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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.


  
     
      And still I persist in wondering whether folly must always be our nemesis.

      
      —JERMYN GRAZ

   
      
      THE COUNTRY CALLED EDGAR

      
      A Personal Memoir by Spider Robinson

      
      Now do I repent me of my youthful extravagance.
      

      
      A monthly book reviewer, required to wade through over a dozen science fiction books a month, is dismally depressed most of
         the time, by Sturgeon’s Law. This has the paradoxical effect of inclining one to burst into ecstatic hosannas every time something
         marginally readable comes along. For a book that actually has something going for it, all the stops are pulled out, and a
         really good book has been known to generate incoherent babbling. And so I have squandered the superlatives of my youth, so thoughtlessly,
         and have nothing left fit to offer the genuine master who has come calling.
      

      
      How’s this?:

      
      I resist with difficulty the temptation to worship Edgar Pangborn—he wouldn’t have liked it. The most I will allow myself
         is to love him with all my heart.
      

      
      No, that’s no good. You probably think he was a dear friend of mine or something. I never set eyes on the man. I didn’t know
         he existed until very shortly before he died—somehow or other I contrived to overlook his every published work for over twenty
         years.
      

      
      All too many of us have made the same mistake. When Edgar died last year he was neither particularly rich nor particularly
         famous.
      

      
      So perhaps I had best assume that you don’t know Edgar Pangborn, that you’re standing in some drafty bookstore leafing through this foreword in search of a good reason to
         spend beer money on this collection. It’s a safe bet: if you do know Edgar Pangborn, the chances of your wasting time on words
         of mine in a book of his are negligible (although you just might be an Edgar-lover who has finished this book but isn’t ready
         to leave the bathroom yet). How, then, in this age of easy hype and squandered superlatives, can I convince you that just
         this once you really are holding in your hand one of the Special Books, the finest collection available of a writer of the
         calibre of Mark Twain?
      

      
      I’ll begin formally, with track record: for when Edgar died, he was neither particularly poor nor particularly obscure.

      
      He began writing in 1930; in that year he published a mystery novel, A-100, under the pseudonym “Bruce Harrison.” He wrote many kinds of things, under an assortment of names, but according to Peter
         Beagle, Edgar himself always claimed that he truly became a writer with the publication of “Angel’s Egg” in Galaxy in 1951. He set himself formidable standards, for the very least that can be said of that story is that it is one of the
         finest novelettes ever printed in a science fiction magazine. I defy you to read it without weeping. It was his first science
         fiction story.
      

      
      He won the International Fantasy Award in 1955 for his novel A Mirror for Observers—the same award won in the previous year by Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human and subsequently by Peter Beagle’s The Last Unicorn. Those three books belonged together somehow.
      

      
      His novel Davy was barely edged out for the 1965 Hugo Award (by Fritz Leiber’s The Wanderer). Reading. Davy has measurably and significantly changed my life, for the better, and I still have three-in-the-morning conversations with
         some of its characters. It spawned two other novels, The Judgment of Eve and The Company of Glory, both set in the same I-hope-hypothetical After The Holocaust future of Davy; both of them are exquisite. It also spawned the stories contained in this volume, and several others.
      

      
      His story “Longtooth” was a Hugo finalist in 1970. A non-Davy-cycle story, it builds unbearable tension into warm sweet horror with incredible skill.
      

      
      Davy and A Mirror for Observers both placed in the 1972 Locus Poll for Best All-Time Novel.
      

      
      Science fiction is a specialized taste; as a genre it has produced any number of Great Works and Great Writers which could
         not possibly be appreciated or enjoyed by anyone but a science fiction fan. There’s nothing wrong with that, and of course
         there are numerous exceptions. Edgar is perhaps the most outstanding; he transcended every genre he ever worked in, and he
         worked in several. I am no expert on murder-trial novels, but I have heard Edgar’s The Trial of Callista Blake called the best novel ever written in that genre—and it’s certainly one of the most heart-tearing books of any sort that
         I’ve ever read. His massive historical novel A Wilderness of Spring is a forgotten masterpiece, which almost seems to be a part of the Davy cycle in some ways. The only artistic failure of his I have seen is a very early novel called West of the Sun, an interesting attempt to do something genuinely beautiful within the narrow confines of formula fiction, of pulp sf. It
         very nearly worked.
      

      
      Once Edgar found his voice he simply wrote what it was given him to write, ignoring genre guidelines and following his star.
      

