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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









1


Most of the bodies were near the silos and storage tanks, where the defenders had retreated in the end. Caught between the Pirates and the Sacramento, they had been wiped out to a man. Mixed in with the few Pirate dead Thea saw an occasional C. D. uniform. The cops had gone over at last.


She moved through the stench of the tumbled, looted corpses, cautiously, carefully. She had not survived for her twenty-seven years being foolhardy.


Orland had been a shambles, heavy with the smell of burning and death. After dark she had made her way east into Chico—what was left of it. Here the Pirates had revenged themselves on the few remaining townspeople. There were men, terribly mutilated men, hanging by their heels from lampposts, turning as they swung. And there were women.


One of the women wasn’t dead yet. Her ravaged body hung naked from a broken billboard. Her legs were splayed wide and anchored with ropes; legs and belly were bloody, there were heavy bruises on her face and breasts, and she had been branded with a large “M” for mutant.


When Thea came near her, she jerked in her bonds and shrieked laughter that ended in a shuddering wail. Don’t let me get like that ever, Thea thought, watching the woman’s spasmodic thrusts with her hips. Not like that.


There was a movement down the street and Thea froze. She could not run without being seen and she could not wait where she was if it were Pirates. She moved slowly, melding into the shadow of a gutted building, disappearing into the darkness as she kept watch.


The creatures that appeared then were dogs; lean, wretched things with red-rimmed eyes and raised hackles. Thea had seen enough of the wild dogs now raiding farms and towns to know that these were hunting meat. In the woman they found it. The largest of the dogs approached her on his belly, whining a little. He made a quick dash and nipped at the leg nearest him. Aside from a long howl of laughter the woman did nothing: there was nothing she could do.


Emboldened, the dog came toward her, taking a more decisive bite from the leg. The response was a jerk and a scream followed by low laughter. The blood running over her foot excited the rest of the pack and the other dogs grew bolder. Each began to make quick, bounding attacks, taking token bits of flesh from her legs and feet, growing more confident when they met with no resistance.


Thea watched stonily from the shadows, fitting a quarrel to her makeshift crossbow. Then she braced her forearm and pulled the trigger.


The high sobbing laughter was cut off with a bubble and a sigh as the quarrel bit into the woman’s neck. There was no sound then but the snarling of dogs, and tearing,


In the deep shadows of the alley Thea moved away from the pack. I’d forgot about that, she said to herself accusingly. There will be more dogs. And rats, she thought, after a moment.


As she walked she tightened her crossbow again and fitted another quarrel to it. She probably wasn’t a mutant, she let herself decide as she walked. The woman still filled her mind. Probably she was just healthy. Health was as suspicious now as obvious deformity. She did not want to consider what the Pirates would do to Thea herself, genetically altered as she was.


The sound of the dogs died behind her in the empty, littered streets. Here and there she saw piles of bodies, some dead from fighting, others from more sinister things. The “M” brand was on many of them. Twice she saw the unmistakable signs of New Leprosy on the blind faces, skin scaled over and turning the silver that allied it with the old disease. But unlike the first leprosy, the new variety was very contagious. And the Pirates had carried it away with them.


She chafed her dark, hard skin, long since burned red-brown. So far she had been lucky and had resisted most of the new diseases; but she knew that the luck would eventually run out, even for her, even if she found the Gold Lake Settlement and they accepted her. Nothing could hold out against the contamination that flowed with the water and sailed in the air.


After more than an hour of walking she left Chico behind, striking eastward through ruined fields and swampland where the levees had failed.. The last crops had been forced from the much half a dozen years before and now dead stalks crisscrossed underfoot like great soggy snakes. A heavy phosphorescence hung over the marshland, a light that did not illuminate or warm. Thea did not know the source of it, but she avoided the spot. Since the Sacramento Disaster four years ago the Valley had ceased to be safe land. Before the levees had crumbled the basin had been a haven from the pollution around it, a last stronghold of fertility in a sterile land. Now, with the Delta a reeking chemical quagmire, the upper river was slowly surrendering to the spreading desolation.


She stumbled and saw a dead cat at her feet. Animals had been at it: the chest gaped and the eye sockets were empty, but the fur was thick and healthy. She shook her head at the waste of it. Bending closer she noticed with surprise that the front paws were the tawny orange of regenerating tissue. Maybe the cat had been virally mutated, as she had been. Or maybe the virus that caused the mutation was catching. A lot of other things sure were catching. Shaking her head again she dragged some rotting stalks over the little carcass, knowing this for the empty gesture it was even as she did it.


The ground grew soggier as she went, the old stalks becoming a vile goo, and sticky, clinging. She looked ahead for firmer ground and saw an oily stretch of water moving sluggishly under the wan moon. Beyond was the stunted fuzz of what had been cattails. Sliding the nictitating membranes over her eyes, she dropped to her knees and moved forward, her crossbow at the ready. The river was not a friendly place.


Once she heard a pig rooting along the bank and she stopped. Those pigs that were still alive were dangerous and hungry; the big ones outmatched her in weight and ferocity. Eventually the pig crashed away up the bank and Thea began paddling again. One thing to say for the Disaster, she thought, as the stinking water surged around her. It killed a lot of insects.


Then she reached the cattails and slipped in among them for cover. There was a kind of protection that would last until first light, when she would have to find higher ground. She pulled herself onto a hummock and curled up on it for a few hours’ sleep.


Sunrise brought more animals to the river, and a few foraging Pirates, who swept by in the modified open vans that ran on methane. They had rifles and took three shots for two carcasses the pig from the night before and an ancient horse with broken knees.


“Bring ‘em in! Bring ‘em in!” hollered the one in the lead van.


