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Part 1 


Far and Away












  
  

Chapter 1

The Way It Was





It was the whining whir of a globe flying past that woke him. By the way its wake had ruffled the tarp he had wrapped around himself he knew it had only been yards away. The second thing he noticed was that after it passed, the raindrops resumed their tapping on the damp canvas. The ripe smell of wet Rundleford goat was what got him moving. One of the buggers was laying on his feet, one up against his back, and one was chewing its cud right next to his head. He gently pushed up a corner of the tarp and raised his head. The rain was gentler than it sounded through the canvas, and the dim light of the early morning sun had little warmth to it but enough to lure him out of the trough he had made for himself over the warm embers of his evening fire, now stone cold. 

The goats around him, undisturbed by the all-too-common passage of a huge, black, flying orb, raised their heads when he did, making it easy for him to count them by calling each by name. All present and accounted for, both hands and two toes’ worth. A surreptitious scan of the surrounding grass-covered hills and slopes, quite beautiful in the changing morning light, showed no sign of lurking predators. His canvas sack was still there, nestled against his stomach and strapped across his shoulder. His hardwood staff, stuck upright in the ground and within reach, was ready for action. He regretted having left his hand-me-down tricorn hat out in the rain, atop the tip of the staff, but at least the goats hadn’t eaten it.

He and the goats got up on their feet together. He tossed his canvas tarp over a bush in the hope it might dry even slightly. A fire was next, readily set with flint, steel, and dry tinder from his bag. He tore a lump of his ever-dough off his supply, wrapped it around a stick, and propped it over the flames before he’d filled his coffee bug and thrown it directly into the fire. Jack had no idea why this little ball-shaped coffee pot was called a bug, but boy did it work well. By the time he’d taken his morning whizz, the coffee was bubbling and the dough needed a turn.

It was then that he noticed the top of one of the orbs peeking over the rise to his left. Whether it was the one that had woken him he couldn’t tell. It just sat there in the air, like it belonged there, still as can be. He had never seen one so close before; his eyes went wide as he realized just how big it was. Two men high, maybe three. Pitch black but with highlights of color on all its surfaces that spun blindingly fast every which way. Copper-colored. Gold. Bright blue. Even red. He sucked in his breath when he realized these ever-present globes weren’t just big flying black balls. They were much, much more and he needed a closer look.

One step forward and it was gone in the blink of an eye. Straight up and then off to the south as fast as it could go. A few tendrils of steam were left in its wake, and a strange metallic aroma, like burnt rock.

They were always there, those globes. Whistling across the sky, every which way, even this far away from civilization. They never did anything to anybody and the fears that people had initially had of them had disappeared over time and they had simply become a curiosity. But he had never, ever been that close to one. He knew it was alive somehow, and that particular one felt like it had been watching him intently. His day beckoned, though, and as quickly as the globe had left, he put it from his mind.

The goats had gone back to looking for tasty mouthfuls here and there. He didn’t know if that globe had been one of the others he could see overhead, all going in different directions at different speeds. Same old happenings with just a bit of a twist. Nothing to get excited about.

He didn’t have that many goats this season, only a dozen. Old Sam had surprised him a month previously when he took back the larger number of the slowest and oldest ones he had initially been assigned and replaced them with what were obviously the troublemakers. He had been told their long necks and long legs and long stringy wool were the result of a cross between llamas and camels and mountain goats and a few other similar critters. Jack didn’t have any idea what a “llama” or a “camel” was but expected they were even stranger than these creatures. When Old Sam and his father had almost come to blows over their competing views of what they believed “ginetticks” really meant and why they were named Rundleford, Jack just assumed that neither one knew anything or else they wouldn’t have gotten so upset. His own understanding was that mixing critters up was supposed to be like what happens when you add charcoal to iron to make it better. The tallest goat he had was a good seven feet tall when it stood up straight, and another two when you counted its long, slightly curved, parallel horns. Jack had come to enjoy these quirky creatures and knew he was privileged to be herding them rather than the scrawny little goats and stubby sheep that ran loose around the village.

His goats watched him intently as they grazed, all of them with their long necks fully extended to get a better view as he cooked and then ate his breakfast. He still had no idea how the dough could cook the way it did, becoming crisp and flaky on the outside and moist with wet cheese on the inside. He had experimented, of course, and even watched the process as it happened by breaking bits off at different times during the bake. It simply happened. He figured it just might be more “ginneticks” in action. But it was always delicious, even when it was raw, so he really didn’t mind not knowing that much about how it got that way.

His coffee bug he understood, or at least thought he did. It was a globe-shaped pot that he added powder and water to, sealed it shut with a twist and tossed it in the fire, making sure the end of its chain didn’t follow it in. It never burned, never blew up, and was always deliciously sweet and bitter at the same time.