      
      He encountered resistance. As recently as 1974, an alleged editor took it upon himself to substantially alter Edgar’s Galaxy serial The Company of Glory for book publication, removing scenes that the editor reportedly found “too faggoty.” (Ironically, the protagonist, Demetrios,
         was an aged storyteller who was run out of town for refusing to be censored. Ah, but good friends went with him: a Company
         of Glory.) I can of course know nothing of what went on inside Edgar’s head while he was writing, but having read The Judgment of Eve I cannot help but believe that I know what ending he wanted to write, would have written if it had been possible to get a
         ménage-à-quatre past an editor in 1966. (It’s hard to recall in these allegedly enlightened times, but three years before that a professor
         was fired from Illinois University for having suggested in print that there were circumstances under which premarital sexual
         intercourse might be condoned. Nor was his appeal successful.) None of the stories in this collection appeared in the sf magazines,
         because they lacked the Identifiable Hero Has Problem, Grows To Solution formula required—they were picked up only by original
         anthologists of taste, and in one case because their continuous background fit an anthologist’s gimmick. Why, I know a man
         who refuses to read Davy because he’s heard it’s an After The Holocaust novel and he doesn’t care for them. (‘Taj Mahal? Nah—don’t like tombs.”)
      

      
      Yet for all that I think I could make an excellent case for saying that Edgar Pangborn was essentially a science fiction writer.
         He said again and again in his books that love is not a condition or an event or even a state of mind—that love is a country,
         which we are sometimes privileged to visit—and again and again he wrote of the exploration of that fantastic region, of First and sometimes
         Last Contact in that continuum.
      

      
      His two essential themes were love and human stupidity (perhaps human insensitivity is more correct), and that sharpest of
         antinomies formed the core of nearly all his work. There are a few dark and anguished stories in this book. But Edgar was
         one of those rare ones, a writer who not only could perceive the flaws in his species, but could find it in his heart to forgive
         them. I think he was strong enough to bear his terrible empathy. Though he may have cried out in pain at times, he never gave
         in, as so many modern science fiction writers have, to screams of rage. He never attempted to renounce his humanity. Not that
         he could have.
      

      
      “And still I persist in wondering,” muses Jermyn Graz, in telling of his brother Leopold, “whether folly must always be our
         nemesis.”
      

      
      Me too.

      
      Certainly folly was my nemesis, for over two decades. In retrospect I learn that some of the most respected editors, anthologists
         and critics in the field have been trumpeting Edgar’s praises for years. Terry Carr, Theodore Sturgeon, Damon Knight, Algis
         Budrys, Jim Baen, George Zebrowski and many others have raved about Edgar, in print or in person, right along. Somehow I just
         wasn’t paying attention. I dimly recall seeing the first edition of Davy on the stands, deciding from the cover painting and blurbs that it was probably dumb, and putting it back (which was certainly dumb—but in those days I was too poor to gamble). I missed nearly every one of these stories in their original appearances,
         and the one I did stumble across I read in a hurry and entirely misunderstood.
      

      
      It was in late 1975 that I finally woke up. I had taken over Galaxy magazine’s book review column, “Galaxy Bookshelf,” from Theodore Sturgeon and begun receiving literally hundreds of free
         review books. I ran across a reprint of A Minor for Observers in Avon/Equinox’s excellent (but now dormant) SF Rediscovery Series, and frankly I expected that it would turn out to be
         one of those Immortal Classics that looked good in the pulp days but couldn’t cut it today. But I had just reviewed Sturgeon’s
         More Than Human and this had won the same award in the following year, so I started it out of curiosity.
      

      
      It was pick-of-the-column that month. You remember the syndrome I mentioned back at the start.

      
      Next month I received George Zebrowsla’s exquisite and sadly overlooked anthology Tomorrow Today (Unity Press), and it contained “Harper Conan and Singer David” (included in this volume).
      

      
      I was in love.

      
      I raved about that story in the next column, and even favorably reviewed an otherwise ordinary anthology series that contained
         four of Edgar’s Post-Collapse stories (one included here).
      

      
      By now I knew that I wanted to read every word Edgar had even written, and I even knew that I wanted to meet him, to know
         him personally. The logical thing to do would have been to write to him in care of his publishers and say so. But I wanted
         to include copies of the reviews I had written, as a sort of introduction (I didn’t know then that Edgar would have taken me off the street and fed me beer and cookies), and I decided that magazine copies would
         look more impressive than manuscript carbons.
      

      
      Must folly always be our nemesis?
      

      
      In the four or five months it took those columns to actually see print (standard lag), I did some digging, and located a battered
         secondhand copy of Davy. It took me five times longer to read it than its length indicated—I kept stopping at the ends of paragraphs, to sort of bask.
         When I was done I was nearly incoherent—and my column was days overdue. I sprinted for the typewriter, determined by God to
         flog my readers out into the street in search of Davy, and wangle Edgar’s number and read the column to him over the phone, and sitting on the typewriter with the day’s mail was
         the February ’76 issue of Locus, the newspaper of science fiction.
      

      
      The headline story was Edgar’s obituary.