“Give me a hand, you snot-fucking Mute!”


The first gave a shout. “Montague gave you hauling this week. Cox didn’t change that. I didn’t have maggots in my pack.” He snorted mockingly as he revved the engine.


“You know what you have to do if you waste fuel, Mackley,” the one doing the hauling said gleefully.


“Just you shove it up your ass!” shouted Mackley, panic in his voice. “I don’t want to hear no threats from you. I could drop you right now.”


“Then you’d have to do the hauling,” reminded the second laconically, then added, “Cox says Montague’s dead, anyway.”


“Him and his guard!” Mackley said, as if it were a curse. “They tried to stop Wilson and me when we got that Mute kid out of the cellar. Said to leave him alone. Said that we had to save the kid. A rotten Mute! Montague; he was crazy.”


They were silent but for the whir of the engines and the sound of the dead animals being dragged through the mud.


Thea huddled in the cattails, hardly daring to breathe. She had seen Cloverdale after the Pirates had sacked it, the first of many cities that had fallen to them, in the days before Montague had organized them under that ironic rallying cry, “Survive!”


“That’s one,” said Mackley.


“Lick your cunt.” The sound of his voice was threatening.


Again there was silence until the one doing the hauling lot out a scream.


“What’s the matter?” demanded Mackley from the van.


“Water spiders!” the other shrieked in terror. “Dozens of ‘em!” And he made a horrible sound in his throat.


From her protection in the cattails, Thea watched, crouching, fright in her eyes. Water spiders were nothing to mess with, even for her. She clung to the reeds around her and watched for the hard, shiny bodies with the long hooked mandibles filled with paralyzing venom. Three of them could kill you in less than ten minutes. Dozens, and you didn’t have a chance at all.


The voice-rending shouts had stopped, and soon a body drifted aimlessly by, with the spiders climbing over the face toward the eyes. Thea looked away.


Up on the bank there was a cough and the motor whizzed as Mackley drove away too fast, the tires spewing mud and pebbles.


Thea waited until the body had slid out of sight around a bend in the river before she moved free from the cattails. Then she ran off through the brushy undergrowth, not pausing to look for Pirates or spiders. Every step left her struggling for balance, but she knew beyond all doubt that if she fell, she would end up floating downriver, her body a raft for water spiders. Her knees were uncertain as jelly and her fright made her light-headed. She ran frantically until she was on higher ground; there she stopped and breathed.


She had come about half a mile from the river in those few, interminable, minutes, and had left a wake like a timber-run through the brush. There was nothing to concern her about that: it could easily have been made by an animal and would not be investigated, not with water spiders about. But the hunting party meant that the Pirates were still around, maybe camped for a time. If Montague really was dead, as the men she had overheard had said, she knew that there would be many changes with the Pirates. Montague had been a stern, uncompromising man, but there had been those who said he was just, and kept the havoc of his men to as low an incident as he could. If what she had seen in Chico was any indication of what Cox would be like…She had to get away from them, or she would end up hanging from a billboard. She shuddered as she remembered.


She guessed that the Pirates would camp near the river, within walking distance of Chico, so she started away from that, off to the southeast, keeping to the cover of the trees. The Scrub oak were gone, having succumbed early to the poisonous molds in the water, but the hardier fruit trees, long adapted to chemical growth, had run riot, spreading over the hills like weeds, their fruit made inedible by the stuff that had fed them.


Thea realized that if she had to she could climb up into the branches of the trees around her, and from there, pick off the Pirates one by one with her crossbow until they killed her. That would take time. Arid she needed time.


By midday she had put several miles between herself and the Pirates. The river lay below her, a greasy brown smudge. The east fork of the Sacramento was dying.


That was when she found the makeshift silo. Some farmer in the hills, perhaps one of the old communes, had built a silo to store grain, and there it stood: lopsided, rusty, but safe and dry. A haven for the night and a possible base for a couple of days, a place to come back to after scouting the hills for the best way into the Sierra arid to Gold Lake.


She walked carefully around the silo, looking for the door and for the farmhouse it belonged to once. The farmhouse turned out to be a charred shell half-hidden in blackberry vines. The silo was the only habitable thing left standing where once there had been a house, chicken coops, and a barn. She shook her head at the loss and touched the handle of the silo door. Bracing herself, she tugged it open.


In the next instant she was reeling back. “Stupid, stupid!” she said aloud. “Stupid!” For there was a man in the silo, waving something at her. She started to run, angry and frustrated.


“No! No!” The voice followed her. “Don’t run away! Wait!” it got louder. “That’s my arm!”


Thea stopped. His arm. “What?” she yelled back, ready to bolt.


“It’s my arm. They cut it off.” The words made a weird echo in the corrugated walls of the silo. “Last week. I think.”


She started back toward the voice. “Who did?”


“The Pirates. In Orland, across the river from Chico. With a power saw.” He was getting weaker and his words came irregularly. “I got this far.”


She stood in the doorway looking down at him. “Why’d you keep it?”


He drew in a breath. “They were looking for a man with only one arm, So I pinned this into my jacket. It’s going bad—I can’t use it much longer.” He paused a moment, then finished, “I can’t get any farther without help.”


She ignored this and cast a glance at the arm that lay on the floor of the silo. “Well, you better bury that.”


His eyes met hers. “I can’t.”


Thea looked him over carefully. He was at least fifteen years older than she was, with a stocky body made gaunt with hunger and pain. His wide, square face was deeply lined and the lines were grimy. He wore filthy clothes, but in spite of the dirt and rents, Thea saw that they had been well made.


He moaned and tried to look away from her.


“How long you been here?”


