushed together with her toe. 
When Emmie turned to Sherri, two frowning and determined faces glared back at her.  The man had knelt so Sherri could comfort her daughter, whom she had wrapped in an encircling arm. 
Sherri started to protest, but Emmie cut her off.  “Your baby is over there.  The only way you are going to get him back is by going over there, yourself.  You can’t go back down the trail; there isn’t time.  Those kryls are going to be coming along any time, and we’ve all got to be over there and out of sight when they do.  So, we really don’t have time to argue.  Now, let go of your daughter, or we’ll all die right here.”
Emmie saw her chance when Sherri released her grip on Sarah in order to settle into a more secure position, from which, Emmie feared she would have resumed her protective hold on her daughter.  So, in the moment she was not held, Emmie grabbed her with her mind.  In the next moment, the girl was hovering four feet off the ground, six feet from where Sherri and her bearer crouched in renewed horror.
Emmie reached out to caress Sarah’s cheek and smiled away the girl’s own growing anxiety.  Emmie said, “You won’t be afraid, will you?  I promise, promise, promise that I will not let you fall.  You saw how Raven and your baby brother were okay, right?”
Sarah nodded.
“And you saw how Satan was okay, right?”
Sarah nodded again.
“And as soon as you are over there with all of them, I’m going to send your mommy over, too.  Okay?”
Sarah looked over at the open space just beyond the edge of the trail, then across to where Raven held up the baby and waved with her other arm.  The still frightened girl glanced over at Sherri, back at Emmie, and nodded.  “Is it okay if I close my eyes?”
Emmie gave her another big smile and said, “Sure you can.  If it makes you feel better, you can close your eyes, you can sing, you can do anything you want.  Just don’t scream, okay?  It might make your mommy even more afraid.  Okay?”
“Okay.”
Emmie did her best to ignore the mutterings from the two on the ground behind her as she sent the girl across.  She prayed neither of them would try something stupid like grabbing her or hitting her or anything else that would disturb her concentration.  She was pretty sure she could hold Sarah’s small weight with her peripheral mind for a minute or two while she dealt with any distraction — if she was conscious — but she didn’t want to put it to a test. 
Emmie let her breath out in a long sigh when Raven wrapped her arms about the girl’s waist, and she was able to release the hold of her mind.  But she had no time to dwell on her accomplishments.  Time was running out.
Sherri was still kneeling on the ground with the man’s arm about her shoulder, as though he had completely accepted the switch in rolls he had made from executioner to protector.  They both stared up at her with eyes wide in apprehension, fear and awe.
“No more time to discuss it,” Emmie said. “I’m gonna send you over there right now, and no conflict.  That right?”
Sherri peered at Emmie for a moment, and then nodded and closed her eyes.  She let out a cross between a gasp and a yelp when she immediately began rising off the ground.  Her eyes flew open for just an instant confirming what she knew to be the case, that she was indeed floating through the air, and then clenched tight again.
Emmie wasted no time in propelling her to the far side, faster even than Sarah had gone.  It was like she was warming up unused muscles and was feeling a gain in confidence along with the ease with which the levitation was going.
With Sherri safely on the ground beside Raven and hugging her children as though they had been apart for long months rather than short minutes, Emmie turned to the man who still knelt behind her.  Before she could say anything, he stood, nodded his head, and closed his eyes, accepting whatever fate awaited him.
Emmie could feel the difference in mass between the man and the other, lighter subjects.  But he wasn’t even as heavy as Satan, and the additional size of the man made no noticeable difference in the ease with which she was able to transport them.  Her capacity was so much more than what each had represented.  She was pretty sure she could have carried all of them at the same time.  But, short of being in a situation that was life or death and more immediate than it was now, it just wasn’t worth the risk.  But, now, with the man on solid ground again, she must do something she had never done before.  Something that she had heard of others doing successfully, and of others who had tried it and met with disaster.  But, as she had told Raven and the others, there was no choice.  And there was no time to sit and consider all the what-ifs. 
She glanced across at Raven and the others, briefly down at the rocky streambed, and at the trail upon which two kryls were rapidly approaching but were not yet in sight.
She wasn’t sure if she should close her eyes.  It might make it easier to concentrate, but she also had to be able to monitor her progress.  It wouldn’t do to slam into the stone cliff fifteen feet to the side of the clearing at the speed of a running man.  She didn’t think she was afraid of heights, not to the extent that she might freak out from gazing down at the sixty feet of open air beneath her.  But what if she was — and did? 
No more time.
She half closed her eyes, focused her mind to a point, and then set that point upon the task before her.  She held her arms at her sides, not stiff, but not hanging loose, either.  Her posture didn’t change from when she stood on solid ground, with the exception of her toes curling downward on their own inside her boots in an involuntary quest to again touch firm ground, or even to grasp a branch like a bird. 
She almost gave in to the temptation to look down to make sure the ground was no longer beneath her, that she was actually moving across the gap between her and her companions.  But she resisted, holding her gaze firmly on Raven’s face, gaining strength in the certainty that her friend’s face was growing larger as the space between them narrowed.  Sherri and Sarah and the man beside them all stared out at her, silently urging her closer.  And, finally, at last, they all reached out their hands and helped her settle onto the firm, solid ground between them.
“You did it, girl!”  Raven gathered her into a tight hug.  “You really did it!”
Emmie pulled herself free after a moment and said, “Yes, but I’m not done, yet, remember?”
“Oh, yeah,” Raven said as she peered over the edge at their back-trail.  Still no sign of the kryls, but they had to be close.  “Okay, everyone, move back over this way away from the edge.  We can’t let them spot us up here, or the whole thing will have been for nothing.”
With everyone well back out of view from below, Raven and Emmie crawled back to peer over the lip of the cliff.  And they no sooner got into position before the need to rush became apparent.  The kryls came around the corner of the trail and up along the creek, just as they had done.  Without hesitation, the kryls took the path to the left where it climbed the rocky hillside as though they followed a clearly marked trail of brightly painted footprints. 
The two kryls walked side by side until the trail became narrow and steep in its ascent, then the larger one fell behind the other.  There was no apparent order or suggestion, no stopping or slowing to ponder the best course, no testing the trail ahead for solid footing.  They simply plodded ahead, climbing the winding, gravelly path, occasionally reaching out to grab a rocky outcrop or branch for support, but they never stopped. 
Emmie thought about how hard it would be for humans, especially a couple of young women encumbered by wounded companions and a small child, to outpace such pursuers. Just about impossible for any distance, she decided.
The kryls glanced upward at the overhanging mass of cracked rock but continued upward with no hesitation.  They came to a tight place in the trail where it made a bend before going around a smaller boulder protruding from the steeply sloping ground like a giant molar.  At that point the kryls were completely beneath the tons of rock hanging out over the trail, and the bend forced them to slow almost to a full stop to maneuver around the rocky projections on both sides. 
Emmie was ready.  She brought her mind to focus and flexed the power that she held poised in the structure of the fragmented rock, a structure that had held together for millennia. 
Where small accumulations of sand and grit packed about pebbles and loose slabs of stone, where small wedges of rock acted as keystones for great masses of rock above, where a mass of stone weighed mightily upon smaller masses, holding them in place, things shifted.  Supports moved.  Buttresses lost bracing.  Cohesion dissolved.
Like a loose assemblage of disconnected granola bits, the huge mass crumbled and dropped.  Although the initial drop was only a matter of six feet or so, the tons of material piling upon the side of the hill quickly dislodged more, and before the cloud of swirling, billowing dust had reached the nearest tree, a thunderous avalanche was roaring down toward the bubbling brook at the bottom.  It buried everything in its path beneath ton upon ton of crushing rock.




CHAPTER 7

“Sorcery,” breathed the man beside Sherri. 
Even though he had tried to kill her, had seriously wounded her in the attempt, Sherri leaned into him as she gazed down at the destruction at the bottom of the chasm, drawing comfort from the human contact.  Even after Emmie and Raven had saved her life and the lives of her children, she could still relate easier to the man beside her than to the two young women who were obviously witches.
Emmie turned to Raven.  “If there are any more kryls, they shouldn’t be able to follow us any further than that pile of rocks.  Right?”
Raven nodded and said, “Should be…if they buy the big lie in the first place.  Just remember, they don’t follow an actual trail like markings on the ground.  Their glluriks can track through the air if the trail is fresh, if they know where to focus.  We’ve been leaving a pretty clear trail for them by levitating Satan as we go.  And there is one other thing, too.  They always try to recover their dead.  If they dig through all that to get their pals, they may notice we aren’t there, too.”
“Oh, jeez!  You mean we just went through all that for nothing?  I thought you said —”
“Now, take it easy.  It wasn’t for nothing.  Most likely, they won’t dig any deeper than their friends, so they won’t look for a trail beyond the avalanche.  They’ll just assume we’re buried deeper.  And, even if they do, the ledge we took off from is no longer there.  If they did discover a wisp of our aura over there in the rubble, it wouldn’t be anything they could follow.”
“Really?” The doubts and the fear that had begun to overwhelm Emmie evaporated like fog on a sunny morning.  Such was the confidence she had in Raven and the vast store of unearthly knowledge her friend possessed.  There was never a time that Emmie doubted Raven’s knowledge; she had been there six years ago when it was bestowed.
“Really.  Now, let’s get moving.  We’ve got to get Satan and Sherri to Lila.  They could still die.”
They had been back on the trail for half an hour or so, wending through a forest of old growth redwoods so massive and tall it was easy to forget they were trees. Emmie’s attention had been so focused on the magnificence of the surroundings while keeping Satan on an even keel that she didn’t notice when Sarah came up alongside her.  But the trail was plenty wide enough, and she was glad to see the girl’s fear of her had slackened.  Sarah kept looking back and forth between Emmie and the dog floating through the air just a few feet ahead, and Emmie thought she had accepted the feat of what apparently was pure magic.  But when the girl spoke, Emmie realized just how much she had been mistaken.
“Are you bad?” Sarah asked.
Emmie was so taken aback she stumbled over a small branch lying across the trail and almost dropped Satan. 
“Huh?  What do you mean?  No, I’m not bad.”
Sarah shook her head and said, “Mommy said I should never do that ‘cause it’s bad.  And if I do it, then I’m bad, and everyone will know I’m bad and do bad things to me.”
“She said you shouldn’t do what?” Emmie asked. 
“You know…that,” Sarah said as she pointed to Satan.  “And when you made us all fly.  Were we bad when we flew? ‘Cause we didn’t try to do it; you made us.” 
“Wha — you — but —”  Emmie finally gave up.  Every answer she thought of would have required some knowledge of what had actually happened six years ago in order for Sarah to understand what she was talking about.  And, apparently, neither Sarah nor Sherri had the knowledge.  From the way Sherri and the man carrying her kept looking at her and Satan, they probably expected her to sprout horns and a forked tail at any second.  But, then she recalled how Sarah had elaborated the question she had asked.  She had said that Sherri had warned her to not “do that because it’s bad.”  To not levitate?  Did that mean…?
“Can you make things float in the air, too?”
“No!  No, I can’t!  It’s bad. Mommy said I mustn’t do it, not ever.  The Prophet says only the devil’s people can do it, and they’re all bad.”
Emmie glanced back to see if Sherri and her would-be assassin were listening in on the conversation.  Sherri wore a frown across her forehead that scrunched up her eyes, as though she was steeling herself for what she was afraid her daughter might say but was unable to tell Sarah to not say what she feared lest that reveal what she didn’t want revealed.  Or, maybe Emmie was reading something into it that just wasn’t there.  The man carrying Sherri glared at her and Sarah. 
Emmie refused to guess why he was glaring, just that he must hate everyone in the group.  What she didn’t know, and would like to find out, was why.  Why were he and his companion trying to kill Sherri and her children?
And what prophet had declared that Emmie and Raven as well as some of her friends as being among the devil’s people?  That sounded an awful lot like a man they had warred with way back in the beginning, six years ago.  But that man must surely be dead by now.  He was probably killed back then; they just never found his body.  Maybe Sarah’s Prophet was just someone in the bible that someone has gone and misinterpreted.  It certainly wouldn’t be the first time something like that had happened.
“Who is this Prophet you mentioned?”  Emmie made her question light, as non-confrontational as she could manage.  “Is he in the bible?”
“No,” Sarah answered with eyes widened and turned toward her.  “He lives back in town. He tells everyone about the bible and about when they do things they shouldn’t do, and he tells us how we’ll go to…a bad place instead of heaven if we’re bad.” She lowered her voice to a whisper.  “And he’s scary.”
Raven had apparently overheard the conversation, because she had dropped back to walk beside Satan, turning every few steps to look back at Sarah and Emmie.  She said, “Now, doesn’t that sound like old Reverend Ned Morgan to you? As I recall, he was gonna rid the world of evil, especially us descendents of Grandpa Cain.”
Before Emmie could respond, Raven had stopped dead in the middle of the trail and gazed back at Sherri and the man with her.  When Emmie looked back at them, they had stopped, too.
The man said, “The Prophet Morgan is our ordained leader.  It was he that banished Satan’s demons six years ago when they would have destroyed God’s realm upon Earth.”
Raven glared at him for a moment before asking Sherri, “Is your Prophet Morgan about six feet six, thin but strong, as I remember, and probably about sixty-something?  Comes from Petaluma?”  She glanced down at the baby in her arms whose skin was almost as dark as her own, and added, “And he’s got a hate on for us blacks that just won’t quit?  Is that him?” 
Sherri looked at her son and back at Raven.  She looked at Emmie, again at her son, and back at Raven.  “He said my son is dark because of the curse of Cain, and because I had done something to bring the displeasure of the Lord.”
The man carrying her set her feet on the ground and stood again, pushing his chest out in proud defiance.  “The Prophet made clear to her that her transgression would be forgiven if she did as he commanded. But she refused.  She defied him.  She thought she could escape his wrath by running away, but the Prophet’s wrath has no boundaries.”
“So, he sent you and the other man to kill her?  To kill her and her children?”
“The children are proof of her sin.  The older one makes a game of flaunting our Lord’s commandments, making it look like the play of an innocent child.”
Sherri started to respond, but instead buried her face in her hands.
Emmie responded.  “And you are absolutely certain that Sarah is not an innocent child?  What is she…four, five?”
“I am certain because the Prophet said it is so.  He has declared her and the dark one to be abominations, tainted by the Evil One.  If their mother had obeyed, she would have been spared.  But she defied the Prophet, thwarting his will.  Now her life is forfeit, as well.”
Raven took half a step towards him and said, “Oh, is it, now?  Seems to me the Prophet’s will has been thoroughly thwarted, and there’s not a whole hell of a lot he or you can do about it.”
“He has pronounced judgment.  She is condemned.  Even if I am prevented from fulfilling my duty, others will follow in my footsteps.  The Prophet has spoken, and his will shall be done.”
Emmie exchanged looks of bewilderment with Raven.  After a moment she asked, “Sherri, what was it that ole’ Reverend Prophet Morgan commanded you to do?”
Sherri sucked in a gulp of air past the sob in her throat before answering.  “He said the children must be destroyed, and if I would do the slaying, myself, I would be returned to his good graces.”
“He what?!” Raven’s voice shook as her head thrust forward and her eyes widened, stunned by disbelief.  Livid, she continued, “He actually expected you to kill your own children? Just because he said so?  And you —!”  She jabbed her finger at the man standing beside Sherri so hard he actually flinched backward half a step.  “What kind of man are you, that you would chase her across the land to kill her and her children?  One of them —” she held Sherri’s son shoulder high for a moment before nestling him back against her breast.  “One of them a mere babe in arms, just weeks old.  What possible evil could this baby be guilty of?  Not that a five-year-old girl could be any more evil than her brother.  What kind of twisted society has that old bastard put together?”
The man stammered for a moment before saying, “We are righteous, God-fearing men and women.  We know what is right and wrong, and we know how to rid ourselves of evil.”
“Well, wait a minute, now.”  A thought occurred to Emmie, a discrepancy she couldn’t reconcile.  “If Morgan won’t tolerate blacks in your group, what about the baby’s father? Is your husband black?”
“Oh, no,” Sherri said, shaking her head to adamantly deny the possibility that she would have willingly mated with a black man.  “My husband is white. He’s Sarah’s father.  The baby’s father was a man who raped me early last year.  He and another man, both strangers, came through our area.  I ran into them when I was gleaning away from the village.  They both raped me, but the baby is black.”
“Sure, that’s what she claims,” said the man beside her.  “But no one else saw any strangers.  We looked for them right after she came home and made her claim.  The Prophet says she consorted with a demon, and that’s why we couldn’t find him; he’d gone back to his master in Hell.”
“No!  No, it’s true.  Oh, why won’t anyone believe me?” She pulled Sarah into her embrace and sobbed into the girl’s tangled mop of hair.
Raven knelt beside her and laid a hand softly on her shoulder.  “I believe you.  And so does Emmie.  I’m pretty sure Sarah believes you, and I’ll bet Satan believes you; he’s just not sayin’ so.  I can just about guarantee the folks back at our village will believe you.  Looks to me like the only one around here that doesn’t believe you is this fool that shot you.  And since he has already shown the level of his intelligence by defending that wacko Morgan…well, do you really care what he believes?”
Twenty minutes later, they stepped out of the trees and onto pavement, a narrow, two lane road winding out of sight to left and right.  They went left.  Walking was much easier on the smooth and level roadway, and soon they passed a parking lot and a sign identifying the area behind them as the Armstrong Woods.
Before long, wilderness changed to civilization, albeit a destroyed one as occasional gutted houses became groups of ruins, then neighborhoods of ash beds with crumbling towers of bricks or stones, the still up-right remains of chimneys.  They passed more houses and then stores until they reached River Road near the east end of the ruins of Guerneville.  They turned right and followed the north bank of the Russian River wending its way to the rugged Northern California coast fifteen miles to the west. They trod past gutted buildings and black spikes that had once been trees. Across the river, more devastation greeted them, both upstream and down.  The popular, riverside resort town had been hit hard, at least as hard as many much larger places.  Stepping past the last of that blackened world and once again entering one green with growing things was like being reborn.  
They continued westbound and soon left the dead ashes of Guerneville behind.  On their right, heavily wooded, low mountains were all but shielded from view by the forest starting at the road’s edge.  On their left, the river, typically from thirty to forty feet below road-level, and the forested mountains beyond were frequently in view through screens of trees that often opened to offer grand views of the narrow valley the river had carved out over the ages.




CHAPTER 8

As he often did, Jason Wolfe stood on his balcony and gazed out over the village nestled on the north bank of the river and toward the far side of the river canyon. Just beyond the meandering waterway, a dense, oak forest grew down to hang over the south bank around and above willows growing in low areas too wet for oaks.  Beyond, thickly growing redwoods and oaks intermingled to fill canyons and hillsides at lower levels. Towering cedar and redwood forests blanketed higher elevations of the low mountains and created saw-toothed ridgelines. Here and there, small groves of the giants huddled along the river itself, especially on the north bank. From his site on high ground between the road and more forest-covered mountains rising just beyond the last house, he took quiet pleasure in absorbing the serene view of the place they had called home for the past six years. 
The entire string of small, mostly unincorporated communities on both banks of the river had been pretty much destroyed during the invasion that wasn’t an invasion.  Though none were large, bigger ones were wiped out, erased, and a lot of the other, smaller places, even collections of just a few homes not shielded from view well enough by surrounding trees, had suffered much, as well, many gutted. 
Jason and his band of refugees, survivors of fierce fighting with other survivors in their hometown of Petaluma thirty miles south and inland, had made the trek from one end of River Road to the other. On both banks, from what had been Healdsburg in the east, to what was left of the town of Jenner, where the winding river flowed into the Pacific, a distance of about thirty miles, they found little but devastation. 
Drained from their ordeal and eager to end their travels, they chose a place on the river’s north bank about halfway between the two destroyed towns. It was where a canyon opened out from the mountains to the north like a bay.  Situated among tall redwoods that had shielded them from searching eyes in the sky, enough of the houses still stood even if some had to be repaired.  And, so, they had established a new home and named it Wolfehaven, one name among another five that were nominated by secret ballot but was the only one receiving nearly unanimous acceptance. It wasn’t long after settling in that about a quarter of a mile up the canyon behind them someone discovered a lovely glen with a small, hot-spring fed swimming pond, just the thing for weary travelers.
It had been a wise decision back at the beginning to listen to Ed and Elaine Silver and old Marcos Garibaldi, three of the five original residents of the area who had survived the alien attacks.  They were welcoming, and they pointed out that other than them and a few other permanent residents of the area, many of the homes were getaways for absentee owners who showed up on summer weekends, and then locked up their houses until the next holiday and returned to the city, so it was unlikely anyone would be showing up to demand their house back.  They were also quick to point out the problem of high water during wet winters, and they recommended occupying only those unburned houses that were high enough above the normal river level to avoid the thirty and forty foot crests that sometimes occurred after heavy winter storms over the river’s watershed. 
Just beyond the south edge of the road at the upstream end of the village, where the road skirted the bank on the lip of a granite overhang, the land dropped off in a steep cliff to the river thirty feet below.  Once past the house-sized granite outcropping at the base of a hill too rocky to excavate, the road swerved north.  The land off the west edge sloped away to a tilted plain ending at a narrow beach from which a floating pier now extended a third of the way across the river, which, in that area, was about fifty yards across.  After the road veered away from the river, it looped left and snaked through the upper part of the village before turning back south to continue along the north bank on its way to the sea just a few miles farther west.  The lower levels of the plain within the loop of the road, just four or five feet above the river, formed a flood plain in wet years.  The periodic floods prevented most trees, other than a few willows, from establishing themselves there so it was a popular space for gatherings, either for celebrations or just disseminating information.  Although not central, everyone referred to the relatively open area as the Village Center.  Several houses had been built there, but only a few had escaped the lasers of the invaders and were usable. But, as Ed Silver had pointed out, most had been flooded out more than once and rebuilt, but there were no more insurance companies or contractors to rebuild the next time it happened. Most now remained vacant. 
Higher up, especially north of the road, towering redwoods grew singularly and in small copses among the homes. While a few of the refugees that had followed Jason from Petaluma had taken chances in mostly undamaged and unoccupied houses around the Village Center, most, like Jason, moved into preexisting houses on the higher, north side of the road. 
Erin came out from the bedroom at his back and stood beside him for a moment.  “It looks like they’re about ready down there.  How long are you going to wait?”
He looked out at the activity beyond the near bank, about a third of the way across the river. At the end of the floating pier, a pair of small, matching barges squatted against the steady current, held in place by heavy chains attached to pylons driven into the river bed.  A swaying foot-bridge connected the nearest one to the pier.  A lattice of braces at the bows and sterns tied the barges rigidly together with the current flowing down the space separating them, converting them to one, large, oddly shaped vessel.  A tripod stood in the middle of each barge in opposing positions, one on either side of the five-foot gap between the barges. A wire ran from the top of the closest tripod to the pier, along the pier to a pole on the bank and from there to an old electrical power pole higher up where it tied into what was left of the local power grid.  The men on the barges and the pier moved about slowly, picking up items and placing them back down, actions of men eager to finish a job but forced to wait. 
Jason looked over at another group of workers on the near riverbank that killed time in pretty much the same way as those on the river.  In their midst a huge, wooden wheel fifteen feet high and three feet thick stood upright. 
“I don’t really want to risk it without her. Emmie’s not the strongest power here, but she is one of the steadiest.  It could be a real bear without her controlling influence.  Not only could someone get hurt or killed, but all of the work up to now could be for nothing.” 
Erin moved against him, hugging his arm.  She said, “You’re not worried, are you?  They haven’t really been gone all that long.  They know what the schedule for the wheel is.” 
He glanced east and west on the road and shook his head. “They weren’t expecting everything to be ready today.  I told them before they took off that it would probably be tomorrow morning.”
“And they know the trip upriver is only a couple of days off, too.  I’m sure they wouldn’t miss that.”
“They couldn’t. Without Emmie, a lot of people wouldn’t be able to make it.”  He shook his head again, smiled down at her and said, “Naw, I’m not worried.  It’s only been a couple of days.  She and Raven are pretty much able to take care of themselves.  And with Satan along, I don’t think there’s much they couldn’t handle.”
He draped an arm around her waist and rested his hand on her hip.  She laid her head over onto his shoulder.  
“Charlie and his posse came back a little while ago,” Jason said.  “They searched the area of the pond trail to about half a mile beyond the pond.  Didn’t see a sign of anyone.  Not strangers, anyway.  When they swung over to the east and came out on the river road, they ran into Jerry McDaniel and Jackie Johnson.  They told Charlie they saw two men in the distance at least an hour before, heading east.  Charlie didn’t try to pursue because they had too much of a lead, and they could have turned off anywhere.  How’s Tina?”
Erin shook her head.  “They were pretty rough with her.  She had some tearing, but I think Lila can fix her, already has for most of it.  It would be better if Lila were older.  It has to be difficult and confusing for her, the poor dear, trying to repair tissue that she doesn’t really understand the use of.  Can you imagine Emmie being exposed to those kinds of demands back when it all started?    Emmie was twelve at the time, wasn’t she? About Lila’s age now?
“Yeah.  Seems like a lot longer ago than six years, doesn’t it?  But, you’re right.  Lila is having to grow up a lot faster than anyone else.  I can’t imagine what it must be like for her.  At least Rachel is there to help and advise her on cases like this.”
“And poor Uncle Joe,” Erin said.  “By the time he got Tina to Lila, he almost needed her services, himself, he was shaking so hard.  But I’m not sure if it was because of Tina’s injuries, or the fact that the men had gotten away.  I think if he could have gotten his hands on them…well, I don’t know what he would have done.  Nothing like what you’d expect from him, though.”
“Oh, don’t make Joe out to be just an old softy.  Remember what he did on the steps to the old high school when they killed Raven’s brother?  Watching him swinging that post and chain makes it easier to believe Samson actually did take on an entire army with no more than the jawbone of an ass.”
“I do the best I can to forget those days, thank you.”
“Yeah, I know.  If they —”
Erin had suddenly stiffened beside him with a shift in her attention.  He followed her gaze out to the approach from the east, and he saw them.  At first it was pure relief that washed over him, regardless of what he professed to Erin about his confidence in his daughter.  But then he noted how they were traveling: Satan led the way lying on his side and suspended three or four feet above the pavement; a strange man carried a strange woman; a small girl walked between Raven, who appeared to be carrying a small baby, and Emmie, who was walking right behind Satan and waving her arms to catch the attention of anyone in the village. 
He waved back but wasted no time in shouted questions that would probably have to be repeated at least once, and shouted answers that would have to be further explained anyway.  When he and Erin reached the road, they were joined by several others who had also seen and heard the returning pair.
After a brief series of hugs and pats on the back, Raven held up her hands to silence the flurry of questions. “Satan’s hurt pretty bad.  And so is Sherri, here.  Let us get them to Lila, and then we’ll tell you what happened.”
“Yeah,” Emmie added, “and someone keep an eye on this guy.”  She hooked a thumb towards the man carrying Sherri.  “He was sent out to kill Sherri and her kids by our old friend, Ned Morgan.”
“Damn!  Is that old fraud still causing trouble?”  Charlie Dickerson was an old acquaintance of Morgan back in Petaluma where he operated heavy equipment and Morgan was a plumber during the week and a fire and brimstone belching, lay preacher on Sunday.  Pushing forty-five, Charlie carried himself like the United States Marine he insisted he always would be, discharged or not.  “Even if he lived through the cleanup we did back in town before we left, I woulda thought by now he’d be withered up to just an old lump of rotten wood by his own meanness.  What’s he up to now?”
Emmie just shook her head and said, “Like Raven said, after we get Satan and Sherri tended to.  But, why don’t you make sure this one doesn’t escape or make more trouble.  Can you tie him up or lock him up or something?  Maybe nail him to a tree?”
Dagar stepped forward with Charlie.  Small and thin and with a face like a dried up prune, he was already in retirement from the U. S. Postal Service even before the kryls came and changed the world.  However, as small and frail as he seemed, his knowledge and skill with medieval weaponry had been a deciding factor in getting his fellow villagers to their present situation.  “We don’t really have any place that’ll lock up.  Haven’t needed one before now.  Why don’t we just keep him with us while we listen to what’s happened?  We can always tie him up afterwards.”  Then, to the man who relinquished the burden of carrying Sherri to Charlie’s large buddy, Billy Ray, “What’s your name, by the way?”
“Don Hughes,” the prisoner said. 
“Okay, Don.  Stay with us, do what you’re told, and maybe we won’t have to confine you.  Okay?”
Lila’s home was close enough that the two patients were in her care within a couple of minutes.  And ten minutes later, they both emerged, walking on their own feet.  Although Satan appeared to accept the whole thing as normal, Sherri wore a look of confusion, bewilderment, and disbelief.  Her slim figure, no longer obscured in the wrapping of a shapeless, ankle-length dress, strode forward in donated but well-fitting pants and a shirt.  With her long, blond tresses freshly brushed and draped over her shoulders and down her back, she looked like a different person — but not to her daughter.
“Mommy!” Sarah called out as she ran to her mother.  Throwing her arms about Sherri’s neck and squealing with glee as Sherri lifted her high up before lowering her into a tight hug and smothered her with kisses.  “Are you all better, now?  Does it still hurt?”
Sherri set the girl back on the ground and turned to Emmie, who waited nearby with Raven and Satan.  Then she looked back at the house she had just come from and the girl standing between two women, a blond about Raven’s age and one maybe ten years older, all smiling and watching the gathering from the porch.
“She’s only a child,” Sherri said just barely above a whisper.  “She laid her hands on me and I was healed.  I have truly witnessed a miracle.”
“I know the feeling,” Raven responded, waving and smiling to Lila, Rachel, and Lila’s adopted mom. “I think I was the first one she ever used her ability on, not counting Ronald.  But he wasn’t a human, and it didn’t stop him from dying, anyway.  But, yeah, I know how you feel.  It’s not really a miracle, though.  Just more human magic.”
“Sorcery!  That’s what it is.  The Prophet was right when he warned that the Evil One’s minions would offer great temptations.”
Emmie turned to face the prisoner.  “The Prophet is a loud-mouthed phony.  Lila’s ability is the same as mine and Raven’s.  She’s just able to do more with it.  It comes from the same place,” she added, tapping her head, “and it ain’t from the devil.  Anyway, tell me why it was evil for me to have saved all of our lives back there at the canyon?”  She peered into Sherri’s eyes and asked, “What was evil about me stopping those last two arrows before they hit you?  Was it evil for me to carry a badly injured dog out of the bushes and along the trail because he couldn’t walk?  If I hadn’t, he’d still be lying back there in the woods, probably dead.  Is it evil to help an injured animal?”
Sherri could only stammer, “But, you...what if...how...”
Her would-be assassin had no such problem.  “It was sorcery, every bit of it.  No righteous person can wield such power.  The Prophet says —”
“Why?  Because your prophet can’t do it?”  Thomas Woodall, a.k.a. The Judge, stepped forward and confronted the prisoner.  He was even older than Dagar, but he was taller than everyone else present including Uncle Joe.  Tall and straight as one of the stately redwoods, he normally spoke with a soft timbre, but it could be instantly increased to a mighty roar if the dignity of his courtroom was assailed, for he had been an actual superior court judge back in the other world. “Is that what his problem is?  He can’t do it, and since he believes he is righteous, well, then it must be that only the unrighteous can do it, ergo, the power comes from the devil. Is that his reasoning?”
Hughes opened his mouth but closed it again without saying anything.  After a moment, he said, “I remember you.  You used to be a judge in Petaluma, didn’t you?”
“Um hmm.  That’s me.  Do I know you?”
“No. I just remember you.  You were always reasonable, from what I hear.  How’d you get mixed up with these...these sorcerers and witches?”
The Judge peered into the man’s eyes for a moment before slowly shaking his head.  “One requirement about being reasonable, you know, is to listen to all the evidence before making up your mind.  I think you’ve got a lot of evidence to examine and to ponder before you go making such charges.  Of course, unless you do so with an open mind, you’ll have a hard time coming to a reasonable decision.  You might want to give it a day or two. And you really should work on setting aside your biases.” 
Jason stepped forward and said, “I’m afraid the education of our guests is going to have to wait for a bit.  The waterwheel is ready to install.  And now that Emmie is back, we ought to get it done before another day is gone.”
Dagar tapped Hughes on the elbow and, with a nod of his head, motioned the direction he wished for Hughes to move. “And that might be an excellent example of how we use our new abilities.  Why don’t you folks come and watch?”




CHAPTER 9

As she walked down toward the river’s edge, Sherri kept rubbing her hand over her back and her leg where the arrows had struck, still in awe that there was no pain.  The memory of pain was still fresh enough that she could feel the searing burn of the barbed head as it tore through her flesh, the aching throb that followed, an ache so intense it seemed to have a life of its own, jarring her back to its priority every time she tried to force her mind onto other matters, even the life and welfare of her children. 
But, now, after visiting the child they called Lila, it was over.  The wounds were healed as though they had occurred at some distant time in her past so long ago that even the scars had disappeared.  Could such a thing be without the intervention of either God or Satan?  And the Prophet says that God no longer intercedes in human affairs, other than what He does through His chosen vessels, such as the Prophet.  Therefore, according to the Prophet, any present-day miracles are from the other side.  Anyone able to perform miraculous things can only do it through the power of the Evil One.  How could it be otherwise?
Sherri followed the others and stopped with the group near the entrance to a floating pier that went out to the double barge with the opposing tripods.  Sarah clung to her skirt, and Daryl swiveled his tiny head from the security of his nest in her arms, fascinated by the activity around them. 
Off to her right, Don Hughes accompanied Charlie who maintained his control over the bigger man with a tug of his elbow or a nod of his head in the direction for the prisoner to go.  Charlie seemed to have no doubt that his control over Don was absolute, even though he made no overt threats. Of course, it probably didn’t hurt that another man, named Billie Ray, accompanied them and who was almost as big as Charlie and Don combined.
Sherri watched Emmie join a young black man, whom Raven had greeted earlier with a kiss and a hug as she took a squirming toddler from his arms. When they turned to accompany a pretty Hispanic lady and three other people along with Lila to a section of the pier whose width had been doubled about halfway out to the end, she felt a growing sense of anticipation among the crowd.  A very large black man came from the barge to meet Emmie’s group, and after a couple of minutes of hurried conversation with much nodding of heads, he turned and made his way back onto the barge.  Emmie and her companions remained at the halfway point.  When the large black man reached the barge, he waved his arm in signal.
Sherri turned with the others standing on the riverbank to look upstream. There, just a few feet from where they were gathered, another smaller group circled a large, open-spoke wheel — what looked to her like an old-fashioned paddlewheel like she had seen in books, with wide, evenly spaced planks, each a foot high and three feet wide, around the circumference.  The massive thing rested upright in a cradle of beams and pipes lashed together with rope. 
Sherri had no idea what was happening. What kind of installation was to take place? Perhaps some sort of rite or ceremony of promotion. It couldn’t be just a waterwheel.  Of what possible use could that be?  It would be a huge expenditure of energy just for aesthetic purposes. The wheel had a complicated looking mechanism inside near the hub.  She could see no reason for it, and accepted that it was for some arcane purpose that she might never know.  They had called it a waterwheel, but what did that mean? Were they going to let it roll out into the river where it would sink to the bottom where it might cause swirls and eddies and maybe catch enough silt to eventually become buried?  For what purpose?  Maybe they were going to rig some kind of water source that would pour a constant stream over the wheel resting on the bank.  But, why?  She had just about decided it was something to do with whatever religious rites they conducted, rites that would, of course, be totally incomprehensible to her.  Not knowing what to expect next, she let her eyes flit from one place to another, and she just happened to be looking at the wheel when it lifted.
It was slow and deliberate.  The wheel had to weigh a ton or more, so inertia, alone, was enough to prevent any sudden movements.  It rose to about two feet above the cradle and floated out over the water at least two feet above the surface. 
Sherri glanced at the people around her, expecting to see expressions of awe, disbelief, panic, even denial. But what she saw was a man smiling and nodding, with a surety in his gaze as he followed the wheel’s progress that he expected nothing less.  A woman watched the wheel only peripherally as she continued to whisper scoldings into the ear of a squirming three-year old.  Most of the people reacted pretty much the same as Jason and Erin, who stood nearby with arms about each other, watching in knowing anticipation that it was going exactly as planned. 
When she looked back out across the water, she saw Emmie and the others gathered with her were hard focused on the wheel.  She recalled watching Emmie’s concentration when they all floated across the canyon.  They all wore similar expressions.
The wheel continued across the water on a collision course with the barge.  As it passed Emmie’s group, the men on the barge began to move about, some moving items from one spot to another, others climbing ladders to the tops of the tripods, and the rest repositioning themselves to better receive their...what?  What was it that they were receiving?  The wheel, obviously, but for what possible reason?  Was this some newly devised satanic ritual?  Was it a sacrifice to some pagan river god?  Was the wheel an altar on which screaming victims would be sacrificed?  She reached down and drew Sarah closer. 
As the wheel drew close to the barge, it rose to clear the sides, and continued to rise until its hub was four or five feet above the tops of the tripods.  Then, one man on each tripod scrambled about for a bit, reaching for tools and gathering wires or lines of some kind.  Like a high priest patiently waiting for the opportunity to anoint his new alter with the first flow of the blood of his first sacrifice, the big black man stood near the edge of the barge with his arm raised and gave arcane signals toward Emmie’s group.  The wheel began to descend.
From her place on the bank, Sherri could just see the subtle movements of the wheel as it jockeyed about, all the while settling towards the tripods. 
She could also see when the lowest point touched the water.  At first the wheel remained stationary, but the river current was strong.  For the first time, the movements of the wheel were jerky, erratic.  Men yelled orders, others scrambled about on the barge, making urgent but incomprehensible adjustments.  One of the men at the top of a tripod yelled something and the wheel raised a slight amount.  However, the current seemed to have taken hold of it and was reluctant to relinquish its captive.  Some of the men on the barge tried to grab the wheel, even to lift it with their hands. 
Emmie and her companions each lunged forward, grasping the flimsy handrail that was the only thing between them and the swirling water at their feet.  They all continued to cast their gaze out across the water, some even raising a hand towards the barge as though to grip the errant wheel from a distance.
The wheel teetered and began to cant to one side, allowing the board ends on that side to dig deeper into the water, and that began to skew the entire double barge sideways to the creaking of straining rope.  Men’s shouts became shouts of desperation, anger, fear, and finally, a scream of tearing agony as one of the men on a tripod dangled off his perch with his arm pinned beneath the wheel’s hub.
The wheel shifted and skewed inches in all directions, the push of the water gaining more and more control.  The trapped man screamed until he fell silent and dangled limp by his pinned arm.  Other men on the barge scrambled up to render aid, but the relentless grip on his arm was beyond their best efforts. 
The big black man bellowed instruction in both directions, and men jumped to obey, but the trapped man still dangled, and the wheel twisted in the current.  Emmie and her companions had not moved from their positions, except to press ever harder against the railing as their concentration tightened.
Sherri’s stomach lurched, and she fought to swallow her gorge.  Just from the look of the man’s arm, and the way he was twisting on it as he swung about, was enough to mean he would lose the use of it, if he didn’t lose the arm entirely — or his life.  She pressed Sarah’s face into her to save the young girl from the grisly sight, but she fought her mother’s hand and turned back to the spectacle.
Sherri was about to take her children back up the bank, away from the river and the horrible thing that was happening.  She was sure, now, that, contrary to what everyone claimed about their powers not being unholy, that was surely what it was, and that the blood staining the tripod was merely the first of more to come. 
Suddenly, the wheel steadied.  It was as though the river had ceased to flow.  The wheel stopped moving back and forth, and slowly rose up several inches. 
With the pressure off the arm, the man dropped to the deck between two of the tripod legs.  Before he rolled off into the water, two other men grabbed him and hauled him away from the gap. 
Another man scrambled up to take over the job the injured man had been doing with the wheel hub, shoving his arm through the open spokes to the mechanism.  Then, after a moment he looked around in anticipation, and the wheel slowly settled into the cradle formed by grooves in the tops of the tripods.  The man there closed hinged brackets over each end of the protruding axle and bolted them down, did some quick adjustment, pulled his arm free, and called out, “It’s done!”
The men on the barge, Emmie’s group, and everyone on the riverbank stood silently just long enough for the huge wheel to begin its steady spin with the current, it’s alignment to the direction of the river holding solidly.  Then, as one, they all let out with a cheer.
The black man on the barge moved over to a console where he moved some controls, and then he signaled to those on shore. 
It wasn’t spectacular because the sun still shone brightly in the afternoon sky, but it was noticeable, nonetheless.  And everyone gazed from one brightly burning light bulb to another, each mounted above the doors of many of the buildings within sight.  They didn’t exactly let out another cheer because their first one had still not diminished all that much, but they added a fresh burst of energy to it. 
While Lila stood waiting for Raul to be brought over from the barge, Sherri was nearby when Emmie led the rest of her group back to the shore and approached Jason.  Emmie was still grinning broadly, caught up in the gayety of the celebration, but when she spoke to him, a frown flitted across her face.
“We had help,” she said, her voice low and guarded.
“What do you mean?  Of course, you had help; there were half a dozen of you out there.”
“No, I mean we, all of us, had help from someone else.”
Jason met her frown with one of his own.  “You mean someone else here has the ability, someone we don’t know about?”
“I think so.  Someone really strong, too.  We were going to lose it.  Once the current started tilting it, our control just wasn’t enough.  The thing was heavier and more awkward than we anticipated.  We just couldn’t handle it once it slipped and the current grabbed it.  I suppose when Raul slipped and caught his arm, some of us sort of lost a grip on our concentration, especially Woody.  He and Raul are pretty close.  And that just made matters worse.  It was like a landslide — once it started going, there was no stopping it.  But someone did.  And, I’d sure like to know who.”
“Yeah.  Me too,” Jason responded as he glanced about with a few others that had been standing close enough to overhear Emmie’s remarks.
Sherri was still in awe of the whole situation: the rising and floating through the air of the massive water wheel, the calamitous happenings on the barge, and finally, the precise fitting of the thing onto its cradle.  And, although the others around her were not as awestruck as she was, they still appeared to be amazed at the outcome, with small groups excitedly gesturing and recounting to each other what they had seen. 
After a few moments, Sherri realized everyone, beginning with Jason and Emmie and moving outwards through the crowd, were all turning to look up towards the road above them.  She turned to see what had such an impact on the already excited crowd and saw a man standing there leaning on a walking staff and gazing down at the scene.