      
      I have it still. Charlie Brown does a good obit. It tells me that Edgar was born in New York City on February 25, 1909. It
         says he attended Harvard from 1924 to 1926 and subsequently studied music at the New England Conservatory. It says he farmed
         in Maine some, but I’d already figured that. It says he lived with his sister Mary on the Bearsville Road outside Woodstock,
         and that he painted and played Bach on the piano. It gives most of the bibliographic information I’ve already imparted under
         Track Record. It includes a eulogy by Peter Beagle, dripping with true love and true respect, that still makes me weep today.
      

      
      If Edgar Pangborn had only been a damn good writer, that would probably be all I know of Edgar Pangborn.

      
      But those reviews saw print, and the response started coming back. A literal boxful, all of it heartwarming. Most of it was
         from grateful readers, thanking me for the tip. But a substantial percentage was from people who had already known and loved Edgar’s work—and almost every damn one of them enclosed some Other work of Edgar’s that I had not seen. Each acknowledged that it would be nice to see the work in question get reviewed; but
         each made it plain that the book was a gift, from one of Edgar Pangborn's lovers to another. One man mailed me the enormous hardcover version of Edgar’s superb historical novel A Wilderness of Spring (Edgar once said that it “went out of print in a matter of minutes”), knowing that I couldn’t review it in Galaxy, just wanting me to have it. Those who couldn’t send books sent lists of bibliographical references, for anthologies with
         Pangborn stories in them.
      

      
      That is the kind of writer he was.
      

      
      So I acquired a complete set of Terry Can’s Universe series and beatup paperbacks of Callista Blake and Good Neighbors and Other Strangers (which contains both “Angel’s Egg” and “Longtooth”) and the recently reprinted Davy and The Judgment of Eve and eighteen copies of West of the Sun. I got letters from people who said that reading Edgar Pangborn had kept them from committing suicide, had helped reconcile
         them to going blind, had pulled them back from the Dark Place where everything tastes like cornflakes and everything looks
         like ashtrays. I begged Edgar Pangborn anecdotes from editors and friends (they overlap) who had known him. I felt my own
         writing take on depth, felt myself beginning to understand life better, with exposure to Pangborn. I began to absorb Edgar’s
         special essence, a quality which Damon Knight, in In Search of Wonder, calls “very like the thing Stapledon was always talking about and never quite managing to convey: the regretful, ironic,
         sorrowful, deeply joyous—and purblind—love of the world and all in it”
      

      
      I became myself more reconciled to being alive.
      

      
      And one day it finally dawned on me that there were more than enough Davy-cycle stories to fill a book. I contacted Robert Mills, Edgar’s long-time friend and agent, for permission to assemble and edit
         such a book. I told him what stories I had and asked if he had any that I lacked that ought to be considered. He didn’t, but
         to make certain he checked with Mary Pangborn. In searching Edgar’s files, she turned up a box containing everything you are
         about to read except the bibliography and this foreword.
      

      
      Edgar had selected and retyped all these stories, written the introduction, titled the book, boxed it, and died before he
         could mail it in.
      

      
      It happened to contain almost precisely the stories I’d planned to use, in the order I had contemplated putting them. That’s
         irrelevant; you get what he wanted. He made some slight changes from the original story-appearances, mostly spelling-standardization, and the copy is
         so clean and obviously carefully copy edited by him that I have not presumed to touch it and neither will the publisher.
      

      
      It may not even be the last Edgar Pangborn book. At this writing Mary Pangborn is preparing two final books for publication:
         Atlantean Nights’ Entertainments, another collection, and Light Another Candle, a historical novel on which Mary and Edgar collaborated. (Mary just sold her first science fiction story to Terry Carr, and
         I look forward to seeing it.)
      

      
      But it is, I believe, the finest collection available of Edgar’s shorter work, superior to Good Neighbors, which after all had several stories that were “only” solid entertainments. I regard it as one of the high points of my life
         so far (as well as my career) to have had something to do with bringing it here before you.
      

      
      Some day academicians will classify him, analyze him, trace his influences and effects, relate his intimate biographical details
         to his statistical word-choice, and in general explain to each other why anyone who didn’t know how it was all done would
         worship him. All I can do is tell you what I told you pages ago: that I love Edgar with all my heart, and bless him for having
         taken on the bitterly wearisome task of writing. If love is a country, he is one of its most prominent citizens.
      

      
      And so that is why I find myself writing a personal memoir of a man I never met. I think he is a country all his own, one I can always visit in my heart, one I share with all the people who have chanced or
         chosen to visit there, one I share now with you.
      

      
      Welcome.

      
      New York City,
 January 1978

   
      
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      
We all create worlds, and writers of projective fantasy are especially prone to let them grow up on paper. My novel Davy developed one of these worlds—(their number of course is infinite, which is one of the advantages of living in a universe
         of infinite universes)—and this group of stories belongs to Davy’s world. The present culture collapsed toward the end of
         this century in a twenty-minute war, followed by a pestilence among the survivors. The human population was cut down to minimum
         survival numbers; in fact there will have been many areas where the human race simply died out. (This was all most unfortunate,
         as well as too damned probable, so it is comforting to reflect that in a universe of infinite universes, like ours, there
         must be a good many where things turned out more pleasantly—good Christ, there must even be one where Nixon wasn’t reelected!—why
         wasn’t I there?—or maybe I was….)
      