“Life is good,” he told himself, and was about to expand on that thought when his inner voice, the one he talked with when he was by himself for too long, added its own comment.

“Well, it is if you don’t think about blisters and infected cuts and stinky painful teeth or itchy little bugs in your hair.”

“Nothing better to do, echo?’ he asked it back. There was no reply. “Just as well. Unlike you, I’ve got things to do and places to go!”

After he was totally packed and had double-checked that his oilcloth-wrapped book was still laced up and stowed away securely, Jack threw the goats the remainder of his breakfast on its stick high in the air.

As the goats piled on each other to see who would get it first, he bet himself those ornery critters would bolt to the east that morning, toward the rising sun. He set off like a rocket in that direction, hoping they would follow if his was indeed the direction they had decided on.

It wasn’t.

Once they had finished with the stick, they all raised their heads in their long-necked, wild-haired way, and were immediately distracted by another of the huge flying globes silently zooming past overhead. They then bounded off in the direction opposite to the one Jack had gambled on. Jack was also slightly distracted by the globe as it whistled past, leaving a customary, wispy trail of steam in its wake—they were indeed a never-ending source of wonder—but his race with the goats was a much higher priority.

“One more for the goats,” he chided himself as he stopped, pushed his shoulder pack and rolled tarp back into a more comfortable position on his back, and ran after them as fast as he could, his long, curved staff held up and to the side. It was not usually easy to catch those long-legged beasties when they had a head start.

Jack waved hello to Tibo and Nico as he and his goats flew past their camp. They waved their own dough sticks in return, laughing and yelling insults at him. Nico, though smaller and skinnier than either of the others, chased Jack and his goats and kept up for a while, hanging tightly onto her broad-brimmed straw hat. Tibo and Nico had more goats than Jack, but Jack’s were by far harder to catch. Onward ran Jack and his goats, down into a gully, across the rusty old railroad tracks, and back up the other side. Jack finally got a break when the goats headed up and over a knoll that he knew would send them scrambling to their right. He ran down and to the side to head them off, gaining ground by going round the hill instead of over, and ran straight into the lead goat, stopping the whole lot of them in their tracks.

Once they had ceased their headlong stampede the goats noticed there were quite a few succulent greens and young bushes to munch on right where they stood. Jack was glad—he wasn’t winded and could have kept running, but enough was enough. He clambered up on top of a boulder higher up the hill, unshouldered his pack, and was happy to take a break.

This was how Jack spent most every day, the tedium sometimes broken by infrequent diversions such as wolves and coyotes, warmly welcomed as diversions in spite of the threat they posed. Even a drizzling rain could be welcome—the goats stringy fleece tended to soak up rainwater and heavier rains would weigh them down and slow them to a walking pace. But rain also brought out their stink something fierce as well, something that Jack never got totally used to. Jack had concluded that life was a series of trade-offs, and his life of unfettered freedom in the hills was definitely worth putting up with all the rest.

No matter what diversions might come along, perhaps the most rewarding for Jack was simply watching the huge, ever-changing vistas of the landscapes they roamed across. 

Sometimes something totally random would happen. Jack loved those moments if only for their novelty. Wolves were a grand diversion but perhaps didn’t count as random events as they came by almost regularly, always hoping to find a weakness. They had no love for goat herders and the goats themselves weren’t defenseless either, and would resolutely stand their ground against even a pack of timber wolves. Their tall horns, if they had them, were quite sharp and they used them very effectively. Usually, the wolves decided there had to be a much easier meal to pursue elsewhere, but only after hanging around a while to make sure. Jack was thankful he had only had run-ins with wolves twice this season.


      ***Jack, Tibo, and Nico tended to herd together when they could, even though Jack needed to keep his miscreant goats separate from theirs. In all the varied lands the herders traveled together with their long-haired charges, one of their absolute favorite places was the top of a particular hill at the edge of the highest alpine meadow they visited during the hottest months. From that hill, they could see clearly far to the west across the foothills of the mountains, and even farther to the east across a flat plain that seemed to go forever. They were fairly sure it was carpeted with tall grass as it often had waves and whorls traversing it when it was windy but somehow it never seemed to be the same color. Green mostly, especially in the spring, but often there were great, cloud-shaded patches that were dark, approaching blue, surrounded by sunlit expanses that were sometimes so bright they looked almost yellow.

When they caught the view at just the right time of day, it was breathtaking. There were ranks of those massive, marble monoliths called Teeth arrayed randomly to the north of the plain, and when the rays of the rising sun struck their sides, it was a view like no other. The herders often had long discussions about how these huge, mile-high pillars had been formed. Jack liked to think they had been pushed up from the center of the earth by thousands of rock trolls who needed space for their underground lairs. Tibo was partial to them being real teeth and the streams between them were the earth drooling over its dinner, which was goat stew. Nico figured they were nails that giants had hammered in place to keep the countryside from tearing away from the rocks below.