“I think two, or maybe three days.”


“Oh.” From the state of the arm she reckoned three days was right. She pointed to the stump just below his shoulder. “How does it feel? Infected? Can you feel anything?”


He frowned. “I don’t think it’s infected. Or not much. It itches.”


She accepted this for the moment. “Where were you going? You got a place to go?”


“I was trying to get into the mountains.”


Thea considered this, and her first impulse was to run, to leave this man to rot or live as it happened. But she hesitated, and saw disbelief and hope in his blue eyes. She thought about Gold Lake, so far away, and knew that getting there would be hard.


“I’ve got medicine,” she said, making up her mind. “You can have some of it. Not all, ‘cause I might need it. But you can have a little.”


He looked at her, his rumpled face puzzled. “Thank you,” he said, unused to the words.


“I got parapenicillin and a little sporomicin. They’re both still good. Which one do you want?”


“The penicillin.”


“I got some ascorbic tablets for later,” she added, looking thought fully at the stump of his arm as she came completely into the silo and tugged the door behind her, leaving just enough space to escape. She gave her attention to his injury. There had been an infection but it was clearing and she saw that the skin was the tawny orange color of regenerating tissue. “You left-handed?”


“Yes.”


“You’re lucky.”


After releasing the crossbow’s straps and storing her quarrels in a side pocket of her pack, she put it down, not too close to the man. He still had one good arm and had admitted that he was left-handed. “What’s your name?” she asked as she dug into the pack.


“Seth Pearson,” he answered with slight hesitation.


She looked at him sharply. “It says David Rossi on your neck tags. Which is it?”


“It doesn’t matter. Whichever you like.” He sounded tired now, and the color had gone from his face and his voice.


Thea looked away. “Okay. That’s the way we’ll do it, Rossi.” She handed him a packet, worn but still intact. “That’s the parapenicillin. You’ll have to eat it; I don’t have any needles.” Then she added, “It tastes terrible. Here.” She handed him a short, flat piece of jerky. “It’s venison; tough, but it’ll take the taste away.” She put her pack between them and sank to the floor. When the man had managed to choke down the white slime, she spoke again. “Tomorrow I’m going east. You can come with me if you can keep up. There’s one more bad river ahead, and you might have to swim it. It’s fast though, and rocky. So you better make up your mind tonight.”


She did not look for an answer. She took two more sticks of jerky out of her pack and ate them in guarded silence.


The north wind bit through them as they walked; the sun was bright but cold. Gradually the gentle slope grew steeper and they climbed more slowly, saying nothing and keeping wary eyes on the bushes that littered the hillside. By mid-afternoon, they were walking over the crumbling trunks of large pine trees that had fallen, victims of invisible smog. The dust from the dead trees blew in plumes around them; stinging their eyes and making them sneeze. Yet they climbed on.


Their going got rougher and slower until they were forced to call a halt in the lee of a huge stamp. Rossi braced his good shoulder and held out his tattered jacket to protect them both from the wind.


“Are you all right?” Thea asked him when she had caught her breath. “You’re the wrong color; kind of purple and green at once.”


“Just a little winded.” He nodded. “I’m…still weak.”


“Yeah,” she said, looking covertly at his stump. The tawny shade was deepening. “You’re getting better.”


He started to make a flippant reply and his feet slid suddenly on the rolling dust. He grabbed out to her to keep from falling.


She stepped back. “Don’t do that.”


As he regained his footing, he looked at her in some surprise. “Why?” he asked gently.


“Don’t you touch me.” She grabbed at her crossbow defensively. Superimposed over his features she could see the hate that had been in Mackley’s face at the river.


He frowned, his eyes troubled, then his brow cleared. “I won’t.” In those two words there was great understanding. He knew the world that Thea lived in, and the price it exacted from her.


With a look of defiance she tightened the crossbow’s straps on her arm, never taking her eyes from the man. “I can shoot this real fast, Rossi. Remember that.”


Whatever he might have said was lost. “Hold it right there,” came the voice from behind them.


Aside from a quick exchange of frightened glances, they did not move.


“That’s right.” There was a puff of dust, and another, then a young man in a ruined C. D. uniform stood in front of them, an assault rifle cradled in his arms. “I knew I’d catch you,” he said aloud to himself. “I been following you all morning.”


Thea edged closer to Rossi.


“You people come out from Chico, right?” He bounced the weapon he carried, eyes glittering.


“No.”


“What about you?” he demanded of Thea.


“No.”


He looked back toward Rossi, an unpleasant smile widening on his face. “What about you…Rossi, is it? Sure you didn’t come through Chico? I heard a guy named Rossi was killed outside of Orland. One of Montague’s men, Rossi was.”


“I don’t know about that.”


“They said he was trying to save Montague when Cox took over. You know anything about that? Rossi?”


“No.”


The younger man laughed. “Hey, don’t lie to me, Rossi. You lie to me and I’m gonna kill you.”


In the shadow of the tree-stump, Thea slowly put a quarrel to her crossbow, keeping as much out of sight as she could.


“You’re going to kill us anyway, so what does it matter if we lie?” Rossi was asking.


“Listen,” the C. D. man began. “What’s that?” he interrupted himself, looking straight at Thea. “What are you doing?” And he reached out, grabbing her by the arm and jerking her off her feet. You bitch-piece! He kicked savagely into her shoulder as she fell, just once. Then Rossi put himself between them. “Stop this.” “Move!” The order was accompanied by a shove with the butt of his rifle.


“No. You want me to move, you’ll have to kill me.” Rossi was so calm no one doubted him.


The young man wavered for a moment, his hands restlessly fingering the dark metal. His face twitched.