      
      After the war and pestilence there followed what Davy’s book speaks of as the Years of Confusion: barbarism, not actually
         “like” Fifth Century Europe because history can’t repeat itself that way, but just as dark. Here and there enclaves where
         some of the valuable bits of the old culture survived. In some places, primitive savagery in its varied forms; and monarchies,
         petty states, baronies, whatever. Then through many centuries, a gradual recovery toward some other peak of some other kind of civilization. Without the resources squandered by the 20th Century.
      

      
      The region for these stories is the part of the eastern United States and Canada that would be left habitable after a great
         rise in the sea level, a climatic change brought on by our present bungling—if this seems improbable look out your window
         at the smog. Along with the rise of waters there would be massive earthquakes and landslides as the earth’s crust shifted
         in adjustment. The present New England states would become an island; so would the Adirondack country, etc. This picture is
         drawn in “The Children’s Crusade.”
      

      
      “The Legend of Hombas” is set in a dateless time, perhaps 150 years after the collapse, among people reverted to the primitive,
         with some shreds of Christianity; in the background there are some more sophisticated communities, seen through savage eyes.
         The Witches of Nupal” belongs to the new nation Katsldl in the third century of a new calendar; Katskil encloses the ecclesiastical
         state of Nuber, headquarters of the new official religion foreshadowed in “The Children’s Crusade.” “Mam Sola’s House”* makes a jump into the Seventh Century, when quite a stable culture has blossomed, anyhow stable enough to support a Curator
         of Antique Visual Arts, and brother, that is stability.
      

      
      It takes a bit of time to build a world. Other pieces of this one appear in the stories “Tiger Boy,” The World Is a Sphere,”* “My Brother Leopold,” and ”The Freshman Angle.”* In a universe of infinite universes there must be one where you could keep at it for another fifty or sixty years, or until
         you got tired. With infinite royalties.
      

   
      
      THE CHILDREN’S CRUSADE

      
      Malachi never shunted off the children and their questions, nor did he madden them by promising they’d understand when they
         were older. He even asked them questions in return. If they giggled or squirmed or ran away it was not, he thought, in rejection,,
         but because there was crisis in his inquiries:— What do YOU think is on the other side of the hill?— Where does the music go when the sound stops?—Was there really a world before you
            were born? They lacked the language to deal with this sort of thing, except Jesse Lodson, the six-toed boy, who read books and had a
         mind of his own and was old enough to be allowed to sit on the steps of The Store and listen to men’s talk. Maybe the other
         kids hoped to find words by running off to search for them in green pastures; but Malachi would still be ahead of them, ready
         with new questions when they came running back.
      

      
      Who does have patience for long labor over anything so slippery and ungentle as a question? Malachi’s, and he knew it, often
         raised thunder out of a past that hung like a midnight shadow over himself and his people. We may scold the most appalling
         future into quiet by proving it doesn’t exist, but the past did, once. The challenges of doubt or denial reverberate, though
         the cheeks that flushed and lips that curled in the passions of argument are with the leaf mold.
      

      Born among the flailing ideologies of what we call the late Twentieth Century, Malachi Peters never admitted that children
         should be spared the peril of using their brains.
      

      
      The red plague followed the twenty-minute war; the Children’s Crusade happened some thirty years after that Malachi’s people
         were calling it the Year 30; one might as well go along with their chronology, for they weren’t stupid, and many could remember
         the Twentieth Century.
      

      
      Most of them also recalled the existence of a religion named Christianity. Hardly any two could have agreed about its doctrines
         and practice, but in this time when a technological culture was so recently self-slain, religion had come to seem important
         again. Among the children fantastic sparrow-arguments broke out from time to time about God and the Devil, heaven and hell
         and all that bit. And you could hear endless adult exegesis, logomachy, and heartburning on the front porch of The Store,
         or around the stove in winter. How do you ever define “religion” itself in terms that will meet the dry thorny jabs of the
         rebel five percent—or three percent, or whatever the minority amounts to? Up on the northeastern shore of the Hudson Sea,
         that minority presents an irreducible factor of serene cussedness: they’re Vermonters.
      

      
      (Even three percent may be too big. It doesn’t imply that the remaining ninety-seven percent are too dumb or too bland to
         enjoy the thrills of theoretical squabblings; but they are apt to devote their energies to timely, important problems, such as the distinction between Homoiousian and Homoousian, or immorality among the heathen, or the Only Decent Way To Make Clam Chowder. )
      

      
      Malachi Peters of Melton Village sometimes laid it out openly for his cronies along about these lines: Say a village of one
         hundred heavenbound sons of bitches like you supports a population of one sound atheist like Mr. Goudy over there; then you’ll
         find about four who’ll venture to agree with him out loud in a half-ass kind of way, in some place where nobody happens to
         be listening; makes a good five percent rebellion, don’t it? Of course, even if you add in us agnostics the rebellion still
         can’t so much as elect a town clerk, but we make noise. By the way, did you know it was T.H. Huxley himself who invented the
         word “agnostic” for crackpots like me who’d rather be truthful than sanctified?
      

