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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.







Introduction to “The Bear’s Baby”


Unlike the other stories in this collection, “The Bear’s Baby” was intended from the start to have a future beyond its stand-alone appearance in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. I knew while writing it that the material would eventually be worked into my then novel-in-progress, The Bird Shaman, Vol. III of my Holy Ground Trilogy. But the story turned out so different from the novel version in length, point of view, ending, and overall meaning, that I have included it here with my other uncollected stories.


That said, it may be useful to know that the story version too is set in the trilogy’s timeline and general situation. Aliens called Hefn have arrived on Earth, and are forcing its human inhabitants, via the threat of mindwipe, to stop their biosphere-destroying behavior. In the trilogy Denny Demaree (DEM-a-ree) is a minor character, while Pam Pruitt is central to the narrative from her early teens through her seventieth birthday. Here, though, it’s Denny who must wrestle with one tough decision after another, and whose resourcefulness, and devotion to the black bears he is studying, keep events moving toward a crisis.


The old farm where I’ve placed Denny to study his bears is actually my own hundred-acre farm near Lawrenceburg KY. Hurt Hollow, where Denny meets Pam, is a real place too, and an important setting for Vols. II and III of the trilogy.


I’ve been interested in black bears ever since one of them charged my husband and me in deep forest near the New Jersey stretch of the Appalacian Trail, a long time ago. That bear charge appears in in the trilogy too. But the dangerous predator in this story is not a bear, but a Hefn called Humphrey.


“The Bear’s Baby” appeared in the October/November 2003 issue of The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, and was reprinted in The Year’s Best Science Fiction, Twenty-First Annual Collection (2004), edited by Gardner Dozois.




THE BEAR’S BABY


Denny heard the muffled whacking of the chopper blades and the motor’s deep roar, but he was underground and almost upside down, in the process of detaching a fuzzy bear cub from a dangerous nipple by flashlight, and couldn’t have dropped everything to scamper obediently back along the ridge trail right that minute even if he’d wanted to. Which, frankly, he didn’t.


The cub let go, rasping a complaint. Denny backpedaled on his elbows out of the black cavern – and out of immediate range of the huge, rank, snoring heap of mother black bear who had given birth to this baby in her sleep – scraping his stomach, holding the little cub off the ground in his gloved right hand. Being short and scrawny was an advantage in his line of work, but this maneuver wasn’t easy even for him.


Out in the pale winter daylight, he knelt in a pile of oak leaves to dump the baby gently into the pan of the scales and hold them up by the hook at the top. Pulling off his right glove with his teeth, he recorded the weight, 1.3 kilos, on a PocketPad, drew a blood sample, and stapled an ear tag into the now-squawling baby’s left ear – left for male. “Sorry, Rocket. Sorry, little guy.”


His movements were neat and practiced, and he was also hurrying. It was always best to reduce stress on the infant bears by being quick, but today Denny had a couple of extra reasons for hurrying. The winter, like most winters nowadays, was mild. Too mild. Denny had waited for the coldest weather he could, but the mother bear might not be all that deeply asleep. The other reason, of course, was that he couldn’t hear the helicopter any more, meaning that it had landed and that the Hefn Observer would be at the cabin by now, probably pacing back and forth on the deck, increasingly irritated as Denny continued to fail to show up. Punctuality mattered to the Hefn. In four years, this Hefn – Innisfrey, the Observer for Wildlife Habitat Recovery – had never been late for a rendezvous.


Denny wiggled his hand back into its gauntlet, picked up the cub, and wormed his way back into the den. His body almost completely blocked what little light seeped through the entrance, but he’d left the flashlight just inside, and so could see where to press the cub against his mother’s chest until he started to suckle. The other baby turned loose more cooperatively; but as it did so the mother bear made a harsh sound deep in her throat and moved her massive shoulder. Denny froze, his heart leaping into his own throat, the purloined cub complaining and squirming in the leather gauntlet. But it was okay, she settled down again, so he backed the rest of the way out and sat puffing until his pulse rate had returned to normal. He had always been against tranquilizing the mothers for the cubs’ first couple of physicals, the sedative got into their milk and affected the babies, but for the first time he wondered seriously if it mightn’t be a good idea to reevaluate that policy in the light of how the animals were being impacted by the warming climate.