Without turning, Rossi said to Thea, “Did he hurt you?”


“Some,” she admitted as she got to her knees. “I’ll be okay.”


The C. D. man glowered. “She your woman? Is she?”


Rossi turned slowly, forcing the man with the rifle to move back. “No. She’s nobody’s woman.”


At that the other man giggled. “In that case, I bet she needs it. I bet she’s real hungry for it.”


He winked at Rossi. “What do you think?”


Thea closed her eyes to hide the indignation and terror in her: if this was to be rape, being used…She opened her eyes when Rossi’s hand touched her shoulder. “I’m okay,” she muttered, though she wasn’t.


“You try any more dumb things like that, cunt, and that’s going to be the end. Understand?”


“Yes,” she mumbled.


“And what will Cox say when he finds out what you’re doing?” Rossi asked. He still kept himself between Thea and the other man.


“Cox won’t say nothing!” the C. D. man spat.


“So you deserted.” Rossi nodded measuredly at the guilt in the man’s face. “That was stupid.”


“You shut up!” He leaned toward them. “You are going to take me out of here, wherever you’re going. If anybody spots us, or we get trapped, I am going to make both of you look like a butcher shop. You got that?…HUH?”


“You stink,” said Thea.


For a moment there was anger in the young, hard eyes, then he grabbed her face with one hand. “Not yet, not yet,” His grip tightened, his fingers bruising her jaw. “You want some of that, you’re gonna have to beg for it, real hard. You’re gonna have to suck it right out of me. Right?” He looked defiantly at Rossi. “Right?” he repeated.


“Let her go.”


“You want her?”


“Leave her alone.”


“All right,” he said with a little nod. He stepped back from her. “Later, huh? When you’ve thought it over.”


Thea bit the insides of her cheeks to keep from screaming.


Rossi looked at the C. D. man. “I’ll be close, Thea. Just call.”


As the two men stared at each other, Thea was tempted to run from them both, to the protection of the destroyed forest. But she could not escape on the open hillside. She rubbed her shoulder gingerly and went to Rossi’s side.


“I’m a better choice,” the C. D. man mocked her, “My name’s Lastly. You can call me that, bitch-piece. Don’t call me anything else.”


She said nothing as she looked up the slope.


Rossi’s voice was soft. “Don’t try it now. There’s cover up ahead and I’ll get him into a fight. Take your chance when you can.”


In deep surprise she turned to him, seeing the sincerity in his eyes, She thought of the rifle in Lastly’s hands and Rossi’s one arm. “Truly? You’d do that?”


He might have said more hut Lastly shoved them apart. “I don’t want none of that. You don’t whisper when I’m around, hear? You got anything to say, you speak up.”


“I want to piss,” said Rossi.


Lastly giggled again. “Oh no. You aren’t gonna leave a trail. Not for a while, till we’re in the trees. Hold it in; got that?”


With a shrug Rossi led the others as they began the long walk toward the rotting line of timber.


For half an hour they moved in silence, and then a wail like a distant wind halted them in their tracks.


“What was that?” Lastly turned the barrel of his gun toward the sound that once again surged through the underbrush.


The ululation rose and fell through the trees for a third time, lonely and terrible.


“Dogs,” said Rossi bluntly. “They’re hunting?”


In the deep shadows of dusk the scattered trees seemed to grow together as if to surround the three people who moved through the gloom. The sound came again, closer and sharper.


“Where are they?”


Thea looked back at him. “They’re a way off yet. You can’t shoot them until they get close.”


“How many?” Lastly was panting now, and not from exertion.


“Who knows?” Rossi replied. “Dog packs can get pretty large.”


“We got to get out of here,” Lastly said in fear. He swung his rifle uneasily. “Right? We got to find some place safe?”


Rossi squinted up at the fading sky. “They haven’t picked up our scent yet. I’d say we have another hour yet. After that, we’d better climb trees.”


“But they’re rotten—” Lastly protested.


“They’re better than dogs,” Rossi said gently.


But Lastly wasn’t listening. “There used to be camps around here, didn’t there? We got to find them. No dogs gonna come into camp.”


“You fool.” Rossi’s voice was dispassionate, and whatever expression might show in his blue eyes was hidden by the waning light.


“No talking. I don’t want to hear it.” Lastly’s gun wavered in front of Rossi.


“Then both of you stop it,” Thea put in quietly, staring at Lastly. “The dogs can hear you when you shout.”


All fell silent. In a moment Rossi murmured, “Thea’s right. If we’re quiet we might find one of your camps in time.” There was doubt in the tone.


“You get moving then,” Lastly said hurriedly. “Right now. We don’t stop ‘til we find someplace safe.”


It had been a summer cabin once, when people still had summer cabins, about a century old with rusted pipes that no longer ran water, and kerosene-lamps in sconces; there was no sign that it had ever been wired for electricity. The view below it had been of pine forests giving way to the fertile swath of the Valley. Now it stood in, a clearing surrounded by rotting trees high above the spreading contamination of the river. Oddly enough the windows were still intact.


Rossi tapped one. “Break-resistant plastic. Probably had trouble with bears getting in.”


“You think there’re bears?” Lastly demanded.


“Not with dog packs about. They tend to remain in the high country. We can stay here for a while—a couple of days at least,” Rossi said after circling the cabin. “The back porch is heavily screened with metallic weaving; we can’t cut through it, but we can get the door off its hinges.”


“We can break through a window.” Lastly said eagerly. “I’ll shoot one out.”


“If the window is broken, the dogs can get in.” When this had sunk in Rossi went on. “The back is secure. We’ll be able to protect ourse1ves.”