Occasionally they could make out enormous herds of what they suspected were giant wild goats. Nico insisted they were called “olifants’ even though she couldn’t remember where she had heard that name. Tibo and Jack had nothing better, so olifants they were. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of them moved rapidly across the plain in seemingly random directions and patterns, like murmurations of starlings.

But, to be truthful, it was one particular flying globe that brought them back to that hill as often as they could. It always came at the same time of day, from exactly the same direction. The longer they watched, the larger it became. The very first time they saw it, it had been crossing their field of view, then changed course toward them. Since then, it came right at them every time, apparently on purpose.

The herders would always flatten themselves on the grassy knoll, transfixed by this hypnotic sight. No matter how often they watched this mighty sphere nor how certain they were that it was going to hit the hilltop and would most definitely take three goatherds with it, they never moved nor blinked.

It came so fast and passed so close it always took their breath away. As the globe flew past with seemingly only inches to spare, its growing size and diminishing proximity made them scream with the thrill of it, a long, loud scream that they would begin when the globe was about ten seconds away and rise to a manic crescendo as it passed directly overhead. It was a glorious experience every time—so dark, so fast, so mysterious and dangerous. The globe never disturbed the air as much as they expected it would. It was eerily quiet, leaving only the sound a thrown rock makes when it passes too close for comfort, but louder. It felt like it had swallowed the air around them in one massive gulp, and like the other globes, always left an odd smell and a trail of fog of its own making as it went.

The kids didn’t know why that particular globe skimmed this particular hilltop so closely, but it did, and it was always a thrill.

It all ended abruptly one day, however. Tibo, for some unfathomable reason, decided to jump up in front of the globe to see if he could make it veer off course.

It was lucky for Tibo that he timed it poorly. The globe didn’t make a move to miss him. Maybe it didn’t see him. Maybe it couldn’t even see. It did however come so close that the wall of air the globe pushed out of its way knocked him flat on his back.

Tibo’s prize red and white toque was not so lucky. He wore that thing year-round, and always had something stowed in it at the end of its stocking-like length, typically his pouch of tobacco. As Tibo dropped down, his toque went up and was somehow pulled into the globe, tobacco and all. The globe coughed and within seconds there was a trail of very small bits of red and white wool and brown tobacco emitted from the back of the globe. The globe coughed again, changed course and was about to plough into the side of the next hill when somehow it snapped out of it and in the blink of an eye was back on course as if nothing had happened.

All Tibo could say once he recovered was “Damn! I really liked that hat!”


      ***All in all, goat herding was a good life, Jack reasoned. He loved the wildness of the hills and the sheer exhilaration that being his own man gave him. He loved his home as well and relished having time for studies and other pursuits once winter set in. The nights were definitely getting longer, the days less warm, and the goats’ long woolly coats were getting thicker, so Jack was half-expecting Old Sam or another adult to come visiting sometime soon to call them down from the hills.

Now that would be grand, he dreamed. Hot spicy stews and fresh baking, a steaming bath, an actual bed to sleep in, and a few coins as a bonus for not losing even a single goat over the last four months. And of course, there would be the evenings with his family, singing with them, hearing long-winded stories, readings from books that raised more questions than they answered, and perhaps most exciting of all, finally beginning his formal reading and writing lessons. Listening to his father and mother drone on and on about their favorite times and tales from the seemingly vast stores of knowledge they had accumulated over their immensely long lives never failed to put him peacefully to sleep.

He could even hear his father grumbling to his mother about something or other. Grumbling was one of his father’s favorite pastimes. He could do it continuously, even when he was reading, without taking his eyes off the book in his hands. Any evening task, like sharpening the long, wide-bladed knife he was so proud of, gave him ample opportunity to voice his discontent with everything. Whetstoning that knife always calmed him, though. “Your granddad’s it was,” he had once told Jack and his older brothers. “He named it Snickersnee. Did in many a wolf and a few of those fecking roach things.” Not that he ever explained what a roach thing was, nor what Snickersnee meant. Jack put those references away in the back of his mind, like “ginneticks.” Jack often wondered how many of the words in the books that his father read he actually understood.

This was Jack’s third successful season as a goatherd, and he was only eleven. Twelve soon enough, he thought proudly. He was indeed looking forward to everything about the village, good and bad, even how the old guys could take good stories and turn them into long, boring monologues, especially those about the Bad Times. There were always plenty of stories about that, and it seemed they liked to link everything back to those long ago events that apparently had been the cause of everything worth complaining about.