CHAPTER 10

Sherri peered up at the figure. He stood like a man who spent a lot of time on his feet, but not weary, just fit.  He first appeared to be hunched over or possibly a hunchback.  But, then he removed the pack from his back and placed it on the ground.  The wide-brim hat on his head shielded his eyes from the glare of the westering sun, but even from her distance, they seemed to draw her forward.  He rested one hand on his staff, but it was more like he was just keeping it from falling over rather than using it to support himself after a long and tiring day on the trail.
“That was impressive,” he said, his voice a strong baritone. “Is it to replace a smaller wheel, or is this the first time you’ve used the river to generate electricity?” 
Was it so easy for others, clearly strangers to the villagers about her, to accept feats of magic — whether evil or not?  Was it only the inhabitants of New Napa that saw it only as evil?  Was it really because of the Prophet’s influence?  Was it the influence, itself, that was evil?
Jason walked over to the bottom of the slope from the road above and then up it to meet the stranger. 
As he walked uphill, Jason asked, “Was that you that helped when things went bad?”
Sherri followed Emmie along with Erin, Dagar, The Judge, Charlie and several others. 
The man answered, “Helped?  I don’t know what you mean.  From what I saw, you didn’t need any help…well, maybe just a bit there at the end.”
When she got to the top of the slope, Sherri discovered the man was not alone.  A second figure sat across the road on a shoulder of granite, his shoulders drooping as though the weight of even his arms had become taxing.  His backpack was on the ground at his feet, and his head leaned over to rest against his walking staff still held upright. 
As she approached behind Jason, Sherri could see them both better and was pretty sure she had seen neither one before, especially the one who spoke.  He appeared older than her, but only by maybe five years.  Or that could simply be from wear and tear in the world of the day.  He was slim, but not skinny.  He stood with his feet wide, as though he always assumed a stance of balance — just in case — and the way he held himself, as though conserving a considerable level of untapped strength — just in case.  He had an easy way of speaking, and his deep voice had a soothing timbre to it that caressed her hearing, not just her ears.  A ready smile exposed white, even teeth.  When he removed his wide brimmed hat to wipe his brow with the back of his hand, his sand colored hair was long and held back in a ponytail, except for a couple of wisps that, in the soft breeze, teased his gleaming, pale blue eyes.  And he was tall — but not too tall for her to reach, she decided, if she were to be so inclined.  When she realized what she had just considered she felt herself blush and glanced about her to see if anyone had noticed.
The second man, a black man, was maybe twenty years older.  He was…softer looking was the only thing she could think of.  His short, bushy hair was cut short.  When he stood at their approach, he was shorter than the other by six or seven inches, probably not more than a couple of inches over Sherri’s own height of five feet seven inches.  His shoulders weren’t as wide as his companion’s, nor did he exude the same — passion was the only word that came to mind — passion for living. 
The first one spoke again, “My friend and I have been on the road for some time.  We would like to rest, if we may.  I’m Dan Stegall.”  With a thumb pointing toward the other man, he continued, “My friend is Raymond Madsen. We’re from up north, the Seattle and Tacoma area.  At least I am.  Raymond has been around so much I don’t suppose he has a place he claims as a home town.”
Without responding to the stranger, Jason turned and said to those gathering behind him, “Someone bring Tina.”
The two strangers exchanged glances when it became clear that several of the villagers had positioned themselves to both sides and were working themselves around behind, as well.  The one calling himself Dan Stegall ambled over to stand nearer to his friend. 
“We saw your village was inhabited, so we thought to stop for a rest, possibly a bit of food, and friendly exchange of words.  Did we mistake this place for one that welcomes travelers?”
Jason remained standing where he could watch both men but not so close as to be easily threatened.  He replied, “Wolfehaven welcomes travelers, and we gladly share what we have, although travelers are a rare sight, these days.  However, before we extend a hand in welcome and friendship, there is an issue we need to address.”
Erin walked up to stand beside Jason.  Guided in the crook of her arm, Tina looked frightened and unsure of herself.  She had been cleaned up and her injuries healed, but she was still only thirteen years old and pushed into the center of attention of the entire village. 
“Tina,” Jason said as he reached out to bring her closer.  “Are these the two?”
Tina glanced up at the two strangers standing ten feet away, and then she quickly dropped her gaze to the pebbled ground near her feet.  In that glance, she knew she had never seen either one before.  However…
Jason draped his arm around her shoulders and said, “It’s okay. No one is going to hurt you.  Take another look.  Are these the men?”
She glanced up again and made eye contact with the tall one.  She saw no threat there but could not look him in the eye while the possibility of his destruction was so clearly within her grasp.  She glanced back toward the crowd still gathering at the top of the road from the riverfront, and immediately saw Jerry and Jackie. They both glared at her, but a grin worked its way onto Jackie’s face as his hand gripped the hilt of the knife sheathed at his waist.
It was the answer.  All she had to do was to say it was them, the strangers that had raped her.  She owed them nothing. They were not of the village.  Her momma would be safe.  She would be safe.  Uncle Joe would have no reason to hate her.  It was the perfect answer.
“Yes,” she mumbled, nodding her head at the same time.
“You’re sure?  Look at them again.  Are you sure?”
She locked eye contact with the tall man again.  He could not even know what offense he was suddenly accused of, but his eyes held a plea.  She broke the contact, turned her face to Jason and said, “Yes, it was them.  They did it.”
The two strangers heard her words, but so did the men standing around them.  Before either man could draw a weapon or make a move to defend himself, Charlie Dickerson and several others closed in to grab each one by the arms.
“What’s she saying?  We’ve done nothing!  I swear it!”
Charlie stepped in front of Stegall and said, “It’s like this.  We don’t know you.  We do know Tina.  We know what happened to her, and now it looks like we know who did it.  Do yourself a favor and keep quiet.  If you put up any kind of a fight, some of these folks behind me just might get it into their heads to forget about any trial and decide to hang you right now.  Hear me?”
Stegall glared into Charlie’s eyes for a moment then asked, “Will you hold a trial?  Will we have a chance to defend ourselves?”
“Yeah, you can defend yourselves.  Don’t know how, but you can have your say.”  Then, turning to a man not holding onto either of the prisoners, he said, “Dave, take a couple of guys and go make sure there’s nothing in the storage room that these two can use as a weapon or to break out with.  Then see how quick you can put up something to hold a locking bar across the outside of the door.  Come to think about it, do the same with the root cellar for the man Emmie and Raven caught.  Who’d a thought we’d need a jail.”
Jason said, “Charlie, we’re still going to have to post a guard outside the door for these two.”  Then, turning to face the crowd and speaking loud enough for most to hear, he added, “It sure wouldn’t do to have someone try to handle things before we’re sure of everything, would it?”
Charlie looked about at the familiar faces, some of which bore lines of rage. “No, that wouldn’t do at all.”




CHAPTER 11

Jason strode across the river road from his house and down to the Village Center.  Even with the sun far enough above the eastern hills to burn off the last wisps of a misty fog, the air still had the remnants of the night chill that usually made it through the river canyon from the nearby coast.  He turned at the sound of approaching footfalls.
“Good morning, Jason,” said The Judge.  He stopped beside Jason and looked to the east as Jason had done.  “It looks to be a fair day.”
“Morning, Judge.  I believe you’re right, at least as far as the weather goes.  I’ve got a feeling about this trial, though.  Stegall seems sincere.  He doesn’t strike me as a rapist of children — or anyone, for that matter.  And his friend, Madsen, is even less so.  I don’t know either one, but I just can’t see them in that role.”
The Judge paused for a moment before responding.  “I have to say they impressed me the same way.  However, Tina did say they were the ones.”
“Judge, you know as well as I do, probably better, that eye-witness and victim identifications of suspects is not all it’s cracked up to be. Tina is young; she was pretty badly traumatized; she was thrust onto the center stage in a situation that has to be embarrassing, at the very least.  It could be no more than that they are black and white like her assailants.  Like with the rest of us, her encounters with strangers are so rare, they may all look alike until she’s exposed to them for a while.”
“Yes, I agree with all that you say.  Unfortunately, anything as helpful as a forensic lab test is no longer available.  All we have is her identification and the fact that strangers, especially just one white man and one black man traveling cross-country, are rare.  How many such pairs have we received in the past six years?  A dozen?  Half a dozen?  Three?  One?”
Jason gave a wry smile at the way The Judge made his point.  “Okay, you’re right.  They’re the first.  I guess all we can do is hold a trial.  But, hell, Judge, besides your being the judge, how are we going to make it fair and impartial?  Is it possible?  Is it even desirable?”
“Well, with your background in law enforcement, you would probably make a reasonable prosecutor.”
Jason shook his head.  “Huh, uh.  I’m afraid I’m going to have to stay out of it as much as possible.  If there is a conviction, I can’t ask anyone else to carry out the sentence.”
“Ah, yes…the sentence.  Something that may, and probably should, require considerable thought.  But, I understand, and you’re probably right. As I recall, Olen Johnson was a practicing defense attorney.  He could be the prosecutor, but it may be better to have the best talent on the side of the defense.  Even if we already believed those two men are guilty, it still behooves us to provide the best possible defense.  That’s one of the tenets of the old system that I believed in whole-heartedly.  Perhaps Dagar could prosecute.  That man is a lot shrewder than folks tend to think when they first look at him.  Or Charlie.  He is as good a man as I have ever known, the epitome of honesty and honor.”
“You know,” Jason said, looking around at the village buildings surrounding them, “since either one would be an excellent choice, why not let them work together as a team.  Maybe two amateurs together will equal the one professional they’ll be going against.  Or do you think it would be unfair to have it two against one?”
“No, I think it would work well.  And, as the judge in the matter, I’ll be able to step in if need be.  We’re going to have to keep in mind, too, that what we decide here is the final judgment.  There’s no longer a higher court to handle an appeal.  I’ll have to be, perhaps, a bit more controlling than a trial judge would have been back when things were different.”
“What about a jury?  Do you think we should use one, or do you want to make the finding yourself?”
The Judge rubbed his chin for a moment while he looked off towards the slow movement of the river.  Finally, he said, “I think we should stick with the jury system until it proves unworthy.  It would also serve to take a bit of heat off the situation.  By putting twelve people of the village in the position of making the final decision, we’ll probably be less likely to see a lynch mob.  Some of them didn’t look to be much in favor of waiting until today.  I’m afraid if I just run the whole show, and they don’t agree with the outcome, things could get sticky.  These people are all my friends, and yours.  We don’t want sticky.”
“Judge, I love the way you have of understating a situation.  But, yeah, you’re right.  We need a jury.  Do you think asking for volunteers would be the best way to go?”
“Might as well.  We don’t have a voter list to draw from.  Still, we’re going to have to question each potential juror as though a life depends on it.  The last thing we want is to get a bunch of vigilantes in the jury box.  Even one could be a problem. 
“Twelve?”
“It’s worked pretty well so far.  That is if we can get twelve that seem suitable.”
“Okay, let’s do it.”
The entire village turned out for the trial, so they had to hold it in the Great Hall.  It had been built two years prior with salvaged materials when it was decided that they needed to have a place for community feasts on special occasions and indoor meetings in bad weather.  At first it was no more than four walls and a roof over a space big enough to hold everyone.  In the two years since, rooms had been added to the outer walls for smaller, more private meetings, or more than one small meeting at a time, or for meal preparations when called for.  One of the rooms had become Jason’s office.  As the elected head of the community, everyone agreed, he needed someplace, other than his private residence, where he could conduct official village business, not that it happened often.  Suggestions had been made to call it City Hall, Town Hall and the Capitol, but most seemed to like the sound of Great Hall. 
Today, Jason’s office became the judge’s chambers if it was needed.  One of the side meeting rooms would be the jury deliberation room.  Another side meeting room was the holding cell.  The judge’s bench was a picnic table with attached benches they carried in from the riverbank.  There were only enough chairs for about half of everyone else to sit without bringing more from various homes, but there was enough standing room around the sides and across to back to accommodate everyone in the village.
Charlie and Dagar both tried to turn down their assignments as prosecutors, but with Jason and The Judge both leaning on them, they consented to give it a try.  Olen Johnson was happy to get back to his chosen profession. 
Jason remained in the hall to watch the villagers come in, watching for signs of trouble, weapons held at the ready, or maybe a rope tied into a noose.  But he saw none of that. Although the faces that filed through the door were stern and serious, he hoped they were the faces of men and women seeking justice, not vengeance. 
When all were seated and quieted, The Judge motioned for the bailiff, Billy Ray to call the room to order.  Billy Ray was an old acquaintance of The Judge; although, their earlier meetings tended to be adversarial with The Judge behind his bench and Billy Ray seated at the defendant’s table. Over the six years begun when the world changed, they had become friends.  At two hundred and sixty pounds solidly packed onto a frame a couple of inches over six feet tall, he had been described, among other, less flattering things, as a football-shaped rock.  The only one in the village bigger than him was Joe Louis McDaniel, but Joe wouldn’t be acceptable as bailiff because of his close relationship to Tina. Billy Ray was an easy choice. 
Lacking a traditional judge’s mallet, The Judge knocked three times on the table-top with, at first his knuckles, then with the flat base of an empty coffee mug until the buzz in the room quieted.  After a glare about the room, he instructed the prosecution to begin selecting the jurors. To Jason’s surprise, the selection was finished before noon, twelve people, six men and six women, that both he and The Judge could feel good about.
Sherri eased back among the people standing three deep against the back wall.  She listened to murmurs of rage and fear, but she was surprised to hear hope, too, that the whole thing would be fair.  If it had been in Napa, there would be no trial, at least not involving anyone but the Prophet while his soldiers maintained order.  And any trial there would be nothing more than a pronouncement of the punishment the Prophet had already decided upon.
As the afternoon session began, Charlie stood up to speak.
“When Tina went out to the pond for a swim, she thought it was going to be private.  She had no reason to think otherwise.  She had a right to think that her privacy would be respected. And when two men came upon her, two strangers, she assumed they, too, like anyone with any decency, would respect her privacy and allow her to remain alone, or, if they wanted to take a swim to wash off the dust of travel, allow her to leave the water, dress, and leave.  But that ain’t what happened.  They came upon this young girl who is about to become a woman and, completely ignoring her pleas to let her go, to not hurt her, to not violate her, they…had their way with her.  Brutally.  When she returned to the village, naked and running for her life straight into the arms of Uncle Joe, she was bleeding and bruised.  Lila healed her body, but what about her spirit?  Will this girl be condemned to live her life, now, afraid of any man coming near?  She said the men who did it were strangers, one white and one black.  And, well, what do you know — two men, one white and one black, both strangers, come marching into the village that very afternoon.  With the terrible events still clear in her mind, she looked at them and said they were the ones, that they, the two defendants, were the ones who had attacked her and raped her.  Seems to me it’s pretty clear.  Thank you.”
Charlie glanced over at Dagar who nodded but said nothing.
The Judge said, “Does the defense wish to make any opening statement at this time?”
Olen Johnson stood and said, “No you honor.  The defense will wait to see if the prosecution has a case.  I may very well move for a dismissal.”
Turning back to Charlie and Dagar, The Judge said, “You may call your first witness.”
When Tina was seated on the bench on the front side of the judge’s table, Charlie asked, “Tina, are the men who attacked you in this room?”
Before Tina could respond, Olen was on his feet.  “Your Honor, I protest!  The defense has not established anything at all, even that a crime has been committed.  In all the —”
“Yes, yes, counselor, I know.  But I must ask you to remember that these proceedings are going forward without the benefit of professional players.  Besides you and me, no one here has the training or experience to follow all the steps we’re accustomed to.  But we are still going to proceed, even if it means taking a few shortcuts and foregoing some of the elaborate shenanigans we have come to accept.  But…” he held up his hand when it appeared that Olen was about to turn even darker purple, “…one other thing, counselor.  Because of these shortcomings, and due to the age of the victim and the sensitivity of the situation, I am going to allow leading of the witness.  You will not screw things up for us with incessant interruptions for protests.  Now, I will instruct the prosecution to first establish that a crime has been committed before jumping to pointing any fingers.  Okay?”
The purple slowly drained from Olen’s face as he turned about to see if the villagers were, indeed, going to allow The Judge to make such a mockery of justice.  Receiving no support, he sat back down.
“Charlie?” The Judge said.  “Why don’t you start back at the beginning and do like Mr. Johnson said?”
However, when Charlie appeared to become flustered in his confusion of what needed to be done, Dagar stood up and laid his hand on Charlie’s shoulder.  “It’s okay.  Let me see if I can lay it out for them.  Tina,” Dagar said louder, “were you alone when you went out to the pond for a swim yesterday?”
“Yes.”
“While you were there, alone, did anyone else arrive at the pond?”
“Yes.”
“And did these persons who arrived at the pond grab you from the water and assault you?  Did they rape you?”
“Yes.”
“Do you see the persons who raped you in this room?”
“Yes.  It was them,” she said, pointing toward the two strangers seated at a table beside Olen.
“Thank you,” Dagar said.  “That’s all.”
The Judge smiled and said. “Very well, and very concise, Mister Prosecutor.  Mister Johnson, you may cross-examine.”
Olen stood and strode into the center of the open space before the judge’s bench, glaring at the witness chair where Tina remained.  “Tell me and the jury, Tina, how many times have you had sex this week?”
Tina stared at him with her mouth slowly gaping.  The only sound in the room was a massive intake of air as everyone, The Judge included, gasped. 
Before anyone, including The Judge, could gather their wits enough to protest, Olen jumped in with another question, “And didn’t you actually invite the attention of these two men?  Didn’t you actively participate in the act of sex as a willing participant?  Didn’t you —?”
“Judge, can he say that?” Charlie shouted as he stood and turned to look about at the folks crowded into the room, both of his arms extended as though grasping for fairness.
“Your honor, I protest!” Dagar said, also standing. 
Murmurs of shock and outrage among the villagers quickly grew to shuffling of feet and a general movement forward.  Olen glanced over his shoulder at the sounds of movement, then spun and backed quickly up against The Judge’s table.
The Judge brought his makeshift gavel to bear, accented by his thunderous roar, “There will be order in this court, or it will be cleared!”
At the same time, Billy Ray strode forward to stand before the table, and even stepping between Olen and the angry citizens of his village.
Both actions quieted down the rising voices of protest.
Billy Ray motioned for Olen to go back to his table before stepping around to stand beside The Judge’s table, out of the way but still ready for any further signs of trouble.
“Mister Johnson,” The Judge began.  “I told you we would not play any of the games of old.  Did you not understand what I meant?  Is it necessary for me to spell out specifically what you may and may not do?  Do you understand what it is we are gathered here to accomplish?”
Olen stood up.  He glanced about at the once again orderly gallery.  Facing The Judge, he muttered, “Yes, your honor.  I’m sorry.  I just sought to present in my best judgment the most —”
“Yes, yes, Mister Johnson, just be sure your best judgment is in the interest of justice, not another court victory on your record.  This is a simple trial, a quest for truth, and I will not allow you to turn it into a circus.  You may proceed but be mindful of the circumstances.”
Sherri smiled at herself at the rebuff the pushy man had received.  She hated the thought that Dan might have assaulted Tina, but she hated, too, the insinuations Olen had made about the girl. Sherri easily empathized with her.  She, too, had been accused of similar behavior.  Although, with her it had been consorting with demons, not a rather good looking young man that…again, a blush, as she put an abrupt halt to her imaginings, and that she hoped no one had noticed, as if they would know what private thoughts had caused it.
“Very well, your honor, thank you.  Tina, had you ever seen the men who you claim attacked you before yesterday?”
“No.”
“So, they were complete strangers. Yet you are so certain these two men are the same ones.  Is it possible you are mistaken?”
“No.”
“But the forest around the pond is dense, dark, shadowy.  Is it really that easy to recognize a face seen in such dim lighting that you can unequivocally state that those faces that you had never seen before are the same as those before you now?”
“It wasn’t dark at the pond.  The sun was shining.”
“But, aren’t you just claiming these men are the same ones simply because one is black, and one is white?  What if I were to produce two other men, one black and one white?  Are you so certain that you could tell the difference?  Why…look over there.  Two men, one black and one white, could it have been them?”
Tina, The Judge, the prosecutors, and everyone in the room looked over at the two men Olen pointed at.  They were standing among the rest of the spectators where Tina could see them clearly and where she could catch the cold expressions on their faces as they handled the hilts of the knives sheathed at their waists.  At Olen’s question, Jerry and Jackie both shook their heads at him. 
Sherri had followed everyone in turning their heads to where Olen had pointed.  When her eyes lit upon them, it was like a hard fist slamming into her gut.
At the stifled cry from the back of the room, Jason, standing at the side of the room, turned his eyes toward Sherri, who had covered her mouth with her hands, but her eyes were wide in shock and disbelief.  Raven, who stood next to her, leaned toward her when Sherri whispered something.  Then it was Raven who looked across the room with her eyes wide.  She quickly located Jason and went to him with Sherri.
Emmie moved over close enough to hear Raven’s words. “Sherri just recognized Jerry and Jackie as the two men who raped her a year ago.  Jerry must be her baby’s father.  And if they are that way inclined, it’s possible they actually are the two that raped Tina.”
“Jason, is something happening back there that I should know about?”
Everyone looked at The Judge who was now standing.
“Yes, sir, there is,” Jason answered.  “I think you might want to call a recess until we can get this straightened out.”
“Your honor!  I protest!” Olen shouted.  “Whatever is happening over there can surely wait until these proceedings are done.  It’s obviously a mere stalling tactic, and a very transparent one, at that.  I demand that I be allowed to pursue my line of questioning of this —”
The Judge turned to Olen and leaned across his table.  “I beg your pardon, counselor? You will not demand anything in my courtroom.  And you will be permitted to proceed with your cross-examination when, and if, I deem it to be appropriate.  I am convinced that events may have occurred that justify a recess.  And since I am the judge here, we will have a recess.”  He rapped on the desk with his mug and addressed the entire room. “Court is recessed until I call it back in session.  Jason, you may approach the bench with the people around you.  …Yes, Olen, you, too.”
Dagar and Charlie joined them, and they heard Raven’s repeated explanation to The Judge.  Dagar turned to Sherri. “Are you sure?  It’s been a long time. What is it — ten months?”
She looked across the room again at the pair and turned away again when she saw them glaring back at her.  “I’m positive.  It was them.  I’ll never forget them and the way they laughed when I cried.”
“But, Dad,” Emmie spoke up.  “Tina was so sure it was two strangers, and then she identified these two.  Do you think Jerry and Jackie could have scared her that much?  Even now, surrounded by everyone, she can’t still be afraid they might do something.  Could She?”
“Oh, yes,” Jason responded.  “She could very easily.  The fear that attackers can instill in their victims is anything but reasonable.  If they—”




CHAPTER 12

“Billy Ray, stop those two!” The Judge called out as Jerry and Jackie started edging toward the door.  “They are not to leave this building.”
At The Judge’s words, both men turned to make a dash for freedom, but Joe was already there, waiting with hands on hips and a glower in his eyes that foretold fearsome consequences of any attempt to force passage.  Jerry stopped dead in his tracks at his father’s formidable glare, but Jackie kept walking as though to walk around his cohort’s normally amiable parent.  Joe took half a step to where Jackie would have to divert again to get around him. Joe said nothing, but his slowly shaking head was clear enough.  Jackie stopped and backed up to rejoin Jerry. 
Billy Ray latched onto both of their arms and marched them through the throng that had grown in the front of the room as those formerly seated sought to get close enough to see and hear whatever occurred.  When he got them to the front of the courtroom, he pointed to the floor in the corner.  When they both acted as though they didn’t understand what he meant, he jabbed his finger at the floor and took half a step toward them. Before he could take another, they both dropped and sat. 
Olen didn’t waste any time in lodging more protests.  “Your honor, I’m shocked!  I demand that you declare a mistrial and release my clients.  I also demand that my son and his friend be released from this blatantly illegal and totally outrageous vigilantism.  I have never —”
After slamming both hands palm-down on the tabletop hard enough to upend the empty mug, The Judge rose from his seat, “You what?”  His words boomed like a clap of thunder. “Mister Johnson, I told you once that you do not demand anything in my courtroom.  You really don’t want to make me tell you again.  Now, shut up and sit down.  Is that clear enough?”
Olen stood with his mouth opening and closing like a carp on the riverbank.  He issued little squeaks and grunts from his throat but backed off from his next tirade.  He turned and stomped off to the front corner of the room where he knelt to confer in whispers with Jackie and Jerry.
“Jason, will you come to the bench, please, and bring with you anyone who may have something to contribute. Everyone else please be reseated or stand as you were at the back and sides of the room.” 
There was much shuffling of feet and shoulders and turning about, but not a lot of movement to their seats until The Judge added, “Now,” in a voice still not quite back to his gentle side.
Jason diverted to the wall behind the bench with Sherri and Raven.  Erin, Dagar, Emmie and Charlie, remained at the side wall. 
Addressing no one in particular, The Judge said, “I know you all are eager to know what has happened.  Well, so am I. And the best way for that to come about is for everyone to let me get on with it.  You will all be made aware of the facts when it is appropriate, but I must insist that it is done in an orderly manner. Thank you.”
Jason and the two with him stepped over to one side of the bench.  Olen arose and started forward from the other side but stopped after a couple of steps. 
The Judge looked over at him and nodded.  “Okay, Mister Johnson, you may come forward, too.”  
He motioned to Tina, who had gone back to her seat beside her mother in the front row. 
“Tina, would you and your mother come over here, please,” The Judge said, his voice once again the gentle caress everyone recognized.  With Tina seated on The Judge’s side of the bench with him and her mother standing behind her with her hand resting on the girl’s shoulders, he continued.  “Tina, I can easily understand how everything can seem pretty overwhelming to you.  And I’m sure most everyone else here feels the same way.  But this is important.  You must be very certain, now, when you answer my questions.  If you aren’t certain, if you can’t be really sure, tell me so.  Just say you can’t be sure.  It will be okay.  Sometimes we just can’t be certain of things.  Okay?”
Tina’s gaze dropped to her lap where her twisting fingers worked like a bowl of snakes.  After a few moments, she looked up at The Judge and said, “I lied.  It was Jerry and Jackie.  And I’m certain about that, absolutely certain.  They both…did it to me.”
She reached up to lay her hands on her mother’s that had flinched at her words. 
She went on with, “Then, afterwards, they laughed about how I wouldn’t say anything because if I did no one would believe me, anyway.  They also said they would…kill me.  But first they would kill my momma after they tortured her and…did it to her.  I was so scared.  When I ran into Uncle Joe I felt safe.  But, when I thought about it, I wasn’t sure anyone would believe me, and if they didn’t, then Jerry and Jackie would be free to do what they said they’d do.  So, I just decided to say it was strangers that did it. I didn’t think two strangers, one black and one white just like them, would show up that same afternoon.  I mean, what were the chances of that happening?  I figured it was just something that would eventually be forgotten about when no one could be found.  I figured I’d just have to live with what happened.  I mean, Lila fixed me…mostly.  And I just couldn’t let Uncle Joe think I would make up such a bad lie about his son.  I love Uncle Joe like he was my own father.  And if he ever hated me —”  With tears streaming down her cheeks, her sobs wiped out whatever words came next.
Sherri turned toward Raven when her new friend suddenly echoed Tina’s sobs with one of her own.  Raven’s hands were over her ears as though to block out sounds she could no longer tolerate, and tears streamed down her face. 
Raven lowered her hands and knelt beside Tina, pulling her into a tender embrace.  With a glance to The Judge, she said, “She’s telling the truth.  It was Jerry and Jackie, and they each raped her twice on that bed of moss and ferns on the east bank where the afternoon sun hits.  At least they took the trouble to find a soft place, so she didn’t lose half the hide on her back on top of the other.  Although, I doubt they were considering her comfort.” 
Jason turned to face Erin who had just touched his arm to get his attention.  She said, “Shouldn’t we admit we have the wrong men on trial and release them with sincere apologies?”
“Oh, God, yes.”  Then, turning to the two strangers still seated in the middle of the room, quietly observing the drama play out, Jason said, “Dan…Raymond, please accept our apologies.  You are both free to go, although you are welcome to stay. …Oh, sorry, Judge.  Is that all right?”
The Judge nodded and stood.  He rapped his knuckles once on the table and said, “Certainly — of course.  Case dismissed.  And, now, Jason, we need to consider a new trial.”
Olen stepped into the inner circle and said, “As counsel for the defense, I am compelled to state to the court that I have serious misgivings about the innocence of my clients.  I respectfully request to be relieved of my duty to defend them, and I will agree to fully assist in any further investigation into the potential that they are, indeed, the ones that —”
The Judge slowly shook his head at Olen and said, “Counselor, I have already dismissed the charges, which I deem were clearly unfounded, and they are free to go.  There will be no further investigation into their potential guilt.  However, I’m sure your son will be happy to retain your services.” 
“Well, your honor, even without further consultation with Jackie and Jerry, I must say that the new trial you are contemplating is based on the same bogus evidence as the first.  Even more so.  Why the credibility of your main witness, the victim, has been so totally destroyed that you can never hope for a conviction.  And, if by some chance you did coerce a jury into a conviction, it would never in a million years stand up to appellate review.  Tina said, herself, not five minutes ago in the presence and hearing of everyone here that she lied.  How can we possibly believe anything she says, now?”
“First off, counselor,” The Judge responded, “as I mentioned to Jason before we even selected a jury, whatever we decide here is final.  I would think that would be apparent to one as learned as you.  There is no Appellate Court or Supreme Court.  We, right here, are as supreme as it’s going to get for quite some time, I’m afraid.  Let me also say that, due to these changed circumstances, not only will my authority as the sitting judge have to be somewhat expanded, but our new circumstances, including various talents that were not available to the courts operating in the past, may allow us to arrive at the truth by routes you may find objectionable.  However, since the truth is our ultimate goal, the most expeditious route would seem wise, as long it is trustworthy.  I believe it is.”
“But, your honor, all we have is the word of an admitted liar and the corroborating word of her friend who claims she can read minds.  Jackie and Jerry have been members of this community from the beginning.  Never have they given anyone reason to question their value. Their skills in providing meat from their frequent hunts —”
The Judge held up his hand to silence Olen, who had the sense to hold his tongue while The Judge motioned for Sherri to come forward.
“Sherri, are you certain your attackers of a year ago were Jerry and Jackie?”
She looked about the room at the many expectant faces.  She knew none of them, but they all knew the two men she had accused.  How would they react to a stranger making such accusations about two of their own? Would her words doom her to return to the road with Sarah and Daryl?  But if she recanted them, what would that do for the suspicions of Dan and Raymond?  Could she relent and take the easy way out by saying she was mistaking, that they were not the ones?  Without her tying them to the prior rape, would they still be held accountable for the assault of Tina?  Was that even her concern?  But, these people seemed to be good, honest folks who appeared to be seriously trying to learn the truth, unlike the members of New Napa under the Prophet.  She couldn’t imagine such an occurrence as this gathering taking place there.  She looked The Judge in the eye and nodded. 
“Yes, sir.  I will never forget their faces.  They are the ones.”
“Now, really!”  Olen mopped at his forehead with a handkerchief and swiveled his head in little jerks as he glanced around the room. “What jury is going to buy that?”
The Judge stood and looked about at the villagers crowded around, taking in every word.  “Yes.  What jury?  We have our jury pool right here. Folks, are there any among you who do not believe what you have just heard here?”
Vonnie stepped forward.  Charlie stepped forward with her and placed his arm around his wife in support.  She said, “Judge, I don’t know about reading minds, but we all know that Raven has a special talent to tap into the thoughts and feelings of others, even animals.  And it’s not magic, or hoodoo or voodoo or anything but the normal human abilities that have been coming out in these last six years. I have levitation abilities, just like some others here.  Was it our imagination that we installed the waterwheel? Is there any doubt that Lila can heal broken and maimed bodies?  I was a nurse, and I’ve seen her do more to repair and heal injuries than no emergency room in any state-of-the-art hospital could have done before they were all destroyed.  These abilities are real.  Yes, I believe what both Tina and Sherri said about Jackie and Jerry.”
Dagar stepped forward.  “I don’t know if some of you couldn’t hear it back there by the door, but even before Tina changed her story, Sherri told Jason and a few more of us that she recognized Jackie and Jerry as the two men who raped her a year ago.  She doesn’t know them or many of us, and none well.”   
Tina looked up and her eyes met those of Uncle Joe who stood at the front of the circle of villagers.  Fresh tears sprang from her reddened eyes at the look of betrayal that seemed to have caved in his face. “Oh, Uncle Joe, I’m so sorry.  I didn’t want to say it was Jerry, I really didn’t.  Please don’t hate me.  I’m sorry.”
“Oh, no, Tina, don’t think I hate you.  Never think that.  Child, I love you like my own daughter.  And that’s where the hurt is, that Jerry would do that to you who has been a sister to him. How could he do that to his own sister?  I love you, Tina.  And I’m so sorry — so ashamed — that my son hurt you so.”  Kneeling before her, he laid his head in her lap where she stroked it with soft fingers, then leaned over and kissed it.
The Judge nodded and said, “Well, Mister Johnson, I would say you have just had your trial.”
Olen strode back and forth in the center of the room, turning about to look at the faces of the villagers crowded into the makeshift courtroom.  Turning back to face The Judge, he shouted, “And you call yourself a judge?  How can you call this kangaroo court legitimate?  That was no trial?  There was no presumption of innocence to be overcome by the prosecution.  There was no cross-examination of witnesses.  There was no presentation of forensic evidence. There is no foundation in law for the admission of mind-reading as evidence.  It’s not even hearsay.  It’s no more than opinion, and not even recognized expert opinion.  This trial is nothing but a mockery of —”
“Mister Johnson,” The Judge interrupted Olen’s harangue.  “I appreciate many of your points. However, as I tried to explain before, with the change in our circumstances, we are going to have to accept the reality of our present world as it is, not as it may have been viewed through the lens of prejudice and bias of times past.  And, as to the function of this or any court, it is no more than a formalized expression of the will of the society it serves, just as legitimate courts have always been.  This society, this village, this ad hoc jury, has expressed its decision, its will.  Without poling each person, and discounting your own biased opinion, I would say there appears to be very close to unanimous recognition and acknowledgment of the guilt of Jackie Johnson and Jerry McDaniel.  And this court accepts that verdict.  You may rant and rave about rules and procedures that were not followed, but those were from a time gone to us now.  Until various remote gatherings of survivors combine at some time in the future to form a larger society with its attendant government and courts, we, this village, are the only and ultimate authority we dare recognize.  We have an obligation to ourselves to survive.  And we cannot survive if we allow such actions as Jerry and Jackie committed.  As Sherri has revealed, Tina was not the first of their victims, nor is this village the first to suffer their predations.  It is not necessary for us to know when or what yet additional crimes they have committed to decide that they cannot be allowed to continue to live freely among us.”
Jason stepped into the opening at the center of the gathering.  “And that said, it is time for me and The Judge to come up with a suitable sentence.  Billy Ray, put those two into one of the new jail cells, and make sure it’s locked tight.  Judge, would you like to come over to my house for a spell?  I think we might need more pacing room than we’d have in my office.” 




CHAPTER 13

By the time Emmie staggered out to answer the pounding on the front door, Jason and Erin were already there, looking as disturbed at the early arousal as she felt.  But any kind of an alarm was so unusual in the community of Wolfehaven that any deviation from the norm was cause for alarm.
“They’ve escaped,” Charlie said without preamble.  “And Larry Wilson’s got a pretty good concussion.  He was on the three to six shift guarding the jail — well, the storerooms.  When I went to relieve him at about quarter to six, I found him crumpled on the ground, unconscious, and with a nasty gash on the back of his head.  He’s over at Lila’s now.  The doors to both cells were open and everyone was gone.”
“Hughes, too?” Emmie asked.
“Yep.  Him, too.  And before I came here, just on a hunch I went by Olen’s place, and he’s gone, too.  I’d say he was the one who conked Larry.”
Jason asked, “Could Larry say about what time he was jumped?”
“He said he’d only been on for maybe an hour, at most.  Looks like they’ve got a good two hours lead on us.  But Olen’s not going to be able to hold much speed, so we oughta be able to catch ‘em fairly quick.” Charlie then turned and started back to the door, “I’ll wake up half a dozen good men and be ready to head out in ten or fifteen minutes.  Want to join us?”
“Hold on a bit,” Jason said.  A crooked pursing of his lips and a raising of his left eyebrow was a familiar sign to Emmie.  Her dad was doing some serious but quick thinking. After a moment, he said, “Why don’t we just say good riddance?  Last night, The Judge and I concluded that exile was probably the best sentence we could come up with.  We don’t really want to begin a prison population here with all that would entail, and I don’t know that we’re ready to take on capital punishment.  But it would be hard to go on with them living among us.  Make sense to you?”
Charlie cocked his head for a moment…slowly nodded. “Yeah, I guess it does.  I just wish I could get my hands on ‘em to pay ‘em back for Larry, not to mention Tina.  But, I’d say you and The Judge did come to the right decision.  But, then, it’s been my experience that The Judge usually does — oh, and you, too, Jason.  And I’d sure be opposed to settin’ up a permanent jail.  ‘Course, we’ll probably have to someday.  Yeah, good riddance.  I’ll tell Larry.”
After Charlie had gone and the three of them agreed on an early breakfast instead of going back to bed, Emmie said, “I guess you and The Judge did make the right decision, but I just hope our generosity and mercy doesn’t come back to bite us.  Like you’ve said once or twice, Dad, no good deed goes unpunished.”
Jason laughed and put his arm around her shoulders.  “Did I really say that?  Of all the wisdom I heaped on you, is that what you remember?”
“Gosh, Pop!” she countered with eyes wide in mock shock.  “You mean you told me something I didn’t have to remember?”
Before she could spin out of his reach, Jason swatted her on the behind and said, “Hush your mouth and go fix me some eggs.”
When Emmie strolled down to the riverbank later that morning to look at the waterwheel, she found Charlie sitting in the shade of a tree.  As she drew closer, she saw he had a fold of cloth in his lap and appeared to be trying to maneuver a needle and thread. 
“Yes,” he said when she stopped a few feet away.  “I’m sewing.  It occurred to me yesterday in the courtroom that there was no flag.  And, you know, The Judge just didn’t look right, sitting there at that makeshift bench with no flag standing proud at his back.  A courtroom needs a flag to give it respectability.”
“But, Charlie, dad says there isn’t a United States, anymore.”
“Well, yeah, I’m sorry to say he’s right.” he answered as he held up his handiwork and let it unfurl into his lap.  “But this ain’t Old Glory, is it?”
It was a piece of cloth, actually several pieces sewn together to form a two foot by three foot rectangle of different colors.  Before she could make sense of the pattern, Charlie rotated it, turning it to what she assumed was right-side-up and proceeded to explain.
“You see this here green part with what looks like big saw teeth?  Well, that represents our land here with the green, forested mountains — well, hills, I suppose some would call them.  And, of course, this blue snake-looking piece going across the green hills represents the river, which is a vital part of our lives.  And this other blue above the mountains is the sky, representing the magic that seemed to come to us out of the blue — until we understood it, anyway.  Pretty corny, huh?  And there right in the middle of it all is Wolfehaven, represented by a white circle.  So, our colors are green, white, and blue.”
Emmie looked at it, cocked her head and looked at it some more. 
“Pretty dumb, huh?”
“No. No, it isn’t dumb at all.  I was just looking at it, trying to pick up the feeling a flag gives you.  That’s all.”
“Yeah, I know.  And you didn’t get it, did you?  The feeling, I mean.”
“Well, yeah, sure…kinda.”
“Naw, that’s all right.  I know it doesn’t inspire a pounding heart and tears at the corner of your eyes the way Old Glory used to do.  But, maybe someday it will?”
“I’m sure it will.  And it’s a very nice job of sewing — I mean putting it together, and all.  It does sort of represent what we have here, and if we fly it where we look at it every day, I’m sure it will become important to us.”
“That’s sorta what I had in mind.”  He reached behind him and picked up a long pole that appeared to be polished oak about an inch and a half in diameter.  Standing up, he held it upright against his feet so that the tip was a good two feet above his head.  It was tipped with a brass lance head nearly a foot long.  “What d’ya think?”
“Where’d you get that?  It looks like a real flagpole!”
“It sure is.  If you’ll remember, there was a storeroom in what was probably a one room school when we got here.  We decided not to use it for anything because it was half burned.  But it had a lot of stuff in it just piled on top of each other.  Well I got to thinking maybe there was a flagpole left over from its school days.  Took me a while, but if found it.  I figure I’d put it in a hole over there in the open and stack some rocks around it.”
“Sounds like a good idea.”
“Well, we’ll see how many laugh at it today, and how many are still laughing a week from now.  If there aren’t fewer, I’ll just take it down and get rid of it.”
“No, give it more than a week.  Who knows, maybe it’ll give us something to look up to.”
Charlie looked at his flag for a bit, then leaned over and kissed Emmie on the cheek. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome, but for what?”
“For not laughing.”