“You two get it done,” Lastly ordered, pointing his rifle toward the rear porch. “Get it done fast.”


As Thea and Rossi struggled with the door Lastly straddled the remains of the fence. “Say, Rossi, you see what Cox did to that Mute in Chico? Took the skin right off him, hey. Cox, he’s gonna get rid of all the Mutes—just you wait.”


“Yes,” said Rossi as he pulled at a rusty hinge.


“Know what? Montague wanted to save ‘em.” He kicked viciously at the fence, splintering part of the brace so that it wobbled under him. “You hear that, Rossi? Montague wanted to save the Mutes. Why would someone want to do that? Huh? Why’d any real man save Mutes?”


Rossi didn’t answer.


“I asked you something. Rossi. You tell me.”


“Maybe he thought they were the only ones worth saving.” He turned his back to Lastly, busying himself with the lower hinges.


“What about you, bitch-piece? You save a Mute?” He bounced on the fence as he stroked his rifle. The old wood groaned at this treatment.


With a look of raw disgust, Thea said, “just me, Lastly. I’m saving me.”


“What are you saving for me? I got something for you…”


“The door’s off,” Rossi interrupted, pulling it aside. “We can go in now.” He stood aside to allow Thea to enter the house ahead of him.


Mice and insects had got into the house, eating the dried fruits and flour that had been stored in the ample kitchen. There were boxes strewn on the floor that had held cereal and sugar. But on the shelves they found cans and sealed packets were left, filled with food Thea could hardly remember. Pots and pans hung on the wall, most of them rusted, but a few were made of aluminum or enamelware and still ready for use. The stove that squatted by the far wall was a wood-burner.


“Look at it,” Rossi said, his eyes lingering on the cupboards and their precious contents as Thea pulled another set of cabinets open. “Enough to take some along later.”


Lastly gave a whoop as he seized a tin of sardines. “Damn, it’s perfect. I’m gonna have it right tonight. Hot food and a bath and all the ways I want it.” He glanced slyly from Thea to Rossi. “We can build up a good fire. The dogs won’t come near it.”


“Smoke might bring the Pirates,” Rossi said with a bitter smile. “Have you thought of that?”


“It’s nighttime, Rossi. They ain’t coming up here till morning.”


Thea was wandering around the kitchen. “There’s no wood. Not in here, anyway. That table is plastic. Not safe to burn.”


They all stood for a moment, then Lastly announced, “You heard the lady, Rossi. There’s no wood. You gonna get it for her, right? Right?”


“I’ll go,” Thea said quickly.


“Oh no.” The rifle blocked her way.


“But he can’t work with one arm.”


“If he takes his time, bitch-piece. I’m gonna need time.”


“What about you, Lastly?” Rossi asked evenly. “You’re able-bodied and you’ve got the gun.”


“And let you two lock me out with the dogs. I ain’t dumb, Rossi.” He moved around the table. “It’s you, Rossi. You’re it.” He shoved a chair at him. “Sit down and catch your breath, ‘cause you’re going out there.”


“Not without Thea.”


Lastly made his too-familiar giggle. “Want it for yourself, huh? She ain’t putting it out to you. She wants a man. A whole man, Rossi. Not you.”


Thea gave Rossi a pleading look. “You can lock me in the side room. There’s a slide-bolt lock on the outside. You can slip the bolt once I’m inside. Then both of you can go out.” And with a little luck she could rig the window and escape.


“Right!” said Lastly, unexpectedly. “That bitch-piece is right, We lock her up and we get the wood. Rossi?”


“If that’s what you want, Thea?”


She nodded, “Yes.”


“I’ll see you later?” he asked her, his deep eyes holding hers.


“I hope so,” she answered, feeling very tired.


“Come on, bitch-piece. We’re gonna lock you up.” He took her by the arm, half-dragging her through the main room of the cabin to the side room. “There you are,” he said, thrusting her inside. “Your own boudoir. You keep nice and warm while you wait. Think about what we’re gonna do when I get back.” And he slammed the door. There was a distinct click as Lastly pushed the bolt home.


She sat in the little bedroom, huddling on one of the only two bits of furnishing left there—the bare mattress askew on the broken frame in the center of the room. The mattress smelled of damp mustiness and small animals. Tufts of wadding had been pulled from various small holes that made the mattress even lumpier than it bad been originally. The low metal frame that held the mattress sagged at one corner and the interlaced wires that passed for springs whined in protest whenever she moved.


Thea listened for the sound of the men, knowing how much she wanted to run from them. But she was achingly tired now, and helpless. The two windows of the room were clerestory and there was no way to reach them. Beyond that, she knew that if she left the cabin, the dogs would find her, or the Pirates. Her shoulder was stiff where Lastly had kicked her and hunger was a hard fist inside her, and the thought of abandoning the food in the kitchen was enough to keep her from attempting to break the door open. As time passed insidious fatigue claimed her. She slumped, slid until she stretched on the low bed, asleep.


“You were supposed to get ready. I told you to get ready,” said the harsh voice above her. “You knew I’d be back.” She was pulled roughly onto her back and pinned there by a sudden weight across her body. “Hey! Cunt!”


Barely awake, Thea pushed against the man, hands and feet seeking his vulnerable places as she battled her own fear and confusion. She started to scream.


“Shut up!” Lastly growled, his hand slamming across her face. When Thea cried out he hit her again. “You listen, cunt; you’re for me. You think I’m letting a Mute-fucker like Montague get you? Huh?” He struck her arms hack, catching her wrists in a length of rope. “We taught him and his pervs a lesson at Orland. You hear?” He pulled the rope taut against the bed frame. “This time I’m getting mine. Right?”