      
      And sometimes he went Socratic, though with caution:

      
      What is God? Well—oh, a Supreme Being.
      

      
      What is the nature of Being? Supreme over what? Why, hell, everybody knows what being is.
      

      
      All but me. I’m ignorant Supreme means infinite? Sure.
      

      
      Jesus Christ was the son of God? Ayah, don’t the Book say so?
      

      
      God is infinite? Well, sure.
      

      
      Therefore Christ was the son of Infinity? Ayah.
      

      
      How does Infinity beget a son? It’s got balls? You trying to make a man look stupid?
      

      
      (Hearing it reach this point, old Mr. Goudy chuckles, scratches his desiccated crotch, and spits a bollop over the porch rail.
         Fifty-five, oldest man in town; has a patch of Connecticut tobacco and does some business in the fall blending marijuana with
         the chaws, packing the mixture on his back through the neighboring towns. Malachi often addressed him as Messenger of Light, which caused Mr. Goudy to cackle like one of Jud Hobart’s
         guinea hens; Jesse Lodson wasn’t quite old enough to figure that one out. )
      

      
      I’m just trying to find out the sex of Infinity. Man your age could get his mind off sex, seems like.
      

      
      Why? …

      
      Melton Village was typical of those shrunken communities on the northeastern coast of what people were beginning to call the
         Hudson Sea. The villages maintained a tenuous, suspicious communication with each other along the mountain trails and the
         disintegrating grandeur of Old-Time roads. The people did cherish a faith in a few things, but not in the dollar any more,
         with no central government to create one, and not in the ancient air-castle fantasy of squeezing an income out of the goddamn
         summer people. Weren’t any.
      

      
      At fifty, Malachi Peters was typical of himself. So, increasingly, was his friend Jesse Lodson at fourteen, who had the run
         of Malachi’s library and who loved him.
      

      
      Melton Village sprawls in the foothills of a green range looking down, yes, on the Hudson Sea, that long arm of ocean extending
         now from the Lorenta Sea all the long way to a confused tangle of islets and inlets several hundred miles south, where the
         Black Rocks mark the site of New York City. That tragic place was stricken by the peripheral blast of a fusion toy that annihilated
         the western end of Long Island, including Brooklyn and a tree that is said to have grown there. Then New York’s ruins were
         engulfed in the rising waters, the noisy history done. West of Melton Village, the opposite shore is occasionally visible
         on those days of clear atmosphere that seem to be coming more frequently. Out there under windy water and skittish tides lies the bed of
         what was Lake Champlain. The lake was beautiful, history says, until the Age of Progress shat in it and made it, like so many
         others, a desolation and a stink. The waters climbed; years of earthquakes, cloudburst, landslide crumbled the narrow watersheds.
         The ocean, itself a universe in torment, perhaps renews itself in long labor, healing the worst afflictions of the human visitation.
      

      
      Malachi Peters was in the habit of sprawling on his own elderly front porch, when he wasn'tt tending his garden and chickens
         or doing his fastidious bachelor housekeeping, or mending a kite for the kids, or describing the universe to Jesse who had
         (Malachi thought) a rather too dewy-eyed view of it even for fourteen. Or arguing, of course, down at the venerable shanty
         that retained the name of The Store.
      

      
      Trading was negligible: all the nearby communities were in the same fix as Melton Village. There was in theory a sort of state
         government still at Montpelier but you never heard from it—sometimes an excellent thing in governments. The overland trails
         into Massachusetts or New Hampshire got more snarled up each year as the rise in mean temperature transformed temperate zone
         forest into subtropical—a few degrees are enough. A visit to New York meant a sea voyage through tough waters by a people
         who had scant taste for recovering the art of sailing ships. Bud Maxon maintained The Store as a public service; he couldn’t
         support himself and his family with it, but managed like everyone else with a knee-scrabble garden, chickens and goats and
         pigs, and hunting. He owned the town bull; his brother ran a bit of a dairy. Bud learned archery, but kept his old rifle oiled
         just as if he thought there’d be cartridges for it again some day. The Store’s front steps and porch in summer, its stove in the
         softening winters, drew the lonely in their hunger for talk, that limping substitute for love.
      

      
      Malachi could also watch the sea from his own front porch. To older generations of his family Lake Champlain had gleamed more
         distantly, where the Lamoille River ran into it. In that time a group of islands stood out there. Mr. Goudy remembered hunting
         and camping on Grand Isle when he was a boy. Watching the ocean, Malachi could let his thoughts ride free, as he might have
         if a world had not ended.
      