Or maybe reevaluate Fish and Wildlife’s whole approach to black bear management. At least in rural areas like this one, that the bears had not been slow to recolonized as the aging, dwindling human population had abandoned their fields and pastures and moved into the towns, where there were services and the roads were maintained. Not even a wagon and team could get around very well over roads as bad as the ones around here had gotten to be, all potholes and big broken chunks of macadam. Even plain dirt would be better. Denny himself rode a horse (Rocinante) and led a pack mule (Roscoe) when he went into town for provisions. He wasn’t much of a rider, but then he didn’t have much of a choice.


The second cub was a female. “Rodeo,” Denny told her, “that’s your name, little bear.” At 1.45 kilos she was slightly chubbier than her brother. Rodeo’s “real” name was Number 439, the number on her tag. She was half of the third pair of cubs produced by Number 117, the sow presently enjoying her long winter’s nap down in the den, a huge healthy animal and an excellent mother; all but one of her cubs had survived to adulthood. She was six years old, the one hundred seventeenth female black bear to be radio-collared in the state of Kentucky since the Hefn had established the management program, and her “call name” was Rosetta. Like hurricanes, study bears were call-named by cycling through the letters of the alphabet. Cubs kept the first two letters of their mother’s name through subsequent generations, which allowed each initial to be used many times. If by some chance all the children and children’s children of a particular bear should die, the pair of letters would not be retired but would go back into service, available for use by the next young bear who wandered across the state line from Tennessee or West Virginia. To change state of residence was to become part of a different study and get a whole new identity.


Rosetta hadn’t done that; she was a Kentuckian born and bred, like Denny himself, though (also like Denny) she had wandered about for a good while before settling down in Denny’s district and digging herself this excellent den under a huge pin oak blown over in a tornado. He hadn’t named her or her first pair of cubs, who’d still been traveling with her when she’d moved into the county. But he’d named the next pair (Rocannon and Rotorooter), and was keeping a whole list of Ro- names in reserve.


Rodeo, having protestingly donated some blood and acquired a numbered ear tag of her own, resumed suckling the instant Denny put her back on the nipple, and this time her mother didn’t stir. Rosetta’s collar appeared to be in decent shape, and was still sending a good clear signal. Denny made a judgment call against taking samples of Rosetta’s blood today and exited the den. He poked his syringes and test tubes into the fingers of the gauntlets and stuffed them into his daypack, along with the scales and PocketPad and flashlight, and headed for the cabin at once, walking briskly, shrugging on the pack. The air was pretty cold, a little below freezing; he fished a watch cap out of his jacket pocket to pull down over his bald spot and his ears, and jammed his hands in his pockets.


Now that he was done with the bears, he looked at his watch and shifted mental gears. The Hefn Observer had been kept waiting for nearly an hour. Denny walked faster, almost jogging, a short wiry man with an anxious, rather ferretty face. The view from the ridge through gaps in the cedars, folded hills dusted over with snow under a pale sky, was lovely in its bareness, but Denny had no attention to spare for it this day. Hurrying past the viewpoint with the nicest prospect without a sideways glance, he plunged into a tunnel formed by cedar trees lining the sides of what had once been a wagon road.


The Hefn had ordered the field studies of black bears, coyotes, elk, and white-tailed deer in the eastern United States, it was their initiative, they were monitoring the ecological health of the planet by monitoring its apex predators and their prey species as these reclaimed or moved into habitat that year by year was returning to a wild state. But funding for Denny’s particular field study in Anderson County depended on satisfying the Hefn Observer he reported to, and failing to pay this fact due notice (by being dilatory) was not good politics. Denny had been on the job since the beginning of the project, and knew he was very good at what he did, but you still had to kowtow on a regular basis to the goddamned Hefn. He basically hated the Hefn, something he had in common with just about everybody else in the world. Answering to them was the disagreeable part of the bear study.