CHAPTER 14

Raven waved Emmie over to join her beneath a large willow on the riverbank where they sat at a picnic table and bench set like the one The Judge used in the trial.  Raven sat beside Woody with Dagar on the other side.  Across the table sat Sherri and Sarah.  Daryl rested quietly in his mother’s arms.  Beside her was Dan Stegall with Raymond Madsen next to Dan.  Dagar scooted over to make room for her on the end of the bench.
“Emmie,” Raven said, “I’d like you to—”
“Mommie, Mommie, Mommie!”
All heads at the table turned at the squealing cries.  Leading an older boy at a dead run down the slope toward the table was a small child wearing a big grin and nothing else.  He was darker than Woody but lighter than Raven.  It was apparent that the older boy gaining on him was not going to catch him before the tot’s forward momentum outran his feet and sent him to a sliding and painful stop on the ground strewn with small stones.
“Jamal!  Stop!  Get back here!” The pursuing boy’s voice was a combination of anger and fear.  “Slow down! You’re gonna —”
And he did.  Between one tiny step and the next, his grin changed to wide eyed panic.  His little body followed his outstretched arms in a dive that could have but one outcome; and that one being with many scrapes and much pain.  But, just before impact, he stopped, hovering mere inches above the highest protruding stone.
His head rose slowly until he faced the table.  Then, as quickly as his face had gone from joy to terror, it switched back.  His grin was again straining to lead his flight to his mother’s arms.
However, he remained there, still ten feet from the table, until the older boy skidded to a stop behind him and scooped him into his arms.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I just turned to pick up the towel and he ran out the door.  He’s getting fast.”
Raven stood and rested her hand for a moment on Woody’s forearm where it lay across the tabletop.  “Good catch,” she muttered.  “Yes, he is, Honey,” she said with a smile to the older boy as she approached him.  “Maybe we need to start hog-tying him for his bath.”
After she took the squirming bundle from the boy, she turned to the table and said, “Sherri, Dan, and Raymond, this little terror is Jamal.  He’s two. And the old man here that couldn’t catch him is Geo.  He’s five.  We have one other, Amy.  She’s four…and, apparently, the only one of my off-spring that can let me tend to things without interruption.”
“But, Mom —”
“Just teasing, Honey.  Go on, now, and dunk him back in the tub.  He’s probably dirtier now than when you started.”
With that diversion heading back up the slope, Raven sat back at the table as Sherri and Dan were both closing their gaping mouths.  Raymond wore a neutral smile.
Smiling, she said, “There are times when it comes in pretty handy.”  Then, turning to Woody and Emmie, she asked, “Which one of you was it?”
Her husband and her friend exchanged looks, and grinning, both said, “Me.”
Back to Sherri and Dan, she said, “And no evil involved — just preventing some pretty painful scrapes on an innocent child.  Now, Emmie, give me a hand with this.  I’m going to tell our guests the truth as we know it about…well, everything — including Morgan.”
“Okay, but I don’t know what I can add.  Compared to your knowledge, I’d just be guessing.”
“Just be handy to back me up.”
“Okay.”
Raven looked at her guests for a moment, then she said, “What Emmie is referring to is a store of knowledge that I came by in a manner that might be unique.  I’ll tell you about it in a bit.  But, first, why don’t you tell us how you came to be with Morgan and his bunch, and what you know about him.”
Before beginning, Sherri glanced around the table to gauge the nature of the session. There was nothing to indicate it was an interrogation, but she didn’t think it was just simple curiosity.  “I didn’t know Prophet Morgan until he came to New Napa. It was just Napa before it all happened, and it was my home.  It was several weeks after the demons came and were driven out. 
“All of my family died in the great burning, so I was all alone, like most of the others in town, just picking through the ruins for whatever we could find to eat, sleeping wherever we happened to be when it got dark, living afraid of animals that weren’t afraid of us, afraid of men who had no fear of punishment for anything they did.  Just living like animals. 
“Then, one day, the Prophet and his twelve disciples came into town.  He made us walk upright again and sleep indoors and eat from dishes, and to not fear the dark, and to worship the Lord.  Some of the people didn’t like the way he changed things.  Not that he did change things, but the way he did it.  He was very strict and harsh.  If they refused to follow his teachings, he beat them or drove them off.  They were mostly men, but some women and children went, too. 
“He rooted out the progeny of…”  She glanced at Raven and, after a pause, continued, “…of Cain.  There were seven.  He said they were left behind by the demons to spy on us and to bedevil us.  He had them slain.  Some that were in town before he came protested, claiming he was wrong about the black ones spying for the demons. 
“Those who were with him from the beginning, the twelve who came with him, have set down in writing how he was revealed as God’s chosen one.  They described how, when ten demons smashed through the church doors in fire and smoke, slaying the congregation by the hundreds, he stood before them, bathed in a holy light that shone through the roof as though it were not there, and they cowered.  When he ordered them, in the name of the Lord, to flee the house of the Lord and to be gone, as well, from the land, his voice came as from the trumpet of the archangel Gabriel, and the demons fell writhing on their bellies before him and fled, wriggling like snakes. 
“We even heard it in Napa, his voice.  The demons were there, too, hunting us among the ruins, when his mighty voice came.  It thundered through the mountains to Old Napa, and even there, the demons fled in fear. 
“But, in Petaluma, where he had dwelt among men as a man, with his staff flashing holy fire every time the demons slowed, he chased them through the streets, thrashing them if they tarried.  Finally, they arrived at the portal through which they had entered this world and scurried into its blackness.  Standing before them, The Prophet commanded that they depart from this, the favored land of the lord God, to return to Hell from whence they came.  With a great flashing of fire and thunder, the vessel containing the portal blasted into eternity. And so, it is written.”
Raven glanced over at Emmie with raised eyebrows.  Emmie returned her look with a silent shrug.
Raven said, “Wow! That is some story!  Straight out of the bible, it sounds like.  But that’s not quite the way it was.  You see, I was there.  Petaluma was my home, too.  In fact, I was in that same church when it happened. I saw what happened and heard what was said and done with my own eyes and ears.  Now, I will admit that I misunderstood what I saw and heard, but that was only because I didn’t have all the facts.  But then, neither did Morgan or the others with him.”  She paused with her eyes closed, but just for a moment.  “What I’m about to tell you is the truth.  Not something that someone else told me, but the truth as it happened in front of me. 
“I got picked up — sort of adopted, I guess you could say — by Morgan’s wife.  Her name was Ellie, and she was the sweetest, most compassionate person you could ever hope to meet.  I have no idea how she came to be married to a man like Ned Morgan.  Anyway, I was sixteen years old, alone in a world that had just been incinerated, most of it, anyway, and I was very vulnerable.  Probably not much different from you over in Napa.  I’m not a lot older than you, am I?  What are you, about twenty?”
“Twenty-one.” Sherri said.
“Pretty close, then.  Anyway, it was on the fourth day after the invaders’ arrived. I had lost my family; I thought I had lost Woody; I had been chased by horrors from outer space to the point of exhaustion, and I think I was seriously considering suicide.  That’s when Ellie tapped me on my shoulder and asked if she could help me.  You have no idea — or maybe you do.  I forget, sometimes, that I’m not the only one that went through it.  Anyway, I went with Ellie and her group to their church.  Ned was leading them.  At first he wasn’t going to let me join them because I’m black.  But he saw Ellie was prepared to stand there in the doorway and argue, and he didn’t want to remain exposed like that, so he let me in with her. 
“It wasn’t long after that, while everyone was praying in whispers for deliverance from the demon horde, that two of them — two, not ten — opened the front door and came in.  It wasn’t locked, so they didn’t smash it open.  They just turned the knob and pushed it.
“They started shooting their death rays — lasers, I’ve learned since, if you remember what they were.  Theirs were a lot more advanced than the puny ones we had here on Earth, though.  Everyone was screaming and scrambling for cover there in the pews, but, of course, those wooden benches weren’t much protection.  I don’t know how many died in those few seconds, but there weren’t all that many to begin with, couple of dozen, or so, certainly not hundreds.  I wound up on the floor where Ellie pushed me, and with her lying on top of me, but I could still see Morgan standing up there at the pulpit, rantin’ and ravin and waving his arms about at the demons.  He did keep on about ordering them to leave the house of the Lord, and to stop killing the lord’s flock, and I don’t know what all.  And he did come right out and command them to return to the hell they came from. For some reason, they didn’t shoot him, although it looked like they were thinking about it.  Mostly, they ignored him.  Too bad they waited. 
“Then there came this weird, wavering sound — sort of like a foghorn and siren mixed together. And, sure ‘nuff, I thought at the time that it must be Gabriel’s horn, too.  And, it didn’t come from Morgan, either.  He was still bellowing his stuff, but that wasn’t part of it, and he stopped.  Just stood there, scared stiff like the rest of us.  It just seemed to come from everywhere at the same time. And, sure enough, too, those demons — yeah, I thought they were demons, too, back then — but they immediately stopped shooting the people in the pews.  There was no great flash of light or peals of thunder.  They just turned and walked out of the church and headed on down the road back towards downtown. 
“Now, don’t you know I truly believed I had witnessed a miracle.  I struggled out from under Ellie, and that’s when I discovered she had been hit by one of the lasers.  She was dead.  When Morgan made the same discovery, he jumped on the idea that I had brought on her death and everyone else’s because I’m black and a descendent of Cain and a minion of the devil, and in cahoots with the demon invaders.  I got out of the church just as the surviving members of the congregation starting throwing things at me — things like bibles and hymnals and such. 
“I ran a couple of blocks from the church and found a place to hide in a collapsed building where I cried my eyes out.  Maybe an hour Morgan and a few of the folks from the church came walking past and headin’ toward downtown.  The demons from the church were long gong, so he wasn’t chasing anyone, just striding down the middle of the street, taking long, deliberate steps, and the others were coming along in his wake, some almost running to keep up, and they were all talking about how he was going to rid the Lord’s land of demons. About a block after passing my hiding place, he stepped on a nail and almost had to stop there.  One of his followers found a piece of pipe and gave it to him for a crutch. 
“I followed them to the parking lot downtown where the invaders’ ship was landed.  It wasn’t a hellish portal from the underworld, just a landing craft or shuttle from one of the huge starships still hovering high up in the sky. One was right over San Francisco.  It should have been visible from Napa, but maybe you couldn’t see it because of all the smoke. 
“Now, he did walk right up to the little landing ship and hit it with his pipe-crutch, and he did yell out for them to get out, to leave.  Well, by that time, I guess all the other kryls must have returned to their ship, ‘cause they simply — and silently — took off into the sky back to their mother ship, which then left a little bit later.  I guess there were more landers that went to other places they had to wait for.
“For the next couple of weeks, I was pretty well occupied with finding enough food and water to survive, but I was pretty sure I had witnessed a miracle.  It wasn’t until I joined up with Dagar and Emmie and their group that I learned the truth, a bit of it, anyway.  Emmie, Dagar, why don’t one of you tell it from your side?”
With everyone’s eyes and ears focused on her, Emmie began, “I was with my dad down by the Golden Gate when they came.  That first day, I mean.  We wound up in Muir Beach over on the coast the next day, and that’s where we met Erin and Dagar, although, back then, Dagar’s name was just plain Nate.”
She smiled at the man sitting next to her and he returned it but said nothing.
“While we were there, we had a lot of problems with some people. Actually, they were Morgan’s two youngest sons and their friends.  After a car chase us all the way to Petaluma, we lost them and joined up with a group there that included Charlie and his wife, The Judge, and a bunch more.  Things sort of went nuts after a couple of days, and we all got split up with the invaders—the kryls—chasing us all over. But, all that’s just background, and I’m sure everyone has their own horror stories about those days. 
“Anyway, we wound up capturing two of the kryls about the time we heard that weird sound Raven mentioned. It sounded sort of like it came from the walls, the ceiling and the floor.  That was when the two we captured stepped out from where they were waiting to jump us and said that it was the signal for them to get back to the ship because the operation was over, and they had to leave.  That’s right; they spoke to us in plain English.  Although, I think their words came through some kind of thing that floated around their heads like a foggy halo.  But they used English words, so their meanings were clear enough.
“One was large and one small.  We didn’t know at the time what a gllurik was.  We just thought they were different sizes of the same kinda thing.  Anyway, the big one, the kryl, did all the talking.  It said the ‘sound’ we had heard was the signal to us as well as them that the ‘cull’ was over. That’s what it called it, the ‘cull,’ which, from what else we were told, they meant as thinning the herd.  Anyway, it said they all had to leave.  But we held ‘em there at gunpoint and made ‘em tell us what it was all about.
“It said the kryls came to Earth only to destroy our civilization, not to conquer us or annihilate us.  It claimed they had already conquered us a long time ago and had decided against annihilating us.  You see, we are their favorite prey for sport hunting.  And Earth isn’t the only world with humans; there are — or were — sixteen others.  They come every few hundred or thousand years to cull us, to put us back into the Stone Age so we don’t become too difficult to harvest.  Oh, and also so we don’t blow ourselves up in one of our ‘petty’ wars. 
“Something, huh? But it also mentioned that humans have this annoying ability to use our minds in a way I guess we’ve come to think of as magic — you know, telekinesis, telepathy, fun stuff like that.  Before we could get it to tell us more, it made a wild try to escape and wound up dead. 
“Before we turned on the other one, the small one, it told us it was a gllurik, not a kryl, and that it was not a danger to us.  It also explained a bit more about human abilities…magic, if you prefer.  It said it’s a natural human trait, although not all humans may be able to use it.  It said we tend to suppress it because people like Morgan get in power and convince everyone that magic is evil.  We sort of defeat ourselves.  It’s like we crawl around on our hands and knees because those in power aren’t able to walk upright, so they convince everyone that walking upright is evil.  Crazy, huh?  We let the gllurik go because it said other glluriks would suffer if it didn’t return.”
Sherri shook her head and said, “But that doesn’t —” 
“Hold on, there’s lots more.” Emmie said.  “You heard me mention that Raven has a special store of knowledge?  Well, let me tell you how that came to be.
“It was about a month after she had joined us.  The kryls were gone and we were all living in The Judge’s big house and beginning to think we might actually survive.  A few of us were doing some experimenting with our new abilities and finding them fun, at times, although nothing spectacular.  We were pretty clumsy back then, like toddlers just learning they could stand on their feet, and even walk if they concentrated really hard. 
“But, about that time, Morgan popped up again.  This time, though, he had muscle behind him, and he was determined to rid the world of what he considered evil, which included blacks as well as magic workers, and anyone helping either one.  We had a hell of a battle, but we won, sort of.  A lot of good people died. Raven was almost one of them.  She’d been badly wounded, and she was slowly dying, bleeding to death.  But, another one who was dying right along beside her was a guy named Ronald Newman.”
Emmie paused for a moment at the sound of a quick intake of air, a muffled gasp from either Dan or Raymond.
“Lila was there, too.  I had been conked pretty hard on the head and was still woozy, so Raven sent Lila after Vonnie, who was a nurse.  She was the closest thing we had to a doctor.  Nobody knew about Lila’s abilities, yet. 
“But, while Lila was gone, Ronald stunned us by saying he wasn’t human.  He said he was a gllurik, beings that the kryls use, and that they are shape shifters.  They don’t really look like kryls.  He said he was one of a secret group on Earth that is here to help us humans.  Then he said he had a bunch of information to give us that was vital for us humans to have, for the next time the kryls came.  But, because he was dying, he didn’t have time to tell it to us.  And, since Raven had already shown she’s a telepath, he would transfer it to her mind from his.  So, he did.  It only took a couple of minutes, but it laid Raven out flat.  Plus, if you remember, I said she was dying, too. 
“About that time, Lila came back with Vonnie and Dad and some others.  When Vonnie confirmed that Ronald was dying, Lila went nuts, ‘cause she really liked him.  She went to work on him, all the while crying and sobbing, and first thing you know, his wounds were all healed up.  Then, while everyone stood around with their mouths hanging open, Lila — little, seven-year-old Lila — went to work on Raven.  In a couple of minutes, Raven was able to stand. 
“In fact, that’s when she started pushing everyone away from Ronald.  She told us that since he was a gllurik and not a human, he was still dying, and we all had to get away from him.  The last thing he said, other than good-bye, was that she was correct, and that we should believe whatever she told us.  What convinced everyone was when he suddenly just burst into the hottest flames I’ve ever seen. 
“Later, after she had a chance to process at least some of her new knowledge, Raven explained that the glluriks cause their bodies to self-combust at the instant of their deaths so they can’t be identified as being from out there.”  She pointed her finger straight up.  “Apparently, they’ve been here on Earth for hundreds — no, thousands of years, studying humans and our magic. 
“Does that about cover it, Raven?”
Raven stood and looked about the table at everyone.  She peered at each one before drawing her dagger, Raven’s Claw, and, leaning on it with its point sinking slowly into the tabletop, she said, “Enough, at least, to explain what needed to be explained.  And, now, would you folks like to tell us which one of you is a gllurik?”




CHAPTER 15

Sherri clutched Daryl to her breast with one arm and Sarah with the other.
Dagar stood so quickly he almost fell over backward, but he recovered himself and in same instant had his own dagger out.
Woody spun his legs around and away from the table and bench on which he had sat.  By the time he had completed the spin his big Bowie knife was in his hand and pointed at the two strangers still seated at the table. 
Emmie kept to her seat, but her dagger was in her hand, and her mind was cocked, as she often described it when she was primed and ready, on the instant, to exert her full telekinetic power.  She glanced at Raven then back to cover the two men.
Raven remained leaning on Raven’s Claw at what appeared to be a relaxed pose, but Emmie knew her friend was a mere blink away from whipping her blade up to deal with any threat.  Without taking her eyes from the two men sitting immobile before her, she spoke to Emmie. “Personally, I vote for Raymond.  Of course, I don’t know how the other glluriks behave, so I’m just judging by what I remember of the one I did know.  Remember how Ronald seemed?  Like he was the last person in the world you would expect to be any kind of threat?  Everyone wanted to take him under their wing. Everyone thought they had to protect him.  He was just this little, unobtrusive person passing through, totally safe, even around small children.  The ideal baby-sitter.  Now, that certainly doesn’t apply to Dan.  But, I can see a lot of Ronald in Raymond.  What do you think?”
“Uh huh,” Emmie nodded.  “Now that you mention it.”
Dagar and Woody remained silent, but their vigilance never wavered.
Dan glanced at Raymond who returned it with a smile after which he returned his own gaze to the table surface.  Still smiling after a few moments, the little man looked back up to return the gaze of each person at the table, then, to Raven he said, “Did you really know Ronald Newman?  Did he really...connect with your mind and — I’m not aware it has ever been done before.  Successfully, that is.  And, you say you were on the brink of death, yourself, at the time?  I’m rather surprised he chanced it.  But, then, as you said, he was dying and didn’t have much choice.  If you had died, too, it would have been tragic, a loss of unimaginable depth.  It’s well that you didn’t.  He was adamant about wanting to be more open with humans.  The majority has always been reluctant to come out with our identities, but for a long time, now, he has said that it would be the best way, that for too long we have remained in hiding, keeping our secrets from you, losing sight, he claimed, of our primary mission, which is to educate and prepare humans to fight the kryls, to repel them, to defeat them.  He insisted we have become too entrenched in our own secrecy.  But we don’t really have a leader or hierarchy — we just make policy by consensus.  So, any change must be approved by at least half of us.  Although Ronald presented some passionate arguments, and he had many converts, me among them, we had not yet reached a consensus on this issue.”
With a flick of the tip of his knife toward Dan, Woody asked, “So, did you have any idea you were traveling with a gllurik?  Or did you even know they existed?”
Dan eyed the knife pointed at his face from only a foot away.  “Whatever I tell you probably won’t be believed, so why bother?”
Woody came back, “Because I’d like to know just how honest you are.  If you knew he wasn’t human, and you still stayed with him…”
“Now, Woody, back off a minute,” Raven said.  “I know you never met Ronald, but you know about him.  Since Raymond is one of Ronald’s kind, I see no problem with Dan —”
“But how do we know Raymond is like Ronald?  All we have is his word.  He could easily be a spy for the kryls, searching out communities where we practice magic openly.  How do we know he hasn’t already sent a message back to them?  They could be arriving at any time.”
Raven turned to face her husband directly, reaching out to cup his face in her hands and peered into his eyes.  “Because, my darling, I have just been in rapport with Raymond.  Not as extensively as I had with Ronald, and totally different from what I am able to do with Satan, but enough to know his beliefs and ethics — his heart. He told us the truth.”
“And Dan did not know I’m a gllurik,” Raymond said.  “We met just this side of Portland, Oregon.  He was good enough to rescue me from a gang of men who thought it would be amusing to suspend me from a lamppost by my heels with a burning tire around my waist.  As is our standard of operations, I never told him of my true self.  I’m sorry, Dan, if you feel betrayed.”
“I’m not sure,” Dan said. “I’ll have to think about it.  To answer Woody’s question, no I’ve never heard of glluriks until Emmie described them — you.”
Raven said, “They work for the kryls because they must.  The kryls tolerate them only because they are of use to the kryls in controlling their empire.  Without glluriks, kryls would have a hard time finding or identifying magic-using humans.  But if the glluriks refused to do the kryl’s bidding, the kryls would have no reason not to annihilate them.  However, some of them see us humans as the only species that might have a chance to dethrone the kryls.  Apparently, the kryls rule their empire and the various intelligent species within it to their own, sole benefit.  If they don’t benefit the kryls, they see wisdom in eliminating them altogether.  They would have wiped humans from the galaxy if they hadn’t developed a passion for hunting us for sport.  So, now, the only value humans have, as far as kryls are concerned, is to provide a steady stream of game quarry for them. If only we didn’t have this annoying little trait of using magic. It plays hell on their thrill of tracking us down for the kill.  They just don’t know how to combat it.  And, really, there is no way to combat it. If our abilities developed to high degrees and we were prepared to use them as weapons, we would be formidable in battle.  That’s why they do their little visits to cull us, destroy our cities and push us back into caves, and, using their pet glluriks — sorry, Raymond — they hunt down any of us that show any promise of developing magic.”
Raymond nodded to Raven as acknowledgment of her apology, then he said, “You have described the situation fairly well, though briefly.  But, of course, to cover it fully would take more time than anyone here would care to spend.”
“But, why haven’t kryls been seen before?” asked Sherri.  “If they came here before to hunt us like deer, why didn’t we see it all over the newspapers and television?  I would think that would have been quite a story.”
“Because they only came here to capture specimens for transporting to special hunt-worlds, not to hunt us here on Earth.” Raven said.  “Like a very dear friend of mine who was taken during the cull six years ago.  Other than during culls, they would come secretly, covertly, only to outlying areas.  They’d pick their targets when they were away from their villages or towns, isolated even for just a few minutes.  That’s all it would take.  And if they didn’t take too many from one area, the disappearances were hardly noticed except locally. 
“The old world was full of myths and legends, but always from some far away place or time, remember?  People loved that sort of thing, to tell each other, to try to scare each other.  But no one ever believed those stories, not really.  The kryls didn’t want the earth’s populations to be aware of their presence, or even of their existence.  The last thing they wanted was to have us waiting for them and prepared to fight another war. 
“Apparently, after the first war, long, long ago, it occurred to them that they might have lost.  If the humans back then had been better prepared, better trained and experienced in the use of their powers as weapons, actually prepared to use them in war instead of just building a better world…”
“Yes, these last millennia might have been quite different,” Raymond finished for her.
Sherri answered with a shake of her head, “And you say these powers are normal?  Why don’t more people have them?  Why not everyone, if they are normal?”
“Well, maybe they do,” Emmie responded.  “Maybe everyone does have some kind of power.  Maybe it just takes time and usually some kind of incentive for them to emerge. 
“My own didn’t come out until I saw my dad was about to be killed.  I was with him at the time, so I would have been killed, too.  But what drove me — really drove me — was that he was going to die.”
“Yes,” Raymond said.  “That is one of the things we have learned, the human magic emerges at an instant of great need.  But, of course, not always.  As human civilizations and technologies advance, the use of magic declines.  Another human trait — and most puzzling, too. You humans do tend to be a confusing lot.  Even those persons who may be capable of doing magic do not use their abilities for fear of being seen as different, a freak to be taken aside and studied perhaps for the rest of their lives, and in times past of being burned at the stake or stoned to death.  After a time, the magic simply fades into the deeper recesses of the human minds, lying in wait for the urgent need to be there at a time when it is safe to use, or when a need is so great the risk is worth it.  It doesn’t happen often, but, for instance, there have been reports of mothers doing amazing feats in order to save a child in peril.”
Dagar said, “That’s pretty much the way you explained it, Raven, after you got whatever it was that you got from Ronald.”
Raven’s answer was with a short, wistful laugh.  “And I’m still trying to make sense of a lot of the stuff he packed into my head.  I’m always thinking something and wondering how it is that I know whatever it is I’m thinking.  Things that have nothing to do with kryls or what happened six years ago.  Things like from a thousand years ago, things that I know happened without having any idea how I know.  I tell myself I must have read it sometime.  But, when I think about it, I know that what I’m doing is recalling something that Ronald had witnessed and passed on to me.  Maybe he was there when it happened, or maybe he just learned about it from his friends.  He did tell me that glluriks live for a very long time, barring accidents.”
“Or human intervention,” Raymond added.  “That is why the roles we always assume are those of peaceful, non-aggressive types.  It is better to run away than to fight and be exposed.  And we can run very fast — too fast, if we’re not careful.  And, Raven, I am still fascinated that Ronald Newman was able to make such a connection with you that he could give you so much.  This may open a whole new area of exploration for us.  Why did we not try it earlier?  But, of course, we know why.  Too many were reluctant to expose ourselves to you.  But, it is fascinating to consider the possibilities.  You say you were next to him at the time; but I wonder if it could be done over a distance, and how much of a distance?”
“So, now that we know about you, do you have to kill us?” Woody’s question was asked in a light, kidding manner, but his gaze was deadly serious.
“Goodness, no!” Raymond answered.  “I would very much like to remain in your village and observe the use of human magic without having to conceal my interest.  Like I said, there are many among my kind who believe we should be open with humans.  Raven’s ability simply reduced my options.”
“Why don’t we all take a walk?” Dagar said as he looked at Emmie.  “Before we broadcast our discovery from the Village Center, maybe we should let a couple of other people in on this, like, for instance, your dad and maybe The Judge.”




CHAPTER 16

Jason glanced over at The Judge seated beside Jason’s desk in his office and nodded.  Then, peering back into Raymond’s eyes, he said, “Yes, I can see a bit of Ronald in you.  And if Raven says you’re like Ronald, I’ll accept it.  I can’t speak for everyone else, but some of us knew Ronald and liked him.  The others have heard of him, but that’s no guarantee they’ll accept you.  I’m not sure we should reveal the truth about you just yet.”
“That will be fine with me.  As Raven understands, we seldom revealed ourselves even to those we’ve studied for years.  I would like to have access to those among you that have shown abilities — covertly, of course.  I may even be able to identify others whose abilities are still latent.  I would like to determine if, with encouragement, they may be able to bring them out without the stimulus of intense urgency that so often comes too late.”
Jason turned to Sherri then and said, “It looks like you’re going to be in on our little secret.  You can understand our need to be discreet, but Sarah is young.  How’s she at keeping secrets?”
Sherri started to say something but caught herself.  She smiled down at Sarah standing beside her and said, “She’ll keep your secret.”
“Meanwhile,” said The Judge as he nodded to Dan standing beside Raymond, “until we can identify slots you can fill, please remain as our guests.  Jason, do you have any ideas on placement?”
“Sure, we can fit ‘em in.  Dagar, would you get Dan and Raymond settled in the O’Hara place?  It’s been empty since Travis moved up to Riverhill.  And, Emmie, how about taking Sherri over to Juanita’s?  I’ll bet she’d like some adult company, for a change. She’s got lots of room, and her little boy is about Sarah’s age.”
Twenty minutes later, Dagar paused on his way out the door of the O’Hara cabin and said, “If you need anything, give a holler.  You’re welcome to come to the dining hall for all your meals if you don’t want to fend for yourselves.  And, here’s something else to think about.  In a little under a week, a good part of Wolfehaven is going to take a trip upriver to Riverhill for a two week stay. The two villages have begun a tradition of annual meetings.  They’re sorta combinations of family and friend reunions and county fairs.  They came here last year.  Also, it’s a good opportunity for folks to meet prospective mates.  That’s what happened with Travis O’Hara.  Got himself a lovely new wife and ready-made family and moved there instead of bringing them all back here.  And, it’s just good sense to stay friendly with the neighbors.  You two are welcome to come, if you’d like.  Or, you can stay here if you’re tired of traveling.  There’s always some that stay behind that’ll keep you company.”
After taking an hour to settle into the house Travis O’Hara had given up for his bride, Dan and Raymond strolled down to the open area near the river to discover what else their destinies had led them to.  They approached a small crowd near a slightly leaning flagpole with a multicolored pennant hanging limp at the top.  In the small space in the middle of the crowd, Charlie was holding a clipboard and making marks on a paper.  Erin stood beside him and occasionally asked questions of those in the gathering.
“Dad’s leg is still bothering him,” a woman said as she shook her head.  “Lila did what she could for him, but I guess she can’t do a lot about a man getting old and wore out. Hate to think what this next winter’ll do to him.  We’d probably both better stay here.”
Charlie made another mark on his paper, and Erin said, “Okay, Darla.  We’ll miss you both, but you know best.  I’ll do the best I can to get you a good trade on your quilts.  Anything special you want?”
Darla thought for a moment then replied, “I could use some new leggings.  Tried to go on the cheap with the last ones and they didn’t hardly get me through the winter.  Ask Missus Olefield to show you the kind I almost took last year.  She tried to tell me, then, that quality makes a difference.”
“I bet I know the ones you’re talking about.  They have a floral pattern engraved into the leather around the bottoms, and the leaves are dyed green?”
“That’s them.  Aaron Jaeger’s had some for three years, and they’re still good.  Mister Olefield has the best leather.  Even his low quality stuff ain’t all that bad’; it just don’t last.  It’s too bad we don’t have anyone here that knows tanning.”
Erin turned to Charlie with a soft voice.  “I was just told, too, that Tina doesn’t want to go.  Too soon, I suppose.  She and her mom will stay.”
“Okay,” Charlie said.  Then catching Rachel’s attention as she walked past, “Hey, Rachel, what about your hubby?  He feelin’ up to making the trip?”
She turned with a smile, nodding.  “Oh, sure.  Larry’s fine, and looking forward to it.  Takes a lot more than that to crack that hard head.” 
“Okay,” Charlie said, laughing and shaking his head. Then to Erin, “Oh, and The Judge told me he’s not feeling so good, so he’s staying, too.”
“What’s wrong with him?  Is it something Lila might be able to treat?”
“No, I don’t think so.  He said he’s just feeling old and worn out.  The man’s got a lot of miles on him.  Probably just having a couple of weeks without some new crisis to eat at him’ll help as much as anything.”
“You’re probably right. He’ll be missed at Riverhill, though.”
“Okay, then.  I guess I’ve got everyone that’s staying behind.  Anything else, anyone?  No more orders to put in?”
A man held up his hand toward Charlie and asked, “Did you get the sixth boat patched?  Five would do, but they’d be crowded.”
Charlie nodded and said, “Pitch isn’t set good yet, but it will be by the time we need it.”
A woman nearby asked, “Is Lila still going to take a boat by herself?  She’s awful young to take that on alone.”
“Oh, now, Carlene, she’ll be fine.” Erin wrapped her arm around the woman’s shoulders and hugged her.  “I know you still think of her as your little girl, but she’s almost fourteen.  She’s small, but she’s strong, stronger than anyone else in the village except for Woody.  Even Emmie can’t match her.  She’s been our doctor from the beginning, and everyone trusts her.  And we wouldn’t be able to take six boats without her, and we need six.  Remember how crowded we were last time with just five?  Vonnie can take one, but Lauren can’t handle one by herself.  Rod might be able to, but I wouldn’t want to ride in it.  Rod and Lauren have to double up, and even then, most of what they’ll carry is baggage, not people.  With Emmie, Sayeko and Woody in one each, that only leaves Lila for number six.  She’s strong, and she’s good.  She’ll be fine.” 
After Carlene and Erin walked away, still talking about the upcoming trip, Sherri reached out and touched Dagar on the arm.  He turned and smiled when he saw her and her two children.
“Are they talking about the girl who healed my wounds?” 
“Uh huh,” Dagar replied.  “She’s just a bit nervous about her little girl taking on such a grownup job.  Ha!  As if being the village’s doctor and surgeon is child’s play.”
Dagar guided Sherri and her children off to the side near where Dan and Raymond were standing, out of the way of everyone still milling about. He said, “Carlene became Lila’s foster mother not long after we all arrived here.  She had a little girl about Lila’s age, but she and her father were killed during the nightmare of the invasion.  Lila’s parents were killed then, too, and her brother, Jared, died during the final battle of Petaluma.  He was fighting beside Billy Ray when they cut him down.  Afterwards, the big guy just couldn’t do enough for her.  I think it was out of guilt, at first, ‘cause her brother had died defending him.  But, over time, they grew close.  Then, after we all got settled in here at the river, Billy Ray’s constant doing for Lila turned into him courting Carlene. Lila was just part of the package, or maybe more like the magnet that brought them all together.  They became a real family when Carlene had a son a year later.
“But, it sounded like you’re expecting Lila to be in charge of a boat full of people,” she said, making brief eye-contact with Dan who took a couple of steps to join them.  Then, back to Dagar, “Why does it have to be her with all the adults here?”
“Oh, I think I see your problem.”  Dagar smiled, extending it to Dan and Raymond, and went on, “She won’t really be in charge of her boat.  Actually, I think Billy Ray is going to be on the rudder if it needs steering, and Carlene will be sitting right behind her.  She’s just going to be the power moving it.  No —” he laughed when Sherri opened her mouth as wide as her eyes and started to say something.  “Really, we aren’t going to put oars in her hands. Each boat will have one of our movers on board, and two on one of ‘em.  The movers are the ones that can move things with their minds, like Emmie.  All of ‘em together were able to mount the waterwheel.  Besides being a healer, Lila is also a very strong mover.”
“But — a boat full of people?  Why can’t you just paddle?”
“Oh, I suppose we could.  But they’re good-sized boats and going upstream that far would be difficult. It’d take a lot of strong rowers. Don’t know if we could manage that, not for six boats.  A lot of the folks on board couldn’t row, so they would have to stay home to lessen the load.  Then, what’s the point of going?”
Fascinated by the mission coming up, Dan asked, “So, Lila and the other…movers are just going to push the boats upstream against the current?  It looks pretty strong.  How far do they have to do it?”
“Well, they are going to push the boats against the current, but only a little bit.  They’ll also lift the boats part way out of the water so there’ll be only a little current to fight, but the water will still support some of the weight.  I don’t really understand it, but they claim it takes less mental strength to do it that way than to just push a boat against the current.  Apparently, lifting against gravity is easier than pushing against water.  Anyway, Riverhill is just a few miles up the river, takes about half an hour.  It’s on a tall hill the river bends around after coming down from the north just before it turns west and carves our valley on its way to the coast.  It’s in what used to be a town called Healdsburg. Most of the town burned down, so they created a new one, or a village, anyway, on the hillsides.  They’ve got a couple of industries going there, like leather tanning and making arrowheads and other things out of scavenged sheets of steel, so other villages are eager to stay on their good side.”
“I think I used to go to Healdsburg with my parents,” Sherri said.  “There was a nice beach just outside of town.”
“Yep.  Beach is still there.  In fact, that’s where we land the boats.  They’ve got a couple of piers closer to their hill, but not with room for six visiting boats.  So, would you like to ride in Lila’s boat?”
Sherri looked down for a moment before replying, “I would rather not go, if that’s all right.”
“Well, of course you don’t have to go if you don’t want to.  But, why not?”
She shifted Daryl to her other arm and caressed Sarah’s cheek with the hand she had just freed.  “You all seem like good people, and all.  And, I’m sure you are.  But…I just don’t think I’m ready for the boat ride and even more folks doing things.  For the last six years, all I heard was how evil such things were.  I just need more time to think about it.”
Dagar smiled and said, “That’ll be fine, I’m sure.  I ‘spect it can be a mite unnerving at first.  I remember back when I first saw something.  Emmie was just a little thing, even younger than Lila is now.  She tossed that kryl around like a dog shakin’ a rat.  Sent a few chills up and down my spine, I’ll tell you.  What about you, Dan? Raymond?  You gonna go with us?”
Raymond was the first to respond.  “You know, I think this might be a good opportunity to test long-distance linking with Raven if I stay behind.  She’ll be going, won’t she?”
“She wouldn’t miss it.  Dan, you coming?”
Dan thought for a moment, then, as he exchanged smiles with Sherri, he said, “I think I’ve traveled enough in the last six years.  Maybe I’ll just lie around here and rest.”  Then, with exchanged smiles with his fellow visitor, he said, “Maybe Sherri and I can help each other understand and accept things a little better.”