As far as the kids could tell, the Bad Times were actually more of a folk tale than any actual event, but there had definitely been something world-changing about it if just a few of their stories had some truth to them. The oldest shepherd, Pracetti, and the leather worker, Enreekay, had their own versions, and both Tibo’s and Jack’s fathers had argued endlessly with them and anyone else about the event and the subsequent wave of new technology, and even about “ginneticks.” Those with different opinions were marked as enemies unless they happened to bring wine or food to the discussions. Once the contributions were consumed, and polite thanks were given in return, the bearers were returned to being seen as enemies of all things good and were berated with words of disdain sputtered out through these men’s long whiskers. Jack and his brothers would only ever listen in silence at these sessions. Participation would have been dangerous.

None of the elders’ stories seemed to match, so all that Jack could surmise was that it had been a very confusing, chaotic time. Pracetti claimed that he had stayed up in the hills for three years, watching from a very high hill until the smoke from fires in the coastal towns had stopped. Enreekay, who was known to have stayed away for five years, said he found a wife and had seven children while he waited for the chaos to stop. Jack, watching from the back of the group, had recklessly piped up then and received some frowns from the elders when he asked Enreekay how many fingers he had, just to check his arithmetic because five years seemed way too short for all that he had claimed to have accomplished. Jack’s father had smacked him across the ear, and gruffly yelled, “Respect!” But Enreekay answered anyway.

“Why, of course!” he replied directly to Jack, giving him a withering look that supported his father’s response. “Sebbenteen!”

Jack had nodded humbly but smiled to himself while he rubbed his hot, reddened ear. He had just that morning learned his numbers all the way up to ten from his eldest brother, Hugo.

“Sebbenteen, my ass,” Jack thought. “That’s probably more than all my fingers and toes together! But my father is right—I owe Enreekay respect even if the old bastard can’t count. He sure does make the best boots ever.”

According to their stories, during the Bad Times there had been everything from drought to flood, famine, and even wars that nobody understood, not that anybody ever understood wars. By all accounts, it had been a storm of craziness that had lasted years and ended as abruptly as it had started. It was because of the Bad Times that Okkarby went from just a few dozen herding families to many times that—people from all over looking for a place away from the craziness. New technology appeared out of nowhere soon afterward. The invention of steam engines generations ago had been bad enough, the old ones complained, using more steel than should ever have been allowed and the smelting of it just stunk up the air. (Jack's father had quietly disagreed with that last part, being a blacksmith and quite fond of the heat and smoke and noise that went with making steel do his bidding.)

When the hard material that didn’t need sharpening and the globes with their engines called “solitons” had come along, well that was just all too unnatural to be acceptable. Pracetti had summed up his indignation quite eloquently.

“A single good steel blade cost me three of my bestest sheep last year and just last month some whippersnapper fecker from downhill offered me two new farty blades for just one sheep. Fecker.”

“And them fecking So-Lee-Ton engine things,” added Jack’s perpetually disgruntled father, probably because he hadn’t said anything in a while and needed to assert himself. “How the hell can a big ball like that replace a whole fecking steam engine and only need water to run on? Jeez.” This new metal, fuertay, hadn’t yet had an impact on his blacksmithing business —he had, after all, been the one who sold Pracetti a good steel blade for three sheep after serious haggling—but everyone had been braced for the day when steel was eclipsed.

Jack eventually understood their logic—it was born of the same stony mindset that had enabled them to survive the unimaginably hard lives they had lived. Fighting deathly hard for only marginal subsistence can make anyone tired and bitter and unable to recognize opportunities. Fuertay was simply one of those opportunities.


      ***That evening, as he and his cantankerous goats were bedding down for the night, Tibo came to visit.

“You know you’re as slow as a pregnant cat,” Tibo hailed.

“And you as a three-legged turnip,” Jack spontaneously threw back at him, causing Tibo to look at him oddly. Tibo didn’t say much after that, just sat down and warmed himself by Jack’s meager fire.

Jack noticed that Tibo had replaced his shredded red and white toque with one of his long green woolen socks, the ones he could pull all the way up to his thighs when the weather turned cold. 

“A bit tighter fit on his head than his toque, but still a good place to keep his tobacco,” thought Jack, “but it’s still on his head so that means he’s not sharing his smokes. Come to think of it, the only time he takes off his toque other than to roll a smoke is when he needs to scratch his head.”

“What’s up?” asked Jack, as he offered Tibo one of his own smokes. There was something Tibo was holding back. Something exciting, Jack hoped.

“Old Sam came by today while you were up the slopes. He’s called us back in.” Tibo was obviously trying to restrain himself as he spoke. He calmly took what Jack had rolled and lit it with a stick from the fire, spitting out bits as he inhaled. This reminded Jack that even though he was a year older than Tibo he still had a lot to learn about how to roll a good smoke. But this news was just too exciting to think about anything else.