His whole situation was conflicted. It was probably the worst time in human history to be a human being, but it was also, he had to acknowledge it, one of the best to be a wildlife biologist in your own back yard. If it weren’t for the Hefn, and their Directive, and the Baby Ban Broadcast that had sterilized just about every person on the planet, there would be no black bear population in east central Kentucky – or elk population, or population of coyotes approaching the size of wolves, all busily subspeciating in the fascinating ways they were doing. Without the Hefn Takeover, east central Kentucky – now a recovering climax oak-hickory forest – would still be growing tobacco and Black Angus steers, and spindling big round bales of tall-fescue hay. The state’s black bears would still be in the Daniel Boone National Forest on the West Virginia border, way over in the Appalachian foothills, with far too few bears to go around for the numbers of local people eager to study them.


Denny really loved his work. Except in abstract terms he cared much more about baby bears than he did about human babies, but he despised the Hefn anyhow. The problem didn’t get simpler. Mostly he just accepted the way things were and focused on his job, but every time he had to show up for one of these meetings the conflict would boil up inside him again.


The ragged alley of tall cedars ended abruptly and he emerged into the clearing where the cabin sat. Beyond it hulked the chopper, a big metal dragonfly. Neither the Hefn nor the chopper pilot, a human, were anywhere to be seen. Denny trotted up the steps and along the deck and pushed open the cabin door.


A young woman in her mid-twenties, or thereabouts, was hunkered down in front of the stove, putting in chunks of firewood; she closed and latched the little door and stood to face him, dusting off her hands. “Hi,” said Denny. “I guess I’m a little late. I was vetting some new cubs and kind of got into a situation. Where’s the Hefn Observer?” As he spoke he stuffed the watch cap in his pocket and hung the backpack on a hook by the door.


“He went for a walk. He was getting sleepy,” she said. “It’s not Innisfrey this time, it’s Humphrey. I’m Gillian Hoffman, by the way.”


“The pilot, right?” She nodded. “Denny Demaree.” They shook hands. Denny started to unzip his parka, then had a thought. “Uh – maybe I should go try to find him? Did he walk down to the road?”


“He just went straight past the pond and on down the hill. Bushwhacking. On all fours, the last I saw of him. I guess he doesn’t get out of the city much.”


Denny considered. If the Hefn hadn’t stuck to either of the farm’s rough wagon roads, he could be anywhere. “Then I guess I’ll wait.” He hung his jacket on another hook and threw himself into one armchair, and Gillian took the other. The next instant he sprang out of the chair. “Hang on, did you say Humphrey? The Bureau of Temporal Physics and the Apprentices and all that – the one that does the viddy program? What the hell is he doing here?”


“Don’t ask me, I just fly the chopper.” She smiled. “Nice little place you’ve got here. Pretty luxurious for a field office.”


“I –” Denny stopped and willed himself to calm down. Humphrey. He had a bad feeling about this, but there was nothing to do but wait for the Hefn to show up. He sat down again. “Yeah, it is nice. Some old lady built this cabin and willed it and the whole farm to the local Girl Scout Council for a camp. The actual farm is a hundred acres, and a long time ago it used to be in my family, with a house down by the road. The well’s still there. This place, the cabin, was used as an admin building when the Scouts had it.”


“Then time went by, and there weren’t any more Brownies coming up through the ranks?”


He nodded. “The Scouts turned the place over to the state when they disbanded, and the state turned it over to Fish and Wildlife when the Hefn tapped them to monitor wildlife recovery.” He hopped up again, nervously. “I feel like I shouldn’t just be sitting around.”


“Humphrey’s not like Innisfrey,” Gillian said. “He won’t jump all over you for not being here on time. At least I don’t think he will.”