With a sob of fury Thea launched herself at Lastly, teeth bared and legs twisting. The ropes sank deep into her flesh. Rage rose like bile in her throat.


“No, you don’t,” Lastly giggled. This time his fist caught her on the side of her head and she fell back, dizzy and sick. Her hands strained at the ropes, fingers like claws. “Don’t give me a hard time, cunt. It makes it worse for you.”


Now rope looped her left ankle and then her right. Two tugs pulled her legs wide as Lastly secured the rope under the sagging mattress. Thea pulled vainly at her bonds, tension bowing her back in her effort.


“Don’t,” Lastly said, coming near her. “You do that any more and I’m going to hurt you. See this?” He put a small knife up close to her face. “I got it in the kitchen. It’s real sharp. You give me any more trouble and I’m gonna carve you up some. Till you learn manners.”


“No.”


Ignoring this, Lastly began to cut off her jacket. When he had ripped that from her, he slit the seams on her leather pants. As he pulled these away she wrenched futilely at the ropes.


Immediately he was across her. “I told you.” He put the knife to her, catching one nipple between the blade and his thumb. “I could peel this off, you know?” He pressed harder. The knife bit into her flesh. “No noise, cunt. You be quiet or I take it all off.”


In her sudden sharp pain the nictitating membranes closed over her eyes.


And Lastly saw. “Mute! Shit! You lousy Mute! I should’a’ known!” There was something like triumph in his voice. She cried out as he pulled the wrinkled bit of flesh from her. Blood spread over her breast. With a shout Lastly wiggled his pants down to his knees and in one quick terrible movement pushed into her. Forcing himself deeper, laughing, he said, “Montague’s Mute. I’m gonna ruin you!” Falling forward he fastened his teeth on her sound breast.


At that she screamed. He brought his head up. “You do that again, Mute, and this one comes off with my teeth.” He hit her in the mouth as he came.


In the next moment he was off her, torn out of her and slammed against the wall.


“You filthy—!” Rossi, his hand in Lastly’s hair, hit him into the wall again. There was an audible crack and Lastly slumped. Rossi stood over him as be fell.


Fury and shame coursed through her, and she shrieked “Kill him!” before succumbing to despair.


Rossi kicked Lastly once. Then he came back to the bed. “Oh, God, Thea,” he said softly. “I never thought…I never intended…this.” He knelt beside her, not touching her. “I’m sorry.” It was as if he were apologizing for the world. Gently he untied her, speaking to her as he did. When he freed her she cringed, drawing herself into a ball, shaken with silent tears.


Finally she turned to him, shame in her eyes. “I wanted you. I wanted you,” she said and turned away once more.


In wonder he rose. “I have only one arm and a price on my head.”


“I wanted you,” she said again, not daring to look at him.


“My name,” he said very quietly, “is Evan Montague.” And he waited, looking away from her through the door to the main room of the cabin, and the kitchen where one candle burned.


Then he felt her hand on his. “I wanted you.”


He turned to her then, holding her hand, afraid to touch her. She drew him down beside her, but pulled back from him. “He hurt me,” she said numbly.


“Here I tried to save everybody, the whole world, and couldn’t even help you,” he whispered bitterly. He looked at her, at her bloody breasts and bruised face, at the deep scratches on her thighs. “Let me get your medicine.”


“No.” She grabbed at his hand, her eyes frantic. “Don’t leave me.”


His mouth twisted but failed to smile. He sat beside her, holding her hand while she shivered and the blood dried, until they heard the faint sound of engines, like a distant hive.


“They’re looking for him. Or me,” Montague said.


She nodded. “Do we have to leave?”


“Yes.”


“If we stay?”


“They’ll kill me. Cox wants to finish what he started. But not you. You’re a woman, Thea…and you’re a mutant, aren’t you?”


She understood and shook spasmodically. “Don’t let them. Kill me. Kill me. Burn the cabin. Please.”


The terror in her face alarmed him. He pulled her fingers to his lips, almost kissing them. “I will. I promise you, Thea.” Then he changed, pushing himself off the mattress, swaying when he got to his feet. “No. We’re getting out of here. We’re going to live as long as we can.”


Sighing, Lastly collapsed, his head at a strange angle.


“Come on,” Montague said, holding his hand out to her.


With an effort, Thea rose to her feet holding onto his arm until the sickness had passed. “I need clothes.”


He looked about the room, to the small closet in the far wall.


“There?” he asked, going to it and pulling open the door, shivering from cold and something worse. The clothes she found were for children but Thea was small enough to wear some of them. Determined, she struggled into heavy canvas jeans, but balked at a sweater or jacket. “I can’t” she whispered.


“Shush,” he said. They heard the sound of the motors getting nearer.


“Tie these around your waist,” he ordered, shoving two shirts and jacket at her. “You’re going to need them.”


She looked at him doubtfully, but tied the clothes on. “What time it?” she asked, trying to estimate how long they had to get away.


“Early,” he said, choosing to misinterpret her question. “It’s gray in the east.”


“We’ve got to go. My pack…”


“Leave it here,” he said brusquely. “Neither you nor I can carry it.”


“My crossbow—”


“In the kitchen. Put it on my arm. If you load it, I can fire.” He started toward the kitchen but the engines were droning too loudly, too near. “Not that way. We’ll have to leave the crossbow.”


“We need weapons,” she said, desperate.


Montague stopped to gather up the rope. “We have this. It’ll have to do for now.” The engines were closer, and over them rose an occasional shout. “I thought that was the way; an organization to take charge and keep as much as possible from falling apart. I’m a Visigoth,” he said ironically. “And I was a fool.” He went to the nearest window in the main room and opened it, then slung the rope around his chest like a bandolier. “We go this way. And straight into the trees.”