“Excellent!” Jack shrieked when he could no longer contain himself, making his goats leap up in alarm. The sureness of returning home wrapped him in a joy he hadn’t felt since it had been announced that he would get his own herd that Spring. But Tibo didn’t smile, and Jack sat back down again once he understood there was more to this news.

“What?” he said quietly, sensing it was perhaps not the good news he was hoping for.

“Things might not be the same at home,” said Tibo, nervously.

“What? What does that mean?”

“There’s been trouble in Okkarby,” started Tibo. Jack had only found out this year that their village had a name. Tibo had said it meant “our town” in some old language.

“Bad trouble. That’s all Sam said. We need to get back as soon as we can.” Tibo then stood, turned, and left. Jack knew there was nothing else to say, or else Tibo would have said it. At least once.

Jack didn’t sleep much that night and the next day he roused his goats before the sun was up and headed downhill to where Tibo and Nico were camped. They were awake just as early and they all quietly walked together, their goats sensing something had changed and ranging around them quietly, the clanking of the small bells of their few kids the only sound as they descended into their future.








  
  

Chapter 2

Dust to Ashes





What was normally a two-day journey back to their homes took them only a single long day at a quick, driven pace. As dusk began to descend, several other young herders joined them but kept their large herds well back so they didn’t get mixed. They were older boys, not friendly as a rule, with much bigger herds. Jack and Tibo always gave them a wide berth if they could. Harold and Fernando, Diego, and Potato. Not his real name, but close enough to what it really was so that it had stuck. They had other boys with them, too, but those were the only names Jack knew. His brother Luke used to enjoy getting in fights with them, and it seemed that everyone was afraid of Jack’s oldest brother Hugo, for some reason or other. 

The last miles saw them making their way around the two familiar white- and gray-streaked Teeth that towered over and defined one side of the village of Okkarby. The village came into view as they passed through their evening shadows. The sight of several thin pillars of heavy smoke propelled them all into a headlong dash.

The goats followed hard on their heels, but the whole lot of them stopped a hundred yards short of the outer edge of Okkarby as they came up over a rise in the road and the acrid smell of burning overwhelmed them. There was something extraordinarily wrong, and the kids, easily ten in number by then, started to run again toward whatever lay ahead, this time propelled by a chilling fear of what they were about to find. The faster ones left the others well behind, but then slowed and stopped as they rounded the last bend. They bunched up and then walked as one once they came to the edge of town, fear making them all hesitate, but the need to know moving them forward. None wanted to be first, or last, but they kept moving into what revealed itself to be an unimaginable nightmare. Several finally broke rank when they came to the remains of their homes amidst the ruins that lay before them, and the others stumbled on in horror to see what remained of their own.

Jack had pulled his shepherd’s staff from the center of his bedding roll, his automatic reaction when approaching possible danger. A few of the others had done the same. The usual comfort he took from being armed with his hardwood staff, its base tipped as it was with a rough, pointed lump of steel, handy though it might be for breaking wolves’ teeth and ribs, felt insufficient against whatever it was they were about to face. But it was better than nothing.

Anything that could burn had been reduced to ash. Blackened beams and stones lay where homes had been. Smoldering cinders burned amongst them. Stone walls were flattened, looking as if they had been pulled down. Nothing higher than their knees remained—everything was broken and smoking and flames still burned in scattered places. Even the great shade trees had been leveled, nothing left of their massive trunks and arcing boughs but burned and splintered stumps and drifts of ash.

The worst was the blackened, swollen remains of livestock. And people. While the others scattered in small groups or singly, Jack and Tibo and Nico stayed tightly together, holding onto each other’s hands and arms and jackets as they sought to put names to the corpses.

“Old Enreekay,” muttered Tibo as he pointed at a form on the ground. “I can see his belt buckle.”

“My mother,” Jack hoarsely gasped. He broke off from the others and ran along the road to where his home had been, having seen what he knew was her. He stood stock-still beside her, transfixed by the horror of her remains, then dropped to his knees. He could not bring himself to touch her but could not pull his eyes away. It was young Nico taking his hand and pulling him firmly away that broke the spell.

“We must leave now. There is nothing here. We can come back tomorrow, but now we must hide.”

The words echoed in Jack’s ears and finally seeped into his mind. He looked at Nico, and part of him managed to say “Yes.” He paused as he tried to bring his mind out of its shocked state. He needed to know more, but there was still danger here, and night was rapidly approaching. His father and brothers must likewise be horrifically gone, but a part of him did not want to know.

“Let’s go up to Pracetti’s,” said Jack. “No one ever goes there.”