      
      Fifty now, he had been twenty, with two years experience of Harvard, when civilization encountered the Bang, and presently
         the red plague that made the Fourteenth Century Black Death look like a cold in the head. Destroying civilization, always
         a task for fools, was relatively easy with the tools constructed for the purpose in the Twentieth Century. To recreate one
         you need something stronger than divine guidance.
      

      
      In the Year 30 the residents of Melton Village numbered about a hundred adults (the red plague having wiped out the old as
         you wipe chalk squiggles off a slate) and eighteen teenagers and children. The population before the war and the plague had
         been three thousand.
      

      
      Malachi Peters numbered precisely one. Six-feet-two, weighed 160 pounds. Standing erect he resembled a weedy figure One, with
         wind-wavering hair already ice-white.
      

      
      Of the children, thirteen were physically normal except perhaps in their genes. The village had no statistical information
         on the incidence of radiation-induced birth deformities, fetal deaths, and stillbirths. Many good souls were inclined to blame the trouble on the infinite wisdom of God (after all, it’s been blamed for everything
         else ever since we invented it). The village did try to cherish the children. Some of the mues, as they began to be called
         about that time, were hard to cherish, especially the brain-mues who could only sit where they were put, smile and drool when
         they were fed, cry when they were cleaned. Others, like Jesse who had no physical oddity except his six-toed feet, were not
         yet regarded with superstitious terror. As for Jesse’s peculiarity, as Malachi told him more than once, such things weren’t
         too uncommon long before technology started monkeying with the sunfire—except that his extra toes were functional. They gave
         a special buoyancy to his walking and running. Jesse was slim like a marsh reed, dark-haired and faun-eyed. At fourteen he
         could outrun anyone in the village and not even be winded.
      

      
      Most of the adults could read, but books were few-some volumes that had been in the tiny public library in the Year Zero, as
         many more privately owned in houses that survived flood, fire, night-raiders, and abandonment in the worst of the bad years,
         and Malachi’s library of maybe three thousand at the Old Peters Place where he had lived most of his years alone since the
         crash. Except for Malachi’s lot, a high proportion of the surviving books were less than useful to a society that might have
         liked to recreate civilization, or anyhow Vermont, if it had known how. But to understand that one shall see no more new books, ever, is a horror even to some of the illiterate, like smashing blind into a stone wall.
      

      
      A little school limped along under good Miss Seton, whose resources were near to nothing. The greatest difference the old
         lady noted after the death of American culture was that in the new age she was treated with some respect even by the children. Especially by the children.
      

      
      Malachi knew (but seldom said to his neighbors except for Tad Doremus the blacksmith) that the rise of waters was engulfing
         the dry land because of the determined blundering of expert technological man in the recent past. What else but man-made fumes,
         particularly those of humanity’s dearest buzz-toy, had heated the atmospheric greenhouse the critical few degrees that hastened
         the melting of polar ice? And choking on atmospheric garbage meant Progress: so choke. All toward what conclusion—who tried
         to know? Not the engineers—it wasn’t their job. They were earnest and righteous about that: it was never their job to foresee
         anything beyond the immediate achievement and immediate profit. They could only build and grow—one says that of cancer. “We
         climbed Mount Everest because it was there!”—that was the Golden Cliché of the Twentieth Century, mock-modest bombast quite
         as banal and unthinking as any Nineteenth Century godsaking, and like most popular swashbuckling it went unchallenged.
      

      
      It was an exhausted world—beaten, raped, robbed, mutilated by industrial greed and political stupidity, and left for dead.
         Malachi himself knew exhaustion, hours when his head could hold little except despair at human folly. He looked then on Jesse,
         the boy’s uncalculating goodness, simplicity, power to love and to wonder, and could only think: This is the world they left you. The rain itself as it falls on your head is poisoned. Sometimes instead of they he said we; but Malachi was not given to wallowing in unearned guilt. A yeasty college student at the age of twenty, there wasn’t much
         he could have done to prevent the idiot from pushing the button. If binning himself with gasoline in front of the White House would have had that effect, he was just
         the sort of ardent youth who might have done it; plain reason told him it wouldn’t: the Juggernaut is mindless. The danger
         would remain simply because those in power had not the intelligence nor the good will to remove it, and what had been representative
         government had given way to the corporate state. To say these things in the Twentieth Century usually seemed like hooting
         down a rain-barrel. In the pig-scramble to be good consumers for the blessed state, honor and virtue and reason could not
         be heard; it was natural to assume that they had died.
      

      
      In the Year 30 it seemed likely to Malachi that not enough survivors existed to renew the species. Within a generation or
         two there would be a lights-out, somewhere a last man perishing. Hadn’t a critical moment arrived when the dinosaurs became
         dry bones without issue? He could see his contemporaries as like insects crowded to the high end of a piece of driftwood and
         going out on the flood. He would have been happy, if only for Jesse, to invent God and a heaven, but he couldn’t do it. For
         a mind once honestly wedded to reason there is no divorce.
      