“Yeah, but why’s he here?” Denny said. He opened the door to the screened porch and walked outside, scanning the whole long view from left to right. Nothing.


“‘Sister Anne, Sister Anne, do you see anyone coming?’” Gillian called to him from inside.


Denny was surprised, and a little intrigued. The line, which he recognized but hadn’t thought of in decades, was from a kids’ edition of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Kids’edition or not, the story had given him nightmares. From deep within itself his memory obliged with the right response: “‘Naught but the wind a-blowing, naught but the green grass growing.’ Man, I can’t believe I still remember that! I reckon it must’ve been high summer in Bluebeard’s kingdom, the grass won’t green up here for a good while yet.”


“But here is Bluebeard himself,” came a deep voice from the deck, and the Hefn Humphrey burst through the front door and swept into the room.


Denny bolted to the porch doorway just in time to catch the Hefn’s showy entrance. He darted inside while Humphrey shut the door and turned to greet him properly. “You were expecting my colleague Innisfrey. I am, as you see, not Innisfrey, however. No. Innisfrey is at present otherwise engaged. I offered to take this meeting in his place, as I was already in Kentucky for a reason of my own. Humphrey, BTP. I am pleased to meet you, George Dennis Demaree.”


Denny stared, more or less dumbfounded. He had of course seen Humphrey on the viddy, doing regular progress reports and updates and announcements. Also scoldings. Humphrey was the highest-profile Observer of the lot, and had had the most to do with humans since the Takeover, but the image on the screen, which he had paid as little attention to as possible, had not prepared Denny for the force of Humphrey’s personality. He looked like Innisfrey, his short, stocky, oddly-jointed figure, covered entirely with gray hair (including a long shaggy beard which, though gray like the rest of him, made his improvised Bluebird witticism particularly apt), with large opaque eyes and forked hands and feet. He also looked, truth to tell, rather moth-eaten. Denny knew why; the anti-hibernation drug Sleepynot that the wakeful Hefn had to take in winter made their hair fall out in clumps. And he had Innisfrey’s faintly gamy wet-dog odor.


But the quality of his presence wasn’t remotely like cold, supercilious, charmless Innisfrey’s. All in all, the clash between apprehensive expectation and reality was so disorienting that it took Denny almost a minute to pull his wits together enough to apologize for being late.


“Not at all, not at all. Your tardiness providentially provided me with a chance to stretch my legs. The country hereabouts is delightful, your work here must have given you great pleasure.”


Denny nodded; then, realizing that he and his visitor were both still standing, blurted, “Uh, would you like to sit down?”


Humphrey said, “As it appears that we have two chairs and two humans and one Hefn in this room, I propose that you and Gillian Hoffman take the chairs.” And thereupon the Hefn Humphrey, household word, movie star, viddy personality, most powerful Observer on Earth, dropped to all fours, ambled over to the woodstove, and flomped onto the rag rug. He looked like a scruffy, off-color Great Pyranees. “All right, Gillian Hoffman? All right, George Dennis Demaree?” He gazed mildly from one to the other with those odd flat eyes, and Denny found himself in danger of being seriously disarmed.


Gillian had stood when Humphrey came in. She and Denny looked at each other, and then both sat down in the chairs they had been sitting in before.


“Now, to business! I am delighted to be the bearer of happy tidings,” Humphrey said, and those flat eyes somehow conveyed an impression of beaming with pleasure. “Innisfrey has, as you might say, filled me in, and I have examined the radio reports you have filed, and the written reports, all of them, for the entire duration of this study. You have done excellent work here! Thanks to you, and to the studies of coyotes and white-tailed deer carried forward by your fellow wildlife biologists, we have a complete and detailed picture of the two top predators for this recovering habitat, together with their most important large prey species, over the past four years.


“During this period in this area, the black bear population has experienced a seventy-four per cent gain in numbers. Eighty-six per cent of the bears are not immigrants but bears native to east central Kentucky. Remarkable! More than that, the bears are might one say in the pink? A comical expression to apply to a dark-colored bear! Their reproductive success has been excellent, and they are in prime condition! As the flora here proceed through the various stages of succession, the entire ecosystem burgeons and thrives.