They found Tibo kneeling in the ashes beside a form that must have been family. Each took him by an arm, pulled him upright, and guided his steps in the direction they needed to go, up the dirt track behind the town to the old shepherd’s hovel. Tibo complied, and they numbly walked on in silence.

“Are there any who survived? Please?” stammered Tibo.

“I couldn’t find my mother anywhere,” whispered Nico, not sure whether this was a good or bad sign.

“Tomorrow,” was all that Jack could bring himself to say. “It is too dark to do anything now.”


      ***Pracetti was a sheep farmer who had built his low stone house into the side of the hill that rolled up between the two easterly Teeth. He had seen the advantage of having one wall already built and a natural floor of smooth though uneven stone already in place. The kids had assumed right. His house was untouched, probably because it was almost impossible to see from the village. They pounded on his heavy wooden door, well-built despite being attached to what seemed like a haphazard pile of stones, but no answer came.

The door was unlocked, as was the villagers’ custom, and they entered the dark building and called gently, but nothing. They dared not build a fire, not this night, and none were hungry, but their routines spoke loud in this silence, so they found remnants of food and drink in their packs and miserably, numbly sat down on the floor to a cheerless cold meal in the dying light.

“We must bring the goats,” stated Jack.

“I will go,” said Tibo.

“We all go,” said Nico.

Jack looked at them. Who could be by themselves or be left alone?

“Yes,” he said, and they rose as one and went to fetch their herds as the last rays of the sun gradually disappeared.

The kids ended up sleeping outside in the dirt with their goats, wrapped in their canvases but huddled closer together than usual. Between them, they had only about fifty goats, their families having the smallest herds in the town. That many fit easily in Pracetti’s sheep corral tucked deep into the hill beside the house and they didn’t seem to mind being fenced in. The three kids huddled by the gate, and the goats lay as close by as they could.

Jack was the last to fall into an exhauxted sleep and the first up. He climbed to the peak of the low slate roof to watch the valley below. Deeply ingrained habits die hard, especially when they were born of necessity. He made a very small smokeless fire on the rocks adjacent to the roof’s gable and brewed up a coffee bug to try to take the edge off a situation he had no words to describe.

It didn’t work.

His view from there was of the whole of Okkarby and the three roads that led to it. The only things moving seemed to be crows that had risen early to make good use of the remnants of disaster. Hundreds of them. Every coyote in the valley was also there, and more.

“A disaster for one is a feast for another, apparently,” mused Jack bitterly.

There was something strange about the village that only came to him after staring at it for some time. The blackened areas were not ragged, as might be expected from rogue flames fed by dry ground cover and halted by bare earth. The burn perimeter of the town was clear. Crisp edges defined its outer reaches. Distinct, wide burn lines went along the lanes and walkways, showing clearly through the ash. More lines went up to where buildings had been. A puzzle indeed, but right then he needed to know who else had fallen, and more importantly, who had not. He pissed his fire to ashes, shook out his coffee bug, grabbed his belongings, climbed down off the house, and before the others had stirred he had made his way down the hill to face whatever was there.


      ***He found them. His father’s dog, beside his father. His mother, where he had left her. But not his two brothers, Luke and Hugo. He hoped they had escaped to the hills, but there was no sign, no way to tell. He felt weirdly detached, knowing his parents were there and dead, but he was not able to connect what he saw with the family he loved. He thought about finding a shovel and burying them but was not sure what good that would do. Maybe it was better to leave them be. They were peaceful as they were, and he hoped they would walk the earth and haunt their murderers and lead him to them. Yes, the vermin would feast, but they always did. And he was not sure he could bring himself to touch them, let alone lift them.

In the rubble and ashes that had been their house, he sought out one thing and found it in the rocks that had been their hearth and fireplace—his father’s heavy knife, Snickersnee, still wrapped in the blackened remains of its leather sheath, its bone handle crumbled, the rivets still loosely attached to the steel tang. He hoped the footlong blade had not lost its temper, but it showed no signs of heat distress. Wrapping it gently in his spare shirt, he slid it down the side of his right boot where it fit well. It was a comfort and was all that was left of his home and his childhood. Except for the lads and the goats, of course.

Other young goatherds were searching the same as he had, each mourning in their own way as they found that which they did not want to find, some digging shallow graves for their kin, others catatonic in their grief.

“Best leave them to their own grief,” Jack concluded. He must take care of his own first.

Tibo and Nico were at their own homes by then. Tibo had said goodbye to his father, who was all the family he had, in the same way Jack had said goodbye to his parents. His face was dry, but the muddy smears beneath his red eyes belied the calmness he attempted to present. Nico, youngest and smallest of them, had lain down, weeping and sobbing and shaking, beside the corpse of her mother who she had found buried beneath the ash. Jack and Tibo picked her up bodily and sat her down gently on the road nearby.