CHAPTER 17

Olen Johnson watched the others disappear around a bend in the trail ahead.  They couldn’t have been much more than a hundred yards ahead of him, but, as he staggered to a halt, he suddenly felt as though he were the only being within a hundred miles not armed with fang and claw.  He wondered if the woods on both sides of the trail hadn’t become denser in these past six years of untended growth.  He couldn’t believe the land between towns, even this far from the river, would have been let go to such uncontrolled wilderness in the years of sanity before the invaders had come. 
His son had journeyed many times with Jerry, but Olen had never been one to voluntarily experience the great outdoors.  And, now, trekking through the forest, he was convinced it had been a good policy.  If he stepped off the trail just the few feet it would take to lose sight of the trail, he would be hopelessly lost.  He had absolutely no sense of direction, an asset he was never sure he believed others possessed.  When someone would point off to some point of the unfamiliar world and announce that it was north or southwest or any such, he wondered if they weren’t just saying it to appear superior.  How could a person instinctively know such a thing? He couldn’t.  How could they? 
The stitch in his side that had brought him to a stop had also prevented him from even attempting to jog ahead to keep up or to catch up to the others when he lagged.  The pace Hughes was setting could still be considered walking, he supposed, but just.  It was as close to sustained jogging as he could imagine.  He doubted he could even work up the wind to call out his distress.  Panting heavily, he eased himself to his knees then leaned forward until his hands rested on the ground before him.  And there he remained with his head hanging down, panting, gasping for breath like one of the worn and wounded bulls he had so enjoyed watching in the fighting rings of Spain and Mexico.  He could even feel the cruel blade in his side and wondered if it would eventually withdraw.
How far would Jackie and the others have gone by the time he’d be able to push himself back onto the trail?  The way their course twisted and turned he was certain they would not be in view.  Would he ever catch up to them?  If they made even one turn off the trail, if the trail split, if the trail simply ended at the base of a cliff or wall of trees, would he ever be able to find it again?  Would he want to?  If Jackie could just leave him like that, should he even bother to follow? 
He was well into a rolling series of curses at Jackie for abandoning him when a shadow fell across his hands.  Startled, frightened that he was about to be eaten by a hungry bear or tiger or whatever beasts inhabited the woods, he cowered back and whimpered as he looked up.  But it was only Jackie, his caring and devoted son for whom he had sacrificed everything he had accumulated over the past six years back at Wolfehaven, standing there with his hands on his hips and an impatient twist to his lip that curled it up to one side.
“If you can’t keep up, you’re gonna get left behind.”  His tone was scolding, not encouraging and empathetic like it should be when talking to his father.  It was more like he was talking down to a lazy and incompetent servant.  “I convinced them to take five, but after that, you’re just gonna have to keep up.”
Rather than climbing back to his feet to talk to Jackie, he turned and sat in the dirt with his legs spread and his hands in the dirt on both sides to hold him upright.  Then, twisting his brain to look at his options from every possible angle, Olen said, “No one is going to follow us.  Most likely, they already decided to just kick you two out of the village.  You know — exile.  So, now that you’re gone, they aren’t going to go to the trouble of chasing you down just so they can tell you not to come back.”
Jackie shook his head and glanced over his shoulder toward where Jerry and Don Hughes were waiting — he hoped.  “Yeah, but we don’t know that for sure.  Maybe they were going to hang us, or something.  And who knows what they were going to do with Hughes.  Plus, they’d probably like to hang you, now.  There’s a good chance you killed Larry the way you bashed him over the head.”
He hadn’t thought of that.  He might have swung his club a little hard. But, hell, he had never swung a club at anyone before.  How was he supposed to know how hard to swing? Would they really hang him?  Of all the times he had been a courtroom, he had never been the one with his life in someone else’s hands.  He had always privately held his clients in contempt for allowing themselves to be put in such a position.  Not necessarily for doing the crime, but for being so incompetent as to get caught. His stomach started going sour as he contemplated possibilities and likelihoods.  He didn’t like any of them — not at all.  So, now, he had even more need to keep up with the others.  He might actually be a wanted killer.  The idea almost made him laugh, but it chilled him, instead.
Jackie paused for a moment before continuing, as though pondering the chances that his father wouldn’t make the effort.  “I’m just passing on what Hughes told me.  He said he ain’t gonna give those devil worshipers any chance to catch him again.  Jerry and I are gonna to go with him; he says they’ll be happy to see us at New Napa.  If you want to come, keep up.”
Olen tried to think of something to say, some cleaver response that would turn his son around, bring him back to his father’s side where he belonged. He was still trying to think of something when Jackie turned his back and quickly disappeared around the bend in the trail.
He would have stayed there on the side of the trail, reclining in the shade of a huge oak, if it had been up to him.  But he feared being left behind.  He had no misconceptions about his abilities to survive in the wilderness.  He would starve to death while lying amidst harvestable, nutritious plants because he had no idea what he could eat and what would kill him.  And, as far as catching an animal to kill and eat, the thought actually induced a sarcastic chuckle. Even if he could catch some slow and stupid animal, he had no idea how best to kill it, or, if somehow successful, the desire, once killed, to clean it.  He supposed he could build a fire — he had made himself learn to use flint and steel for simple, everyday living back at the village.  Matches had become a thing of a memorable past long before the end of the first year.  Even lighters required propane or lighter fluid of some kind, so they, too, were useless relics.  But, he could make a fire, so he could have light and heat after nightfall.  But, he had never cooked anything.  He had always relied on others for such mundane tasks even after his wife died.  The village kitchen was always available to anyone that could tolerate eating with others.  But, now there were no others; just Jackie and Jerry, and Don Hughes.  And, if he wanted someone to fix his next meal, he would have to stay with them even if it meant running his heart out.
He rolled over and used his hands on the ground to push himself to his knees, then with the help of a nearby low-hanging limb that could bear his weight, to his feet.  Starting at a slow walk, he pushed his pace until he was jogging as he rounded the bend in the trail.  It was more of a shock than he would have thought when he saw the other three already on their feet and starting off eastward.  All he got from his son in the way of expression of relief that Olen did not have to be left behind was a quick glance in his direction.  Even though Olen sloughed it off, the hurt remained.  He and Jackie were all that remained of his once prosperous and respected family. 
In the early afternoon of the third day, Olen followed his son and the others down a long grade to the floor of the Napa Valley.  Ahead, the Napa River moved slowly beneath the mid-day sun as the rising tide flowed inland from the north end of San Francisco Bay.  They turned left at the old highway and headed into the ruins of New Napa, what had once been a pleasant little town and a Mecca for wine lovers.  Olen could recall many a pleasant business luncheon along that river.
Hughes led them over to follow a road near the west bank for several blocks, and when the passage became too difficult due to the destruction, over to a concrete promenade atop the bank.  Olen could almost visualize as it had been the times he had spent there, the lovely brick-fronted buildings with patios overlooking the river, wonderful food and wine.  But it was now nothing but a jumble of wreckage and ruin.  They rounded a bend and a low bridge across the river came into view f hundred feet ahead.  It wasn’t until they had gotten to within a hundred feet of the low arch that he realized the things hanging from the middle and trailing in the water were bodies hanging by their feet. 
Beneath the middle arch of the bridge, three persons hung head-down from ropes around their ankles and with their arms and heads beneath the surface of the river.  Only one of them still moved in his struggles, occasionally managing to curl his body up enough to raise his face and nose above the level of the rising water.  But, his sluggish moves made it clear the man’s future was counted in minutes if not seconds.  He was free to use his hands to grasp the material of his pants to pull himself up but lacking the strength to pull himself all the way up to the rope about his ankles, and then to the safety of the bridge rail, he merely prolonged the torment. 
“Oh, shit!” Jerry muttered.  Jackie said nothing.
It was then that Olen noticed the dark skin on each of the men. 
“Don!  Hey, Don, you’re back!” The voice came from off to the side.  Olen saw three men walking toward them from a shady spot overlooking the bridge, two carrying baseball bats and the third with a large knife in his hand.
“Hey, Brad…the Prophet in?”
“He’s in,” answered another one.  “Tony told us how you got ambushed.  We’ve been wondering if you were gonna come back or if the witches cooked you in their cauldron and ate you.”
“Came as soon as I could get away.”
As the newcomers fell in behind, one of them, the one Hughes had greeted as Brad, said, “Yeah, and it looks like you brought us something.”
Responding with a grin, Hughes said, “I thought you might like that.”
“Well, hell, yeah!  We had to go all the down to Vallejo to find these three.”
Jerry remained where he had stopped, and Jackie took only another step before he stopped, too.  Don kept going, apparently not concerned that his traveling companions might get lost or sidetracked. 
“Keep right on going, boy.  Just follow Brother Don, there.  He knows where to take you.” 
Ignoring the voice from off his left shoulder, Jerry stood and stared at the struggling black man hanging from the bridge.  It appeared he had succumbed to his fate just as his fellow victims had until he jerked up again, grabbing for the fabric of his pants.  But, when he couldn’t secure a grip, he splashed back beneath the surface.  The little bit of air he had managed to suck in did him little good.  He tried to curl himself up again, but the water had risen just enough for his diminishing strength to be insufficient.  His last struggles burned the last of his oxygen in spasms, and he hung limp at last.
“I said…” one of the men with a bat said as he gave Jerry a shove with it toward Don’s receding figure, “…keep going.  You’ll get a good look at the bridge soon enough.”
Jerry caught himself from flopping onto the ground.  But when he spun on the man who had pushed him, the other man with a bat slammed his weapon against the side of Jerry’s knee.  Screaming, Jerry collapsed into a ball, holding onto his knee and, at the same time, tried to scurry away.  But all he managed was to scoot and roll about.  Jackie started to rise to Jerry’s defense, but his first instinct to ensure his own safety took precedence.  He even moved half a step away from his friend when the first man with a bat glared at him. 
“Damn, Harry!  You crippled him,” said the man with the knife.  “Now we’ll hafta carry him.”
“Shit,” replied Harry.  “I ain’t gonna carry no nigger.  Hey, you! Pick up your buddy.”
Jackie turned to look at Olen, looking like he was actually asking for advice about something.  Olen nodded and motioned him towards Jerry.
With Jerry hanging onto Jackie and hopping on his good leg, Olen trailed as they followed Don.  Their escort stayed close, hemming them in on both sides and the rear.
They turned away from the river and followed Don through a largely destroyed town to a church with a tall steeple and with limp sheets covering what had once been stained glass windows.  Don walked straight through the front door, but when Olen and the others got to the bottom of the steps, the man with the knife told them to stop.
“Just wait right there.  You ain’t gonna take no nigger into our church.  Go on — sit down back there in the dirt with him. We’ll just be right over there in the shade watchin’ you.”
Olen eased himself down onto the first step and motioned Jackie to do the same with Jerry.  But, before he could settle their crippled companion, a harsh voice came from the shade beneath a large mulberry tree.
“I said to sit in the dirt. Get him away from my church’s steps.” 
Olen’s mind swirled.  The situation was bad, but it didn’t have to be hopeless.  The men’s hostility appeared to focus on Jerry, and it was just splashing back onto Jackie and him.  It was obvious from the men hanging from the bridge and the way their captors spoke to Jerry that blacks were not welcome in present-day Napa.  Even with the dust of three days on the trail coating them, Jackie and he shouldn’t be mistaken for blacks.  But, unless he could distance Jackie and himself from Jerry, they could very well suffer right along with him.  They could even wind up hanging from the bridge with him.  He knew Jackie and Jerry had been friends for a long time, but he hoped Jackie wouldn’t be fool enough to put his own life on the line just for a friend.  It wasn’t like he was family.  Then he remembered their conversation that first day on the trail, when Jackie had been close to abandoning him.  Would he even risk his life for family?  He wondered if he had failed to instill certain values in his son. 
The door to the church opened.  Don came out and stepped to one side. 
The next figure in the doorway paused for just a moment before stepping into the hot sun.  He moved slowly, but not cautiously.  His movements were firm and deliberate, as though each one might be considered for effect before initiating it.  He was tall, very tall, and slim but with an aura of strength.  His steel-gray hair hanging to his shoulders matched a full beard, both untrimmed. Although he was probably close to sixty, he exuded power standing straight with his feet spaced apart just a bit more than would be normal for standing naturally. He rested one hand on his hip clenched into a fist.  The other held a grip high on a tall, metal pipe from which hung a flexible strip of metal of a type once used to support water pipes beneath the floor of a house.  Draped over the man’s shoulders was what looked like a bed sheet but cut and sewn to create an open robe of freshly laundered and bleached linen.  It could have been something Charlton Helton had worn while portraying Moses standing on the shore of the Red Sea. 
The man’s eyes of pale gray glared down at Olen with an intensity that made him want to cringe, to scamper away like a dog scolded and whipped.  He made himself rise to his feet, made a half-hearted attempt to brush trail dust from the front of his pants and shirt, and met the gaze.  At first, the man’s aquiline nose reminded Olen of an eagle’s beak, but, combined with the overall visage, he decided a hulking vulture was more like it.  When he spoke, it was in a baritone growl.
“Thou keepists company most foul.  Seekest thee thy way back to the dungeons of hell?  Or is it possible thy dominion over him markests a renewal of the only acceptable relationship with a spawn of Cain, the slayer of the first brother under God?”
Olen paused for a moment, taken aback by the mode of the man’s speech.  He had some difficulty in understanding the man’s meaning or what the man might take as acceptable answers.  “We…uh, are just traveling together.  We recently escaped an intolerable situation — all of us.  Mister Hughes was good enough to bring us here where we hoped to find shelter.”
The towering man nodded once slowly, but his piercing eyes never left Olen’s.  “Yes, Brother Hughes hast informed me of thy plight.  He has also informed me of the den of iniquity thou hast dwelt in.  Thinkest thee that thou might find like depravity here to make thee feel welcome amongst others of thine ilk?”
Olen was beginning to feel like he was trapped in a Shakespearian play, and one badly written, at that.  The man’s usage of old English sounded self-taught, or evolved from extended church use, but without knowledgeable tutelage.  But he was certain the man would not look favorably on being corrected. Even if he felt stifled by glaring miss-usages, Olen told himself to just try to be certain of his understanding of the message and ignore anything else.  A laugh or cringe at the wrong moment could be a very bad idea.
“No, sir, I am glad to be away from those people back there and their intolerable ways.  I had hoped to find a place to make our home where a man can think and behave as he knows is right.”  That should cover all the bases without committing us to anything specific.  Even if blacks aren’t accepted here, Jackie and I should be okay. Too bad for Jerry, though.
“Yes, intolerable ways of the Evil One.  Ways in violation of the Lord’s word.  Witchery and sorcery, evils I have been mandated to strike from the land of the Lord.  But thou hast lived among them, soaking in their vileness.  How could thee not be fouled?  If I allow thee to remain among the good folk of New Napa, how shall I know thee willt not contaminate them?”
Olen fidgeted and shifted his weight from one sore foot to the other.  He recognized the ploy.  Now he was expected to declare himself, to explain how he was suitable to join the populace of Napa — New Napa, after he proved himself innocent of whatever Hughes had accused the Wolfehaven inhabitants of. He had never been on trial, himself, but he had always been on the defendant’s side of the courtroom.  It was just a matter of establishing sufficient doubt.  A believable story was all he needed.  Innuendo was as good as fact if it couldn’t be refuted.  Truth didn’t really have anything to do with it.  Since Hughes hadn’t been around long enough to know the various relationships and duties at Wolfehaven, Olen could concoct pretty much anything.  It wasn’t likely that Jackie would contradict him.  And, most likely, no one would even listen to anything Jerry might say, not seriously.
Hughes probably knows about the trial and the accusations against Jackie and Jerry, so…  “Even though I lived in the village, we lived apart.  I maintained my own home upstream from the others, a home my wife and I had established long before the others came with their evil ways. After my wife died, my son and I mingled with them only at need.  Once my son became old enough, he spent most of his time away from the village, returning only to see to my needs.”  Shouldn’t hurt to paint the bastard as a dutiful son.  “A stranger and his black companion were accused of violating a young girl.  I was requested to defend them at trial since, in all the village, I was deemed most capable of fair and thoughtful treatment.  There was really no evidence against them, so I had little difficulty in destroying the prosecution’s case.  But the village leader had already decided someone was going to pay, even if the alleged crime had not actually been committed.  So, when he saw I had made a mockery of the case against the two strangers, he turned to his witch counselor, a young black woman with a giant dog as her familiar, naming him Satan, even.  She accused my son and his…servant and traveling companion of the crime, claiming she read the guilt in their souls.  Of course, there was no other evidence except that they, too, matched the description of a white man with a black man, not a common sight even in Wolfehaven.  The witch used her magic to hex the people of the jury, who then spoke as one in condemning my son and the other.  I tried to speak against her, to defend my innocent son, but they could not hear my words.  I demanded that Judge Woodall, a real judge but a corrupt one, prove their guilt in court, but he sneered that the jury had already declared them guilty.”
“Hmm, Judge Woodall, you say.  Thou namest thy village Wolfehaven.  I don’t recall a town or village of such a name.”
“It wasn’t a village before Wolfe and his friends settled there after leaving Petaluma.  Since Wolfe was the leader, he named it Wolfehaven.  We lived nearby in Sebastopol, but my son and I were already at our summer cabin on the river with my wife.  We were spending the week there when the…the demons came.  My wife was killed.”
“Wolfe.  Would that be Jason Wolfe?  From Petaluma with Judge Woodall?”  The man towering over Olen loomed over him, glaring down, demanding an answer he apparently already knew.
“Uh…yes, that’s right.  I think he was a cop there.  They left because of some trouble with another group, they said.  Sounded like they had quite a battle, the way they tell it.”
“And the witch — she’s black, you say?  And with a dog?”
“Uh, yeah, she claimed it could talk to her.  And they —”
“Brother Johnson,” Hughes must have given the man his name when he first entered the church, “perhaps, before we get on with the other business, we should discuss how thee and thy son might join our congregation here in New Napa.”




CHAPTER 18

Olen was relieved that Jackie didn’t protest when they brought him into the church without Jerry.  He knew the two had been close for the past six years, traveling about the country, preferring each other’s company to anyone else in the village.  But Jackie apparently knew when to draw the line at any obligations their friendship might demand.  After he had joined Olen and their domineering host in the cool shadows of the church office, he shrugged at Olen’s glance behind him when he entered. He answered a raised eyebrow question of Jerry’s whereabouts with a shrug and a whispered, “Sitting in the sun.”
“I am Morgan, the Prophet of the Lord and his Chosen One,” the tall man behind the desk announced.  “Among my brethren, I am addressed as Reverend Morgan.  Thou arte Olen and Jackie Johnson.  Thy nigger is Jerry McDaniel.  And thou arte from Wolfehaven, haven of witches, warlocks, and sorcerers.”
Olen started to speak, to say something to take the smear of accusation off the simple words of identification.  But before he could put together anything that wouldn’t simply sound like whining, Morgan stood and turned his back to them to gaze out the window behind his desk.  It had the effect of squelching any response.
After a few moments, Morgan went on, “I know the founders of Wolfehaven. I know Jason Wolfe, the child killer.  I know Judge Woodall, a harsh and demanding man who knows not mercy.  I know the black witch, although not by name.”
“Raven,” Olen volunteered.  “She just goes by the one name of Raven.”
Morgan nodded slowly as though savoring the name before replying, “Not a right and proper name for a person, but rather a soul cursed to spend eternity in the service of the Black Lord.  Yes, they fled from Petaluma, even as the devil’s horde fled earlier, driven by the righteous might of my wrath.  Though they slew many of my holy warriors, and, no doubt thinking even I had fallen to their foul weapons, they could not remain in the place made holy where the Lord bestowed my power, naming me His prophet, the Sword of His justice and Bludgeon of His wrath. Tell me Olen Johnson,” he said as he spun to face the room.  “Arte thou a believer?  Doest thou name the Lord God as thy master?  Jackie Johnson, willt thou accept my words as the Lord’s?”  Then with his arm and forefinger extended toward them and seeming to thunder without raising the volume of his words, “Doest thou both live to serve righteousness?”
Jackie stood with his mouth open, unsure of how to respond or even if he should, but Olen didn’t hesitate.  “We lived as righteously as we could among the unrighteous of Wolfehaven.  We remained there so that I might, on occasion, urge strayed souls to follow the good book, to renounce the behavior they fully knew was not as the Lord wished.  But their temptations proved too much.  Only we, among them all, saw the inevitability of their eventual downfall.  When we were finally convinced we could save them not, we left as the opportunity presented itself.  It was almost as though Don Hughes was sent to lead us out, to lead us here, to you.” 
"Perhaps,” Morgan muttered as he slowly nodded his head.  “Perhaps he was.  The Lord moves in mysterious ways, it hath been written.”  After a pause, he added, “But not always too mysterious.  Not to those of us that He wants to understand them.  Tell me about the village of witches called Wolfehaven.  Tell me of their defenses, their strengths, but, mostly, I want to hear of their weaknesses.”
Olen and Jackie exchanged glances, then nods as they made their unspoken agreement to give this belligerent man who was the current, brutal and apparently unopposed leader of New Napa whatever he wanted. 
Olen said, “The village is on the north side of the Russian River between what used to be Healdsburg and the coast.  There were a few small communities all along the river as well as individual homes like mine before they came.  Most were destroyed by the inva — uh, the demons, but not all.  There are about a hundred people there, now, but maybe a dozen that openly practice witchcraft.  They don’t really have any defenses.  Most of the men, and some of the women, hunt regularly, so they can shoot an arrow pretty well.  A lot of them carry knives and swords, and they practice often with them.  They also carry walking staffs, and they practice using them to fight with, too.  An old guy they call Dagar teaches how to use them.  I don’t know where he learned, but he looks old enough to have learned from King Arthur.”  Olen inwardly cringed when he caught a hint of a scowl at his meager attempt at levity.  “There hasn’t been any occasion to defend the place, though.  Maybe their witches have some kind of hex around it to keep enemies away.”  He almost chuckled out loud at the idea; in a normal conversation, this remark would also have been taken as levity.  In this interchange with Morgan, it appeared to just fall into place as a reasonable likelihood.
Jackie saw his opportunity to contribute, make some points.  “It could be the dog, the one called Satan.  It can’t be a regular dog; thing’s big as a small cow. There are a few other dogs, but they’re just dogs…pets. But Satan’s different. He’s always prowling around.  I’ll bet Raven has him patrol around the village to keep people away.” 
“People still come from Riverhill, though.  That’s the place that used to be called Healdsburg.”  Olen caught a flinch on Jackie’s face and wondered if he had just squandered his son’s two cents.  Then he saw a way to recover.  “Although, Riverhill is as bad as Wolfehaven when it comes to witches.  They’ve probably got as many, and the two villages are always exchanging kids with each other. It’s more like one big village split in two.  They have big get-togethers at least once a year.  Probably similar to what I’ve heard they used to call witch’s covens.  Just about everyone from one village visits the other for a week or so every summer.  Then, the next year, the other one does the traveling.  This year they go to Riverhill for two weeks.”
At this, Morgan leaned forward and asked, “When?  Do they leave the place unprotected while they’re gone?  When do they go?”
Olen glanced over at Jackie and asked, “Isn’t it in just a couple of weeks? I never go, so I don’t pay much attention to their preparations.”
“It’s this week,” Jackie answered.  “I heard someone talking about it.  Could be even in the next day or so.”  It was now clear to both Jackie and his father what Morgan was looking for, what he was contemplating.  “And they don’t leave any guards behind or anything.  Even the dog goes with them.  The only ones that stay behind are usually too old or sick to go.  Or, like my father and me, just not crazy to mingle with their kind.”  He avoided mentioning Jerry, already having dismissed his long-time friend, discarded him like a pebble in his shoe that was threatening to cause a painful blister.
“And you can show me the way to Wolfehaven with my army without raising an alarm?”
Olen turned to Jackie who said, “If you cross the river at the east ford, you wouldn’t be in view from the village until you came around the bend at Big Tree, and that’s just a few hundred feet from the first house.”
“You will lead us.” It was neither question nor request.
“Uh, okay, sure.”  Olen said.  He felt like he had swallowed something that had suddenly gotten stuck in his throat.  But it was not a time to refuse cooperation.  “Sure, we can do that.”  He didn’t want to admit that he would be hopelessly lost until they got within sight of the village.  He’d just have to rely on Jackie to get them all there, to the fordable shallows a mile or so east of the village, and then along River Road to Big Tree.  Olen wouldn’t even have been sure which way to turn after crossing the river. 
“Then it’s settled.”  Morgan’s stern expression almost melted into a smile, but the facial muscles were so unfamiliar with the positions required, a humorless grin was all that resulted.  “And now we can proceed with the Lord’s plan.  Come.”
Jerry sat in the dry dust at the bottom of the steps, his arms cradling his swollen knee.  The three men that had escorted them from the bridge sat on a low wall in the shade of a large tree.  Their bats leaned against the wall within easy reach, and they all kept their eyes on their captive.  When Morgan stepped out onto the landing at the top of the steps, they all stood up and picked up their bats. 
“Where is the tide?” Morgan called out.
The man without a bat and whom Hughes had greeted as Brad stepped out of the shade and peered up at the sun before answering, “Probably still another hour before it’s full.”
“Then, to the bridge with him.”
Olen had little doubt what that meant, and he resisted looking over at Jackie.  He didn’t know if his son would be foolish enough to try to defend his friend, but he didn’t have to wonder what the consequences would be.  Not necessarily the details, but certainly the outcome.  He just didn’t know if he would be automatically included.
Olen doubted if Morgan would order his own men to soil themselves by carrying someone they all considered too vile to touch, so he expected he and Jackie would be ordered to support Jerry in his walk of the last mile.  He didn’t look forward to getting that close to Jerry again.  He knew the man would beg for them to help him avoid his fate, maybe even to mount a legal defense on his behalf.  No doubt, as they neared the river, his pleas would become demanding, grasping and clutching if they were within reach.  But, then the way Morgan’s men spared him of it might have been as bad as what he had anticipated. 
Brad, the man across the street without a bat stepped through a door over there. When he came back out a few seconds later, he uncurled a bullwhip.  He flipped its eighteen-foot length out along the ground in front of him a couple of times, then flicked it up and lashed it out to crack in the air like a gunshot.  He did it a couple more times, just to limber it up and get the feel of it, and probably to impress everyone watching. Then he walked toward Jerry.
Morgan remained on the top step, holding his staff to one side and watching the play in the street.  Olen stayed behind him with Jackie. He was pretty sure what was coming, if not the level of vicious brutality. Still, he couldn’t help but watch.
The whip cracked again just inches from Jerry’s shoulder, and the terrified man flinched but didn’t move other than to drop his arms from his knee.  He looked around at Morgan, Olen and Jackie then back at his tormentor just as the whip cracked again.  This time the tip of the whip, moving through its terminal arc at supersonic speed to create another gun-shot crack, flicked across his cheek.  The flesh separated as easily as under the blade of a scalpel, leaving a gaping hole like a second mouth.  With a cry, Jerry grabbed his face and curled away. 
Olen watched horrorstruck and fascinated at the same time.
The whip came at Jerry from his right side where the man had moved.  It missed him but cracked only half an inch away.  He flinched and rolled in the dust away from it.  It cracked again, biting into his back like a hot branding iron, leaving a line of red visible through the long rip in his shirt’s fabric that soaked up the blood as it spread across his back.  He tried to jump to his feet and flee, but his knee buckled beneath him. As he rolled in the dust, grabbing his agonizing knee, the whip jerked several strands of hair from just above his right ear.  He rolled away from it again and then again when it cracked close behind. He looked around at the wielder of the whip who stood grinning and slowly flexing his leather for the next strike.  He looked up at Olen who was still on the landing, although now several yards away, and pleaded with his eyes as his hand reached out, begging.  Olen’s gaze dropped to the steps below him, and he refused to look back at Jerry.  Jackie continued to watch, but he made no move, not even enough to form an expression to indicate his disapproval. 
“Crawl on thy belly, worm,” Morgan intoned.  “If fear of my presence prevents the Black Lord, thy true master, to come to thy aid, tis thy payment in worth.”
Olen wondered if Morgan had a scriptwriter, or if the man just made it up as he went along. Whatever, the Prophet might be crazy enough to be committed in a sane world, but he was in command here and apparently took himself very seriously.
The man with the whip followed Jerry as he tried to scramble away, lashing out with his punishments whenever Jerry slowed, or as reminders not to slow down or veer except as herded. 
Jerry tried repeatedly to gain his feet, to hobble, to limp, but his destroyed knee wouldn’t let him go more than a few steps before dropping him into the dust again.  And, then, the whip was there to encourage him to push himself another few feet, a yard, a pace, just enough to get beyond the reach of the vicious thing. 
Morgan followed twenty feet behind Brad, and the two bat wielders behind Olen and Jackie who stayed just beyond arm’s length of Morgan. 
By the time they neared the river, Jerry was bleeding from dozens of knife-like slashes.  One ear hung from a small strip of skin and cartilage still attached.  Still, the man drove him on, not allowing him to rest even for a moment, to catch his breath, to comfort himself in any way.  The whip forced him to use his shattered knee, grinding his teeth in fighting to overcome the agony there in scrambling away, or to roll in the dirt if he couldn’t rise fast enough. 
He cried out, screamed in agony, sobbed streams of pleas, and rolled in the dust again.  If he moved just a little farther, maybe he could stop.  Maybe the whip wouldn’t reach him if he rolled one more time.  Such was the simplicity of thought that was all his mind could manage since the whip punished anything else.  Even though he was being herded onto the bridge, his mind couldn’t form a warning; it couldn’t scream at him that it was the last place he wanted to go.  As the whip sliced away half of his other ear, all he could think was that he had to scramble away from it, but he could no longer scramble with his knee unable to support any weight at all, so he would roll again…and again.
And then it stopped. 
Jerry felt as though he were suddenly in a vacuum.  For as long as he could remember, his world had been the crack of the whip and its terrible bite.  And, then it stopped. Without looking back to see if the whip was preparing to come again, in the unexpected peace that enveloped him, he allowed himself the luxury to sag to the dust covered pavement.  He still lay there, sobbing in the dust, when they tied the rope about one of his ankles, the one below the shattered knee.
He didn’t protest until the rope lifted his leg and his knee was forced straight, and then extended with his full weight as he went vertical.  His knee felt as though fire consumed it from within.  His screams became screeches, rising in pitch as the ligaments stretched, pulling the bone and bone fragments against each other.  Then, as he fought for breath in his agony, they came in pulses between gasps.
Morgan turned and walked around onto the promenade atop the riverbank where they had an unobstructed view of the spectacle. Olen and Jackie didn’t dare do anything but accompany him. 
The rope went over a pulley at the end of a wooden beam that pivoted at its base.  After it was swung out over the river, the men positioned themselves so they could watch Jerry spin slowly with his free leg sticking out to his front as they lowered him, still screaming, toward the water’s surface. 
Olen doubted if he was even aware of the nearness of the water. 
When the top of his head was only inches above the water, with his arms stretching upward to try to comfort his knee, they stopped him.  But, then, probably to make him aware of the nearness of his new peril, they dropped him briefly in a ligament ripping jerk down into the slow swirl, just enough to cover his nose and mouth.  When they raised him again, he sputtered and coughed, but his screaming had stopped — for the moment.  With his head again no more than an inch above the water, they tied off the end of the rope and leaned over the railing to watch.
That’s when it finally dawned on Jerry.  With the distraction of the whip and his knee, he hadn’t had a chance to think about it, but he was now just like the men they had seen on their approach into town, men still hanging farther across the bridge.  He caught sight of the men standing on the bank and started screaming again as he reached out his hands toward them.
Morgan remained motionless and silent, but his gaze never left Jerry.
Olen and Jackie stood beside and a bit behind him.  Neither spoke, but they both watched their previous companion twist about above the rising water.  Within just a few minutes, the water was to his eyes, so they no longer had to make eye contact with him.  Although he tried to curl himself up out of the water, he didn’t have the strength to hold it for more than a few seconds.  After the water reached his mouth, his struggles lasted only another minute, violent spasms alternating with calm.  When it was to his chin, his only movement came from the negligible push of the river as it neared its high mark. 




CHAPTER 19

With only two days before they would all head up-river, Emmie was getting restless.  She was packed, and she was satisfied the boat she would power was as fit as they could make it with their limited resources and knowledge of boat-building.  Everyone else was packed and spending their idle hours fussing over little details they wouldn’t bother with if they didn’t have so much time to kill.  They talked eagerly about all they would do during the next two weeks, not really fooling anyone that they would have the time to do all of it, or not get distracted with other things that would drive all those other intentions right out of their heads.  Still, they planned and anticipated. 
Her restlessness sent her strolling about the village.  The first place she headed was the little beach where the boats waited and confirmed one last time that the boat was ready, but that only took a few minutes.  She roamed out to the waterwheel platform. Uncle Joe knelt next to one of the support towers. He had his hands down inside the box with all the wires and switches for controlling the wheel’s output.    
“Anything wrong?” she asked him when he glanced up after catching sight of her shadow on the deck.
“Nope, just fiddlin’.”  He swung around to answer her and then sat back on the deck with his legs dangling into the slow current just a couple of feet from where the paddles of the huge wheel slapped the water before slipping beneath the surface on the upstream side.  “I’m as packed as I can get, and now I’m just getting impatient.”
“Yeah, me too.  Anything I can help with?”
“Nope.  Not even anything I can help with.  I’m just fiddlin’.”
She turned to leave, paused and turned back again.  “Uncle Joe, aren’t you doing exactly what you warned everyone not to do — ever?”
“Huh?” He looked up at her and around at the platform deck on both sides of him.  “What’re you talking about, hon?”
She perched her hands on her hips and cocked her head sideways.  “Didn’t you warn us that the wheel could reach right out and grab us and knock us out and drag us under before we even knew it if we ever got too close?  Just like you are right now?”
He peered over at the paddles softly stirring the surface as they swept past his dangling feet.  She was pretty sure his feet would feel the drag of the swirling eddy created beneath the barge.   His gaze rose up to her with a sheepish grin creeping across his face as he withdrew his feet from the water.  “Well, I guess you caught me good, didn’t you?”
She managed to keep from laughing at the expression on the big man’s face.  He looked like a little boy caught snagging a cookie, but she couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across her face as she waved when she walked back down the pier. She called back to him, “Don’t worry.  I won’t tell.”
She walked back up the bank and across to where Charlie was restacking the stones around the base of his flagpole. 
“Why don’t you just dig a deeper hole to put it in?” she asked when he glanced around at the sound of her footsteps crunching on the gravel behind him. 
“Pole’s too short.  If I sunk it deep enough to hold it without having to stack stones around it, it’d only be a stubby little thing.  If I’m gonna stack stones around it anyway, I might as well keep it as high as I can.  Not that it really means all that much.”
She walked around the pole, looking up at Charlie’s creation.  “Oh, I don’t know.  I think it looks all right.  Give it some time.  It’ll have meaning.”
“Hmm, maybe someday.  Meanwhile, I need to find some rocks that ain’t so round.  You ever try to stack marbles?”
“I could go with you if you want to try to find some now.”
“Naw, that’s okay.  Maybe when we get back.  I’m gonna go down, now, and check the boats.”
“Okay, see you later.”  She could have told him the boats had been checked and rechecked many times over the past couple of days, but she was pretty sure he already knew that. 
She had walked partway back to her house where she was contemplating trying to take a nap to pass the time when she ran into Sherri and Dan strolling about.  Sarah was back at their house playing with Raven’s youngest son, Jamal, under Tina’s watchful eyes.  Vonnie’s son, Lazaro, and Geo came dashing around the corner of a house and almost collided with Emmie. She had just started to divert after she realized she was probably interrupting a getting-to-know-each-other stroll, but after the two boys shouted “Sorry” and continued on their adventure, Sherri and Dan both insisted she was welcome to join them.  She was happy to assume the role of guide, telling the tale behind each point of interest.  
They soon heard the thwack-thwack sounds of quarterstaffs and wooden swords slamming into each other.  The practice field for Dagar’s weapons academy was just off to the right behind a couple of houses.  That was always fun to watch.  Maybe she could even pitch in if someone needed a sparring partner.
On their approach, she noted five pairs going at each other using quarterstaffs.  Emmie described how the quarterstaffs were an improvement over the first ones Dagar had taught his earliest students to use back in Petaluma six years ago.  They had made do back then with shovel handles, although, as she recalled that final battle at the old high school, they worked pretty well.  But these new ones that Dagar made were aged oak from a nearby woodshop from pre-invasion days, shaped and balanced to his own demanding specifications.  In the hands of trained fighters, such as his students, they could be as lethal as swords. 
The trio had been watching the current quarterstaff matches for a while when a flash of movement off to the side caught Emmie’s eye.  When she turned that way all she noted was a wooden sword sparring match with three against one in a way that reminded her of the first time she met Billy Ray.  The memory of that uneven battle, even with the unexpected way it turned out, was enough to raise her hackles.  But she didn’t understand just what it was that had caught her eye.  She had watched uneven matches before; Dagar often set them up as part of his course.  But something odd about this one had caught her eye even when she wasn’t looking at it, some movement that was unnatural enough to have snared her attention.
When Sherri and Dan noticed Emmie turned that way, they turned to watch, too,.
The fighter in the middle, unlike the image of a bull moose cornered by a pack of rangy wolves that Billy Ray had inspired all those years ago, was a young man hardly older than Emmie, and not a lot bigger, either.  He wasn’t a member of the village, but neither were any of the other three.  Dagar often accepted students from other villages. This fighter stayed in motion, turning continuously in the middle of the circle formed by his opponents, giving none an easy shot at his back, pretty much like Billy Ray had done.  But, the others were Dagar-trained fighters armed with swords, not street hoods with switchblades, and they were closing in.  She was surprised that Dagar would stage such an uneven match.  With the three against one, there was no way —
Faster than she could blink, the configuration of the battle changed.  Three men armed with swords worked in a circle, but there was no longer anyone in the middle.  The lone fighter was now on the outside of the circle and at the back of one of the three.  Pulling the blow at the last instant, he laid the tip of his sword into the back of the helmeted head in front of him, then he turned his attack onto the one to his left, dropping him with whack to the side of his neck. 
In Dagar’s classes, it was required to drop to the ground when you were touched by an opponent’s weapon that, in actual combat would have been a felling blow. It lessened chances of an actual hard blow landing, disabling or worse. 
By this time, it appeared the third man realized he was the only one still standing.  With only a moment’s hesitation, he charged the young man, swinging his wooden blade towards the other’s head. However, when he swung, the young man was no longer standing in front of him.  In another blink, he had moved to his foe’s rear.  From there he reached out to poke the tip of his sword against the back of the third opponent, who spun to face him.  After a moment of them standing there looking at each other, they both burst into laughter.
Emmie’s eyes went as wide as the two beside her, but Dan and Sherri both stood with their mouths also agape.  Emmie had heard Raven describe how some persons, rare but not unknown, were able to teleport, which must be what she had just witnessed.  She still felt chills running up her spine, and she could almost imagine the riot of thoughts running through Sherri’s mind, and probably Dan’s, too.  When she glanced over at her new friends, Sherri’s head moved ever so slowly to face her as her mouth opened even farther.
Before Sherri could say anything, Emmie said, “That wasn’t magic magic, either, just human magic.”
“C—c—can such a thing be?”
“We all saw it…and,” Emmie pointed at Dagar coming out of the academy building.  He strode out to the four students with wooden swords and gathered them around him. Emmie continued, “I’ll bet he can tell us all about it.  Come on.”
When they approached Dagar who was talking to the four combatants, he turned to greet them, adding, “…and I suppose you want an explanation.”
Emmie propped her hands on her hips and cocked her head so far her ear almost touched her shoulder, as her body language said for her, “Well, yeah.” 
Sherri said nothing, but her eyes were still wide.
Dagar started with, “I don’t know if you remember Warren, here,” and indicated the lone fighter.  “He came down from Riverhill with Ray, Carlos and Roberto,” he indicated the other three, “…last month for the new academy class.  I’m afraid I may have kept them all too occupied with training to get in much socializing.  By the end of each day, about all they wanted to do was stagger over to the dining room for long enough to gobble down some vittles, then come back to their quarters to lie down and groan themselves to sleep.  But they’ve learned and healed and are probably ready to talk to a couple of pretty girls.”
He took a step back, turned and started to walk back to the door he had come out of, but Emmie wouldn’t have it. “Dagar?  Dagar!”
He turned back with a sheepish look.  “It was supposed to be a secret.  We were going to put on a demonstration at the end of the games in Riverhill next week.  Raven and your dad know, and The Judge and the other academy students, but everyone is sworn to secrecy.  Now you three.  Pretty soon the only ones that won’t know will be Charlie and Billy Ray — and they’re the Defense Militia.”
“But…did he really…I mean, when…I mean—”
Dagar held up his hand, laughed, and went on, “Okay.  Warren had been here for a week before I found out he could teleport. It was something he didn’t do often because he didn’t really know how to control it.  I just happened to catch sight of him when he moved across his room to get something, although he didn’t wind up just where he wanted to be and had to take a couple of steps.  When I asked him about it, he just shrugged and said he didn’t think it was anything worth mentioning because he had trouble controlling it and couldn’t always do it when he wanted.  I spoke to Raven about it, and she got all excited.  She said she could help him improve his control, and that it was too important to just let slide.  She insisted it could be invaluable in combat once he learned to control it.  And, now,” he reached out and laid and hand on Warren’s shoulder, “he can. Although, he still has much work to do.  We haven’t even touched on him moving more than just a few feet, so we have no idea what kind of limit there is as to how far he can go.”  He glanced at the wide-eyed expression Sherri still wore and said, “And, Sherri, I promise you, the devil has nothing to do with it.  It’s just an ability like Emmie or Raven have.  Or me,” he chuckled.  “I can sing…almost.”
Sherri’s smile was thin, like she was afraid it would call down the wrath of God if it beamed too warmly. “It’s just so…  I’m still working on accepting the water wheel.  And Lila — that child can actually heal by laying on her hands.  Can she raise the dead, too?”
A sadness crept over his face as he slowly shook his head.  “No, my dear, in that she is no different from you or me. Some things are, after all, truly in God’s hands.  The day she learned of her power, when she saved Raven’s life and then had to watch Ronald die because he wasn’t human, her own brother died in battle.  She didn’t see his body until afterwards, too late for her wonderful, new ability to be of any use.”
They watched the three fighters Warren had bested gather up their weapons and head for the door.  Warren and Emmie moved off to the side, talking between themselves with only flickerings of direct eye contact the way young people do when first meeting and charmed by possibilities. 
Turning again to Sherri and Dan, Dagar continued, “There was much valor that day, and Jared, Lila’s brother, though not yet a man when he died, is at the top of the list.  There is an actual list, too.  I made it up to put on the wall inside the academy, each honored name hand carved into a big, redwood burl Billy Ray hauled up here from the woodshop for me.  And above it on the wall where everyone can see it and aspire to it, I mounted Lilaspride, the Sword of Jared.  I take it down occasionally to clean and oil, and just to handle the fine weapon it is.  Someday, it is hoped, a warrior worthy of wielding it will come along and Lilaspride will be carried once again as a great blade is meant to be.”  Thumbing over his shoulder towards Emmie and Warren, he said, “Looks like you’ve lost your guide.  Come on inside and I’ll show you my wall, and I’ll tell you a bit more of our history.”
Emmie hadn’t noticed she and Warren were alone on the field until she glanced over as Dagar opened the door for Sherri and Dan.  But it didn’t really register as significant, nor could she, for a moment, even remember Sherri or Dan’s, or even Dagar’s, names, or if they were significant.  Her aversion to direct eye contact had evaporated in the moment her gaze fell into the deep blue of Warren’s eyes. He was speaking, telling of his home and friends in Riverhill and the thrill of being accepted into Dagar’s academy, although whatever words he was saying seemed irrelevant against the velvet touch of his voice. 
“…since my brother was here last year.  I must have badgered my mom at least a dozen…”
She could imagine that voice singing a ballad of unconquered lands and surrendered love, but for her ears alone.  She could feel the widening smile stretch her lips into her cheeks, and it felt like it was there to stay.  She couldn’t imagine why her heart was beating like she had just run the full width of the village, although it felt more like a flutter of butterfly wings than a pulse-pounding throb.
“…out of the tree, and he must have…  …alfway across the river.  I’ll bet when…”
A small mole low in the middle of his left cheek gave his otherwise beautiful face a flawed look, but no more than the scar Erin wore, and everyone agreed that Erin’s beauty was none the less for it. She wondered if anyone had ever told him how wonderfully his dimples deepened when his smile broadened.
Behind the window facing the practice field, Dagar smiled and nodded as he watched Emmie’s hand slip unguided into Warren’s, and then the two wander off toward the far side, now hardly taking their eyes off of one another. 
Turning back to his guests, he continued with his history lesson.  “So, when Lila said I should keep his sword for her, I began the design of the wall.  I planned out the burl Plaque of Heroes for the names, figuring how big they would have to be with the number of names I had to put on it plus leaving room for others to be added later — something I hope never comes to pass.  Still, I wanted it suitable, just in case.  Over there on the other side is a full list of the people that were in the Victorian before that final battle we had at the high school, even those that didn’t go to the school.  And up there above it all is Jared’s sword, Lilaspride.  Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Mounted on a wood-framed panel of blue velvet, it was forty-one inches long from pommel to blade tip.  The blade was almost two inches wide below the hilt with only a slight taper all the way to a shovel point.  Fine etching covered the upper part of the blade.  The hilt, glowing in the subdued lighting with the warmth of real gold plating, was cast in one piece with a flared shield pommel and the cross piece curving downwards and tipped with richly detailed lion heads.
Dagar continued with his lecture.  “It was made and sold as a replica of Durendal, the Sword of Roland, who was one of Charlemagne’s knights back in the eighth century and a great warrior of legend.  Legend said his sword was sharper than any other and was indestructible.  Well, it may have been honed to a good edge for its time by the smiths of that time, but I’m afraid I might question its indestructibility.  But, now, although Lilaspride is in the image of Durendal, it is modern 440C stainless steel, a considerable improvement. Roland may well have considered it indestructible if he had an opportunity to use it.  Wielded by a strong warrior’s arm, this weapon could hew through a forest of eighth century Durendals and still give you a nice, comfortable shave.”  He shoved his hands into his hip pockets and shrugged his shoulders, then, grinning at his guests, said, “Okay, that last part might be just a bit of exaggeration.  It is a mighty fine blade, though.”
Dan walked over to a rack of swords on the wall off to the side.  As he turned to look back, Dagar answered his unspoken question.  “More of the same quality, all 440 stainless.  There’s a full baker’s dozen there—Lilaspride makes fourteen.  I recovered them from the ruins of the home a friend of mine who died back on that terrible first day six years ago.  He and I, and Patty, my wife, were members of a renaissance group.  We accumulated anything that we could from days of yore, either originals or replicas.  We made costumes and those items we couldn’t find to buy, and we put on fairs to celebrate a different way of life, one that was simpler and, perhaps, in some ways, better.  That’s how and when I got into weaponry.  The roles Patty and I devised were Dagar and Helga.  Patty also died on that first day.  In our roles, we were an exiled Viking couple employed by an English duke to train his army and to oversee his court of ladies.  I did a lot of research, got into fencing and the martial arts, and spent a lot of weekends over the next twenty years learning and honing my skills.  I don’t think I’m bragging when I say I got pretty good. 
“After the big battle with Morgan’s forces at the Petaluma high school, when I dropped my old identity in favor of Dagar, Patty remained Helga to me.  I never did find my friend’s body, but I found his weapons cache.  He had most of his collection in a special display case that wound up in his basement when the floor of his house collapsed in the fire. The cabinet just happened to land with the glass front side down on the concrete floor, so the rest of the cabinet, which was built like a climate controlled safe, protected everything inside from the heat.  Besides these swords, I found several knives and axes.  You may have noticed a rather long bladed dagger Raven carries sheathed on her belt, another fine, modern-made weapon patterned after one from medieval times.  Raven’s Claw, she named it. 
With a nod of his head toward Dagar’s waist, Dan said, “I’ve noticed you carry a pretty good sized knife on your belt.”
Grinning with pride, Dagar withdrew a formidable looking, double-edged blade over a foot long from its sheath and held it upright before his audience.  “I took this one from my own collection before I had to abandon them.  It’s a replica of a fifteenth century dagger, made with good modern steel, of course.  You may have noticed Emmie carrying a small dagger on her belt.  It was also from my collection.  Same with the one Jason has, although, if you only saw it from the hilt up you might have thought it was a sword.  But it’s a knife, thirteen inches of double edged, modern steel.  The one Erin has was Helga’s — Patty’s.  It looks like something you should keep in a jeweled case, but it’s a real dagger, good, double-edged steel for use in a real battle.  Effective, too.  Just ask Erin…although that’s probably a tale she’s not fond of remembering.”