“Therefore! With no reason whatever for concern that the trend is in danger of reversing itself, we have determined,” Humphrey said from his shaggy-sheepdog position on the floor, giving again that impression of beaming up into Denny’s face, “to terminate this study, and to reassign you, George Dennis Demaree, to a location in particular need of the skills you have exercised so diligently in this one. Congratulations!” And he bounded up and offered Denny his forked, hairy hand.


Denny bounded up as well. “But the study’s not finished!” he protested, his voice loud and rude with shock. Instead of shaking Humphrey’s hand, he waved his arms wildly. “It’s nowhere near finished! I designed it to run for ten years, that’s the way my data spreadsheets are configured – I don’t want to drop it now! I can’t! I can’t believe you want to pull me out now!”


At Denny’s outburst the Hefn’s beamish-boy look faded away; his demeanor became more closed and quiet, and when he spoke his voice had lost much of its hearty charm. “I regret that you do not wish to end your work here. I regret to learn that in your view it is incomplete. Our view, however, is different. We consider you to have been entirely successful. Thanks to you, we know that this area is well on its way to climax. Also thanks to you, we know that biodiversity increases every year. This is all we need to know. Whether you choose to accept reassignment is, of course, a decision you must make for yourself, but there are a great many other recovering habitat areas in Kentucky about which we know too little, and where your skills would be of great service.”


Denny, so angry he was almost sputtering, managed to let him finish. “It doesn’t work like that!” he blurted the instant Humphrey stopped talking. “Wildlife biology is important for its own sake! Understanding how the bears adapt as this farmland reverts to climax forest doesn’t end because some practical purpose has been served! You – you Hefn never told me you’d turn up one day and tell me to pack up my stuff and leave! I did everything you told me to, nobody every complained that the work wasn’t done well – you’re throwing me out for doing a good job!”


Gillian moved uneasily in her chair, and Denny suddenly remembered, like a bucket of cold water, who he was talking to. The Hefn, as he knew perfectly well, could do whatever they damn pleased. They had absolute power over the people of Earth, and most Hefn felt no sympathy for humanity, given the mess humanity had made of its own planet, and how hard the aliens had had to work to get them to clean it up. This Hefn, Humphrey, was probably the one of them with the most sympathy for the plight of the Earth’s people, many of whom were suffering a good deal from the cleanup process. If he said the study was over, it was probably over.


Denny was wild. What a fool he’d been, to fall into the comfy habit of assuming he’d been assigned to this field study for the sake of science, and that as long as he minded his P’s and Q’s he would be allowed to continue. He’d been assigned here because it pleased the Hefn to study the bears of east central Kentucky for a while. Now they were done doing that, evidently, and he could take a new assignment, or go and do something else entirely, they didn’t much care which. What they would not let him do was the one thing he wanted to do: go on living in this cabin, watching Rocket and Rodeo develop under the tutelage of Rosetta, recording their weight, examining their scats under a microscope, radio-collaring them in due course, observing as they found mates and began the next generation.


Then he had another thought. “What about Jason and Angie, are you pulling them out too?”


“The studies of Jason Gotschalk and Angela Rivera are integral with your own. The coyotes are thriving. The white-tailed deer are thriving. The elk are thriving. Everything is thriving! We would not allow any element of this area study to continue unless all were to continue, nor would we terminate one without terminating all.” Humphrey sounded so benevolent as he said this, you would think he was doing them all a favor by yanking them out of the field.


Denny had one more card to play, so he played it, not expecting to gain much by it but needing to try. “I’m a Gaian,” he said. “This is my Ground. A hundred years ago my family owned this farm, and I’d like to stay here, even if the study isn’t to be funded any more.” Stay and do a little unofficial work with Rosetta and her family and the half-dozen other breeding sows he’d been following, until the equipment wore out. Or, if they took that all away to a different site, just record observations, do odd jobs in town to buy food, hunker down here for as long as he could.