“Should we cover her for you, Nico? We can put her in the ground so the coyotes will leave her alone.”

“Please,” sobbed Nico.

And that is what they did. It took a long time as the ground was hard. Jack could not bring himself to use his father’s knife to dig and found a metal scrap from the ashes of his forge instead. They managed to bury her well enough for Nico to say goodbye. Together, they did the same for Tibo’s and Jack’s families. The sight of coyotes arguing over someone’s arm was enough motivation for Jack to retract his prior decision to leave well enough alone. Nico collected a few meadow flowers that hadn’t succumbed to either the fire or the cool nights, and all three of them, having achieved some sort of tortured calm, went from body to body, from grave to grave, even of those they didn’t recognize, and wished each soul a peaceful journey. It was the best they could think of, and all that they could bring themselves to do.

Much of this new day had passed by then and they knew they must tend to their goats. Back up the hill they trudged, feeling oddly better for having said goodbye, each in their own way, but still hollow and dark and greatly pained inside. Jack knew that pain would be with them for a long time, probably forever. He was not sure he was up for that but knew he could not stop and think about it. Releasing the goats from the corral helped, their zest for freedom and mischief was always infectious. The kids didn’t chase them this time, which caused the goats to stop and wonder. But not for long. There was good long grass nearby and their attention was quickly diverted to things that mattered.

“What are we supposed to do with the goats now?” wondered Tibo out loud. “No one to bring them home to, no way to sell them. Heck, even Potato’s and Harold’s crews wouldn’t want ours. They all have problems like us.”

Jack was glad for the distraction and gave it some thought. “Did you see the saddle in Pracetti’s house?”

Tibo looked at him like he had just realized Jack was an idiot. “That’s just for wee kids to play on hobbled old goats. What are you thinking?”

“I’ve got two goats that are the biggest we’ve ever raised. And you have a couple yourself.”

“What? RIDE them? They’d throw you off and trample you to death just for trying.”

“Not me. Not you. Nico.” Tibo was relieved to see a small but devilish grin cross Jack’s face. He smiled in spite of himself as he pictured the potential for chaos and the thought of their mischievous Nico flying through the air.

Jack’s face clouded over, and Tibo wondered if he had heard him thinking his devilish thoughts about Nico and somehow disapproved.

“What’s up, Jack? The idea of Nico flying isn’t all that bad!”

Jack snapped free from his own dark thoughts and gave Tibo half a smile. “Not bad at all, Tibo! But where are the raiders? Could they come back?”

“Good thinking. I’ll take the first watch.”

“And I … I’ll fetch the saddle,” said Jack, still showing a grin that only needed to be slightly forced. Tibo laughed, and he and Jack knew then that they would be okay.


      ***A starless night settled in. There was probably no need to keep watch for raiders as they had already leveled this village—they would most likely only come during the day if they came at all. But why would they?

“We can’t stay much longer, you know,” mused Tibo over their evening meal.

“Aye,” said Jack. “We need to find a new home. I can’t see taking all our goats with us, though. Too much work, especially when we have no idea where we’re going or where we’ll end up.”

“Aye,” echoed Nico. “And we can’t ride them, either,” she added, gingerly touching the goose egg that had grown on the back of her head. This made Tibo and Jack chuckle as they recalled their afternoon's adventure that had started with a dare Nico couldn’t refuse and had ended with her flying like a bird as they had imagined she might. A good, though half-hearted distraction from their pain, but nothing, it seemed, could truly ease the heaviness of their young hearts.

“One goat to carry supplies, and the others we let loose,” suggested Jack.

“Aye,” agreed Tibo. “They’ll be better on their own.”

“Aye,” echoed Nico. “But we milk the nannies first.” Nico liked nothing better than hot goat’s milk, except perhaps cold goat’s cheese.

“Tomorrow at dawn then. We are our own men now, lads,” Jack said, trying to sound grown-up and decisive. Tibo and Nico knew what he was doing and agreed to both the course of action and to the determination that showed through Jack’s shaky statement with nods of their young heads.

“Right, ‘lads’!?” whispered Tibo to Nico so Jack couldn’t hear, giving her a nudge with his elbow. He was rewarded with a slight smile, acknowledging their little secret.

“Good enough,” Tibo thought to himself. “We’re going to be okay. Even the smallest hope can make a big difference, it seems.”

That night they found themselves huddled together again. It seemed having someone as near as possible helped keep the night terrors at bay.

“At least we have each other,” thought Jack as he drifted off into an exhausted sleep.

Nico lay awake longer than the others and found she was glad her head hurt as it did. It kept her mind off the anger that had welled up unsummoned from deep within and which wrestled with her sorrow for her attention. Her last thoughts before sleep finally found her were like a small, determined, vengeful prayer.