      
      And yet, mercilessly comparing grown-ups, the children said of Malachi: “Tshee, he never acts bored!”

      
       

Jesse’s father had been a veterinary who somehow retained the conscience of a specialized profession through years when the
         complex drugs, antiseptics, antibiotics, all that, were no longer obtainable. No immunology, no anesthetics, nothing that
         depended on the vanished Twentieth Century laboratories and the huge complex of supporting industries. Lost or broken instruments could not be replaced. No more scientific journals—no more science. For the blunder, the incomparable brassbound
         goof, is one thing that homo quasi-sapiens can carry off magnificently: out goes the baby with the bath-water, and what’s left (if anything is left) is an astonished
         and very naked primate.
      

      
      Dr. Lodson did what he could, with herbs, observation, common sense, memory, and that mixture of hunch and sympathy which
         is justly called “a feeling for animals,” through years when probably no one understood his difficulties except Dr. Stern,
         who was in the same fix with his human patients, and Malachi Peters who liked to play chess with Dr. Lodson and who was inclined
         to take all Melton Village troubles as his own—for no good reason except that this was Malachi’s way. It was not meddlesome,
         nor particularly aristocratic, this concern of Malachi’s for his own people. The village had an exasperated, partly loving
         name for it. They called it Malachi’s Thing.
      

      
      In the Year 24, when his son Jesse was eight years old (this was the same year Dr. Stern died of intestinal cancer with none
         to succeed him), Dr. Lodson got momentarily careless while treating Bud Maxon’s priceless Jersey bull for a leg ulcer. With
         the lightning-flash of an act of God, the brute wheeled and gored him to death.
      

      
      In that year Jesse began to see that love and mercy, like hate, are man-made. He had adored his cheerful, unexacting father.
         He was there when it happened, though Bud got him out quickly. The death was a hurricane smashing a door inward—maybe the
         house can’t take it. He learned later that the world is also beautiful—“sounds, and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not,” as two-faced Caliban murmured to him in the peace of Malachi’s library—but on your life, expect no conscious mercy except from merciful people! The bull can turn.
      

      
      God’s will, said Jesse’s meek mother. Jesse wished at eight—and at nine, and ten—that he could discover what she meant. Couldn’t
         God have stopped the bull? At eight he was only beginning to learn he could ask questions of Malachi, and this one was too
         difficult. By the time he was ten Jesse had acquired a stepfather, and Malachi’s library was not only a haven but it necessity.
      

      
      The stepfather, a hardworking religious man who took over Dr. Lodson’s haphazard little farm and improved it, didn’t like
         to have Jesse go barefoot Knowing a little about leather-work, he cobbled a pair of shoes that fitted Jesse’s broad feet,
         more or less. He said it looked tacky for the boy to go barefoot, as if his family was no better than the heathen mountain
         folk. Even Jesse’s mother could hardly look at his feet without her eyes brimming. Jesse wore the painful shoes except when
         he visited the Old Peters Place. There he slipped them off at the door, and walked with his friend.
      

      
      His earliest memory of Malachi dated back to a time when he had been small enough for Malachi to take him up in his lap. He
         remembered a long hand curving over his bare feet, and some remark—he did not retain the words—that made it seem a potent
         distinction to possess twelve working toes.
      

      
      Love is a wordless thing in childhood and maybe ought to be. Grown-ups forget this at their peril.

      
       

Mr. Goudy brought the first word of Preacher Abraham to Melton Village, a casual profane mention of one more end-of-the-world
         preacher spouting hell-fire and resurrection—only this guy, he said, is appealing to the kids for God’s sake. Stuff about a pilgrimage to found the New Jerusalem, Them golden streets, said Mr. Goudy, spitting over the
         rail. All our troubles over, or some shit like that.
      

      
      Abraham was a great tall man with flame-colored hair and a voice of thunder, said a traveling tinker who hadn’t seen him—heard
         about him, though, from an old woman at Pittsfield Ruins who told fortunes. Abraham was come, she says, to prophesy the Messiah
         just like John the Baptist The tinker himself didn’t buy it, much.
      

      
      Later came another man through Melton Village, a burly gentleman leading a caravan—three wagons which once had been half-ton
         pickups and pulled easy on the rims if you knew how to get the work out of the mules. This gentleman. Homer Hobson, and his
         henchmen were heading for the open country north of the St. Lawrence—might start a colony, he thought. They were foreigners
         from the south—New Haven. That’s in Connecticut. There he had seen Preacher Abraham, talked to him and shaken him by the hand.
      