Humphrey immediately became less alien-seeming, but no less definite. “Then I am truly sorry,” he said, sounding as if he meant it. “But alas, no one may stay. Our Lords the Gafr have decreed that wherever habitat studies have been terminated, the human presence shall be excluded until recovery is complete.”


The Gafr were the boss aliens that nobody had ever seen. They directed things from their ship parked on the moon, and what they said was final.


“When?” Denny asked, finally defeated.


“We will help you gather your personal things together,” said Humphrey kindly.


He meant they were going to fly him out now. “What about the horse and the mule?”


“They will be transferred to another field station. Yours, if you decide to accept reassignment. And I will gladly put you in touch with the Gaian Steward in Louisville, who should be able to assist you in finding another suitable Ground. Very possibly a way might be devised to match your new assignment with such a place.”


And kick me out again when you decided I’d done enough there, Denny thought. No thanks.


“As a Gaian, you could perhaps be assigned to the terrain around Hurt Hollow? Would that interest you? Bears have been sighted nearby. Pam Pruitt is in residence there at present, but some arrangement could surely be worked out.”


Denny glanced up at this, but his mind was in turmoil. “I … don’t know. I need to think.” He gazed around the cabin, the place he had gradually let himself come to think of as home for the foreseeable future, now on the far side of an absolute divide; it was like looking through a Time Window into the past. “Most of this stuff stays with the cabin. The dishes and bedding and all that. The short-wave set.”


“We will help you gather up what does not, yes Gillian Hoffman?”


“I’d rather do it myself. I won’t be long. You could damp down the stove if you want something to do.”


There really wasn’t much to pack: some dirty laundry, a razor, the daypack with the bear equipment, a few books and computer disks, the PocketPad, the laptop, his field glasses, his other pair of boots. Denny threw it all on the bed and went down in the basement, mind reeling from the sudden shift of direction, to get his duffel bag.


Under the stairs, piled in the doorless tornado shelter, were the abandoned remnants of the old farm’s incarnation as Camp Sheltowee: rolled-up sleeping bags, tents, deflated air mattresses, mess kits, canteens… Denny’s disoriented brain suddenly focused. He touched nothing, only stood still for a moment before heading back up with the empty duffel. But his mind was made up.


The chopper dropped him at the regional headquarters of Fish and Wildlife, in Frankfort, and whirled off to collect his two still-unsuspecting colleagues. Tess Perry, Denny’s boss, threw up her arms in protest at his accusing glare. “We had absolutely no clue they were going to pull this! The first I knew about it, here was Humphrey instead of Innisfrey, saying I should alert Louisville to get ready to reassign three field researchers, they were closing down East Central. This office is being closed down! I tried to warn you and the other two but you’d all gone out.”


“I was checking on Rosetta’s cubs,” he said bitterly. “So what happens now?”


“Reassignment, like he said.” And at the look on Denny’s face, “I know, I know, believe me, but you need to think about it anyway before you burn any bridges. When they get back here with Angie and Jason they’re taking y’all to Louisville.” She pronounced it “Luh:uv’le.” “They’re giving me a week to close up the office, then guess where I’m being transferred to. Paducah! Think I want to go to Paducah?”


“Your parents live here in Frankfort, don’t they?”


“My whole goddam family lives in Frankfort! But I’m going to Paducah, because right now I haven’t got a better idea, and till I come up one I’m keeping on the right side of the Hefn.”


Denny groaned. “God, I hate the fuckers.”


“Not any more than I do,” said Tess glumly, “but if you want to keep on doing wildlife biology, stay on their good side, that’s all I’m saying.”


Denny said nothing to any of them, not Tess, not his rumpled and furious fellow deportees, about his plans. In Louisville he went through the motions of being debriefed and counseled about reassignment, took a couple of days to “think it over,” discussing options with Angie and Jason and the teams from the eastern part of the state, who had also been praised to the skies and yanked out of the field.