“Evan!” she cried as the cold morning air brushed the raw places on her breasts. She realized that she had called him by his first name, and that surprised her into using it again. “Evan!”


“Can you make it? You’ve got to,” he said as he came to her side.


“Yes. But slowly.”


“All right.” He took her hand, feeling her fingers warm in the early chill. “We’ll go slowly for a while.”


As they climbed away into the dying forest and the dark; the sounds of the engines and voices grew loud behind them, shutting out the noise of their escape and sending the wild dogs howling away from them into the cold gray light before dawn.









2


It was dusk before they stopped to rest. They were above the town of Paradise, in the wide cut that had once been the path of power lines. Now a few of the towers still stood, lonely as abandoned toys. The rest had fallen, their silver paint scaled and flaking.


“Here,” Evan breathed, his voice an exhausted thread.


Thea turned to him, feeling her way around the tangled debris. “Where?” she asked, frowning.


“Look.” He caught his breath, leaning heavily on the old struts. “We pull some branches over this and stay inside it for the night.” He pushed at the metal to show her how strong it was.


The broken tower creaked ominously and one of the braces bent.


“No,” said Thea, backing away from the thing.


Alarmed, Evan stepped back as well. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “But, Thea, I have to stop. I’m stumbling I’m so worn out, and my balance is going.”


She looked at him, nodding. “What about another cabin?” she suggested tentatively. “Do you think we could find something?”


“No, not up here. No one came up here hut linemen.” For a moment he puckered his brow. “Linemen,” he repeated. “Linemen.” His face brightened a little and the shadows of fatigue that obscured his features lessened. He started away from the wrecked tower, going doggedly to the line of rust-colored trees. From the way he walked, Thea could see his hurt in the slow list of his steps, the hesitation as he moved, as if his severed arm had become a heavy burden; like herself, he had hidden his pain until now.


“Don’t, Evan,” she called after him, not able to say what she felt. Compassion exposed too much: she could not reveal her sympathy.


“Well?” he said, irritated. He stopped, leaning heavily into one hip, hooking his thumb into the coil of rope. “Thea, if there were linemen up there, they had to have a place to stay. There aren’t any towns, and no resorts, so that means a house or a cabin. If they had a cabin, it would be near a tower because that was where they did most of their work, on the towers. If we don’t find something here, we’ll go to the next tower.” Then he waited for her answer, impatient and worn.


“Maybe you’re right about the branches. I guess we could make it safe enough for tonight. You’re right. We have to do something before—” Her eyes were desperate again. Darkness was gathering in the east and the roseate sunset pall that drifted over the Sacramento Valley was bright at their backs, the last of the daylight shining through it, lighting it like some luminous exotic metal.


“Though you’re right—a cabin would be safer.” But even as he said it, he came down the slope toward her.


The branches pulled down easily, the rotten wood powdering where they broke the limbs of the trees. A resiny smell pervaded the place, cloying and sickly, mingling with the dust that made them cough and brought tears to their eyes. But the work went quickly and soon they had made a heap of boughs at the foot of the tower.


“Save the rope,” Thea advised, and Evan nodded. He stirred the dirt with his foot. “There should be some of the cables left. They can’t all have corroded away. The wire will be useful, if we can find it.”


Thea dropped to her knees and began to push the dirt aside, fingers probing for the bite of wire. She moved blindly, putting all her senses gone into her hands. Cautiously she dug deeper and found a ridge of twisted cable. “Got it,” she said grimly as she began to pull the cable from the earth. Much of the outer casing was pitted, but the inner wires of copper remained fairly intact.


They sat together at the tower’s base, peeling the wires from the cable, straightening them carefully as each section was freed. “It’s copper, remember,” Evan warned Thea as she worked one strand free. “The more you use it, the harder it gets.”


“Too bad,” she said. “I thought there’d be enough to string a crossbow. But I guess I can’t use copper for that.”


Evan held the branches in place while Thea lashed them to the metal legs of the tower. Work was difficult in the fading light; the copper wire proved hard to handle, and there were problems with the branches which kept slipping and breaking if pulled too tightly against the legs of the tower. Their frustration mounted as night came on, and Evan snapped at Thea as she broke another wire while attempting to secure more branches.


“If you think you will do a better job…”


“I don’t want to spend the whole night digging up more wire.” He cursed as another branch snapped. “Why do we even try?” he asked of the air.


“If it’s so hopeless, why do you bother?” She felt her words catch in her throat. Against her fingers the copper wire seemed suddenly hot.


He was too exhausted to keep himself from a sharp response. “Do you think it isn’t hopeless? Do you know what the world was just twenty years ago? Do you have any idea how much we’ve lost?” He flung two of the branches away from him and glared up at the sky, his body rigid in his distress.


For a moment Thea stood still, and finally, quite softly, she said, “Then what do we do, Evan?”


He did not seem to hear her. Then, slowly the stress left his face and his shoulders drooped, He bent to pick up the branches. “Let’s get the job done,” he said, resigned.


“Are we going to have enough?” Thea wondered aloud later as she secured the last of the branches.


“Not for a roof,” Evan said ruefully. “We’re out of luck if it rains.” He spoke as he crawled into the enclosure and began to pull off intruding twigs and limbs, which he threw into one corner to make a kind of bedding.


“It won’t rain,” Thea said, sniffing the air. “Not today and not tomorrow.”


“Good. This stuff couldn’t keep the water out for a minute, even if we had a roof.” He looked across the gloom as Thea joined him inside the crude walls. “You’re tired,” he said.