CHAPTER 20

The day had finally arrived.  With occasional darts back to various homes to fetch some remembered item, excitement seemed to be infecting everyone in Wolfehaven as they gathered along the riverfront, even those not going up-river. 
Sherri was almost tempted to change her mind.  Everyone seemed so excited as they milled about near the river and pier, eager to be on their way.  She was sure she could still find space on one of the boats if she were to ask. But, when she thought of the reason she had given for not going, she was certain it was the right decision.  And, of course, Dan was going to stay behind.
She liked Emmie and Raven, their families, and their friends.  Really, no one in the village, now that Jerry, Jackie, and Olen were gone, gave her reason to not want to remain as a part of their community.  It was a much more pleasant place than what Napa had become.
The Prophet had so many harsh strictures that he said were needed because so much evil existed. Now, she wondered if that were actually the case, or if, like her new friends claimed, the evil was in the eye of the beholder. She was quickly coming to accept that Reverend Morgan beheld evil in every shadow and at every turn where none existed.
She thought of some of the things he had brought to Napa, and she wondered, now, if they really were improvements, as he had insisted.  He had abolished monogamous marriages, including the freedom to choose one’s mate.  At least, a woman had no say in the matter.  A man could petition for a particular woman, or even a girl, if he wanted.  And, if The Prophet felt the union was what the Lord had ordained, it would be so as long as she was not wed to another man.  It made no difference how many wives a man already had, if he wanted another, all he had to do was ask.  She didn’t think there was ever a matter of payment, but, of course, a woman would never be informed of such a thing, so there could be.  The Prophet said it was necessary to do it that way because…well, because he said so.  Sherri never did really understand any of the vague justifications she had heard.  And any woman that dared to question the Prophet was quickly taught it was not a wise thing to do.
Sherri remembered people chose their mates with no problem back when she was a child, generally resulting in happy marriages and happy families.  Her parents loved each other and her, and they were all happy.  But the Prophet says love between people is a lie.  It is really nothing but lust and fit only for dogs and other beasts that don’t know God. 
She had believed him and, although she was only fifteen at the time, she tried to accept Brad when the Prophet gave her to him. Brad was brutal and demanding from the first, even more so, it seemed, than with his other wives.  It was hard to understand how such a man could father a girl as sweet and loving as Sarah. 
And, oh, how he had beaten her when he saw Daryl.  He didn’t believe for a minute that she had been raped — not any more than the Prophet did.  Brad would have killed the baby then and there if the Prophet hadn’t stopped him.  Of course, it wasn’t out of mercy. Oh, no.  The Prophet claimed it was the only way she could save her own soul; but, how could he have ordered her to kill her own child?  Did he really think she would, or could, just because he said to?  Are the other people in the Prophet’s New Napa really that complacent to something so utterly against their hearts?
Maybe they are.  She didn’t have any friends there, not close friends like she had when she was a child, so there wasn’t anyone she could talk to, confide in, or even complain to.  Complaints were not looked upon with favor.  Besides, the ones she did talk to, Brad’s other wives and the other women in the congregation, all seemed to believe just like the men, that the Lord had placed men over women as the Prophet was placed over men and women.  A man’s command to a woman was as sacred as the Prophet’s command was to all men and must be obeyed as well for her to be saved at the end when Armageddon, the final conflict, began.  At least, she had never heard anyone voicing any doubts about what was preached.
And now she and her children were able to begin a whole new kind of life, one where they could love and be loved; one in which they could live as they were created instead of the way someone else decided they should be. 
No doubt, the folks at Riverhill were as nice as those she had met in Wolfehaven and could already call friends.  But, she still had to try to come to terms with the idea that magic was not inherently evil.  She could use a week of calm reflection to come closer to accepting it as a tenet by which she could live. 
“Okay, everybody,” Erin called out from the foot of the pier.  “Group one come on out and prepare to board.  Woody, go ahead and bring your boat up.”
Woody, who was already standing in the stern of one of the boats lined up on the riverbank, waved his acknowledgement to Erin and offered a hand down to Raven standing with their children.  First she handed up Jamal, and Woody sat the squirming two-year-old on the nearest seat with a stern look and a finger held in the air in front of his face until he settled down.  Next, he took Amy and set her next to Jamal, who immediately climbed onto her lap. Geo was already scrambling over the side when Woody turned back for his eldest.  Geo had been a pleasant surprise for the two young lovers as they struggled along with the other refugees to establish a viable village in that first difficult year.  When Raven asked if they could name him George after Geo, his grandfather, a man she still missed terribly, Woody didn’t hesitate to agree.  And, of course, no one ever called him anything but Geo.  After Raven climbed up and over after her son, Woody nodded to the men standing on the bank.
They shoved the boat, a twenty-one foot runabout with modified seating for twenty if a few of them were children and the rest were close friends and didn’t mind a lot of touching.  A few of them would always be standing up, anyway, watching out for river hazards to avoid.  Once in water deep enough to float it, the craft turned its stern downstream in the slow current near the bank.  Woody stood on a seat near the center and guided it out to the wide section of pier where the movers had gathered to install the waterwheel.  With as gentle a touch as would be given by a practiced sailor he stopped its forward movement just as the side touched the pier.  Then, rather than resorting to mooring lines, on which the boat would bob and sway as the passengers boarded, he raised it a few inches and held it in place as solidly as if it were strapped into a dry-dock cradle. 
One of the men on the pier lifted a section of the railing that was hinged on one end and lowered a short gangway across the space.  One at a time, the passengers stepped into the boat.  Once all the designated passengers were on board and seated, Woody turned the boat back into the river and guided it out past the waterwheel.  Nosing it upstream, he held it there, still raised several inches above its natural depth from the weight of its twenty occupants and waited for the other boats.
Sherri felt a chill ripple in her back at the casual display of powers she had never experienced before her first meeting with Emmie and Raven other than Sarah’s playing with pebbles, leaves, and twigs.  One after another, the boats moved away from the bank to the pier and then out into the river with their load of eager passengers, and all with minimal effect from the movement of the water, either current or waves, and with no apparent control. 
It was like many years ago, but still remembered in moments of nostalgia, when she had gone with her parents to what she thought at the time was the most magical place in the world, Disneyland, and she had ridden in a boat through an underground maze of tunnels as a chorus of young voices sang of wonderful things.  After she had gotten out of the boat at the end of the ride, with the music still echoing off the walls, she had noticed a set of tracks along the bottom of the shallow stream.  She recalled how part of the magic went away when she realized the boat had not been moved and steered by magic but by riding along those tracks like a train. 
She gazed at the boats across the water and reminded herself there were no submerged tracks here.  With the addition of each boat to the armada, she was pleased to notice the chills she had at first experienced were becoming thrills.
She held Daryl closer and, as she reached out to take Sarah’s hand, she became aware of Dan standing on Sarah’s other side. 
“Marvelous, isn’t it?” he asked, smiling as he knelt beside the girl.  Then he looked up at Sherri and said, “I honestly don’t think there is anything evil about it.  Marvelous, certainly, but not evil.”
“Were there people like this where you came from?  People that did…marvelous things?”
Dan ran his hand through his hair like he was brushing out tangles instead of memories.  “I can’t say — not for sure.  I stayed away from groups.  Most of them tended to be unfriendly to strangers.  Until I ran into Raymond, I just solo-ed it.  Seems like I did see a few things, though, when I got a chance to spy on groups.  Of course, I didn’t stick around any of them long enough, or close enough, to see anything I could swear to, but I saw a few things that I walked away wondering about.  Now that I know about it, I realize they were cases of levitation.  Nothing like what these folks can do, just simple stuff.  Without group approval and acceptance like they have here, they probably didn’t have a lot of practice to improve what little bit they could do.  And I think a lot of the groups I came across were more like the one you came from where such things just wouldn’t be tolerated.”




CHAPTER 21

Emmie knew she would have to go faster than she liked to catch the other boats before they got too far ahead, but everyone in boat six with her gazed enthralled at the exhibition across the water.  Just upstream of a rocky beach on the north bank often used for mid-trip picnicking by kayakers and countless other river visitors little more than half a decade earlier, a trio of otters had discovered a new game.  They would climb up a steep section of the bank to the top of a dead tree embedded there.  Then, taking turns, they launched themselves into the hollow trunk of the tree and slide a good fifteen feet through darkness before emerging at the bottom to plummet another three feet into the water. They immediately swam over to the place in the bank where they could climb out to scramble again to the top of the tree slide. 
Standing at Emmie’s side, Erin whispered, “Do you think we can we get any closer without spooking them?”
“I can try,” Emmie responded.  Still maintaining their position in the current, she edged the boat sideways ten feet.  They were still near the middle of the sixty or seventy foot expanse of the river, and the otters didn’t seem to mind the audience.
“That’s great, Emmie.  I wouldn’t try any closer, though.”  Turning to Jason, Erin said, “Aren’t they hilarious?”
“Otters can find a way to play with just about anything.”  After a moment, he continued, “I think this is about the place I told you about seeing two bucks fighting when Dagar, Woody and I were on our way back from Riverhill last winter.  They were down there on the beach.”
Erin looked that way before observing, “I don’t see any skeletons, so I guess they didn’t go to the death like you said they might.”
“I don’t know, though.  The scavengers have had lots of time to clean up the place.  They were a pretty close match, and the way they were going, it didn’t look like either one was even close to conceding defeat.  And the harem watching from nearby and waiting to see who their lord and master would be looked mighty fetching.”
“Just like a couple of young wanna-be’s,” Emmy said with a snicker.  “I’ll bet while they were pounding their antlers at each other, an older guy with a little experience and more sense came along and herded the ladies off.  And the young macho’s didn’t even notice until they turned to flex for the ladies and discovered they were all alone on the beach.”
Jason swatted her on her behind.  “And when did you get to be such an authority on courtship?”
“Oh, Daddy,” Emmie turned with a smirk and a wink at Erin.  “I can’t tell you things that might take your breath away — not at your age.”
Jason and Erin exchanged looks and grins with raised eyebrows.  Then Erin said, “I think our little girl is growing up.”
Jason’s sudden burst of laughter brought the otter’s show to a quick halt as they all dived for deep water.
“Oh, nice going, Dad.”
“Hush up and row, Daughter.”
“Yessir!”  She snapped to attention and saluted.
To laughing moans of disappointment from the others aboard, Emmie turned to them, and, with her thumb pointed over her shoulder at Jason, she said, “Hey, don’t blame me.  I’m just the engine.  Talk to the captain.”
With such a show to keep all eyes and attention focused north, no one noticed the shadowy figures unmoving back among the thick growth along the south bank.
◆◆◆
 
A branch moved in the wall of greenery bordering the south bank almost as if moved by an errant breeze, and Olen glared out through the foliage.  When Jackie moved up beside him he flinched inward, certain that his son’s slight movement would be noticed by someone on the boat. 
But then he remembered the army of armed fighters around him, and he almost wished Jackie had been spotted.  He imagined the boat turning in to the bank, ignoring the cavorting otters across the way, scattering riverbed stones with a rattle as the boat slid up to dryer footing.  Three or four of the villagers, men he had lived among for the last six years, and especially Jason, would jump over the sides and run into the trees to grab him and his wayward son only to find themselves outnumbered twenty to one, and then they would fall beneath the onslaught of blows from his new friends that would move in to protect him.  He would laugh at their cries.  He would step forward and spit on their bleeding and broken bodies.  And he would walk away, with the arms of his new friends draped about his shoulders and the hands of his new comrades patting him on the back to reassure him of his safety.  Yes.  Let them come.  He longed to show them that they shouldn’t have turned on him. 
◆◆◆
 
The boat moved now about as fast as a man could run.  Their higher speed increased the chance of snags and submerged boulders ripping out their bottom, but everyone near the bow joined Emmie and the lookouts in spotting swirling areas that might indicate a hazard lurking beneath the surface.  
They had all been up-river before, many of them numerous times, but the river was in constant change, from the level of the water and swirling eddies around submerged trees to growing snags and accumulations of logs, limbs and whole trees swept downstream in winter floods.  Some of these snags broke loose on occasion, sending their pieces out into the current to form new ones wherever they could find purchase against other trees, rocks, and bars that, themselves, grew or shrank with the current and its load of sediment.
After five minutes they had caught up to within easy speaking distance, Sayeko Matsunaga, the mover of boat five, smiled and waved back at them.  She said, “We were tempted to stop and watch, too, but we didn’t want to let boat four get out of sight in case Rod and Lauren had a problem.  They were already a bit behind Vonnie in three.  I couldn’t see Lila’s boat two at all.  Are they still going at it?”
“Naw,” Emmie called back. “Someone laughed and spooked ‘em. ‘Course, they probably started again as soon as we were gone.  And as much fun as it looked, they could still be at it two weeks from now.  Maybe we can all stop and watch ‘em on the way home.”
◆◆◆
 
After the boat rounded the next bend and was no longer in view, the bodies of men rose up out of the brush around Olen and turned downriver.  No one said anything to him or Jackie until he sensed someone standing behind him and heard the Prophet Morgan’s deep voice. 
“If ere I doubted…but, nay, they live, yet.  Boats oared by the devil’s own hands, and they sought not even to hide it.  How much farther?”
Again, Olen deferred such questions to Jackie since he didn’t have a clue. 
Jackie stepped forward.  “Now that the last boat is past, we can wade across to the beach—it should be shallow enough all the way across this time of year — then it’s just another fifteen minutes or so.  We’ll be able to walk up the road over there, so it’ll be faster.”
“And that horde of witches will be gone for two weeks?  You’re certain?”
“That’s what they’ve always done.” Olen answered.  “But there’s always some that stay behind.”
“Hmm.  Yes.  Good.  And during those two weeks, I shall wrest confessions and atonements tenfold from each of them before I give them to the Lord for his own vengeance.  They will have to answer for the sins of their fellows — at least until the others return to find nothing but blood and ashes await them.  And then they, too, shall know my wrath.”
◆◆◆
 
“Dan, my friend, I apologize for the deception.”  Raymond paused before easing down onto the bench beside his traveling companion.  “Really, I meant no harm.”
Dan’s answer was a simple grunt with a nod as he leaned back against the table overlooking the river where he and Raymond had withstood Raven’s interrogation.  To avoid looking into the eyes of the creature he had walked beside for countless miles, believing him — it — to be merely another man, he let his gaze focus on the twinkling sunlight playing across the ripples of the river. Of course, now, Raymond readily admitted he was not actually a man at all but something else entirely.  Dan wondered what his traveling companion’s real body looked like, something that was only suggested in vague terms when the admission was made.  He wasn’t sure he really wanted to know. 
After a few silent moments, Dan turned to glare straight into Raymond’s eyes. “Would you ever have told me if Raven hadn’t blown your cover?  Even after all those weeks we shared the trail and everything on it, you still didn’t trust me?”
Raymond studied the younger man’s face but said nothing.  When Dan decided he wasn’t going to get an answer and started to stand up, Raymond spoke.  “I am sorry you feel betrayed.  I would have preferred to reveal myself to you, but we are forbidden — for the present, anyway. If we surviving glluriks can get together for another conference, I hope we can amend our bylaws on this issue.  Until that happens, though, I’m afraid none of us can act independently.  Even though I believe in my heart that it should be so, if any of us began acting in opposition to the wisdom of the group, I fear our mission would go down in defeat.”
“And what if you’re the last one in the area — or even on this continent?  What if your surviving friends are spread so far apart, now, that you’re not going to be able to hold a conference for a hundred years — or a thousand?  Then would you be allowed to warn us poor humans that we’re going to be invaded again, and that if we want to, we can stop the invaders with our magic wands? Or are we going to have to just go through all this again and again.  Oh, but that’s what we’ve been doing all along, isn’t it?”
Dan felt his suppressed anger building, stoked by a steady stream of hurt feelings dribbling over it like melting fat dripping into flames. 
Raymond shook his head.  He smiled, but his eyes drooped at the outer corners.  “I used many of your words, myself, at our last conference.  But after the centuries the older ones spent solidifying their code of silence, I and my fellows could not overcome their inertia.  And, yes, there are enough of us on the western part of this continent for a conference.  Remember, we can communicate from afar.  Although, it will not occur for at least a year, we are already en route.  That is why I came south with you.  I am going to Bakersfield, or where Bakersfield used to be.  Many of the others are coming from much farther. And, with the uncertainties of things these days, there is always a strong chance that the meeting place will change, perhaps several times, before we can all get together.”
“So, meanwhile, we humans will just have to get by the best we can, huh?  I’m fine to walk across the country with, provided I protect you from whoever or whatever might hinder you, but not to confide in. Is that why you latched onto me outside of Portland, for a bodyguard to take you to your friends?”
“No, Dan.  You have been more to me than a protector.  You have been a friend, and I would like to remain your friend. I was first drawn to you, though, because I sensed your ability — or, rather, your potential.”
Dan glared.  “My potential?  You mean, you didn’t know how good a protector I’d be, but I was tall and looked strong and able and carried a sword, so I had good potential…something like checking the animal’s lines before buying a horse?”
“I feel your hurt, Dan, and I regret it, but I do understand it.  I hope it will pass.  But, you misunderstood me.  I meant I sensed your potential for human magic.  I realize it has not manifested itself, yet, and it may not.  But it may.  We won’t know the extent or nature of it until it does.  What I sense may be considerable.”
“Oh, so besides a bodyguard, I’m also something of a freak to be studied.”
The hurt bleeding from Raymond’s eyes was what Dan had sought, and he should have felt victorious, but he didn’t.  His mind seethed in its effort to come up with something else he could hurl at Raymond, who, with the other glluriks, with their centuries-long lives and telepathy must feel so smug, so superior to primitive, bumbling humans.  But they’d get together, when they got around to it, and have themselves a confab.  Maybe, just maybe, they’d decide to tell suffering humanity how their suffering wasn’t necessary…or maybe not.  Maybe they’d just keep studying the intelligent apes and watching them try to fight off the kryls with sticks and stones.
Raymond raised a hand in preparation of a response, but Dan didn’t want to hear anything the pretend-man had to say.  He turned and stalked away.
◆◆◆
 
Raymond watched until Dan had gone from sight around the corner of a building. He turned and, as he gazed out at the varying patterns of the current in the river, he engaged in the common human activity of regretting past actions while knowing they were necessary and wishing things were different. 
The water’s surface roiled with inconsequential little patterns swirling about, each one created by larger, stronger swirls nearby or beneath the surface, each of those effected by other eddies all about them, perhaps some created far upstream by a boulder, a low-hanging branch, or even a wading animal, and coming to fruition only as they encountered other, converging eddies, and every one, every motion as inevitable, barring further interruption, as the formation of the layers of granite bedrock beneath the riverbed.  Humanity was so much like the river.  And he could watch the flow, study to understand the movements whose potential causes may be close enough to infinite to make no difference, but was it wise to try to influence or control the patterns he encountered?  The arguments of both sides had merit.
He looked over his shoulder toward the growing sound of harsh voices and the trod of many feet approaching on the road from upstream.




CHAPTER 22

The old man gazed out over the river that moved in slow swirls and eddies on its way to the ocean just a few miles downstream.  Turning to the middle-aged woman on his arm, he said, “Used to be pretty good steelhead fishing over there.  Remember that, Darla?  Your brother and I would wade out from the other side over there with our gear while you girls chased each other in circles and looked for pretty stones along the shallows.  Your mom would have so much food in the picnic basket we could have invited every other fisherman in sight and still had plenty for lunch the next day.  Remember?”
Frown lines etched her face when she peered over the edge of the roadway at her feet and down the rocky cliff to the water’s edge thirty feet below.  “Sure do, Dad.  Those were good days, weren’t they?  But, you know what? You’re making me nervous.  Why don’t we move back away from the edge a bit?  The ground could give way and we’d both go airborne.” 
“Oh, honey, you’re such a worrier.  But, okay, if it’ll ease your heart.”  After a half step backwards, he pointed with his cane to a place on the farther bank.  “I’ll bet I wouldn’t have to do a lot of digging over there before I’d find a few chicken thigh bones. That was a great spot — for both eating chicken and for catching steelhead.”
She leaned her head over to rest on his shoulder for a minute.  “Well, you’ve had a good walk today.  How’s your leg?  About ready to head back?”
“I ‘spect so.  It’s startin’ to throb a bit.”
They were only a hundred yards upstream from Wolfehaven’s boat pier, but it was the farthest her father had been able to walk for at least a month.  The past winter had been a rough one for the older members of the community.  But, at least all the houses had fireplaces or wood burning stoves, now.  The first couple of winters were gotten through by those without heating moving in with those that did.  Except for a couple of spats due to the forced crowding, they had all came through well enough.
As she backed around to give her dad space to make his turn, her glance over her shoulder swept past the road going east.  From where it disappeared around the curve at Big Tree, a group of men numbering at least fifty, maybe even sixty or more, came marching.  Unlike when travelers ease off their pace as they approach a place they anticipate will be a stopping spot for resting, these men seemed to speed up.  Those leading the others even began to pull ahead until those trailing closed the gap with their own bursts of speed.  In fewer than twenty paces, the men in front broke from walking pace to jogging, then, as the others caught up, running.  They spread out across the road to give themselves room to open to full sprints.  They raised whatever they carried and waved them overhead.  As they drew closer, Darla could see a variety of spears, clubs, knives, axes, and what may have been intended to be spiked maces.  When she heard bellowing voices raised, not in greeting but belligerent challenge, her initial confusion became fear, and then terror. 
“Dad, quick, we have to get back to —”
But his hearing, though fading with his years, easily picked up the growing furor. He pulled his arm away from Darla’s clutching hand and faced upstream.  The nearest men were fifty feet away and closing fast.  “What — who — where in the world —?”
Before he could form his question, they were upon him. The man that hit him wasn’t all that big, but big enough.  Although he carried an axe, he held it out to the side as he leaned his shoulder into the lead, ramming it into the old man’s chest.  Like a bowling ball striking a single pin still standing, he knocked the old man careening sideways toward the river, over the edge of the road, and down.  The younger man never stopped to see what fate he had sent the old man to.  Ignoring the cries of the woman, he continued racing toward the riverside community.
Darla screamed once when her father disappeared over the edge and dropped to her knees at the brink, peering over at the crumpled figure sprawled unmoving on his back at the bottom with his right arm and head in the water, the water flowing past him tinting red.  About mid-thigh, his left leg jutted at an unnatural angle.  Catching her breath, she began screaming again, one after another while she gazed at a man she had loved dearly for almost fifty years.
Suddenly a terrible pain burned her scalp, and she felt herself lifted to her feet.  Dangling from the fist in her hair, her feet barely touched the ground.  She rotated until she peered into the face of the man holding her.  His expression was so full of hate and revulsion she would have retreated if not held.  Then, without a word, he flung her to the side, toward the river, over the precipice that had taken her father.  The last thing she saw was the old man’s broken body seeming to rush toward her as she plummeted.
◆◆◆
 
Dan leaned back to rest against the bole of a tree while he gazed at the river rolling away from him on its way to the sea. He had wandered out to the west edge of Wolfehaven while pondering marvelous recent events and disturbing revelations. 
He had come far to be there, and he couldn’t help but wonder if he would be satisfied, now, to remain.  He had grown accustomed to travel in the last six years, usually alone.  Before meeting up with Raymond, he had shared his camps with a few men, and a couple of women, but none that promised any kind of shared future — not like he had been contemplating recently with Sherri.  Of course, after all she had been through with the husband who had been forced upon her, she may not want to tie herself to another man — ever. 
Raymond had been with him longer than anyone else, and he liked the man.  But that was when he thought Raymond was a man.  He wasn’t sure what he felt now. He couldn’t really come up with a solid reason to not like him.  The secret of Raymond’s true self was a secret for a good reason. He understood that when he forced himself to think rationally.  And with the secret revealed, Raymond seemed to be openly willing to tell him anything he might ask about.  He thought back about his reaction and how he had spoken to Raymond like a petulant child.  When his face burned with shame even though no one else was present, he realized it gave him his answer.  In his heart, he knew he had been wrong.  He would find Raymond and apologize…and then maybe he’d find Sherri.  As he had said to Dagar, he would like to know her better.
Just as he stood upright and started to turn, he heard a piercing scream.  It was a single, short scream of a woman followed within seconds by a continuing series of screams that sounded like the same woman.  Her final scream came after a short pause and ended abruptly.  It came from the direction of the village, and it sounded like even a ways beyond the far side.  He listened for more, but he heard only men’s harsh voices growing in volume and hostility. 
As he approached a point from which he would be able to see past the village houses lining both sides of the curving road, Raymond slipped around the corner and crouched.  His own pounding footsteps alerted Raymond who turned and motioned him to duck down and join him behind the wall.
Raymond’s face reflected the fear in his voice.  “Raiders!”
“How many?”
“Four or five dozen.  Hard to count the way they’re running around.  But they’re not here to trade. They’re killing!”
Dan sprang back to his feet and started to round the corner.  “I gottta get my sword.”
“No! The house is on the east side, and they’re already into the village.  You’d never make it.”
“But, I’ve got to do something!  We can’t just hide here while they butcher everyone.”
More screams penetrated the air about them.  Harsh shouts and curses, even laughter, filled the silence after the screams stopped — until more screams began.
“What about the swords you told me about that Dagar had in his academy? Or did they take them upriver?”
“Yeah!  Some, probably, but maybe not all. Maybe I can get there.  But you’d better find a better hiding place.”
“I will after I try to contact Raven.  But, you go now!  Hurry!”
With a silent nod, Dan dashed across the roadway to the closest cover behind the first house on the other side, and then, along the wall to the back, and on from there. It was hard to ignore the screams still breaking through the men’s shouts, but he could do little without a weapon.  He doubted his solitary defense against such so many foes would have much effect, anyway, but he had to do something.
He made it to the back corner of the last house before the small practice area in front of the academy and froze.  Another man had just come around the other back corner and saw him at the same time.  He was fairly sure it was one of the raiders even though he hadn’t been in the village long enough to know everyone.  The man strode forward in a swagger that better fit a ruthless raider than a terrified villager. 
“Well, well, I’ve got myself another little demon-lover all to myself.”  The man’s grin spread as he bore down on Dan.  He was armed with a large club with a dozen or so large nails driven part way in all around the knobby end.  There was no mistaking the red smears. 
Playing to the man’s belief that Dan was just another meek and unarmed villager who had no idea how to fight back, or the stomach for it, he went into a crouch in which he turned partly away from the attacker.  When the man came within range and before the club cocked back over his shoulder started forward, Dan pivoted on his trailing foot, swinging his other leg out in a sweeping roundhouse, and drove the toe of his boot into the man’s ample gut.
The only sound after the impact was a whoosh and a grunt after which the surprised man sagged to his knees with his mouth gaping wide and his eyes wider.
Before the raider could catch his breath and call out for help, Dan drew the knife he always carried on his belt and drove it into the man’s heart.  Jerking his blade free, he turned and sprinted to the door of the academy.
◆◆◆
 
Emmie guided the last boat to the slope of a sandy beach where it came to rest next to the others, some still unloading.  Woody lifted Amy over the side of his boat and set her on the ground beside Geo who took her hand and led her after Raven who was already several paces away with Jamal.  Erin joined in the task of unloading the supplies while Jason walked over to join Charlie talking to some men from the village on the tree-shrouded hill above them.  As each person climbed out of the boat they arrived in, they gathered up something to carry and, herding their youngsters, headed up the beach.  Smiles and happy greetings were the order of the day.
With a stuffed back-pack slung over one shoulder, Emmie jogged up to join Raven, scooping up Amy in her free arm as she came even. “Ooh!  I want this one!”
Amy squealed and wrapped her arms about Emmie’s neck. 
“Okay,” Raven responded with a broad grin. “But you have to feed her.”
“Uh oh!  That’s not what I had in mind.  How about if I just eat her, instead?”  With that, Emmie turned the girl around in her arms until she was belly up and dipped her head to nibble at the bare skin with her lips.
Squeals became howling laughter and flailing arms and legs.
Emmie dumped her back on her feet and said, “Ugh!  Too soft and way too sweet!  I want something tough and stringy.  How about Jamal?”
The squeals quickly became words.  “No!  Eat Geo!  He’s there!  He’s there!”  And like a whirlwind, she spun about and tore up the beach after her brother who had joined some of the boys of Riverhill.
Still wearing a wide grin, Raven leaned over to nudge her friend with a shoulder and then fell in beside her.  “Oh, it’s going to be so good to — uhn!”
As Raven went to her knees with her free hand going to the side of her head, Emmie made a quick grab to catch Jamal before he could fall free.  Then, on her own knees beside her friend, she cried, “Raven!  What is it?  What’s wrong?”
Within seconds, Woody joined Emmie and took his wife into his arms.  “What’s wrong? What happened?”
Others around them stopped and some moved closer. Jason and Charlie came running, followed by their hosts. Just as Jason crouched beside his daughter, Raven jerked her head up, her eyes wide with fear, and her panicky gaze locked onto his face.  “We have to go back!  Now!  They’re under attack!”
◆◆◆
 
Dan’s prayer that the academy door wasn’t locked was answered, and he slipped inside.  Diminished screams echoed across the village as he eased the door closed.  Turning to the shadowy interior, he rushed to the sword rack beside the Plaque of Heroes. His heart skipped a beat when he saw the empty slots, but it regained its rhythm when his eyes fell on a glint of steel in the last space over.  It was a replica of a medium weight broadsword common to the armies of Europe nearly a thousand years ago.  Lifting it out, he held it in a fighting grip and made of couple of swings to get the feel of the weight and balance.  After a quick comparison with the light, un-tempered, ceremonial blade he had found in Seattle while scavenging, a blade without even a hint of a honed edge until he gave it one.  With a silent nod to Dagar’s wisdom, he turned again to the door.
Again outside, he had only taken three steps from the door when two raiders came around the corner of a house off to the left.  He froze, but they spotted him and came at a run.  He turned to face them square on, holding his sword before him in readiness and wishing he had a shield on his other arm.  When they had halved the distance to him they both slowed to a stop.  He guessed he was the first of the villagers to confront the raiders with a weapon, and they weren’t sure how well he could use it.  That was fine, though; he’d be happy to demonstrate how much he had learned in the past five years with even a flimsy joke of a blade.
The two resumed their approach, although with less eagerness than they had first displayed.  Each one held a nail embedded club at least three feet long in one hand and a knife in the other.  Blood coated each weapon.  Red splatters on both faces and clothing assured him that he was not their first victim.  They began separating from about five paces distance.
One spoke.  “I get the sword.”
“Not if I’m the one that kills him.”
By the time they were within fighting range, they had spread out to five or six feet between them.  With less than a two second pause, they both attacked with overhead swings of their clubs.
Relieved that they had no better sense, Dan stepped to his right and brought his blade up and across to knock the club on that side into the other one.  His immediate back-hand swing nearly decapitated the man to his right.  An immediate fore-swing dispatched the other.  In less than five seconds, that battle was over.
With a second nod of silent approval to Dagar, he took the time to heft his sword again, further appreciating the quality of the blade.  It was just a bit heavier, but much stronger and with a keener edge, than the one he had carried from Seattle.  More cries of the villagers filled the air, and he ran to the nearest house corner and peered around.
An elderly woman was making better speed than he would have thought possible as she ran toward him with a look of panic glazed onto her face.  Behind her several yards but closing fast was a grinning man carrying a large, wide-bladed, chef’s knife.  Blood coated it within an inch of the handle.
Dan ducked back around the corner and watched the woman race past.  When he judged by the sound of the man’s footfalls that he was only a pace away from also rounding the corner, he cocked his arm back with the sword upright.  When the man appeared, Dan swung it with both hands like a baseball bat.  The blade slashed across the man’s belly, doubling him over as he fell.  When he rolled face up with agony twisting his features, Dan drove the sword point into his chest before he could cry out.
The woman continued to run, her footfalls diminishing after she rounded the next corner toward the base of the hill behind the academy.
◆◆◆
 