In the end, after a lot of grumbling, the others all agreed to be posted elsewhere, at least for the time being. Humphrey must indeed have put in a word, because when they interviewed Denny they offered him Hurt Hollow, the Gaian shrine thirty miles upriver. He thanked them politely but said he’d like to apply for an unpaid leave, take some time to consider all his options, including that one, which he hinted was an attractive possibility. Unlike the others, the territory he’d been relieved from was his Ground; that made it harder to know what to do. He mentioned visiting his brother in Pittsburgh; you could get to Pittsburgh by steamboat, right up the Ohio River from Louisville.


The interviewing officer was sympathetic; he too was a Gaian, an early convert who had also chosen family property as his Ground, and could appreciate what a blow it must be for Denny to lose his study area and be forced off the farm. Talking about the Hefn and their imperious ways, his face got very tight. He encouraged Denny to think about Hurt Hollow; they needed someone there and it would be good if the someone were a Gaian, who would appreciate the place’s historic significance.


A round-trip ticket to Pittsburgh was arranged. Denny, cleaned up, with a new haircut and his duffel full of clean clothes, boarded the boat and stood at the railing as it steamed upriver (passing legendary Hurt Hollow, which showed no sign of anyone being in residence), calling at Madison and Milton, Denny’s home town, and finally at Carrollton, where the Kentucky River poured into the Ohio.


At Carrollton he left the boat, his scrawny, scruffy figure melting into the flow of disembarking passengers, and boarded a mule-hauled flatboat bound up the Kentucky for Frankfort and points south and east. He bought his ticket on board. It was dusk of the following day when he stepped off at the landing at Tyrone, under the railroad bridge that spanned the river from bluff to high bluff.


While waiting for full dark to fall, he converted his duffel into a backpack by adjusting some straps. It was good and bad that there was no moon. In the blackness he slipped by side roads, now no more than tracks around the town of Lawrenceburg with its inconvenient street lights, and set off up the road he had traveled so many times on Rocinante’s back. He was heading for the cabin.


A mile west of Lawrenceburg he encountered a line of signposts, brand new, marching away from the road in both directions and forward along both margins. It was too dark to read the smaller print, but the word in large type at the top was WARNING! He didn’t need to read the rest, or wonder who had posted the warnings. By continuing along the road he was, in effect, entering a narrow corridor through a forbidden zone. Denny shrugged, made a face, and forged ahead.


That he knew the road from horseback as well as he did was a lucky thing; the night was very dark, with a mean headwind, and the damaged black surface hard to see. He found a stick to probe with and felt his way along the edge, cursing the need to go so slowly.


At four in the morning Denny reached the bridge over the intermittent stream he called Part-Time Creek, which established the eastern boundary of the old farm, and probed his way in total blackness down into the bed of the creek. Its jumble of rocks was dry – no water or ice in the bed to make things worse – but inching upstream in the dark without falling was so close to impossible that more than an hour had passed before Denny felt he was far enough from the road to risk pushing up through a tangle of brush to flat land.


But he came out where he had intended to, behind the skeletal tobacco barn where the Scout camp’s maintenance equipment had been kept. Tobacco barns were built with spaces between the vertical boards, so the circulating air could cure the tobacco leaves hung in bunches from the rafters. The barn was therefore poor protection from the wind, and also listing badly. But Denny had stored Rocinante’s and Roscoe’s hay in the loft, and had nailed the saggy ladder tight to the uprights. He had gambled that the Hefn hadn’t found and salvaged that hay, and the gamble paid off. Working by memory and feel, avoiding the weak spots in the floor of the loft, he built a windbreak out of bales. He cut the twine from another bale to make a mattress, scratchy but fragrant, of loose hay (carefully rolling up the cut pieces of twine and stuffing them in his pants pocket), then piled more hay over himself and his stuff and pulled his watch cap down over his ears and his parka hood up over that. By first light he was sound asleep.
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