“A little.”


“So am I.” he said, hoping to see her face so that he could read her thoughts. She had withdrawn from him as they worked, and in some quiet, imperceptible way she had put more distance between them than the space they shared.


“You can get some rest. 1 don’t mind.”


“What about you?”


Thea shook her head wearily. “It doesn’t matter.” Now that she was safe her body was remembering. Once, many years ago she had been beaten by a farmer whose chicken coop she had robbed. There was still a knot in her collarbone where it had not healed properly. But at the end of the beating her body had still been her own, not like now, when her very self had been invaded, violated. “I never understood that,” she said quietly, more to herself than to Evan.


“Understood what?” He was making a last round, tightening the lashings as best he could with one hand. He had not been listening.


“About what happened. About violation,” she said, finding that the word itself bothered her. Violation was too vulnerable, too personal. There had to be some other word, one that did not hurt so much, one that did not reduce her to a thing. She turned her thoughts away and set her face in rigid calm. Only her eyes were troubled, and they shone with the glassy light of a frightened animal.


Evan had stopped his work as she spoke. He had felt a twisting in himself, as if some other private anguish had slipped from her and touched him. He stood as near her as he dared, unmoving. As he watched, her face changed and he was thankful to turn their minds to other things. “There might be Untouchables up here. We’ll have to stand watch tonight.”


“Watch? Yes, I guess so.” She said this slowly, and did not look at him.


“Do you want the first watch or the second?”


She shook her head. “I don’t care,” she said in a different tone. She had shut part of herself away.


“Why don’t you take the first watch, then? Wake me about midnight, or sooner, if you get too tired.”


“At midnight.” Her placid face was remote.


“You can tell the time by the stars.” It wasn’t a question. These days everyone read night time by the stars.


“Sure. Midnight.”


He indicated a break in the branches. “This is about the best view you can get. The north is all trees and the south is too steep; nothing is going to come that way. This side”—he tapped the west wall of bound branches—“is where trouble will come from, if there is trouble.” He moved aside so that she could get a look. “See, the way we came. The swath is clear enough and it’s an easy climb. If the Pirates come after us, they’ll come from down there.”


“Do you think they will?” The words came too quickly.


He shared her fear. “I don’t think Cox is that kind of an idiot.” It was true enough, but he remembered the men Cox had used when he had taken over, and there was no way to be sure of them. Gorren, Mackley, Lui, Spaulding, they were fanatics, and capable of things even Cox would abhor. “There is a chance they might try to come into the mountains too, and that could mean they’ll follow us. There’s always that chance.”


“I see,” she said.


“Thea,” he said firmly, “if you think something is wrong, anything at all, wake me.”


She looked at him uneasily. “You are expecting trouble, then.”


“I’m always expecting trouble.” He scratched his short beard roughly, using his thumb. “It’s a habit I got into.”


“I know.” After a moment she said softly, “There’s too much trouble, isn’t there?”


He nodded.


She moved a little farther from him. “Get some sleep, then. I’ll wake you later.” She looked up at the darkened sky. “Midnight.”


He accepted her dismissal. “Thanks,” he said as he sank onto the ground where he set about expertly with the loose branches, making a nest where he settled at last, pulling his jacket across himself for a blanket.


Thea watched him, a slight frown clouding her features. She saw the harsh lines of his face soften with sleep, changing him from the severe man she had run with to the man who had released her from Lastly’s bonds. She felt regret that he had been Montague who led the Pirates. There was too much destruction attached to that name.


She turned her attention to the outside. Her head felt stuffy from the rotting pine-wood and dried sap she had breathed earlier; her body ached and she bit her lip to keep from crying out as her mind brought Lastly back to her once more. Refusing to think of him, she stared out into the distance. As the night grew colder she pulled on the jacket that was tied around her waist, but the rough denim rubbed the scab from her breast and her hot, sticky blood matted the raw hurt to the cloth.


Overhead the stars wheeled slowly, marking out the night. Thea watched them, wishing they could move faster. Fatigue pulled at her like sorrow as the hours went on. There was no movement on the mountain but the lorn wind that mourned in the dying trees.


Then, far down the mountain she heard a sound that rose with the wind, singing a weird harmony. Another voice joined, and another. The dogs were following their trail.


She listened intently now, straining to pick out each sound on the wind. For a little time she was sure she had imagined it, that the trees had made that keening sigh and not hunting dogs. But now the sound was louder and sharper, coming faster and more eagerly than the susurrus of the trees.


“Evan,” she said, reaching out for him. “Evan; dogs.”


He moved in his sleep, his face contorted. He did not waken.


“Evan!” She pulled at him, shaking him urgently.


With a shout he woke, his eyes wide. He flailed his one arm, striking out at her, pushing her away with bits of angry, fragmentary words.


“Dogs! Dogs!” she yelled at him.


He broke off. “Dogs?” Puzzled, he stared at her.


“They followed us, Evan. They’re coming.”


He rubbed his face as if to wipe his dream from it. Awkwardly he pulled on his jacket and stumbled to his feet. “Where?” he asked.


“Down there. They aren’t in sight yet.” She pointed away into the night as she motioned him to silence. The sound of the pack floated up to them.


“Moving fast,” Evan said. He listened again.


“We’ll have to get away,” she said.


“Yes.”


“They’ll follow us wherever we go now that they’ve found us,” she said, certain of it.


“Maybe.” He frowned deeply. “Do you have any matches?”


“No. Do you?”


He patted his pockets. “I did have…” At last he retrieved a greasy, battered scrap of cardboard with four tattered matches clinging to it. “They got wet, so I don’t know if they’ll light.”
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