At Jason’s call, the rest of Wolfehaven’s grim faced fighters ran back to the beached boats.  Since the women and children would remain behind, there was room for many of Riverhill’s fighters to join them. 
When Lila climbed into her boat, Carlene grabbed her.  “No, not into battle.”
“But, Mom, they’ll need me afterwards.”
“Vonnie will be there.”
“But, she can’t —”
Jason stepped up when he saw a problem developing.  “Carlene, we need all the boats.  Without Lila, a lot of fighters will have to come afterwards, and they’ll likely be too late to be of much use.”
“I don’t care.  She’s too young to take into battle.  What would you do if she couldn’t do what she does?  You’d just do without, right?  Billy Ray?  Do something.”
Billy Ray stepped over beside her, peering back at Jason and looking like he was about to challenge him. 
Several of the men waiting to board and most of the women still close enough to hear the dispute sided with Carlene, insisting that Lila should stay behind, which brought a counter protest from others who thought she was needed to power the boat and for medical treatment after the battle.
Jason exchanged glances with Dagar.  Things were getting sticky, to use The Judge’s words.
“Jason!” Woody called from his boat behind Jason, the urgency in his voice unmistakable. 
When everyone looked, what they saw was Raven next to him with her hands covering her face and slumped against her husband. 
After a moment, she jerked her hands down and glared at the people crowding around Lila’s boat.  “They’re dying!” she raged.  “Right now, this very instant, our friends are being slaughtered!”
Jason turned back to Carlene and Billy Ray, to his friends from home and the people of Riverhill.  “Okay.  Discussion is over.  Lila goes.  Everyone load-up.  Now!”
Murmurs of discord still stalled things until Dagar spoke.  “Listen, Carlene, Billy Ray. I promise I will see that, after everyone is out of her boat, she’ll take it back upstream to wait until called.  Please, let us go.”
Carlene started to protest further, but Billy Ray led her away from the boat with his arm around her shoulders.  After they were apart from the others, he turned her to face him, cupped her face in his huge hands, peered deeply into her eyes, and spoke several words no one else could hear.  She took a deep breath with a single sob and nodded.  She remained standing there when Billy Ray walked to Lila’s boat and climbed in, quickly followed by as many fighters as could fit.
Under Woody’s control, the first boat backed into the river and turned its stern upstream before pulling forward with the current like a car exiting a parking space.  It immediately lifted almost completely out of the water and accelerated like a powerful outboard motor had revved, but in silence.  Raven stood beside him, leaning forward and hanging onto the windshield.  Her eyes streamed tears as they stared into the distance while she maintained mental contact with Raymond.  Only she, of all those around her, could grasp the chaos ahead.
Behind the left side of Emmie’s figure standing in the prow of her boat, Warren stood on one foot and his other knee on the corner of a seat.  His left hand gripped the gunnel while his right maintained a firm grip on the hilt of the sword Dagar had let him bring back home for the demonstration he was going to give.  Jason held a mirrored pose on Emmie’s right with Erin, still one of the village’s most skilled fighters, behind him.  Most of the seats were taken by men from Wolfehaven, but a few from Riverhill had managed to pile in before they cast off, and all wore stern faces as they contemplated what might await them.
Vonnie stood in the third boat with Charlie beside her. Charlie showed no emotion other than the working of his jaw muscles.  His unblinking eyes betrayed his inner tension as he played out in his mind the variety of possible scenarios that could greet them when they arrived back home. 
In the next boat, standing to one side behind Lila, Billy Ray had his over-sized Claymore drawn from its sheath.  He massaged its grip in a constant flexing of his ham-sized fist.  His glowering face looked like he was ready to chew river stones and spit out gravel buck-shot. Dagar held onto the gunnel on her other side.
Sayeko took the last boat, her quarterstaff secured beside her. Jason decided not to risk a sixth boatload of men racing downriver under Rod and Laura’s limited control. 
More Riverhill men were loading up in their own boats to follow, but most would be propelled only by oars and the river’s current, likely arriving too late to effect the outcome of the fight.  Only three of Riverhill’s movers were strong enough to power a boat, even going downstream. 
A small rooster tail shot up behind each of the initial eight boats in the rush downstream, each mover keenly aware of the hazards on the river.  They needed only scant inches of water depth, so grounding on a sandbar was little risk, but striking a partially submerged log at the speed they were going could do anything from bouncing them over it and possibly losing overboard one or more of the men they carried, to shattering the hull and killing all those onboard.
◆◆◆
 
Raymond crouched behind a bush at the corner of a house.  From his position he could see the flagpole where it lay on the ground with Charlie’s pennant still attached and spread out in the dust, occasionally trod on.  Standing just beyond the pile of rocks Charlie had positioned to hold the pole upright was a tall man. He stood with his fists on his hips and feet set wide as he observed the progression of the raid.  He occasionally issued instructions to the raiders, but mostly just stood and watched with a grim eye.  From what Raymond had heard in Sherri’s narrative of her life in New Napa, he judged the tall man was none other than the Prophet Morgan.
In his initial contact with Raven, the one that had sent her to her knees on the beach before he powered down its strength, he had told her of the raid.  She responded that they would be returning as soon as possible, but they had several miles of winding river to negotiate and, even pushing it to unsafe speeds, could do it only so fast.  Since then, he kept up a running monologue to her.
He gives many orders, but none to include mercy.  Several have died already, and others are being brought alive into the Village Center where he orders them to lie in the dirt.  Some tried to fight back, but, being mostly old or sick, they could do little. 
◆◆◆
 
Dan peeked around the corner of a house toward the Village Center.  He could just see Charlie’s flagpole. Several of the raiders milled about, talking and laughing and occasionally pointing at something out of his view.  As some would wander out of his sight, others meandered into view.  From the ones he could see, and from the screams he could hear, although, fewer and less frequent, he judged their number to be at least a couple of dozen.  Even if it was a sword against their clubs and knives, the odds were too much against him for a frontal assault.
He was trying to decide which direction to go to intercept more of them in one-on-one battles when he heard men’s voices approaching.  They sounded like they were on the opposite side of the house at his back.
“…so, I said, ‘Then here’s how you die, witch lover,’ and busted his head open real good.”
“Hell, I don’t even give ‘em a chance to admit it.  They’re apt to put a hex on me or something.  Why take a chance?  The Prophet said they all have to die, so why string it out?”
“I figure if I can get one to confess and atone…”
“Well, what I figure is the only way they can atone is to die. And I’m just happy as hell to provide however many whacks it takes.”
“Yeah, but that last one you hit, I mean, you know, pregnant and all—”
At that moment, they rounded the corner and spotted Dan waiting for them. They took another couple of steps before they also spotted the sword in his hand, and their charge trailed off.  Before they could do more than look at each other in confused surprise, he was upon them in a whirlwind of death.
With a quick wipe of his dripping blade on their clothing, he left the pair in the dust and crept toward the center of the village.  He stopped near the corner of the nearest house, eased forward and peered around it. 
Ten feet away, two men held an elderly woman on her back between them.  With each gripping an arm at the wrist, they had her stretched flat so she could gaze up at a third man standing near her head.  The third man hefted his nail studded mace over his head as he eyed his target, her head.
Dan lunged around the corner and charged. 
The man with the mace jerked backward, stumbled and almost went down.  The closest of the two men holding her never saw him coming.  After Dan cleaved his head, he followed up with a decapitating swing at the other.  By that time, the man with the mace had recovered and charged Dan.  However, his bellow brought Dan around in time to block his swing.  Then, before he could swing the heavy club again, Dan’s sword pierced his throat.
Dan helped the woman to her feet and urged her toward the weapons academy and the woods behind it, then he headed the other way. 
Just before reaching the corner of the next house, a man came around it.  “Hey, Rick,” the man called out.  “You guys havin’ a problem with granny or somethin’?  Hell, she’s—” and he stopped when his eyes lit on Dan.  “Who the hell are you?”  Then he spotted the three dead men behind Dan and gaped.
Dan responded as he lunged, “I’m their problem.”
Two houses farther he found The Judge using a quarterstaff to fend off three men with clubs.  A fourth man lay on the ground, dead or unconscious.  Huddling behind The Judge, Sherri held her son in one arm and her daughter in the other.
When Dan charged the assailants’ rear, two turned to meet him while the third continued to parry with The Judge.  Dan cut down one club wielder without slowing, but the other was more skillful.  Changing his hold to two hands placed apart, he used his club more like the staff in The Judge’s hands.  He didn’t have much potential for offense, but his defense held Dan at bay long enough for reinforcements to arrive. 
When five more men swarmed in, Dan spun to meet them, felling two before they realized the prey was armed and dangerous.  The rest encircled him, pressing from all sides until one had a shot at the back of his head.  The last thing he heard was a scream from Sherri.
◆◆◆
 
From his hiding place, Raymond kept up his narrative of the raid to Raven.
…The Judge.  Someone just brought him in and didn’t even give him a chance to sit or lie in the dirt before shoving him down. 
Oh, no!  There’s Dan.  They got him, too…  He must be knocked out..  If he was dead, I doubt if they would bother to bring him there.  There is now a lot of laughter.  Uh oh.  They’ve got Sherri and her children.  I don’t know what may be next, but you must hurry.  Please, hurry!




CHAPTER 23

Emmie’s hair streamed behind her, the ends whipping like the tail of a racing horse at full gallop.  Squinting couldn’t stop the tears forming in her eyes, but it wasn’t only the rush of wind that caused them; sitting behind the minimal protection of the small windshield couldn’t dispel the fear that they would arrive too late.  Anyway, she had to stand for the best view of the river ahead and whatever hazards might lie on or beneath the surface. 
Satan had worked his way forward and inserted himself between Jason and Emmie.  Standing on all fours with his legs splayed and flexed to take the motion of the boat like a blue water sailor, his head was high enough to peer over the top of the windshield at the river wending ahead.  Raven’s answer to his startled questioning of the sudden change in mood among the newly arrived travelers had been quicker than spoken words, and he was among the first to re-board.
Those seated behind leaned and swayed to the motion of the racing boat, and then, in unison, leaned backward and then forward again in response to yet another burst of speed. 
The only sound besides that of wind rushing past ears was the unwavering swish of the hull skimming the surface of the water.  
Should she go faster and risk hitting something so hard the boat could be disabled or destroyed?  Should she slow down to ensure a better chance they would arrive back at the village intact, but possibly too late to be of use to any of those left behind?  How could she decide?  She was just a kid! 
“Dad, what do I do? Faster or slower?”  It wasn’t necessary to go into the negatives and positives of either option; everyone on board was already fully aware.
He paused for a moment before responding.  “Is it possible to raise it any higher?  Then if we did hit something, it’d have to be jutting straight at us to do much damage.”
“I already tried that, and we started to slow down.  I’m about maxed out, now, at the balance of lift and push.  But, is it better to get there faster if it means maybe not getting there at all?  I can’t get us any faster, but I can get us safer. What do I do?”
After another short pause, he said, “Steady as she goes.”
She almost responded to his probably unintended comedic allusion to naval action by responding with her own, “Aye aye, Cap’n.”  But she caught herself.  How could she make light of a situation that might include the deaths of so many good people, friends she had grown to love?  That was something a kid would do.  And, in this new world, at eighteen she was no kid.
◆◆◆
 
A grin spread across Morgan’s face as he glared along the top of his pistol’s barrel and into the unwavering eyes of The Judge.  His thumb hooked over the tip of the hammer. It clicked twice when he pulled it back with deliberate pause.  “I’ve dreamed of this moment,” he growled.  “You in my sights, my finger on the trigger, and you begging like a dog for your life.”
“I don’t doubt it — and I pity you for it, that even your dreams are filled with such hate.”
Morgan leaned forward as he sneered.  “You can keep your pity, you pompous old bastard.  You withheld it when tyranny ruled your courtroom, when my son and I bore your judgment that we were not fit to walk among free men.  Now, it’s my thumb on the scales.  I could send you to rot in the dungeons, to bring you out on occasion for some newly devised tortures, but I think I’ll just enjoy killing you…right here and right now.  You want to try to talk me out of it?  Go ahead, use your fine, legal mind and tell me what your rights are. Or just beg me not to kill you.  Yeah, that’s even better.  Beg.”
The Judge remained silent.  His eyes still unwavering from the lock he held on Morgan’s.
Without a change in his smile, Morgan lowered the aim of his weapon to The Judge’s right knee and pulled the trigger. 
The Judge cried out as he spun and fell, half curling his lanky body to grip his destroyed knee.  Through the swirl of acrid smoke, he glared up at Morgan with burning eyes, but he remained silent. 
Wearing a smile and taking his time, Morgan broke open his weapon, a single-shot shotgun with a the stock cut off behind the full pistol-grip and a shortened barrel.  He held it up for The Judge to see.  “Nice, huh?  Probably not something you’d have allowed back in the good old days, though.  It’s a four-ten, but I use it with forty-one caliber brass pistol cartridges re-loaded with home-made black powder and home-cast lead balls.  There’s not a lot of range, and not much accuracy either with no rifling, but it’s just fine up close.  I’d rather have a twelve-gauge, but they didn’t make brass cartridges that big.  I’ve been thinking about trying to reload paper ones.” 
He removed the spent cartridge and dropped it into a pocket.  “Of course, the empties have to be saved and refilled, and finding sources of lead for the bullets is getting harder all the time.  If one of my men hadn’t come across a whole box of primers, well…without them… That’s why I must be judicious — I like that word, don’t you?  Yes, I have to be judicious about what rates the use of one of my bullets.”
He removed a fresh cartridge from another pocket and nosed it into the breech.  He gripped the barrel and raised it until, with a click, it locked closed.  He thumbed the hammer back, clicking it twice, once to get past the safety lock, and then one to cock it for release. Still wearing a placid grin, he swung the barrel out to point, once again, at the man on the ground.
“Sometime — not often — but sometimes, I find something that’s worth more than one.
The second ball shattered The Judge’s left shoulder, and he flopped to the left.  After a moment, he turned back around to face Morgan with agony distorting his face, but he remained silent.  The haze of smoke and the stench of sulfur hanging in the air slowly dissipated.
“Beg, old man.  Beg for your life.  Maybe I’ll spare it.”
After long moments of more silence, another ball shattered The Judge’s right shoulder. 
Addressing two of his men, Morgan said, “Help the old man back up, and keep him facing this way. I want to see his face.  Just don’t stand in front of him.  I’d hate to waste a bullet on one of you.”
With both shoulders and his knee shattered, all The Judge could do was sprawl in the dirt until Morgan’s men moved in and raised him to a sitting position.  But when they held him from flopping backward by stretching his arms out to the sides, the agony caused by the tension on his shoulders was too much.  Within seconds and with a wide-eyed grimace twisting his features, his head flopped forward as he fell unconscious.
Growling, Morgan said, “Okay, let go of his arms. Prop him up and stand behind him, one on each side so he can lean back against you.”  Then, grinning and with a light tone.  “I should be able to hit him instead of either one of you from this distance.”
Still, the two men leaned as far away from the man propped between them as they could manage and still support his dead weight. It didn’t take long, though, for The Judge to begin to stir, mainly in response to the pain that engulfed him.
“Come on, old man, wake up.  You’ve still got lots more suffering to do before I let you die.”
The Judge raised his head at the summons, and opened his eyes to glare, again, at Morgan. 
“Are you going to beg, now?   …No?  …I really didn’t think so.  Okay, we’ll just keep playing this game until I run out of bullets or you run out of places to shoot.”
Morgan shot The Judge’s other knee.
While Morgan reloaded again, he watched The Judge’s body writhe in the surge of added agony, and his grin widened.  But, then the old man stopped moving.  He just lay there.
“That old bastard pass out again?  Wake him up, and sit him up.”
One of the two men leaned over and felt for a pulse.  After a pause, he stood up and shook his head.  “I think he’s dead.”
“What! I forbid it!  Wake him up!” 
But, even when Morgan stomped over and kicked the body several times, even ground his foot down on a gore soaked knee, there remained no sign of life.  Like a fuming child, he stomped around the area while those watching stood unmoving, fearful of becoming The Judge’s replacement. 
Finally, Morgan stopped and turned slowly to glare at the next prisoner in line.
With Jackie Johnson standing behind her and with both hands firmly on her shoulders, Sherri gripped her daughter’s hand in her own and held her son tight to her breast with her other arm.   She quavered standing before the Prophet, but she refused to lower her gaze from his eyes.
The Prophet spoke.  “You are returned to my original decree.  To save your own soul, you will slay the witch beside you.  If you refuse, she will die anyway.  However, rather than the swift death from a blade in the loving hand of her mother, she will be dismembered one piece at a time starting with her toes.  You will watch the entire process and hear her screams as toes, feet, legs, hands and arms are hacked off.  You can stop it at any time by picking up the knife and slitting her throat.  This is the fate you have brought on yourself for thinking you could escape my justice.”  He drew a knife from a sheath on his belt and threw in down.  “There is your blade.  Pick it up and do as I have commanded.”
Tears streamed down Sherri’s face.  “Please.  Please don’t do this.  I beg you.”
The Prophet spoke again.  “I think what you need is to see what an axe can do to flesh and bone. Jackie Johnson, wet the blade on that black whelp of Cain’s.  It has to die, anyway. And, do it the same way — first the feet, then work your way up from there.  Don’t bother with the toes.”  Morgan pointed to two others and issued more orders.  “You two hold her on her knees close enough so the blood splashes her.  You, hold the witch-girl on the ground next to her mother.  Let her see what’s coming her way.  Make sure some of the blood splashes her, too.”
With one man relieving Jackie in holding Sherri from behind, the other one pried her arms apart so Jackie could take hold of her son and hand him to another man.
“No! Please, please, don’t!  NOoooo!”
Jackie looked back at Morgan who reinforced his command with a scowl, first to Jackie, then to the man holding the infant, and his finger jabbed toward the ground before Sherri.
◆◆◆
 
Emmie and everyone else in her boat leaned right as the boat veered left around the protruding limbs of a tree.  It was a large oak that had washed down the river by succeeding annual floods over several years.  The last flood had moved it this far, and it might reach the ocean in another ten years or so.  It was a familiar obstacle just two hundred yards before the last four bends of the river in quick succession, one to the right, two to the left, and one more to the right, creating an oxbow just before the village would come into view.
Vonnie’s boat followed close behind but stayed farther to the right side of the stream in case Emmie’s boat met disaster and took hers out too before she could swerve around the wreckage. So, when Emmie swerved left, Vonnie went right around the other side of the tree, a course no one had ever taken because it was out of the river’s deep, center channel.  Nor had anyone, fearful of jagged branch ends gouging tender skin, ever swam about in the area of the mobile tree.  And so, no one was aware that on the right side, a very large limb that was big enough to be a second trunk rose at an angle away from the rest of the tree almost to the surface before curving and pointing upstream.  The jagged stub of a four inch wide limb caused eddies and swirls where it ended just two inches beneath the surface ten feet over from the nearest exposed limb.  When the bottom of Vonnie’s boat struck it, it ripped out the bottom in a gouge a foot wide from bow to stern.  The sudden deceleration threw four of the passengers overboard and forced the others to make desperate grabs onto anything solid enough to hold them.  Both Vonnie and Charlie slammed into the top of the windshield hard enough to leave serious bruises.  The boat didn’t disintegrate, but it began sinking even before it slowed to the speed of the current. 
Emmie caught herself in time to avoid turning to look at what had made such a horrific sound; at their speed, she couldn’t take her eyes off the river ahead for an instant.  But Jason jerked around, as well as everyone else on board.
“Keep going,” her father instructed.  “Vonnie hit something at that tree.  Boat’s going down, but in one piece.  I can’t tell if everyone’s okay.  Sayeko’s slowing down to help.  They’ll be okay.  Just keep going. Woody’s coming up on us fast, and Lila’s not far behind.”
A hundred yards from the first of the four bends, Woody had drawn up abreast of Emmie’s boat. Lila matched their speed from a hundred feet back.  There were no hazards in that familiar stretch of river.
Suddenly, a floating log appeared just ahead. 
Emmie swerved left around it, and rather than swerving right where shallower water flowed, Woody did the next best thing.  He took his boat to the air.  No much.  Just enough to clear the log, then settled back to skimming the surface. 
Emmie’s concentration bounced back and forth between the river ahead of her boat and the village, her home that was in terrible danger but still out of sight and out of reach. 
Suddenly, like an image projected on a fogbank, she saw it.  The village appeared in front of her as though she were approaching the boat landing superimposed over her view of the river before her and the several acres of wooded land within the oxbow.
But the village she saw was not like a snapshot that was frozen in time.  It was there, moving and alive, and it crawled with men, men not of the village.  They dragged others about, others that she knew.  Other men wielded blood-smeared clubs on their captives.  And there in the clearing a group stood around a tall, thin man — Morgan.  Sherri cowered on the ground before him with a man holding her there; one man held Sarah on the ground next to her while another held Daryl on the ground before her.  Yet another man — Jackie Johnson — raised an axe to his shoulder, and then over his head.
She focused her power on the axe in Jackie’s hands, pushing it, pulling it, pounding at it.  But all her efforts were for nothing.  She could see the village with her far-sight, but her moving powers would not work at such a distance.
“Raven!” she cried out without looking over at the boat beside her.  She held her arm pointed forward and to the left as her boat fast approached the point at which she would have to turn.  “Quick, an arrow!”
Because she had total trust in her friend, Raven knocked, drew and launched her missile on the course indicated without question.
The arrow had barely cleared the bow when Emmie’s mind grasped it and propelled it over and across the land around which the river curved and toward the village, pushing it to a speed far beyond what any arrow had ever flown and adjusted its course to the target she prayed would remain in her vision.
◆◆◆
 
Jackie hefted his axe, giving his muscles the feel of its weight and balance as he eyed the small body writhing in the dirt.  Coarse hands pinned the babe down against his wailing struggles and held his legs flattened out.
He set his feet and raised the long handled axe over his head for the first stroke, eyeing his target and the nearness of the hand holding it; it would be terrible to lop off the hand, too.  He allowed himself a quick glance at the baby’s mother and the pleading look she focused on him without words.  Eager to do as bid, he answered it with a smirk.  With his own focus back on the baby’s foot pressed against the ground, his axe raised another inch with the tensing of his muscles. His right hand slid down the shaft next to the left for extra leverage in the blow’s delivery. The blade accelerated in its descent until —
Flying too fast to be seen, Raven’s arrow arrived with the explosive sound of a lightning bolt.  Pushed on course to supersonic-speed before leaving the control of Emmie’s mind, and with a mass greater than any rifle bullet, it slammed into Jackie’s chest like Thor’s hammer.  His chest exploded outward in a spray of blood as the mind-guided missile impacted, and with another gory spray as the disintegrating shaft burst from his back in a shower of blood, wood splinters, arrow head, and bone fragments.  It hurled Jackie ten feet back where he slammed against the wall of a house before sprawling in the dirt.  The force of his movement ripped the axe from his grip to land in the dirt at Morgan’s feet. 
Blinking from the spray of red droplets that splattered his face, Morgan spun left and right, enraged that his display of absolute authority ordained by God had been challenged. 
The men about him, all those within sight of Jackie’s dying, paused in their assault of the villagers and looked about, especially toward the sky from which the possibly heaven-sent bolt must have come.
When Morgan heard mutterings of God’s punishment and angel of death, he roared his own outrage. “It was a bullet, you fools!  Someone is shooting at you!  Find them!”
His own first thought was just what had disturbed his men.   But, just as he had always done, self-assured of his own favor in the sight of God, he convinced himself that it had to be a gunshot. 
But what kind of gun available in the present world had such power? His next thoughts centered on that gun and what he could do with it, the power it would give him to expand his crusade far beyond New Napa.  Its acquisition rose in priority of his campaign of destruction until it settled near the top.  He must have that gun!
The aimless pattern of his men in turning about, looking this way and that for the source of Jackie’s gruesome death coalesced with arms pointing upriver.  Morgan turned, still yearning to get his hands on the mysterious gun.  What he saw drove the thought from his mind.
Three boats, those same witch driven boats he had watched moving upriver, each filled with scowling men holding a variety of weapons at the ready, shot spray up behind them as they coursed away from the east bend and bore down on the beach before him.  Before they made landing, a fourth boat came sliding around the bend behind them.  As the boats turned and beached on the shore just upstream of the pier, and those on board launched themselves over the sides even before they came to a full rest, he realized the punishments for the wicked he had envisioned lasting for two, hell-filled weeks had been cut short.
He had little time to wonder about what sorcery had alerted the absent villagers, but not how the boats had brought them silently back.  The vile vision he had seen when their witchcraft had moved them upstream still haunted his mind. 
Men and women piled out of the boats and, wielding quarterstaffs, knives and swords, charged up toward where he had begun to hold his court of damnation, yelling rage filled challenges at him and his band of God’s warriors.
With a nod of approval, he watched about half of his men step forward with their weapons already bloodied to meet them. But the others, also with pre-bloodied weapons, fired his rage when they fell back glancing left and right for a route away from the coming battle.  Rather than leading those standing forward, he chose to admonish those seeking to flee by rushing behind them to block their paths.  Of course, that also moved him farther away from armed men and women who would, no doubt, target him first.  Better, anyway, to not get in the way of his own fighters in whom he had full confidence.  Let them do what they did best — kill.  He’d just observe from somewhere out of the way, out of view, lest they look to him for instruction. He wanted to be no distraction.  There, through that doorway, that looked like a good place to…not be a distraction.
Dan scrambled to his feet, lurched past Jackie’s gory corpse and snatched up the axe.  He turned to follow Morgan through the doorway before the door closed, but one of the reluctant raiders decided to fight and confronted him.  However, the man swung his baseball bat like he was in a ball game.  Dan had little difficulty in parrying each swing and ending the duel with a single counter-swing.  When the man hit the ground and stayed there with his blood flowing from his gaping chest and into the dirt, Dan turned and ran to the now closed door. 




CHAPTER 24

The first to hit the beach was Warren with his loaned sword gripped firmly in his hand.  Satan was second to disembark, but first to draw the blood of the enemy when he knocked a man flat then clamped down on a his arm holding a bloody knife, crushing the bones and shredding the forearm.  He left the screaming man squirming on the ground and charged onward.  By the time Jason climbed over the side, the boat had emptied.  He gave up trying to keep up with his daughter and the other, younger fighters. He crested the lip of the bank and rushed into the village center, a space filled with yelling, clanging, bellowing, screaming, bleeding and dying.  His eyes swept the scene for Morgan, but the tall figure was nowhere to be seen.  Before he could choose a direction to pursue his search, a man swinging a large club charged him, and, raising his staff to parry, Jason’s focus reverted to staying alive.
Nearby, Raven and her sword wove a dance of death with a pair of Morgan’s raiders, each armed with a club and a hatchet.  To her right Woody swung his quarterstaff, sharing it equally with two more startled men who realized too late that their clubs were no match.
Beyond Woody, Dagar surprised one raider after another.  Too late, they learned that the little old man with the long walking stick was not to be dismissed as merely someone else to bludgeon to death.
As promised, Lila moved her boat back upstream after it unloaded.  Although, even from there, she easily disarmed startled raiders, tripped others, knocked some flat, and lifted one higher than the tallest trees in the area before releasing him to fall flailing back to earth.  She grimaced with that one, but it didn’t stop her from searching for other ways to assist her fighters.
Nearby, wielding her staff to deal vicious blows with both ends, Emmie found herself trying to handle three men, two armed with blood-smeared clubs and the third with a very long carving knife with a blood-smeared blade.  Their attacks from all directions were so fast she couldn’t bring her mind to bear on any one of them.
Still, she held her own well enough until a pebble rolled under her foot, throwing off her balance and her concentration.  Like wolves falling upon a prey showing sudden weakness, they pressed harder.  With one knee on the ground, she parried blow after blow, but she couldn’t do more than parry.  The three spread around her, making it impossible to watch them all, and, although she spun about as well as she could without rising to her feet, she knew the ending blow to her back would fall at any moment. 
It took but an instant to recall the first time she had ever used her new power.  She didn’t know at the time how she had done it, or even if she had.  She was back six years ago with her father crouching together atop a hill overlooking the city of San Francisco across the strait.  Above them and almost close enough to touch, a kryl flyer fired its beam of death at them, a beam that had already left several foot-wide holes of bubbling lava around the area, and yet they lived.  She had since learned many things about her power.
She curled up with her staff and hunkered.  The three men around her all struck at once, and their weapons bounced off the shield she had created over her like an inverted bowl.  The men continued to pound their clubs on it, but they never got closer to her than a couple of inches.  Slowly, she raised her head, raising the shield with it, and grinned at them.  Being fully aware that at times she was still a child, she couldn’t resist giving them a playful wink.  Then, she raised her hand and flicked her finger at the man in front of her, the one with the knife, a seeming miniscule action fit for sending a pea sailing across the room, just as the man did across the battle site.  The other two stopped swinging their clubs and gaped.
Suddenly, with a bellow, Warren emerged from the melee about them and fell upon the two men with thirty inches of double-edged, honed steel.  Emmie was still on one knee when the last one fell. As she dissolved her shield, Warren’s free hand reached out to her and pulled her to her feet.  His battle-tensed eyes peering into hers almost drove her back to her knees, but then, he spun around to meet the next challenge, and she jerked her staff up to parry a descending club from the other direction.  No longer overwhelmed with multiple assailants, she brought her mind to bear.  She slammed her opponent back against a nearby house wall so hard, he left a bloody smear where his head had hit. After he hit the ground, he didn’t move. 
◆◆◆
 
On the steeply sloping riverbank several hundred yards back upstream, Charlie held out his hand to pull Vonnie up over the last boulders lining the water’s edge and onto dry land.  Behind him, the four strongest swimmers already ashore set about checking that they had what they would need when they eventually arrived at the battle. Behind her the river swirled around the bobbing heads and stroking arms of the destroyed boat’s passengers.  The last of them, eighteen in all, made it to shore along a hundred foot stretch, a few helped by others.  A man climbed out of the water a few feet away and went to his knees, cradling one arm with the other.  He looked toward Charlie and Vonnie and started to rise but couldn’t make it.  When Vonnie got to him, the crook of the man’s forearm like a second elbow made it clear what the problem was. 
Charlie turned to those first four.  “Rick, you and Juan get up there to the road and make sure it’s clear.  I doubt if they would have left anyone behind to guard it, but you never know.  The rest of you move along and help the others out of the water.  Some are gonna be hurt.  Vonnie, honey, how about you?  You okay?”
“I’m fine. Oh, God, Charlie, I’m so sorry.  I just didn’t see it.  It must have been —”
“It’s okay, hon. Don’t worry about it.  We’re just lucky we only lost one boat.  The way we came flying down the river, we could have lost every one of ‘em.  Sayeko and Lila were able to keep going, so there should be enough of ‘em to seriously kick some butt. Anyway, you see to Amos’s arm, and I’ll see if anyone else needs a medic.”
A quick head-count satisfied Charlie that no one was missing, and only six had injuries bad enough to keep them out of the battle: two broken arms, one wrenched but not dislocated shoulder, a few cracked ribs, and lots of scrapes and bruises.
Addressing the injured, he said, “I know you guys don’t like it, but you need to maintain here until I send someone back for you when it’s safe.  If no one comes after an hour, head for Riverhill.  Red, you could probably fight, but these guys should have someone with them that can fight if someone else comes along.  Okay?”
Red, a burly fifty-year-old had one side of his ribcage scraped raw, but otherwise was hale.  He started to protest, but seeing the urgency in Charlie’s eyes, he relented.  “Sure.  Give ‘em hell for me.”
“Will do.”  Charlie nodded and watched the others climb wearily to their feet and join Red on the shady side of the road.  “Okay,” he said, turning back to the dozen men eager to get to the fight.
They all stood dripping water into puddles around their feet.  All held weapons, mostly quarterstaffs, but no swords.  There was no need for a speech.  He simply nodded to them and pushed off with one foot into a fast jog toward the west. Over his shoulder, he called out, “Double-time!”
◆◆◆
 
Dan charged out the back door he found ajar hoping to catch Morgan before he ducked out of sight around another house.  He saw two men, one he knew as a villager, punching each other with fists while stepping over their grounded clubs.  Beyond them, a woman was getting the best of another raider who thought she would be another easy kill.  But Morgan was nowhere in view.  Apparently the old man could move fast. 
Dan was about ready to turn around and check the rooms in the house before he left it when he saw the woman fighting the man across the way trip and go down.  The raider wasted no time in falling upon her.  Dan rushed out into sunlight and to her aid without noticing the tall shadow lurking at the back of a door-less closet off to his right. 
The woman, he recalled her name being Irene, fought with a wild ferocity against the man atop her. The man had just ripped the top of her dress enough to expose one of her breasts when Dan reached them. 
“Come on, bitch, what you need is a—”
But those were his final words.  Dan gripped his mane of mangy hair with his left hand and jerked his head back.  With his sword pressed against the man’s throat, he had little difficulty in urging the man upright and away from the crying woman. Once clear enough to avoid dousing her with blood, he finished with a quick slash of the blade.  He left the dead man and the crying woman to continue his search for Morgan.
Warren leaped over the body of the raider he had just felled with a back-hand swipe of his sword and pursued two others who had just clubbed down a villager ten feet away and then ran away when they saw how easily he had killed their cohort.  But, being young and inexperienced in combat, the young man from Riverhill made the mistake of charging around the corner he had seen them take without making sure of what might be waiting on the other side.  He tripped over the suddenly appearing club thrust between his legs and went down hard.  He lost his grip on his sword and watched it skid away from him as he landed.
It hadn’t been long, though, since he had trained in Dagar’s academy, so his still honed instincts kicked in.  As soon as he hit the dirt, he rolled to the side and rose to his feet before the second man’s club smashed the bare dirt where Warren’s head had been.  But by the time he located his sword several feet away, the man who had tripped him was already picking it up.  He still lived, but he was now faced with one man with a club and another with a sword while he had nothing.
“What’sa matter, sonny?  Don’t know how to fight without a blade?”
“Hey, that’s okay, little boy.  Here you can have my thumper — if you want to take it from me.”
Both men stood looking at the young man and laughed.  Still wearing broad grins, they began edging apart and forward in an obvious attempt to hem him in against the house behind him. 
In his mind, Warren could still hear Dagar’s instruction in such a situation to not wait until it was too late to take any action but defensive.  He must wrest the initiative away from his aggressors. He must take the fight to them, but not until he could do it on his terms.  So…
The sword rose back over its wielder’s shoulder just as the other man drew back his heavy club for a two-handed swing from the other side. And then, as each weapon swung at the centered target — he was gone.  Sword blade and blood-soaked club slammed together in the space that, an instant earlier, had contained a young man. 
“What —?”
“Where’d —?”
They spun about in confusion and fury searching for the man they were sure they had not imagined, but as equally sure they didn’t want to believe had vanished in a wholly unnatural manner.  They had been warned by the Prophet that they were entering a place of evil where the devil’s worshipers were known to perform unholy acts, but — but, he was right there, and then he wasn’t!
By the time they spotted him, Warren was halfway across the open space in front of the academy a couple hundred feet away and running for the door.  Forgetting the disturbing sequence of events over the past few seconds, they ran in pursuit.
Once inside, Hans spun to secure the door.  But he hadn’t realized a lock had never been installed and wasted several seconds fumbling with the knob before that fact dawned on him.  At the sound of pounding feet rushing the door from outside, he threw himself backwards. 
The door burst inward and slammed against the wall.  The two men who had rammed it both tried to enter at the same time and jammed each other in the doorway long enough for Warren to scramble back to his feet.
“Witchman!” The man with the club bellowed.  And then, remembering what he might be confronting, ‘Demon!”
The man with the sword didn’t waste time hurling words.  He raised his weapon over his head and charged.
But Warren knew better than to try to stand against either steel or wood. He spun and ran down the hallway, but only as far as the sword rack past the Plaque of Heroes.  He could tell before he got to it, though, that it was empty.  He spun back to face the two men closing in, each readying his weapon for a killing blow. 
Desperation gripped Warren as he glanced about for something — anything — he could use for a weapon, or at least a shield.  Then his visual search swept upward where, ten feet above the floor, it locked on Lilaspride, the Sword of Jared. Resting on hooks against its satin backing, it gleamed in the dimly lit space with a promise of unmatched temper.
Again, the men the Prophet Morgan had brought to deliver righteous death upon the evil inhabitants of the village witnessed what could be only a blatant display of the ungodliness of the place.  The young man standing before them vanished, and instantly reappeared in mid-air several feet above the floor.  In the blink of an eye, before he could fall back to the floor, he snatched the sword from the satin and winked out again. In the next instant, he reappeared again with his feet on the floor before them, the sword in his hand, and a grin on his face. 
They were still staring agape when he lunged at them with his blade singing. The one with the sword went down without even raising his weapon in defense.  The other one raised the club to fend off the demon’s blade, but it smashed through the handle of the club and then his skull.
Warren almost left the academy with just Lilaspride.  At the door, he turned and went back to pick up the sword Dagar had loaned him.  Sounds of fighting still emitted from all about the village, and he was sure he could find someone back out there that would be grateful for it. 
And it didn’t take him long.  Following the loudest shouts, clanking, thudding and screaming to a knot of battle, he found Joe Louis swinging a five foot long two-by-four against the clubs of three men.  One went down with a shattered elbow and crawled away.  The other two spread out and closed in again, but Joe met them both, one with a whistling back-hand swing that knocked the club from the hand swinging it, then on the fore-swing, caved in the rig-cage of the other. 
Just beyond Joe, Billy Ray swung his oversized Claymore, with both hands, dealing death in both directions, and then wading past the fallen to engage others.  Upon their arrival at Wolfehaven six years earlier, Billy Ray was reluctant to part from the sword, a gift from Dagar, most men could not have wielded.  He declined Dagar’s offer of a wall mounting in the academy, preferring to mount it on his own wall of the house he shared with Carlene. So, he had it with him on the trip to Riverhill because he was going to be part of demonstration of sword-play Dagar had put together.  The great blade had not drawn blood since that terrible, final battle back in Petaluma, until now. 
When Warren rushed into the fracas, he tossed his original sword to a Riverhill man he had trained with at the academy then waded into battle beside him with Lilaspride.
◆◆◆
 
“Charlie!” one of his men called out.  “Hold up a sec.  I think I found something we might wanna hold onto.”
Just short of the last curve, Charlie broke off his mile-eating pace and shuffled to a stop.  Turning, he looked back at his friend who had gone over to the edge of the road to the thicket of bushes lining the base of the hill.  The rest of the group, which had strung out behind their leader by fifty feet or so, slowly regrouped and stood panting, half leaning forward with their hands on their knees, and a few cradling painful stitches in their sides.
On his way to where the man stood looking at the bushes, Charlie diverted over to where Vonnie stood with her hands stretched over her head. 
“Stitch?” he asked with a concerned smile.
She answered with a nod and her own weary smile.
“Not much farther.”  Then he continued past to see what had been found.
As he approached, his fellow fighter reached into the foliage with one arm and withdrew it, his hand grasping the collar of Olen Johnson, who danced about on tip-toe until the man holding him flung him to the ground at Charlie’s feet.
“He alone?” Charlie asked.
“No one else in the bush. Can’t say who might be up there in the trees.”
“You alone?”  Charlie directed his question to Olen.
Olen’s answer was a drawn out whine.
“I’ll ask you once more then I’ll let my friend there behind you ask.  Are you alone?”
This time Olen nodded and squeaked out, “Yes.  Alone.”
“Why are you here?”
Olen glanced about, like he was looking to see if anyone else might be listening.
“They…I thought they were just going to…I didn’t want…”
“You sayin’ you came with the ones attacking the village?”
“They made me. I didn’t want to, but they made me.”
“What — they made you come this far then left you?  Why did they bring you in the first place?  Who are they?  Where are they from?”
Olen glanced over his shoulder at the man who had found him, back at Charlie, then down at the ground. He mumbled something so faint Charlie wasn’t even sure they were words.
“Speak up.  Where are they from?”
After a moment, Olen said, “Napa.  It’s Morgan.  But he made us bring them.  He made us.”
“Morgan?  You brought Morgan here?  Why the hell did you do that?  And who do you mean by ‘us’?  You mean Jackie and Jerry? They with you, too?”
“No.  Not Jerry.  Just Jackie.”
“Where’s Jerry?”
Another pause and more looking at his feet before he answered.  “They killed him as soon as we got there.”
Charlie thought for a moment, and then nodded.  “Yeah, Morgan woulda done that, all right. So, they killed Jackie’s friend, and you still brought them here?” 
“They made us,” he whined.  “They would have killed me and Jackie if we didn’t.”
“So, to save your own sorry hides, you brought them here to slaughter us, huh?  Well, I can’t say that really surprises me.  You’d sell your own mother to save your skin.  So, where’s Jackie?”
“He went on with them — but they made him.  He didn’t want to, either.  They made him.”
“Yeah, sure they did.”
Charlie turned to face the group and noted none were still holding their sides. None were still panting. Even Vonnie stood with her fists propped on her hips while she glared at the former member of the village. He motioned two of the older and slower men forward and said, “You two hang back and bring this piece of crap along.  Keep him between you and make him work up a good sweat.”  Then back to the others, he nodded, said, “Okay, let’s hit it,” and took off again.
◆◆◆
 
Emmie peered around the corner of a house at her father and Dan surrounded by five raiders, four armed with four-foot-long clubs, and the other one with a bloody hatchet.  A large red stain covered the outside of Jason’s right thigh, and he propped himself on the other foot while Dan supported his wounded side with an arm around his waist.  Otherwise, both men held their swords at the ready, waiting for their foes to come within range.
But the raiders held back, leery of engaging men armed as they were and ready to take them on, even disadvantaged by one being wounded.  They edged back and forth, working their way to the sides where they began jabbing in at the pair, forcing them away from the wall at their backs.
Emmie knew what they were doing.  She had seen the same tactic the day she had met Billy Ray and Ronald; the attackers would come at them from all sides at once, an offense just about impossible for two men alone to handle for long, especially when one couldn’t stand on his own.  She started toward them as she pondered whether to join the fray with her own staff or to just hang back and deal with them with her mind.  That could be tricky with everyone so close and in constant motion, plus she would be vulnerable to anyone coming at her from behind. 
She took three steps forward and something slammed into her back with such force she flew another five feet before hitting the ground.  Gasping for breath, she rolled over and peered up at two men looming over her, each holding baseball bats. 
Yeah, just like that.
Both men stepped closer as they raised their weapons, both grinning, and both probably expecting an easy kill.  Then both popped up into the air about five feet and hovered there with their eyes as wide as their mouths while she scrambled back to her feet.
Like she was directing an orchestra, Emmy raised her arms stretched before her, pointing one at each man.  She spread her arms wide as though in preparation to enclose them in a group hug.  In response, they floated apart about twenty feet.  With only a moment’s pause, she brought her hands together in a harsh clap, and, in the same instant, the men matched the motion of her hands, smashing into each other with a resounding, heavy crunch.  They didn’t move after she let them fall to the ground.
By the time she turned back to the uneven battle behind her, the odds had tilted the other direction with the arrival of Warren.  She paused to watch what she was pretty sure was going to be a bit of a shock to the five raiders.
When he first approached from outside the circle, Warren did it with a charge and slash that eliminated the nearest one.  Then when the two on either side turned to take him on, he vanished and reappeared between the two on the far side.  Before they could react, he wielded his sword as he pivoted left and then right with deadly effect.  Dan drove his sword through one of the two remaining, and Jason felled the other.