      
      No, he said, the fella wasn’t nine feet tall, just average or a mite under. Big voice though, that part was true, and you
         could say his beard was reddish like. No Goddamn hippie, talked like a gentleman. Peaceful-looking, said Hobson, thinking
         back over it—peaceful till you stared him straight in the eye, and then you felt maybe a wildness. Blue eyes, and Hobson admitted
         he generally couldn’t remember the color of a person’s eyes. Bright blue—stuck in his mind, sort of.
      

      
      “What does he say, about the New Jerusalem?”
      

      
      That was Jesse Lodson, talking out of turn and annoying his stepfather, but Hobson gazed down on him without reproach, knitting
         his brows and trying to remember. “Well, boy, he says the New Jerusalem will be—be a place where the earth is so cherished that God will return and live among men.” Then Hobson seemed surprised, and
         added: “Why—don’t sound so bad, you say it right out like that.”
      

      
      At the time Hobson saw Abraham, the Crusade must have been barely started. Hobson saw no large crowd with him, only a couple
         of dozen children between ten and fifteen—yes, quite a few mues among them—who might have merely gathered there in the New
         Haven street out of curiosity to hear the red-bearded man talk.
      

      
      Time passed, and word came that Preacher Abraham was healing the sick with prayer and laying on of hands. Word came that in
         New Providence he raised from the dead a poor man who had perished of smallpox and lain two days without life. Elsewhere the
         Preacher blessed a woman afflicted by an evil spirit, and the devil passed out of her.
      

      
      Word came that a thousand children followed Preacher Abraham, foraging, taking care of their prophet with certain miracles.

      
      These tales lit fires. Until even Jesse Lodson, fourteen and never foolish, began to wonder: Can God after all exist? Mother believes in him. Not all-benevolent, or the bull—but Mother says we aren’t wise enough to
            understand…. Should I place so much faith in my own power of reason? Can there be miracles? Then what becomes of the natural
            order? A New Jerusalem, “where the earth is so cherished”—but the books, the books! Or have I (and Malachi) been mistaken
            all this time? I pray, and it’s all silence.

      
      He hungered to believe in the marvelous. (Who doesn’t?) For most of existence in Melton Village had a flatness, a sourness
         partly generated by adult despair, and he was lonely in spite of Malachi. The other children had little to do with him, put off by the strangeness of an original mind that is not willing to hide itself or has
         not learned how. He was aching and changing with the needs of puberty. There was a coolness in Malachi, a steadiness that
         Jesse Lodson sometimes felt as a child because he could not yet share it.
      

      
      His mother and stepfather of course distrusted the love of an old man. Still, they did not forbid him those many hours with
         Malachi. Miss Seton herself said there was nothing more she was capable of teaching him, and Malachi was, in a way, important
         to Melton Village, like a monument or a natural force.
      

      
      On his side, perhaps Malachi expected too much. He needed the freshness of youth with the companionship of maturity.

      
      And word came that when Preacher Abraham entered a village and preached and asked who would help him found the New Jerusalem,
         the mue-children were first to forget their afflictions and follow him.
      

      
      He was coming from the north. People talked now not only of Preacher Abraham but of “Abraham’s Army.” Or “the Crusaders.”

      
      They had gone north, rumor said, through the Maine and New Hampshire wilderness. Most of this had already returned to the
         rude health of nature, but it was still possible to follow the roads of the old industrial culture, the skeletal remains that
         demonstrate the articulation of the original monster, and its indifference to the welfare and beauty of the planet that endured
         it for so long a century. The Crusaders had taken one of the highways into Canada, and soon headed south again, but instead
         of coming by the Connecticut River they marched north of Lake Memphremagog to the Hudson Sea. They were at Richford. They
         were at St. Albans.
      

      
      A thousand were coming, said rumor—uprooted, exalted, dangerous. Whatever was not freely given, these children took, rumor
         said. Melton Village stood next in their line of march.
      

      
 

On the porch of The Store—it was summer and robins were nesting in their wonderfully increasing numbers—Bud Maxon grumbled:
         “By God, them Crusaders better not come. thisaway! We got to feed ’em when we a’n’t got a pot to piss in ourself?”
      

      
      Malachi asked: “You about to stop ’em, Bud?”

      
      Maxon looked old and frightened, a Twentieth Century man hating every other way of life. Big Tad Doremus, who made out as
         a blacksmith in what had once been his father’s filling station near the Old Peters Place, sat on the top step whittling applewood.
         He was always at some bit of art work that would have a woman’s buttocks in it, though he might not be up to sculpting the
         rest of her. Mr. Goudy spat over the rail. Jesse Lodson sat on the bottom step and kept his young mouth shut and his young
         ears open.
      

      
      “Eating up the Goddamn country!” said Maxon. “Grasshoppers!”

      
      “Hippies is what they be,” said Lucas Hackstraw. His face was like a worm-chewed windfall, and he was married to the saddest
         woman in town. “Boys and girls jumbled up together.”
      

      
      “How else would they travel?” Tad Doremus asked.
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