“No one has a right to cause such pain and they ARE going to get it back in full.”


      ***When they were putting their kit together, Jack found he needed to use his father’s blade, even though the handle was gone. Tibo watched what Jack was doing, and jumped up when it occurred to him there was one more item he too needed to retrieve from the ashes.

“Our moonstone!” he declared loudly. Jack and Nico knew immediately what he meant.

They all hurried back to where Tibo’s house had been, but they didn’t have to move many burnt bricks and ashes as Tibo knew exactly where it was supposed to be. He pulled an ornate metal cage out of the debris, its brass hasp and hinges charred but functional. When he held it up and blew off the ashes, Jack was glad to see that the steel frame, which his father had built, still held together even though it had been oxidized by the heat.

Tibo opened it and when he gave it a good thump on the ground the pearl-white misshapen globe within lit up brightly.

“The fire must have recharged it,” said Tibo, as he double-tapped it again, turning it off, placed it back in its cage and dropped it into his ever-present carry-all satchel.

“Boy, that will come in handy,” added Nico, mostly to cover the sadness she could hear coming into Tibo’s voice. A moonstone was not only valuable but very useful. Many were the starless nights in the hills when she and the others had wished they had even a cherry-sized moonstone. It was one of those recent technological marvels that no one understood, everyone wished they owned, and very few could afford.

The first challenge of their journey turned out to be picking a direction. Three roads, three choices. The one they had followed from the hills wasn’t worth pursuing. The other crews were moving back that way and that convinced them not to follow. They did not doubt that Potato would put himself in charge and the thought of being subjected to his heavy-fisted ways wasn’t a pleasant one. They had no idea which of the other two roads the raiders had taken and even then, were undecided whether to avoid them if they could, or to take a run at being courageous, follow them, and try to exact some revenge.

Jack knew that for him it wasn’t about courage, but about fear. Harrowing experiences as a herder had proven to him that courage was easy when he had no fear, and if he thought about things too much the fear just kept getting bigger. He had concluded that if something really needed doing, the best solution was to just do it, without thinking. Then at least he would look brave even if that was because he only had the brains of a goat and not enough imagination to be afraid. But at that moment his grief was heavier than the anger needed to hunt down the culprits, and it was reinforced by an emotion he was not proud of, but which was there nonetheless: a deep fear of whoever had destroyed so much and so many so thoroughly.

There were more signs of traffic along the road to their left, heading east, than on the one to the south. All they knew from those tracks was there had been a lot of booted people heading to the east. Big, booted people with long strides. Jack worked out that the kids, being eleven, ten, and nine years old, might together be as dangerous as a single man. Could they as a group have the same chance as a full-grown village man or woman against a pack of wolves, let alone against a pack of men and women? Only at the start if they could surprise them. Very unlikely otherwise.

Especially the women, thought Jack to himself, wincing as he remembered watching the village adults practice combat with staff and blade. It was necessary for herding, he had been told, but he suspected most of their moves were meant for two-legged, not four-legged, villains. The men may have been stronger and bigger, but the women were just plain mean. And fast. And had a tendency to hit men between their legs, gang up on them and never show any mercy. His own, gentle mother had been quite effective, he remembered proudly. She had knocked his father onto the ground in seconds using only a short club that had appeared out of nowhere, and mercilessly beat him while he had laughed and thrown good-natured insults at her. She ended up breaking one of his arms. He had still laughed, and she had joined in as she bound up his arm.

Jack excused himself from the others after these warm memories were jarringly dispelled by an awareness of their current situation, stated he needed to use the bushes to relieve himself, and went off to weep silently, shaking uncontrollably, until he was able to stand up straight again, wipe his face, breathe deeply, and return to his friends.


      ***So south it was, straight ahead. A unanimous agreement was reached for avoiding the raiders.

“I’ve never seen anybody on that road,” cautioned Jack.

“Why would there be a road there if nobody uses it?” wondered Tibo.

“Our parents talked about the lands to the south, sure, but they might have made up those stories too, like all the others,” suggested Jack, feeling a little more cynical than usual. “They probably never went there themselves.”

Nico put an end to the speculation.

“You guys don’t notice much, do you? The wagon loads of rattan vine and kokoso nuts used to come up this road,” she stated. “And went back down full of hides and goats and other stuff.”

Tibo and Jack went silent. Neither had noticed.

“Twice a year,” Nico added, just to make her point clear.

Having partially looted Pracetti’s meager stores, they were comfortable enough for supplies as they headed off into the unknown. They would have left him a note if they could have found paper and put enough letters together between them to make sense but settled with a happy face drawn in charcoal on the upturned bottom of an empty wooden bin. Their logic was that this would tell him friends had borrowed food, as a raider would have left only empty bins and ashes.