CHAPTER 25

In a courtyard a hundred feet away crowded with men intent on killing each other, Sherri crouched in the shadowy recess between a tree and the side of a house with Sarah next to her on one side and Tina on the other, and with Daryl in her arms.  Each time they started to dart out of the killing zone, men hacking at each other moved into their path.  She was about to rise again, hoping to make it to the corner and relative safety, when a hulking figure loomed over her.  She looked up and quailed when she saw a too familiar face she had hoped to never see again.  All she could manage was a whimper.
“Get up, slut! I’m going to do what I should have done a long time ago.”  Brad’s huge hand reached down like a clutching claw.  “Now, give me that little black —”
“No!  Get away from us!”  Her efforts to cringe away from him took her nowhere but up against the wall at her back.
“Yeah, you wish.  You had your chance to do what’s right.  Now, before you die, you’re gonna watch me rip this —”
Tina lunged forward and raked her fingernails across his forearm, then, when he jerked it back and turned toward her rising figure, she attacked his face.  Blood welled in the deep fissures across his face, but she had missed the eye she aimed for, and he responded with a vicious back-hand that slammed her against the tree.  
He jabbed his finger at her and said, “Oh, you’re gonna get yours, all right, but first I’m gonna —”
He reached out for the infant, but Sherri lurched to her feet and, pushing Sarah ahead of her, ducked out of range.  He lunged again.  They spun and ran for the corner of the house. 
Incensed, he bellowed, “Get your ass back here! Don’t you dare run from me!” 
But she did dare.  They rounded the corner and nearly into another blood spewing battle filling the space.  Her gaze darted left and right and left again, desperate to find a way away from the savage brutality she knew her husband was capable of.  When the surge of the fight between the houses went one way, she rushed with Sarah around the other.  But when she rounded the next corner, she ran into Erin who was coming the other way.  Erin caught her before she fell and helped her back to her feet as Brad skidded to a halt just a couple of paces away. 
When he reached out to grab Sherri by her hair, Erin jumped between them and knocked his grasping hand away with her staff. 
Enraged, he lunged at her, both hands reaching for her throat. She spun away and met him with her staff slammed against his shin, his knee, then one end into his gut, and the other end down hard onto the base of his neck, scraping his ear half-off on the way. 
Tina came running around the corner, squeezed out from the last two courtyards by the fighting there.  She slipped around Brad and Erin and joined Sherri crouched with Sarah and Daryl, again stopped from fleeing by the other battle nearby that had moved back to block her path. They all followed the fight between Brad and Erin with terror-stricken eyes. 
Sherri had never seen anyone stand up to her husband, had never imagined anyone could, especially a woman. But Erin didn’t even flinch before his rage; she merely lashed out again and again, meeting his ogreish assault with quickness, skill and confidence.
Brad tried to use his imposing size to overwhelm his opponent, but Erin was too quick.  Each time he lunged at her, she managed to spin away, duck beneath his grasping arms, or pummel him with her staff until he backed off.  When their maneuvering eventually moved them out of the congestion of the courtyard to a more open space, he backed off again, but only enough to arm himself with his favorite weapon, the bullwhip clipped to his waist.
Grinning, he flipped it out so that the end landed briefly near Erin’s feet, then, with a snap of his arm, he whipped it back, up and forward in a loud crack that left a streak of blood across Erin’s forearm.
She flinched at the burning pain but retained the grip on her staff.  She backed up a couple of steps and brought the staff up in front of her.
Sherri cringed.  She had seen that terrible strip of braided leather in action, had felt its bite more than once, and she knew how much the man holding it loved to play with it and his victims.
Another sound like a gunshot, a sharp cry from Erin and a laugh from Brad, and another bloody gash appeared on her other forearm.
“You think that little stick’ll protect you?” he taunted.  “I’m going to strip your hide off an inch at a time, and there ain’t a thing you can do about it.”
The leather flew again and cracked.  But this time Erin was able to duck and twist out of its way.  But before she could take another action, it was back. This time it ripped open her shirt across her left shoulder, leaving a spreading stain of red.
Erin dodged to her left, and the whip cracked right in front of her eyes.  She spun and ducked back to her right. The whip drew a red line across her left cheek crossing the old scar that had been there for years.  Blood ran to her chin and dripped onto the front of her shirt.  She lunged back to her left, but after one step, her feet locked up and she went down, landing just inches from Sherri.
Still grinning, Brad stalked forward. He leaned over and untangled the end of his whip from around her ankles.
But he tarried too long while bent over her. Erin’s arm flashed up and swept the blade of her dagger across the front of his throat.  He jerked back at the last instant and she merely drew a thin, red line across the skin.
Before she could swing again, he back-handed her, solid and hard, and she flopped back onto the ground.  After a pause, she rolled over and glared up at him, but with her head wobbling and eyes she had trouble focusing.
Brad backed away, wiping his hand across his bleeding neck several times.  Finally, satisfied that he wasn’t bleeding to death, he grinned again and started forward, slowly approaching the two women, the two children and the infant that were at his mercy.  He flipped the end of the whip back and forth a couple of times.
“Well, what am I going to do now?  Who should I start with?  I think I’ll let you wake up a little more before I get back to skinning you.  Wouldn’t want you to miss anything.  And, you —!”  He jabbed his finger at Sherri.  “You I’m going to save for last.  You’re gonna watch what I do to those two brats of yours.  Yeah, that’s what I’ll do next. You ever rip a roasted chicken apart?  You just grab a drumstick in each hand, and with a good twist and a yank, they come right off.  Here, I’ll show you.” He stomped up to her.  “Give me that damned —”
When Erin fell from Brad’s back-hand, her dagger had landed within inches of Sherri.  When he reached for Daryl, Sherri lashed out with it.
He jumped back, stumbling over his own feet, and landed on his ass.  But it didn’t take long for him to regain his feet, glaring between her and the open gash across his forearm.
“You raise a knife to your husband?” he thundered. “You’ve had a taste of how my lash can strip hides.  For that you’re gonna get a full meal.”
The crack of the whip matched the instant searing burn on her left thigh.  The cloth of her pants gaped open, as did the flesh beneath it.
Another crack, and another line of red-stained cloth gaped open on her left breast.
She shoved Daryl into Sarah’s arms and scrambled to her feet holding Erin’s dagger in front of her with the point toward Brad.
He laughed and pointed at the puny weapon with his free hand. “What the hell are you going to do with that?  It’s a little on the short side, ain’t it? Of course, you could use it to cut your own throat, but I sure hope you don’t.  I’m just getting started.”
The whip cracked, and her right breast bled.
He opened a gash on her cheek.  Then, one on her right thigh…another one on her left thigh…across her belly.
She still held the knife, jerking away each time the whip flew, but unable to move far enough to avoid its terrible bite.
He didn’t comment on the change of expression on her face, altered from one of stark terror to one of hate and rage.  Either he didn’t notice it, or, being unconcerned for her emotions or any danger she might represent, ignored it.  But behind the hate, was also thought.  She had seen him using the whip, yes.  And she was familiar with how he used it, picking his target, judging the distance exactly, and then hitting it precisely.  The whip could cut like a knife, but only with the very tip as it arced through its course at supersonic speed, thus creating the crack of a gunshot.  At times, she and the other citizens of Napa were required to witness punishments.  She had, at times, wondered what would happen if—
The next time his arm snapped and the leather lashed out toward her, she lunged forward, not away from him.  She thrust her left forearm against the whip three feet from the tip, hitting it from the side and letting it wrap around just above her wrist.  She gripped it with that hand and jerked it taut.  Her right hand whipped up, the one gripping Erin’s dagger, and one swipe was all it took for the honed steel to slice through the leather. The useless stub end snapped back to land at Brad’s feet.
For a long moment he just stood there and gaped at his now impotent source of terror and control, emasculated — but only for a moment. Bellowing his rage, he charged at her with such speed and force, she had no time to bring the knife into play.  He hit her with his whole body, knocking her sideways and backwards several feet where she sprawled in the dirt. 
He grasped a fistful of her hair and hauled her to her feet, holding her up within inches of his purple face.  “You are going to suffer like you can’t even imagine.  And it’s going to start with watching me rip your brats into pieces.  You hear me?  With my bare hands, I’m going to rip them apart.  And you’re going to watch — up close.  Close enough for me to wipe my bloody hands on your face.”
As he ranted, he marched her over to where Sarah huddled with Daryl and Erin was beginning to come around.  He slammed Sherri to the ground beside Erin, then, after waiting for a couple of seconds for her to turn back to face him, he reached down.
Sarah tried to back away, but the wall was behind her and she had no place to go.  With terror gripping her and tears streaming down her cheeks, she watched each of her father’s huge hands grasp her brother’s two legs and lift him squalling out of her hands.
Brad’s eyes spewed pure hate as they glared at his errant wife.  He raised her son, the son that was not his, displaying him for her so see whole for the last time.
Sherri sucked in her breath to scream, to rant, to plead, but terror froze her words within her throat.  
Brad’s muscular arms flexed in preparation to ripping the small body asunder.
“No!”  The word, the command, seemed bigger, more authoritative, than should come from such a small mouth.  And when Sarah screamed again, “No!” it was even greater.
Brad held the baby dangling before his mother’s eyes so that the full repugnance of the atrocity would not be diluted with distance — and there he remained. 
A look of confusion, then rage, then fear came over Brad’s face as he glowered, now, at the baby in his grasp and his arms that remained immobile, inflexible, rigid stone.  His legs, likewise, were beyond his ability to move.  His feet seemed to be rooted to the ground.
“What — what’s happening?  What did you do to me?  What did you do to me!?”  In three short questions, his voice went from a terror-stricken whisper to a terror fueled, rising screech.
Sherri gazed in shock and fear at the brute holding her son, and she had no idea what he was screaming about.  When Erin’s hand gripped her arm, she turned to meet the other’s questioning gaze for a moment, then both turned back in horror to the suspended slaughter.
Brad turned his head to them — he could move from the neck up — then back to stare at his locked arms and hands.  “What did you do to me?!” he continued to scream.
From the wall near Sherri and Erin, Sarah pushed herself to her feet and advanced with no hesitation to her ogre of a father.  When she was beneath the squirming and screaming baby, she reached up and took him from the brawny hands that had no power to stop her.
“You leave my brother alone.”  Her voice was low and menacing, a voice that carried suppressed fury, but suppressed only until the tiny one in peril was removed to a safer position.
She cradled him like she had seen her mother do so many times to calm him, swinging him gently in her firm embrace, assuring him of his safety and talking to him in hushed tones until his screams eased off. 
Then she slowly turned her face back up to her father, who, looming over her, still standing with his arms held out and his hands cupped as though still gripping two fragile legs, and she glared at him. 
“You’re bad!”  Her voice quavered, but only from the barely constrained rage she could no longer suppress.  “You hurt my mommy and my brother!” she scolded.  “You’re bad!”
Brad’s face was crimson from his effort to move his hands mixed with burning rage that even his witch of a daughter showed such disrespect for him. His grunts and whines suddenly erupted in a bellow loud enough to shake the nearby windows if they had still been intact. 
Startled, Sarah jerked back, ducked and spun away from him in a reflexive twist, something she had learned as a toddler when the man of her house was near.  And when she did, her concentration that had locked his muscles broke.
As she scooted in that old, familiar terror back to the wall with Daryl where Sherri huddled with Erin, Brad spun about with arms flailing, striking out at anyone or anything within range, and continued to roar like a wounded bear. 
When he finally settled to a solid stance on both feet, he faced away from them.  Hunched over, he flexed his shoulders and curled his powerful arms inward with his fingers splayed out like grasping talons.  As he slowly turned about to face his family with his eyes glaring, he seemed more hulking beast than human.
With her children huddled in terror beside her, with the friend who had fought for her for as long as she could still recovering on the ground behind her, Sherri gripped the dagger anew and lurched to her feet to confront the fiend. 
Recognizing a tactical advantage, she charged before he could recover from the shock of seeing her rising, yet again, to oppose him.  Ducking at the last instant beneath his grasping hands, she twisted and spun past him, but not without slashing his ribcage from front to back on the way.  Still snatching with hands that kept coming up empty, he spun after her, but she was too fast.
She whirled to face him and was ready by the time he focused on her.  But, rather than allowing him to set the pace and the course their battle would take, hoping to catch him between breaths, she lunged again.
The tip of her blade jabbed into the palm of his left hand as it stretched toward her beside the right one, and the instant pain triggered a reflex to jerk both back away from her.  While she was still close enough to reach him while his arms were still retracted, she slashed her blade across his belly, leaving behind a red line that grew larger as she watched, and then jumped back out of his reach. 
While she backed away from him, he reached down and picked up the remnants of his whip.  Although shorn of its vicious tip, it was still a cruel weapon.  He swung it at her, but it didn’t reach. He stepped closer and swung again.  But she had stepped back.  It was still too short.  The handle felt right in his hand, but the weight and balance of the remainder was wrong.  It was too stiff, more like using a cane to thrash a prisoner sentenced to twenty lashes.  It caused pain to the point of crippling, but it was of little use against a moving target other than to force her to keep moving.
But she was too eager to inflict her own punishment on the man who had dealt years of cruelty to her and her children.  In her inexperience in battle, she misjudged what she believed to be an easy opening and ran in for another flick of her knife blade.  His whip stub had just whistled past her and followed its momentum on around behind Brad before dropping to the dirt.  She made her dart forward even before it had stirred the dust and while his whip arm, his right, was curved around to his left.  She went in low, aiming her outstretched weapon at his side at waist level, her eyes locked on the target.  But with her focus there, she failed to note he was watching her all the time.  When she was within range, he released the whip handle and hammered downward with his fist. 
Even as she felt the pain, she heard the crack of the bone breaking in her forearm.  She fell forward into the dirt and the swirl of agony engulfing her arm.  She rolled back and forth as she sought to alleviate the torment of her misshapen limb.  Even when his fist closed in her hair and lifted her high enough for him to glare at her eye to eye, she cradled it to her breast.
His lower lip curled down in what, for him, was a grin as he drew his other hand back to his shoulder and clenched it into a fist.  Still grinning, he slammed it forward into her face.
He let go of her hair when he hit her so she could flop onto the ground with both arms flailing. When she landed, she curled into a ball, again cradling her broken arm.  She wasn’t even surprised when his hand twisted into her hair and dragged her to her feet again to where his eyes met hers when she opened them.  Her vision was blurred and the pain in her smashed nose seemed to extend halfway down her body, even overshadowing that in her arm.   She tasted blood that streamed from her nose over her lips and chin, down her throat.  Then, surprising her as much as it did him, she spat it into his face.
He reacted with an immediate pounding of his fist into her already broken nose, which sent her into another flop in the dirt. 
When he lifted her by her hair again, it occurred to her tumult dimmed thinking that he was going to beat her to death one slammed fist after another, that her present degree of consciousness was as good as it was ever going to be, diminishing from there until it was gone, and that he would then turn on the children.  And so, certain that no opportunity better than the one before her would likely come, she snapped her foot up, slamming the toe of her borrowed boot into his groin with as much force as she could manage.  It was enough.  
Moaning and groaning, he sank to the ground where he curled into a ball.  Released from his grip, she sank briefly onto her knees before rising to her feet.  She spun about, searching for the knife she had held just moments earlier. 
There! It lay in the dirt five feet behind him, just waiting for her hand to close upon the fine ivory handle.
She zagged around him as she began stooping to pick it up.  But, before she had gotten past, his hand flashed out and grasped at her ankle, missing the grab but not the trip. 
She flopped into the dirt again, but this time it was just where she wanted to be — at least until she rose again, armed and ready to battle, once again, with the man she had never realized she hated so much.
But she didn’t rise.  He was there first, standing over her, looming over her, his hand wrapped in her hair and lifting her to the glare of his hate filled eyes from mere inches away.  His grin began again with a twitch at one corner of his mouth.  He brought his other hand up and slowly clenched it into a fist directly in front of her face so she would know what was coming before drawing it back to his shoulder. 
But, relishing the coming feel of his fist crunching once again into her face, he tarried in extending his long arm from which she dangled.  Before he pushed her out of range, she struck.  With the knife firmly gripped, she thrust the blade into him to the hilt, entering just below his ribcage and angled upward to pierce his black heart.
His hand, suddenly weakened, released her. 
She stood there, still inches from him, and returned his glare.  
He lowered his eyes and gaped at the hand-guard of the dagger firm against his belly and her hand still wrapping the handle. He raised them again to peer into the face of the wife he had been given by the Prophet, a terrible wife that even his other wives disliked.  The hate, the rage, the cruelty was gone, replaced by wide-eyed and mouth-gaping shock.  He still wore the look when his knees buckled and he dropped to sprawl, unmoving, in the dirt.
She backed up several steps before she turned to locate her children with Tina and Erin, all with their eyes on her. 
“Mommy!” Sarah cried.  Still holding Daryl, she scrambled to her feet and rushed into her mother’s arms.  Sherri went to her knees with daughter and son both, again, within her embrace, and, even with the agony of her broken arm and her twice broken nose, she felt whole.  She smiled at Erin and Tina even as tears streamed down all their faces.
She heard the approaching footsteps pounding behind her, just more sounds washing over her from the torrent of numerous nearby battles, but any meaning to be had from the sound failed to register with her until Sarah flinched and twisted from her arms. 
“No!” the girl cried.  “No!  Don’t!” 
Erin and Tina’s eyes went wide and their mouths opened to voice warnings but hadn’t gotten them out yet when Sherri spun on her knee to face whatever new peril had come.
Two men, raiders, each armed with blood smeared, nail-studded clubs raised to strike, bore down on her from less than ten feet away and closing fast.
“No!” Sarah cried again and raised her free hand with fingers splayed as if to fend them off.
At a distance of seven feet, their clubs had topped their arcs and were hard into their lethal, driven descent.
And then they weren’t.
As Sarah’s arm straightened, shoving her open hand forward, both men flew back and away in a flat trajectory at ground level as though shot from a canon.  They smashed against the side of a house two hundred feet away with such force they penetrated the wall.  Where they had stuck was an irregular, dark hole, six or seven feet across with splintered ends of wall studs dangling down, all edged in smears of red, and with the lower portion of a leg sticking out, unmoving.  The clubs the men had held lay in the dirt where they had last stood.
Sobbing, Sarah turned slowly to Sherri. With great care of her disabled arm, she laid Daryl into his mother’s trembling good arm then threw herself face down onto her mother’s lap.  “I’m sorry Mommy!  I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to do it!  I’m sorry!”
Sherri shifted Daryl so she could cuddle the traumatized girl and caress her head and back with the arm that hurt so much to move.  She started to speak several times, to try to impart comfort and reassurances that what Sarah had done was okay, that it was necessary, that she had saved all three of them plus Erin and Tina from terrible deaths. All she could manage was to hold her and try to process what she had seen. 
She knew Sarah could raise sticks and stones into the air like soap bubbles floating in the breeze, she had seen her do it more than once before her repeated admonitions got through to the child to not do such an unholy thing.  But, this… 
Between sobs, Sarah got out, “Am I bad, Mommy?  Is God going to punish me?  I’m sorryyyy!”




CHAPTER 26

When Raven heard a sudden howling whine at the same instant it echoed through her mind, she didn’t have to think about what it was.  She spun to her right and rammed her sword blade into the chest of a raider who made the mistake of confronting her instead of striking her down.  She jerked her blade free and her gaze swept right and left as she sought out what she feared to find.  And there it was, across the battle zone the village center had become.  A fur-covered lump lay unmoving near the downed flagpole.
“Satan!” she cried and broke into a run past groups and pairs of fighters hacking and bashing at each other.  Sliding up to his body on her knees, she repeated, although softer, “Satan.”
She hadn’t seen the blow that felled him or the man delivering it, and it didn’t really matter.  There was nothing personal in a battle between armies of whatever size where a soldier would fight another to the death, and then turn to seek another. 
With trembling hands, she cradled his huge head with its blood smeared muzzle and turned it to look into his eyes, terrified to see lifeless orbs unable to return her gaze.  But his eyes opened, and he peered back at her as a soft breeze passed warmly through her mind,
“Oh, Satan!  You scared me!”
Her fingers explored the gash on top of his head from which blood oozed into the little bit of graying fur about his muzzle not already coated with red.  With gentle pressure, she satisfied herself that his skull was intact.  Then, before she could stop him, he lurched to his feet, gave his body a good shaking and looked, again, into her eyes.
Matti/Raven not hurt?  Matti/Raven fight bad men more?  Satan fight bad men more — more more! 
Even with the din of battle around them, Raven had to smile at her friend and his remark that he was ready to get back to fighting the raiders even more than she was.
Raven is ready.
She turned to charge back into the melee, but never made it.  Not ten feet from where Satan had fallen, she saw an unmoving form lying on the ground amid puddles of blood.  Even without seeing the face, she knew that form with its long limbs, regal stance and kind heart.  So long ago, it was, that he had opened his house, his home, and his heart to her as the refuge she so desperately needed. The Judge had given her a much needed place to rest her body and soul, a secure place to set her anchor in a horrible new world.
She tried to hold hope in her heart that he still lived, but she knew better.  It wasn’t only the amount of blood pooled around him.  Just by looking at the stillness of his body, at the way it sagged into itself in the total relaxation of muscle tension that comes only when life has departed.  
With a breaking heart, she took a step toward him. Before she could take a second, though, thirty feet from her, and glaring so much hatred at her she could feel the heat of Hell, Ned Morgan stopped after rounding the corner of a house.  He said nothing as he raised his pistol in her direction and lined up the barrel on her.  Without losing the hateful glare, he managed to insert a death’s head grin into it.
She watched his finger on the trigger and wondered if she would see it tighten before she died. So that she would not die with hate in her heart but rather her loved ones being in her final thoughts, she wrenched her mind and thoughts away from Morgan and onto Woody and Geo and —
NO!
Another thought exploded from nearby.  Although not directed to her, it struck her like a thunderbolt, almost driving her to her knees. 
Again, it thundered.  NO!
And in that instant, Satan launched with a promise of death even greater than the threat the man posed to Raven, Satan’s longest friendship since his first mistress perished in a slaughter he had never forgotten.  Two mighty bounds, and he leaped.  Two hundred and twenty pounds of bone crushing muscle and teeth fueled by terror-filled rage homed in on Morgan. 
No breaths existed in the elongated micro-seconds Raven watched the coming collision.  Satan’s thunder echoed in her mind, and she started to shout back at him, but how much could she say in so brief a time.
No!  Do not leap into death!  Do not —
Again, thunder roared, but this was not in her mind.  This thunder raged across the blood-soaked field of killing ahead of a sulfuric swirl of black-powder smoke. 
At the same time, another thunder swirled into her mind for but an instant, a soft rumble that diminished into the infinite distance until it was gone.  In its place was a terrible silence, a hopeless emptiness. 
She watched Satan’s body hit the ground and lie there unmoving.  She fought for her next breath to call out his name, to command, to plead for him to get up, but knowing all the while that he would not — could not.  Not ever again.  Her friend, the first friend she ever had in this terrible, new world, was gone.  He was gone because he took the bullet meant for her…a bullet fired from the muzzle of the gun in Ned Morgan’s hand, and which he fumbled in desperate haste to reload.
After all these years since he had caused her brother, Jamal, to be taken from her, slaughtered before her eyes, Morgan had returned to rain yet more grief into her life.
As a blood-red tint clouded her vision, she bent and snatched up the fallen flagpole.  Still attached, Charlie’s flag draped over the end covering the finial.  She ripped it loose to bare the tapered but blunt-tipped lance-head, but only the top came loose.  The cloth still hung by a thread from its lower fastening.
With his weapon opened on one hand, Morgan fished another round from his pocket, and fumbling not to drop it, slid it into the breech. 
The heavy flagpole in Raven’s hand would be difficult to throw, but she was too far from him to use it in any other way before he got off another shot. She cocked her arm back with the shaft lying horizontal past her ear like had held much lighter javelins in track and field.  She sighted along its length and past its head pointed straight at Morgan’s evil heart.
Morgan snapped the barrel up to close the breech, and his thumb fumbled for the hammer as Raven’s legs drove her forward. 
The barrel rose and wavered as he sought to line it up on the moving target of her chest as her legs pushed, pounded, thrust.
She drew the shaft of her lance back, holding its weight in both hands like a pole to launch her over the bar high above the vaulting pit.  Powerful legs propelled her, building momentum for the heavy throw with her focus centered on the hateful face glaring back at her as his thumb found the hammer and drew it back.
She planted her right foot and twisted her body to the right. Then, in an explosive release of energy, she snapped her body back around and, with a final, powerful thrust with her left leg, hurled her weapon.
The spear’s head flew past the pistol just as the hammer fell.  The pistol recoiled as it spat out roiling smoke behind the deadly ball driven from its muzzle. The ball tore through the trailing flag, ripping it free from the shaft, and followed its trajectory without veering.  But Raven was no longer in its path.  Her momentum from launching her weapon drove her to the ground where she kept her head up to maintain her view of the target.   
The spear slammed into Morgan just below his sternum. Even with its blunt tip, the force of the throw was enough for the entire brass head to penetrate followed by several inches of wooden shaft all the way to the lower fastening for the flag until the lance point erupted from his back a full hand’s width.  The impact knocked him backwards to slam against the wall of the house behind him. The pistol fell to the ground where he had been standing.
He stood for a moment, braced against the wall at his back with a look of shock replacing the judgmental scowl so common there.  His gaze lowered to peer in wonder at the polished wooden shaft protruding from his chest.  His gaping mouth closed into a grimace as blood pooled into it and spilled down both sides of his chin.  His legs gave way, and he sagged to his knees. After a brief pause he toppled forward until the butt end of the spear hit the ground and tilted him sideways. He lay there for a moment with his hands gripping the terrible weapon, then, as they released and flopped to the ground, he lay unmoving.
Raven wiped at the tears spilling down both cheeks until she could struggle back to her feet and forward the few feet to where Satan lay next to the fallen pistol.  She lowered herself to her knees then bent forward to rest her head upon his still form while her arms encircled him.  Without a thought to the violence all about her, she gave in to the wracking sobs that absorbed her.
Dan stepped around the corner and almost tripped over the man he had been searching for. With a glance at Raven nearby huddled and sobbing over Satan, he had a pretty good idea who had ended Morgan’s flight.  A glance back at the shaft impaling him, and he marveled at the fury and the force that had rammed the heavy weapon through the man.
Raven raised her head and gazed down at her friend.  Blood discolored his chest where the hole had bled before his destroyed heart ceased to pump.  The wound on his head had left a streak through his fur between his eyes and down the side of his muzzle. She knew he was gone, but she couldn’t leave the blood there.  She just couldn’t.
Her first encounter with her telepathic abilities back on that first terrible day when the world changed had been difficult and confusing.  But, long days later when it revealed the truth of the monster dog she had thought she faced, she began to realize what a gift it could be.  In the changing world, with its taking away from her all that she knew and loved, it gave her access to a great mind and a true heart, one of only a very few she could fully connect with.  Even her wonderful relationship with Woody and her children couldn’t give her the sense of oneness she could attain with Satan.  Only the glluriks were able to fully communicate with her mind to mind; but with them, there was always so much held back from her.  With Satan, his heart and his mind were as open to her as were Ronald Newman’s before he died. Now his, too, were closed…forever.
She picked up a scrap of cloth from the ground beside her…the silly little banner Charlie had put on his flagpole to give the village a heart. She blotted it across his chest and around the hole in the center of it, soaking up what she could from the fur.  She gave up trying to stem the flow of tears that dripped from her chin onto the dusty rag.
She was barely aware of a man running at her, one of the raiders.  She would have died right there in the dust with her friend if not for Dan intercepting him.  She heard the ensuing fight, but she didn’t look up.  She merely dabbed at the bloodied fur and wept.




CHAPTER 27

An uncounted time later, whether a minute or an hour, Raven couldn’t have said, a shadow fell across her and the still body beside her. With a wrench, her mind had her back in the midst of battle.  She jerked around and started to scramble to her feet while reaching for her sword on the ground nearby. It was only when she looked up to take a sight on her foe that she recognized Woody standing before her.  She then realized the din of battle had gone silent.
“It’s okay, Babe.”  Woody’s voice was soft and soothing as he knelt.  “It’s over.”  And he reached out to take her in his arms, drawing her close and easing her tear-streaked face to his breast.
“Oh, Woody!  He killed Satan!” she got out between sobs. “Satan’s gone…he’s…gone.”
Woody said nothing in response; he just stroked her back and held her.  What could he say?
A few feet away Dan knelt beside The Judge’s body and felt for signs of life.  After long moments, he turned his face up to Jason and shook his head. 
Raymond came from behind a house with a man hobbling beside him and Raymond’s supporting arm about his waist.  At the first shady spot, Raymond lowered him to the ground and joined Jason.
“Did Lila come?  I think she is badly needed.”
Jason turned to him and nodded.  “Yeah, she did.  She’s waiting upstream.”  He turned about until he spotted Joe Louis, probably the strongest lungs and certainly the largest silhouette in the village. “Joe,” he called.  “See if you can signal Lila to come on in.  I’m sure she’s getting anxious out there.”
Jason peered about at the village and its defenders beginning to wander back to the space around where the flagpole had stood.  None had any prisoners.  But when three came to him together, one of them reported, “At least a dozen beat it out the road toward the coast.  The way they were running and not carrying any weapons, I don’t think they’ll be back.  Otherwise, I’m pretty sure it’s over.  We lost a lot, though.  Those that stayed behind never had much of a chance.”
“Okay, Bill.  Thanks.”
He continued to gaze about at the village that had been their home, their haven since they had fled the ruins of Petaluma six years ago. 
Erin moved up under his arm to take his weight and to hug him at the same time.  “Enough survived…houses as well as people.” she said.  “The village will go on.”
He leaned his chin on the top of her head while he absorbed her good vibes.  His heart ached.  “But, it was so senseless.  Why can’t people just leave other people alone if they don’t like the way they believe?  We weren’t hurting anyone.  They probably didn’t even know where we were until Hughes got back to them.  Why —”
“Oh, Sweetheart, that’s a question that has never been answered with any kind of logic.  And it probably never will be; not for as long as it’s about people.  But we have each other.  We have the village.  And we can go on.  We’ll just have to be more aware of who else might be out there besides the kryls.  We know what they’re like.”
Joe Louis came walking back into the village center with Lila at his side.  She glanced about, quickly evaluating the villagers who showed injuries.  She went from one to another, applying healing caresses to each before moving to the next.  After she stopped beside Jason to treat his gashed leg, she spotted The Judge’s body and stopped moving.  She stared, and the tears she had so far managed to hold back began to flow, and she buried her face in her hands.  After a few moments, she raised her head and looked at Jason and Erin with a silent plea in her eyes.
“He’s gone, darling,” Erin said.  “He was probably gone before we even got here.”
The girl turned to look about for others needing tending when she saw Raven and Woody beside Satan.  She rushed to kneel beside Raven and rested her tiny hand on the still beast’s massive head. “Oh, no! Not Satan, too! I should have come in with everyone else.  I should have —”
“No, you shouldn’t have.” Erin left Jason leaning on Bill and knelt beside the girl.  “If there is one person the village cannot lose, it’s you.  Just think about all these injured people here that you can help, and all those you’ll help in the future.  What would happen if you were killed? Who would help them, then?  No, sweetheart, you did exactly the right thing by waiting.”
“But, if I had been here when Satan was hurt…he came with us, so he wasn’t hurt before we got here.  Maybe I could have saved him.  Maybe he wouldn’t be dead like everyone else.  Maybe —.”  She stopped talking at the touch of a hand on her shoulder and turned to face Raven on her other side.
“It was a bullet in his heart that killed him,” Raven said.  “Even if you had been with him at the time, I don’t think you could have saved him.  He died pretty quick.”
At the sound of pounding feet approaching, everyone turned to look eastward. 
Charlie led.  Vonnie trailed by a few feet and the others strung out another thirty feet or so, but all coming on strong.  They began to slow as they drew close enough to see the fighting was over.  By the time Charlie approached Jason, he was walking.
“How bad was it?”
Jason shook his head and glanced about.  “Bad enough. Most of those that stayed…”
“Damn! If only —” He stopped in mid-sentence and gaped at The Judge’s body lying a few feet beyond Jason.  He walked slowly past Jason to stand over his long-time friend, and then he slowly lowered himself to his knees and then his face into his hands.  After a moment he reached out and rested his hand on The Judge’s shoulder. 
A moment later, Vonnie knelt across the body from him and quickly checked for life-signs.  Finding none, she sat back on her heels and shook her head as tears welled up in her eyes before spilling down her cheeks. 
Charlie noticed another body lying nearby.  He rose to his feet and stepped over to him, being careful not to step on the shaft of the spear piercing him. “So, it was Morgan.”
Jason moved over to stand beside him.  “Yeah, but you sound like you already knew — or suspected.”
Charlie turned his head to face the village leader.  “Yeah, I knew, all right.  We ran into Olen a little ways back hiding in the bushes like a scared rabbit.  They’ll bring him along shortly.”
Charlie walked over and knelt beside Satan across from Raven who had returned to him.  “I’m so sorry,” he mumbled.  “He woulda made a hell of a Marine.”
“Thank you,” she responded with a half-smile as she dabbed again at the bloody fur. When a fresh swell of tears turned Charlie’s face into a blur before overflowing, she swiped the tatter in her hand across her face.  And then, realizing what she held in her hand, she jerked it away and hugged it to her breast.  “Oh, Charlie, I’m sorry.  I didn’t even think; I just grabbed the first thing handy.”  She held out the gore-smeared rag to him. “I’ve ruined it. I’m sorry.”
He took it from her with confusion shadowing his face.  He un-wadded it and let it hang open before he realized what it was.  A series of red stains covered the middle section of the flag in irregular blots. Gunpowder residue ringed a small, singed hole near the white spot that represented the village.
He gazed at the scrap of cloth for long moments until, with a slow shake of his head, he looked back at Raven.  A melancholy smile tweaked the corners of his mouth.  “Ruined it?  Oh, no, Darlin’, you didn’t ruin it.  You…you anointed it with the battle-shed blood and the battle-shed tears of two of Wolfehaven’s greatest heroes.  You turned a silly little pennant into a flag — a real flag that a man would be proud to stand up and salute.”
The gathering remained silent for the few moments before Charlie nodded his head toward the east and indicated with his hand.  “Here’s the rest of my men.”
Jason and the others turned and watched three men approaching down the road from the east.  He knew both men on the outsides, and he soon recognized the smaller one in the middle. 
Billy Ray walked out to meet them, got a grip on the back of Olen’s shirt collar and hauled him back to the gathering where he shoved him to the center of the circle standing within feet of Satan and The Judge.  Although the man remained on his feet as he stood before Jason, he peered up from a cowering crouch.
Jason and the others remained silent long enough for the prisoner to begin to rise.  Billy Ray growled, “Yeah, go ahead and stand up straight like you’ve got a right to.  Give me a better target.”  He drew the Claymore back and tensed his muscles for a decapitating swing.  Olen hunkered back down. 
After another long pause, Jason said, “This village has always been of freedom.  And, while we will not hesitate to fight and kill in its defense, I don’t think we should be so ready to execute a man away from the heat of battle.  So, no, we won’t kill you here and now, as much as you deserve it, nor will I have you thrown into the river with a weight around your worthless neck.  In fact,” He paused long enough to look about him at dirty, questioning faces, many wearing bandages, smears of blood, and a few still untended wounds.  “…I’m going to leave your fate up to the judge.”
At the mention of his dear friend, Charlie’s head snapped up and around to Jason, then around to gaze at the body on the ground nearby.  Had Jason forgotten The Judge was among the fallen?
Jason noted the reaction and went on, addressing the entire assembly.  “Yes, Charlie, I realize Judge Woodall can no longer give us the benefit of his wisdom.  However, we can’t go on in any kind of semblance of civilized society without a judge.  And, if I were to take on that office as well as that of administrator, I’m afraid we would be taking a step too close to totalitarianism.  A judge must be independent to be truly effective. So, we need a new one.  Now, I realize Thomas Woodall left some pretty big shoes to fill, but the man, himself, gave me the answer to our dilemma some time ago.  One night, during a pleasant dinner at my home, he told me he never knew a man with more honor or more respect for the office of judge than his good friend of many years, Charlie Dickerson.  Will you be our judge, Charlie?”
A murmur began among those crowding around, accompanied by many nodding heads.  Billy Ray verbalized what appeared to be a consensus when he raised the Claymore straight up above all their heads like a giant exclamation mark and thundered, “Yeah!”
Charlie’s dropped jaw slowly raised.  He glanced around at the grinning faces and nodding heads, at Billy Ray who again held Olen by the scruff of his neck in one hand and his ready blade in the other, at Vonnie standing beside him and who met his gaze with a tearful smile and a nod. He turned back to Jason. “Did he really say that about me?”
Jason nodded and said, “He really did.  And, as I recall, I agreed with him then, and I repeat it now with full confidence.  So, Charlie, I will ask you again, will you be our judge?”
Charlie wiped a hand across his eyes that had taken on a wet glisten.  He peered around at the sea of grins and still nodding heads, turned back to Jason and responded, “Yes, sir. I would be truly honored.  Thank you.”
Dangling Olen like a marionette, Billy Ray danced him around to face Charlie.  The Claymore, still coated with wet gore from the recent battle, had not been wiped clean or sheathed in anticipation of pending use. 
After a long moment, Charlie spoke.  “Olen, you have brought more pain and death to our home than any people should be expected to tolerate.  But, like Jason said, we shouldn’t be too eager to go back to the old world ways of executing prisoners, as much as they may deserve it.  I’m sure we will one day, but not yet.
“One possibility might be to just exile you from our village.  I doubt if you’d last a month before you either starved to death or got yourself eaten and finally gone from our concerns.  I think I saw a pack of either dogs or coyotes across the river a ways back while going upstream earlier today. Either one’d be ready to strip your carcass to the bones if they was to catch you, and I can’t see you out-running ‘em.  And, of course, there’s bears and lions and tigers out there, too, and they’ve all got to eat. 
“But, we thought we were done with you once, and look what that got us.”  Charlie glanced about at the devastation.  “Even if we marched you out past the bend, you’d probably come slinkin’ back in a day or two, and we’d be right back here trying to figure out what to do with you.  So, I’m not going to waste anyone’s energy running you out of town.  I’m gonna let you stay.”
The greatest reaction was from Billy Ray, who, in his spin towards Charlie, almost lost his hold on the prisoner. From the crowd came a communal intake of air followed by murmurs with harsher tones than had greeted the nomination of the new judge.  
Without glancing about at what sounded like derision, Charlie remained standing straight and glaring at the prisoner.  “But, Olen Johnson, hear this — you’re going to learn just what a value a community is, one that you were so willing to betray.  You may stay in Wolfehaven.  Hell, you can even go back to your house.  I doubt if anyone else would want it.   However, you are banned from the community kitchen, storerooms, and dining room. You can provide for yourself — if you can find something to eat without stealing it, and if you can figure out how to get a fire going and to cook it.  I know you’ve been lacking in those homey skills in the past, or at least never contributed where they might have been appreciated.  Now, some of these good folks may come to feel pity for you and toss you some scraps, like a bone with a bit of meat tossed to a starving dog in the street, but don’t count on it.  They’d probably be more inclined to kick you in the face or cut your throat.  And, you know what?  I doubt if Jason would even scold them for it.  I sure won’t. And my court will not find any man guilty for administering what may be deemed nothing more than delayed justice.  Oh, and Olen, I’d be careful about turnin’ that velvet tongue of yours loose on anyone.  You might get it cut out and fed to you.”
While the prisoner stood with his mouth agape and digested the full implications of his sentence, Charlie turned to Jason and asked, “Is that okay?”
Jason’s smile was tired but genuine as he answered, “Charlie — Judge Dickerson, you are the judge.  And, like Judge Woodall said, at the present time, and probably for a long time to come, there is no higher court.  I think he’d be very proud of you. I am.”




CHAPTER 28

Using the same logic they had followed after the battle of Petaluma, that with the large number of bodies to be disposed of, both friend and foe, burial was out of the question. The only sure method of eliminating the hazard of deadly pathogens breeding in the un-embalmed corpses and contaminating their air, ground and water, was cremation.
Jason didn’t bring it up, but he was pretty sure how it would be received by the rest of the village to allow the raiders’ ashes to mingle with those of their friends and loved ones.   There had to be two pyres, so even finding and gathering enough firewood would be a challenge. 
Once Lila had attended to everyone that needed it, with Emmie and Rachel taking some of the load, Jason asked Billy Ray to pick as many men with axes as he might need and head into the forest to gather combustible wood.  While that was going on, he asked Charlie to begin the transport of the bodies to a clear, level area between the road and the river about a quarter mile downstream.  The off-shore wind blowing in recent days would carry the smoke westward to the sea rather than through the village.  He couldn’t bear to think of the smoke particles of his deceased friends, and even their enemies, settling over the homes of those waiting to return from Riverhill.  He didn’t know if they would be detectable, either by feel or smell, but just knowing they were there, or might be there, was unacceptable.  
Charlie managed his task by constructing several simple travoise, each to be pulled by two men and large enough to carry three or four bodies per trip, five if they were small.  He made sure Olen assisted only on those with the bodies of the raiders he had led to slaughter his previous neighbors.  Boats full of men from Riverhill arrived less than an hour after the fighting ended to relieve Charlie’s need to rely on battle maimed and exhausted men.  They were devastated by the deaths that greeted them and each one readily pitched in to pull a travois or whatever tasks were asked.
By early evening, about the time everyone retired to their homes for dinner in better times, the piles of wood and bodies accumulating at the twin cremation sites pretty much destroyed any hint of appetite.
Jason put off one task for as long as he could.  He finally acquiesced when Erin urged him to get word to those waiting at Riverhill for news of who among those left behind had survived and who had not.  With a silent nod, he walked over to the table and benches near the pier where he sat alone and began making his list.  After twenty minutes, he called Sayeko over and asked her to return upriver with it.  He knew he should go with her, but he also knew he had to be there when the fires were lit.  He settled with asking Erin to go in his stead. 
With the sun seeming to pause over the tops of the western mountains and with shadows settling into the forested hillsides on both sides of the river, torches touched the kindling around the bases of the twin pyres; twin, but not even. The one for the raiders, down nearer the water’s edge, dwarfed the other.  But no one commented on it.  No one remarked about how it had cost the raiders more than Wolfehaven, comparing the losses as though it were the score of a game.  With curls of smoke darkening the still golden, western sky and early stars winking on in the indigo east, heads hung low.
After what seemed like ages, Jason, with his arm draped over Emmie’s shoulders and her arm about his waist, turned with Dagar to follow Raven and Woody and the others on the long walk back to the shambles of their blood-smeared village, and the cloudless sky was full dark. A spray of stars gave it life like a promise of a better future.  To the east, a gibbous moon perched in the vee between mountains and reflected off the slow moving river like a sparkling band of gold.  Charlie mumbled that he would stay behind for a while, just to make sure no embers floated into the dry forest. Billy Ray stayed with him, both gazing silently into the smoking ashes.
◆◆◆
 
With the moon straight overhead, there was no need for a flashlight, even if such a thing were still available.  The maze of the village with its haphazard layout of houses amidst a generous sprinkling of redwoods on both sides of the road was no deterrent for someone with years-long familiarity.  Still, he stepped lightly and with caution.  Even in exhausted sleep, vigilance among the defenders of the village had become second nature, and the snap of a broken twig outside a window could bring his spur-of-the-moment and without-a-lot-of-thought mission to a quick and probably painful end.
Olen laid his armful of twigs and branches at the base of the outer wall of the house, just as he had observed when they were finishing off preparing the pyres with kindling. He paused while he contemplated, but such operational planning and participation was too foreign to him. He was pleased with himself that, visualizing the probable results, he had come up with the idea.  He turned and walked back into the shadows.
A few minutes later, he returned to lay a second load of kindling near the first.  He hummed to himself as he worked but was careful it was not loud enough to be heard by others.  Wearing a smile, he made several more trips into the shadows until he had good-sized piles of dry and brittle brush, branches, and anything he could find that should ignite quickly.  He walked around the house, noting there was no space wider than three feet between piles, and with larger piles in front of both doors and beneath every window. 
“Too bad you left your brats up-river, bitch.”  His words were hushed, but he didn’t really want her to hear them, anyway…just that they were spoken, and that he heard them.  “But, that’s okay.  You and Woody will have to be payment enough for what you cost me.  Be sure to scream nice and loud so I can hear you, ‘cause I’ll be movin’ on down the road.” 
His grin widened as he knelt.  He had prepared his torch before-hand, a knobby branch with rags tied around the end and smeared with pitch from the boat-patching bucket before dumping the rest of the bucket into the kindling piles.  He pulled his flint and steel from his pocket; a treasure of a find Jackie had made on one of his excursions with Jerry. They had found three sets in the ruins of an outdoors and camping supplies store.  The boys each kept one, and Jackie gave the third one to him.  Olen recalled how it had hurt him when, just as his son handed it to him, he had slapped himself on the forehead and remarked, “Oh, shit! What’s wrong with me?  I should have kept it for trading.”  Shrugging it off as a now moot issue, he glanced over at the house Charlie lived in.
“I may not know how to cook much, but I do know how to start a fire.  Too bad I don’t have time to do your place, too.  Maybe I’ll come back some day and take care of the little omission.”
It took him four strikes, but then he got a good spark that quickly had the torch ablaze.  Without wasting time, he circled the house, touching his torch briefly to each pile of kindling before going on to the next.  By the time he completed the circuit, the first was already licking up the wall.  He tossed the torch into it, turned and disappeared into the shadows.
◆◆◆
 
“You know, Charlie,” Billy Ray said, turning his eyes skyward to peer at the parade of stars in the Milky Way just visible against the glare of the moon nearing its zenith. “…The Judge was all right.  He made my life hell back in the old days, but, like you mentioned once or twice, it’s what he was supposed to do.  I guess I just liked raisin’ hell too much.  But, he was all right.  Wish I’d a known sooner all he had done for me with gettin’ a job and all.  I’da liked to have bought him a beer or two.”
Charlie smiled at the difficulty his old friend was having expressing his feelings.  He had never been one to do so, at least not where anyone else could witness it.  He and Charlie had laid his souls bare to each other a few times, but they had an unspoken understanding that those words never went any further. And, although his words now might seem crass coming from anyone else, Charlie knew they were from his heart.  “He would have enjoyed it, too, and probably bought the next round.”
Billy Ray nodded again.  He wiped at his eye with a thumb and mumbled, “Damned ashes’r flyin’ everywhere.”
“Yeah, they are.”  Charlie smiled and let it go, aware his own eyes had been moist for some time.  “About ready to head home?   Lila’s probably wondering if you fell in the river.”
They stood and turned toward the road. Billy Ray said, “Naw, she didn’t want to be alone with Carlene still at Riverhill.  She’s spending the night with Raven and Woody.”
They were still closer to the pyres than the road when they each stopped and cocked an ear.  The sound was unmistakable.  Someone was running on the road, westbound away from the village.  They continued toward the road. Other than someone running down the road late at night, something that definitely called for an explanation, there was really no need for them to rush…yet. 
The bright moon overhead made for clear viewing, and, from no more than a hundred feet away, they both recognized the portly form of Olen Johnson going past the cremation site at a fast run — at least one that was fast for him.
They looked at each other with unspoken questions and continued out to the road and then east, feeling an urgency that grew more uncomfortable with each step taken.  They had not gotten far when, at the same time, they both pointed at the glow of flickering, orange light from somewhere among the houses of the village.  Within three more steps, as the glow grew brighter, they didn’t have to guess what was causing it. They had just spent the evening watching flames consume the remains of dear friends, an image burned into their memories, and not one to be soon forgotten.
“Fire!” they both shouted as they broke into sprints.  “Fire!  Wake up!  Fire!” 
By the time they had reached the burning house, their shouts had roused everyone else.
“Woody!  Raven!  Wake up!  Fire!”
Charlie ran to the front door, but it was blazing from top to bottom, the flames already licking at the eaves.  Fire blocked every window, and the back door.  When his shouts failed to get a response from inside, he feared the three within had already succumbed to the heat or smoke.  It was impossible to tell if the fires had spread to the interior, but if it hadn’t, it wouldn’t be long.
He ran back to the front door to find Billy Ray kicking and hacking at it with his Claymore.  Blazing kindling flew left and right under his onslaught, but the door remained closed.  He charged to within striking distance, whaled on it a couple of times, but then had to back away from the intense heat.  Without taking time to even cool off, he charged again with his blade flailing. 
But Charlie knew the thickness of both the door and the bar across the inside that functioned as latch and lock; he had helped Woody install them.  And, although the Claymore was unequalled in combat, it was just the wrong tool against two inches of oak.
When he and the others heard a scream from within, either from Raven or Lila, the response was as quick as it was futile.  Billy Ray threw himself bodily against the blazing door and pounded with his fists as well as his shoulder, but it still held. Shouting Lila’s name, he continued to throw himself against the door until Charlie grabbed him by the arm to interrupt his rhythm and to beat out a couple of spots of clothing starting to spout flame.
“You can’t break it open, man, it’s —”
But the big man would not be restrained. With a flick of his arm, Charlie went flying and he charged again to ram the door.
“I’m coming, Lila!” he shouted in answer to another scream from beyond the door.  “I’m coming!”
But it was useless.  Even with flames burning into the wood, it was still as solid and strong as the day they hung it.
Charlie backed up to get a look at the roof and bumped into Jason and Erin. But he didn’t have time for gab.  He spun about to the men, some crowded as close to the burning house as they could get as they worked to beat out the flames. “Maybe I can chop through up there.  Who’s got an axe?”
As he peered up at the shingled roof through which smoke was making its way, it suddenly exploded upward.  Singed, smoking and burning boards, shingles, and sheetrock flew up and outward as though a bomb had gone off, although there had been no sound of explosion. 
Even Billy Ray backed off and gazed at the now topless house.  And then, before he could move back to the burning door, it and the front wall began moving sideways — in opposite directions.  They pulled apart with sounds of creaking nails, cracking sheetrock, splintering studs and shattering timbers.  The wreckage continued to split, separating from top to bottom in a line on the right side of the blazing door that extended up through the eaves to the gaping space where the roof had been. Like drapes on a rod, the wall pulled apart until a gap of five or six feet divided the halves.  From within the smoke filled structure, three figures emerged though the cleared space, past reaching flames on both side to the cool air of the night. 
As they stepped down to the ground, Raven stumbled and fell, but only as far as Woody’s arms which swept her up.  Beside Woody, Lila stepped carefully over fallen debris until she was clear, and then she ran into Billy Ray’s reaching arms in which she, too, was swept up.
“My God!” Erin said as he closed in on them.  “Are all of you okay?  Is anyone hurt?  How did you…what…?”
“Did something in there blow up?” Jason asked.  “Or was that you, Woody?”
“Yeah, me and Lila.”  Woody turned and looked back at the burning wreckage of his house.  “If it keeps burning, it’s gonna spread to trees and other houses.”  He looked about the crowd ringing the front of the house and said, “Emmie, Vonnie, let’s see if you, Lila and I can collapse the rest of it in on itself.  No point in trying to save anything inside, now.”
Everyone else moved back and let the four powerful movers do their thing.  Within minutes, the house he had shared with Raven, the house where their children were born, was a burning pile of rubble, but the flames were small and with the air spaces eliminated, diminishing.
Raven stepped forward to wrap her arm around her husband’s waist.  He draped his arm about her shoulders and drew her close as they gazed into the ruins of their home.  No one spoke until he turned toward Charlie and asked, “Was I mistaken or were there piles of kindling around the bottom?”
“You weren’t mistaken.”
“So, it was something besides carelessness.”
Charlie nodded.  “Yeah, I’d say it had a good start by someone, all right, and I’ll bet I can put a name to him, too.”
Jason turned to him. “Do you know something?”
“Don’t know as I can say I know it, but I sure got good reason to suspect.  Billy Ray and I stayed down at the cremation after everyone left — you know, just to think and remember.  Then, when we finally did start back just a few minutes ago, before we got to the road we heard someone running from the village. When he got closer, we recognized Olen Johnson.  He was really pickin’ ‘em up and puttin’ ‘em down.  Didn’t know he could run like that. I doubt if he even saw us. We didn’t have any reason to stop him, and he just kept going west. We no sooner got to the road, ourselves, when we saw the glow and came running.”
“Olen, again.”  Jason rubbed his fingers through his hair like he was trying to rub out a deep ache.  “Looks like I made a mistake in letting him walk —”
“Huh uh!” Shaking his head, Charlie interrupted the village leader’s self-abasement.  “You didn’t make no mistake except making me the judge.  I’m the one that let him go, remember?  I’m the one that thought because I said he would be shamed and humiliated by staying free to live among us, that he would…that he would learn the value of a community.  Well, it looks like he don’t even understand the concept, no more than I understood judging.  No, Jason, this is all on me.  You find another judge for the village, and I’m gonna go find Olen.” He turned and began to walk away.
Jason reached out and grabbed his arm.  “Hold on, Charlie.  You can’t take all the fault on youself.  We all heard your sentence, and we all agreed it was a good one; one that fit in with the values and standards we want to live by.  Okay, you were — you are the judge, but you aren’t alone in this.  And you don’t have to go after him alone, either.”
“Hell, no, you don’t.”  Billy Ray stepped forward, still cradling Lila.  “I want a piece of that piece of garbage, too.”
“You’re not gonna leave me behind,” said Woody.  Raven was back on her feet, but she still looked weak and relied on the support of her husband’s arm to remain standing.
Joe Louis’s deep voice rumbled from within the crowd.  “I don’t know if there’s enough of him to go around, but I’d sure like a piece.”
Similar comments floated about among the gathering before the destroyed house. 
But it was Dagar that pointed out the obvious.  “I doubt if he’s going to just keep running up the road until you run him down. With his head start, most likely you won’t be able to find him.  There’s just too many places for him to turn off without leaving tracks.”
“Yeah, and knowing Olen,” Charlie responded, “He’ll stay on pavement as long as it lasts.  Damn!”
Ed Silvers held his hand up to catch everyone’s attention.  “Olen used to talk about selling his place here on the river and getting a new weekend place in Cazadero.  He claimed the people were easier to get along with there.”
Charlie turned to Ed and nodded.  “That’s not far from here, is it?  I’ve heard of it, but never been there.”
“Just a few miles.  Turn off from River Road is about halfway to the coast and goes north alongside Austin Creek into the mountains.  There are two roads, Cazadero Highway and Austin Creek Road, one on each side of the creek.  They both just follow the creek up the canyon to Cazadero. One crosses the creek after three or four miles and goes off into the woods on that side to more houses.  The other one keeps going beside the creek a couple more miles to the town, if you want to call it that.  But they both split off other roads into the woods and hills on both sides.”
Jason asked, “Sounds like a big, confusing place.  It could be about impossible to find a man that doesn’t want to be found…even Olen.”
“Well, yeah,” Ed said. “I ‘spose it could be hard to find him if he don’t want to be found.  But it’s not really big, just spread out.  It’s about like all these places along the river that never bothered to become incorporated, so they’re not towns.  I think Cazadero may be, ‘though it may not have as many people as some that aren’t. Ain’t much more’n a collection of wide spots in the road, clusters of houses scattered about among a whole lot of trees, a store or two and maybe a church…I think maybe a few industrial outfits.”
“And you think Olen may have gone there?”
“Well, Jason, he talked about liking the place, and he might have mentioned having a friend or two there.  But since he didn’t live here all the time, I can’t say how much time he spent there.”
“Sounds like the best bet,” Charlie said and turned to speak to the others.  “First place to look, anyway.  I’ll leave at sunrise, if anyone wants to go with me.  No point chasin’ him in the dark and runnin’ right past him. And, I’ll tell you now, I’m going to be double-timin’ it, so if you aren’t up to distance running, you’d best not come.”




CHAPTER 29

The sun cleared the eastern hilltops to find Charlie headed westbound on River Road at a fast trot.  Many had wanted to accompany him, but most knew they wouldn’t have the stamina to stay with the Marine, and no one expected him to keep to a slow pace for them.  Still, he wasn’t alone.  Pounding the pavement on his right was Billy Ray, and Woody matched them on his left with Raven and Emmie trailing.
The town of Monte Rio was just a mile or so down the road, or what was left of it.  Like a replay of the devastation of Gourneville, it was mostly beds of ash within collapsed, blackened walls.  However, there were a few structures still standing.  They weren’t habitable, but they might offer a resting place out of sight to a desperate man on the run.  Even splitting up to conduct their searches, it still consumed precious time.  Probably half of the community was on the south side of the river, accessed by a bridge bringing the Bohemian Highway to River Road. The bridge was heavily damaged and dangerous to cross, requiring a lot of climbing across rickety beams and trusses with nothing under them to catch a falling body but the deep water sweeping by.  It was doubtful that Olen would have even tried it.  The consensus was that he would have gone on to the turn-off to Cazadero.
The density of the forest spreading over the low mountains gave way to grass covered hills as the forest retreated more frequently from the road the closer they got to the coast.  They passed occasional houses, but none that appeared to be inhabited, or even habitable.  Still, each one had to be checked.
By the time they got to the first of two roads following a dry creek bed north into the mountains, the morning was more than half gone.  There were no standing houses within sight, just two roads a quarter of a mile apart with a wide, waterway between them that was dry all the way to where it joined the river several hundred feet south of River Road.  They found a spot beneath some trees to rest and decide which road to take.
Charlie pulled a folded map out of his pocket and spread it out on the ground. “Olen probably took the first one he came to.”
“You’ve got a map?”
“Yeah, Ed gave it to me.  He found it in his desk when he got home last night and brought it back to me.  Here, take a look.  It’ll give us an idea what’s ahead of us.”
They all gathered around and studied the maze of roads on both sides of the creek and the extent of the area.
Billy Ray was the first to offer an opinion.  “Looks like a whole lot of options.  It could take us weeks to check every house — if we can even find them all.”
Woody was next.  “That’s if there’s any that didn’t get burned down.  From the looks it that place over there,” he pointed at a collection of gutted buildings a little north of the highway near the east bank of the creek.  “The kryls didn’t just fly on past.”
Emmie responded with, “But they might have just shot whatever they could see off to the side when they went by following the river.”
“Well, we can’t tell much either way from here,” Charlie answered after gazing off beyond the mouth of the wide canyon.  “There could be no fire damage, or it could be total.  We’ll just have to go and see.”
Pointing at the map, Raven said, “And look, at least three bridges cross the creek before town.  In fact, the creek splits before town, and there’re roads all over the place, so probably houses, too.”
Emmie jumped in with, “As far as that goes, the creek is dry.  He could cross over anywhere.”
Charlie shook his head.  “Not like Olen to tromp through sand and over rocks if he can help it. Naw, he’ll most likely stay on pavement.”
“We could miss him if he’s on the other side of the creek.”  Raven peered off into the distance where the creek bed curved out of sight.  “And the odds are even of that happening.”
Billy Ray said, “Looks like a lot of doubling back, whichever way we go. We could split up and go both ways.”
“Naw,” Charlie said.  “We could wind up in smaller and smaller groups until everyone was solo, and still not be able to cover all the possibilities.  Never did like to split my forces.  Seems like it usually works better to stay together.”
After another pause, Charlie said, “Look, we aren’t expected back until we get back, so we can take as long as it takes to find him.  Just so we don’t miss him, why don’t we go up this first way — what is it, Austin Creek Road — to this second crossing, checking each house we come to on this side, then doubling back on Cazadero Highway back out to River Road, checking each house on that side.  If we don’t find him, then we go back to the crossing and continue on through whatever roads and town we find until we do find him.”
After everyone gave it some thought, Billy Ray said, “Sounds like a plan.”  The others nodded in agreement.
It was easy to see why the place had been popular before the aliens came.  The meandering creek bed ranged between ten and fifty feet in width with a sandy bottom, shaded by overhanging limbs of a variety of trees, and with easy access from both sides.  Charlie imagined the creek flowing with water after rainy season and alive with salmon and steelhead returning to their birthplaces up smaller, side creeks to spawn.  The wide, shallow canyon offered an abundance of home-sites among the trees towering over them.
They hadn’t gone far before it became clear the area had been hit hard by the kryls. When they did come to the first houses, most of them along both sides of the road had been burned, some only partially and some gutted. From their side of the creek, especially after the roads angled closer together after the first bridge, they could see past the scorched trees bordering the creek that the other side was pretty much the same.
On that first side, they only found three homes with occupants, and all of them were dedicated loners who had no use for them or anyone else that might come along. After they reached the second bridge and doubled back on the other side, they found a house where three people lived.
Byron and Emily were both mid-sixtyish.  He was tall and lanky, heavily bearded with a fringe of gray hair circling a bald dome. He spoke in a deep voice, a younger, slightly shorter version of The Judge.  She was gray, too, and appeared to have given up on keeping the tangles out of her hair.  Like Byron, she appeared to have spent the past six years living on just enough calories to struggle to the next meal, whenever that might be.  The rags they both wore didn’t appear to have been washed since the world had changed.
A third person, a man in his thirties, sat across the room from them and their hosts.  Charlie hadn’t heard a peep from him since Byron had invited them all in.  He just sat and stared, although it was hard to determine what he was staring at with his eyes seeming to be focused beyond the confines of the room
“That’s Gary,” Emily explained. “He lived across the road and a couple of doors down that way.  When those things came flying through burning everything they passed, he was driving back from the store.  His wife and two children were at home. By the time he got back, the house was blazing.  The only things that made it out were the screams of his family that he couldn’t help.  He hasn’t been right since.”
Raven couldn’t stop a flashback that put her back to that same day, but in Petaluma, when she had run home from a store to find the home she lived in with her mother, her father, and her brother…and a funny kitten she could no longer remember the name of.  She had been too late to hear any screams that might have escaped. She only knew that no one that was home at the time had gotten out.  Her brother, Jamal, was not home, but he died later.  Her agony had dimmed over the past six years, but she knew the deep ache would be with her to the day she died.
Byron took up the narration of the care they had given Gary.  “We’ve been feeding him and bedding him down in our spare room, but he hasn’t said a word since that horrible day.  He can feed himself and take care of his private needs — well, mostly — but, otherwise, he just sits and stares.  We don’t really know if he even remembers and has spent the past six years grieving or if his mind is just gone.”
“Bless him,” Emily put in. “I ‘spect that would be best if it’s so.”
Not knowing how to respond, Charlie fell back to the mission.  “Emily, Byron, we’re on the trail of a man who did our village a whole lot of harm.  We believe he might have come this way.  Have you seen anyone going by last night or today?”
The couple exchanged glances, and then Byron spoke. “We didn’t see anyone, but we might have heard him.  Neither one of us sleeps so good these days, and it don’t take a lot to wake us up.  We both heard someone running past on the road sometime before dawn.  They were heading towards town — just one person, it sounded like.”
Charlie stood and glanced at his companions.  “He’s got a pretty good lead on us, so we need to get back to it.”
The others stood and started for the door, but Emmie stopped before she got to it and turned.  She dug her trail food out of her knapsack and handed it to Emily.  “It’s not much, but maybe…”
Emily gazed at the treasure extended to her and gaped. There was enough to feed the three of them for two days, three if they didn’t stuff themselves. “Oh, God bless you, dear.  God bless you.”  A tear made a slow run down her cheek.
When Emmie turned to the door, she had to swerve around Raven who was coming back into the room while digging into her own bag. Billy Ray joined her, although, he handed over only half of what he had.  “I’d better keep some of this.  No telling how long we might be tracking Olen down.”
Charlie caught Woody’s shoulder to stop him.  “Hold on.  We can’t give all our stuff away.  It might be days before we can head back.  As it is, we’re gonna have to share what we’ve got.”  Eyeing their hosts, he added, “I’m sorry, folks.  We can’t take a chance on Olen getting away just because we don’t have enough gas in the tank.”
Byron looked at his wife and stepped forward.  “Here, take it back.  We’ll be fine.”
Before Emily could do the same, Charlie said, “No, Byron, keep it. That’s not what I was saying. We’ll be okay with what we’ve still got, so you keep that.  Really.  Keep it.”  Before he got any more argument, he turned and walked out the door.  “Come on, let’s hit it,” came over his shoulder.
When they were able to close it up after Charlie slowed to a walk after a hundred yards or so, Emmie was the first to speak.  “I’m sorry, Charlie. It’s just that they seemed so desperate.  I guess I didn’t think first.”
Charlie reached over and took her hand, continuing to walk hand in hand as he replied, “Hon, don’t ever apologize for having a heart.  We’ll be okay.”
After they pushed on, Raven said, “Why don’t we pick them up on the way home?  They seem nice, and I’m sure we can find a place for them.”
“Yeah!” said Emmie.  “And maybe the village would be better able to care for Gary. That poor man.  I’ll bet Emily and her husband would be grateful for the help.”
“I’m sure they would.  Okay, we’ll do it.”  Charlie said.  “It must seem more like sixty years to them instead of six.”
Six years after the burning, a few of the larger trees bore living needles and leaves again while low growing greenery and fast growing saplings were making a good start on new forest.  But it was too easy to imagine the hell the place had been with the holocaust engulfing all that lived.
By the time they made it back to the road merge, they were all dragging.  Billy Ray diverted over to the right where he slumped to the ground beneath a fully leafed-out willow on the bank of the sandy creek bed.
He tilted his head back and closed his eyes before groaning. “Man, I thought I had seen enough of this stuff in the last six years that it wouldn’t get to me so much.  But I really don’t want to go any farther up there and on into town.  If there is a town, even.  I’d be surprised if there’s so much as a shack standing. Hey, Charlie, maybe if we was to just wait here, Olen’ll come back to us.  Ya think?”
“Yeah, sure.”  That and a snicker were Charlie’s only responses to what he knew was merely Billy Ray’s general griping about exertion, something he had learned a long time ago not to take seriously.  He joined the others in picking similar spots beneath Billy Ray’s tree to crash.
They all remained silent for a long time, agreeing with Billy Ray’s sentiment without expressing it until Woody remarked, “But, you know, it’s really no worse than Guerneville.  I guess we’re all used to it and the others like it along the river that are nothing but ash piles.  This place is fresh for us, and maybe we were all thinking, or more likely wishing, that it had somehow escaped the kryls’ notice.”
Charlie nodded.  “And once it got a good start burning, it could have created its own wind to whip it through the canyon.   The kryls might not have even gone all the way to the actual town.”
“If that’s the case,” Raven said, “it might not have burned all the way there.  We might find a whole town of unburned houses and people.  Olen could be surrounded by friends that won’t let us near him.”
Charlie didn’t even open his eyes to respond.  “We are talking about our Olen, aren’t we?  The guy that never helped out with anything?  The guy that couldn’t buy a friend at an auction?”
“Yeah, you’re right, I guess,” Raven said with a grin.  “Probably more like it that they’d show us which porch he’s hiding under. But, Mister Silvers did say he thought Olen had a friend here.  He may not have to hide under a porch.”
They all stretched out, luxuriating in the cool shade and following their thoughts through the chaos that had begun just over twenty-four hours earlier.
“Charlie,” Emmie said with a hesitancy in her voice.  “What are we going to do with him?  I mean if we can find him?”
Charlie glanced at her for a moment, then around at the others who were now looking at him with what looked like expectations of an answer.  He shrugged and shook his head before clearing his throat.
“Well, my first idea didn’t work out so well, did it?  I didn’t really have a chance to talk it over with Jason or anyone else before we left, so…I don’t know.  I guess we’re gonna just have to reconsider some things we tossed out first time around.  Maybe we aren’t going to be able to avoid executions like we were hoping.  Maybe…oh, hell, I don’t know.  I can’t make that kind of decision by myself; I don’t care if I am the judge now.  That’s too heavy for one man to carry alone.  I guess we’ll just take him back to the village and keep him locked up until we can decide — the whole village.”
Silence settled on them while the weight of their mission bore down on them like a heavy cloud, a thunderhead with frightening potential.
“Did you all hear about Sarah?” Woody asked after an interval.
“You mean little Sarah?” Billy Ray asked, happy to have his concern diverted to something less disturbing.  “Sherri’s Sarah?   What about her?”
“Well, it seems she’s the mysterious mover that helped us recover when the waterwheel started going sideways.  She admitted it was her when her mom finally convinced her that she was mistaken when she urged her to never use her power.  I guess she could no longer hide it when she threw a couple of raiders across the village and through a wall when they tried to kill her mom.  I heard Erin talking about it to Jason.”
Emmie nodded and said, “Yeah, and I guess Sherri did a number on the bastard of a husband Morgan gave her to, a really bad character that liked to use a whip.”
“Yeah, I heard about that,” Billy Ray said with a grin.  “Lila was able to put her and Erin back together okay without hardly any parts left over.  Kinda makes you wonder what the little one — Daryl — might be able to do in a few years.”
Charlie grinned and gave them another five minutes before he rose to his feet and said, “Unless you want to start looking for a spot to spend the night out here, we need to get moving.” He glanced over his shoulder at the sun between the zenith and the hills on the west side of the canyon.  “We’ll have to make it an overnighter if we can’t find that little weasel.  Come on, let’s get lucky.”
“Lucky?” Billy Ray asked with a snicker while climbing to his feet.  “Is that the way you Marines operate? On luck?”
“No, you big ugly, but we have to hope for it when we’ve got a bunch of soft civilians bogging us down.”
When Billy Ray burst out in wheezing laughter, it seemed to ease the grayness of the day.  The others grinned as they climbed back to their feet.  To hear good natured bantering between those two was almost like back in the better days before Morgan had reappeared to wreak his havoc.
Before they took a step toward the intersection just past the west bank, they all froze and fell silent.  Emerging from the whispering breeze rustling the remnants of the forest filling the canyon, came the patter of footsteps, running footsteps coming from beyond the curve.
“Damn!  That little twerp really is gonna come back to us.”
“It might be him, Billy Ray,” Charlie said, “but I doubt if he’s coming a runnin’ just to save you some steps.”  Then, turning to the others, he commanded, “Into cover, quick! Over there!” as he led them to thick brush across the road from the willow they had rested under.
The pounding footfalls grew louder even as they grew uneven, as if the runner was fast reaching the limit of his endurance and was fighting to remain upright.
Charlie edged backward into the leafy shelter of a large rhododendron growing on the far side of the road spur.  Only Emmie had joined him there.  The others had spread out to similar covers, but they all glanced toward him as though expecting him to issue further orders or suggestions or encouragement or —
Audible sobs and gasps for breath punctuated the wheezes between footfalls from just beyond the bend.  Then, as he rounded the curve, Olen’s sobs became a cry of despair.   When his legs could no longer keep up with the momentum his upper body was demanding, his whimpers stretched out to one long whine.  Just past the fork of the road merge, he pitched forward with his arms outstretched, not so much to catch himself as to hold off the reality that his flight was making a forced landing.  After sliding to a stop on his belly, he worked around sideways and curled into a fetal position with his skinned palms held to his breast inside the curl of his fingers.
Charlie resisted the temptation to rush out and grab him by his throat, reminding himself that the man had been running like the devil was on his heels.  He slid back even farther into the bush while motioning for the others to do the same.
He watched Olen suddenly jerk as he uncurled and began to climb back to his feet, edging backward away from the direction he had come even before his feet were under him and causing him to flop back onto the sand covered pavement.  But he immediately squirmed about and rose to his feet again.  Instead of taking off at a run, though, he just backed up while gazing back at something beyond the curve not yet in view to Charlie.
Olen’s whimpers grew louder, and his head began to shake back and forth in a desperate denial of what he could see.  He thrust his arms out with his hands spread as though to hold away whatever was approaching.
Charlie could imagine one or more hungry animals, dogs gone feral, coyotes, a bear, a mountain lion, or since it was Olen, even a couple of kittens with fangs bared.
A pencil-thin flash of green light blinked so briefly he might have thought he had imagined it if he hadn’t recognized it from deep memories. So, when Olen flopped to the ground and lay unmoving, he had a pretty good idea what was coming, and an angry, hungry bear would have been preferable.  He muttered a soft, “Stay put.” along with a softer, “Shhh,” and hoped the others heard him.
The large kryl stepped into view first.  It was carrying one of their broomstick-like laser weapons and wore a green sash.  It stalked right up to Olen and gazed down at him.  A few paces behind came a smaller one wearing a multicolored sash: a gllurik.
They were only about fifty or sixty feet away, and Charlie was afraid to even take a breath.  How good was their hearing?  Could they smell the cluster of sweaty humans hiding in the bushes nearby?  Could they taste the fear radiating from him and his friends?  Or could they detect them with some other sense that maybe even Raven wasn’t aware of?
When the kryl leaned over to pick Olen up, the gllurik made a slow turnabout, peering off into the surroundings.  When it had turned to face across to Charlie’s rhododendron, it paused just briefly enough for Charlie to notice, but then continued to turn.  After it had completed a full rotation, it followed the kryl that had walked back out of view to the north, carrying Olen slung under one arm.  Just before it, too, was out of sight, it glanced back to its right for a second, toward the cluster of rhododendrons, and then it was gone.
Charlie flicked his hands out to motion the others to remain where they were.  He forced himself to count slowly to a hundred, then another fifty before he rose up out of the bush.  He paused to listen, again motioned for the others to remain where they were and stepped out onto the road.  He eased out to a point from which he could see around the curve.  After a glance about, he returned to the others still crouched behind cover.
“They’re gone, just about out of sight moving north.  Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”
Without pausing for talk, he led them south on the east road for a quarter mile before they stopped for a breather and to let their legs stop shaking.
“Well, I can’t say I’m sorry to say Olen is no longer our problem.”
“But, Charlie,” Emmie said, “what if they come to the village?  We have to do something about them.”
“And if there’s a whole platoon waitin’ for them to return with their prisoner?”
Woody said, “But what if they came for more than one?  I can’t see ‘em coming all this way for just Olen.”
“Yeah,” Billy Ray chimed in.  “He’d not be much of a catch.”
“It’s all right, they’re not going to come after us or hit the village.”  Raven’s voice was calm compared to the tension in everyone else’s.  “They’re leaving.  Olen is the last one.”
Charlie turned to her with a face full of questions.  “You mean they’ve already got others?  What, from Cazadero?  Olen’s friend?”
“Probably.”
“But how do you know?  What’d you see?”  Charlie wasn’t doubting her, just trying to understand.
“The gllurik told me.”
“What?  You mean they know we’re here?”  Billy Ray gasped.
“Why didn’t they —?”
“How long do you think —?”
“What if —?”
Raven smiled and held up her hands to fend off the storm of questions suddenly pelting her.  “No, they’re not coming back for us, and no, they don’t know we’re here…not the kryls, anyway.  You saw the gllurik turn around?  Well, it was because it sensed us in the area, probably Woody, Emmie and me.  Then, when it turned this way, it knew we were in the bushes. It didn’t inform the kryl because…well, I suppose even those forced to work with the kryls don’t really support them. I guess they are more like Raymond is and Ronald was than the ones here on Earth are aware.  Or maybe it’s just some of them, in which case we got lucky.  Anyway, it said for us to not come out or make our presence known to the kryl, that their mission is now complete, and that they are going to leave.”
“You’re right handy to have around, Raven,” Billy Ray said as a big grin spread across his face.
Emmie said, “So, Olen is going to be taken to another world where they’re going to hunt him down to kill for sport?”
When Raven’s answer was just a nod, Emmie winced at her own words and reached out her hand to her friend.
“Oh, Raven!  I’m so sorry.  I didn’t even think about Adam.”
Raven took her extended hand and squeezed it before releasing it.  “That’s okay, hon.  I imagine they found him a bit more of a challenge than they wanted.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he was still making them regret that particular choice.”
“I’m afraid they’re going to be disappointed in the challenge Olen’s gonna be good for.”  Charlie said.
“I can’t think of a better sentence for his crimes,” Woody said.  “Too bad we can’t arrange for something like that for the next Morgan that comes along.”
Charlie turned serious again for a bit.  “You mean you got all that in just the few seconds that thing looked this way?”
“Well, we didn’t really have to be facing each other to communicate.  Beside, that form of communication tends to be bit quicker than all this old-fashioned speaking with actual words.”
“Okay, hon.  I’ll just let you handle that part.  I’ll be just as happy to talk by talking and keeping my thoughts to myself.”
Billy Ray chimed in with, “Yeah, me too. Is it even possible to cuss the way you do that?  I’d hate to have to give up cussin’.”
Raven laughed, something she hadn’t done for what seemed like ages.  “Oh, Billy Ray, I can cuss like you can’t even imagine.  I can think things so fast, and so intense, and so down right gut-churnin’ and eyeball searin’ that plain old cussin’ is just laughable to me.”
“Well, damn, Sugar, you’re gonna have to teach me to do it, then.  If they’s a better way to cuss, I sure want to learn it.”
Grinning, Charlie led them across the sandy creek bed toward the house on the other side where three potential, new citizens for Wolfehaven waited to join the community.
The End
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SCI-FI
Refuge
Earth(Book 1 in the Refuge Omnibus series, previously published as Refuge)
Widower Jason Wolfe, a small-town cop in the coastal hills north of San Francisco, is considering giving up his badge for the sake of his young daughter.  But his dilemma vanishes when an armada of huge star ships arrive at Earth in a blitzkrieg invasion of fire and death.  Deadly conflict arises among survivors as one among them is progressively devoured by his own inner demons.  Besides destroying most of humanity, did the invaders come for colonization – or something else? And what is with the strange, new abilities beginning to emerge among the survivors, abilities that once resulted in burning witches?  If magic is real, is it still magic?
Raven (book 2 of Refuge Omnibus)
Matti Raven is a pretty and popular, sixteen-year-old, talented, suburban high-school athlete.  She survives the fiery destruction of Earth’s civilizations by creatures from the stars.  Her family does not, and she is alone until she discovers her boyfriend, Woody, alive and well among the ashes.
 
Matti and Woody both discover they have inexplicable, new powers.  She survives the initial holocaust only by her telepathy leading her to shelter.  Woody’s power of levitation saves her more than once, but when he lures an invader away from their hiding place and fails to return, she is alone again.
 
Matti witnesses a lay-preacher command the invaders to be gone, and, in seeming compliance, they leave Earth.  The preacher, spewing his professed mandate from God to rid Earth of evil—as he defines it—accuses Matti of being an evil minion of Satan and in collusion with the demon invaders.  Forced to flee the group she had joined in her struggle for survival, she is, again, alone.
 
Amid ruin, a gang of cutthroats gives Matti the option of joining them, mainly as their sex toy, or to be skinned alive just to see if she is black all the way through.  When she opts to fight, she discovers she not only has formidable allies, but together, they can overcome much.

 
And Crawling Things Lurk
In a small, northern California town, an abomination that shouldn’t exist outside of nightmares has long flourished unnoticed by limiting its sustenance to what is provided from out of the area.  But fate disrupts that provision, and it falls upon the local populace to sate horrific needs.  The town drunk witnesses the beginning of these depredations.  But how can he convince anyone that what he saw wasn’t just another phantom from a bottle?  Could such evil come from so innocuous a figure as he describes?  The only one to believe his story is a young girl who befriends him against warnings from her local cop and her parents.  Ensuing events convince him that the thing will keep coming back for more.  But can he overcome alcohol and war-wound-caused mental limitations to construct a weapon in time to kill the monster?
What If – Short stories
First, Space/Time as a Mobius Strip, is an essay, just a glance at some of the fun thinking a Mobius strip can inspire. 
Then, in Greatest Impact, what essential, commonly accepted theorem does a time-traveler forget to account for (does not involve stepping on butterflies or otherwise killing one’s own grandfather)? 
Next, Donor Cards explores how perilous traffic enforcement might be in a society that combines organ donations with three-strikes. 
And, finally, Vivarium considers something that could be worse than being a resident of a zoo on an alien world.
THRILLER
Mama Bear 
Not smart to take baby bear and leave mama bear alive to come after you.
Deep in a redwood forest in the Northern California, coastal mountains, would-be rescuers dig out Angela’s fourteen-year-old daughter but leave Angela still buried in the wreckage of her uncle’s earthquake-collapsed house with her husband and uncle, both badly injured.  As the abductors depart, their allusions to the hellish life they plan for the girl as their new baby-maker galvanize Angela to free herself and go after them.  But, she has always been adamantly opposed to violence.  So, what, now, will she do — what won’t she do — to rescue her daughter?
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