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    What sort of a world could possibly evolve wherein a man — moved by love and patriotism — eagerly delivers his loved one into the hands of—the breeder
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      McKeldon reached Gatlinburg before dark. The team of horses, tired and lathered despite the brisk autumn weather, drew up before the inn, their harness creaking. McKeldon got down from the wagon slowly, carefully, as if his bones were brittle as china. He was bone weary, but he immediately saw to the unloading of the big, coffin-shaped box which he'd driven up from the ruins of Knoxsville.




       




      "It for Jessup?" one of the men at the inn asked as the box was removed from the wagon and brought inside.




       




      "That's right," McKeldon said warily. "Make something of it?"




       




      "Don't get me wrong, now, mister," the man said.




       




      McKeldon followed them into the inn, entranced by the smell of hot, bubbling stew. It never ceased to amaze him that five years before he'd been a chemical engineer over at Oak Ridge. He wondered if there were enough men left anywhere, or a big enough community, or a sufficient interest in chemicals, to need a single member of his profession. Knoxville, he knew, was in ruins. He'd visited the outskirts of Memphis once, but the city was still radioactive. Nashville, the same. The grim story was the same, as far as he knew, all over the world.




       




      "Jessup expecting it?" the man who had asked about the package said.




       




      "Now how could that be?" McKeldon snapped.




       




      "No offense, mister. Just asking." He was a big man with a week's growth of beard on his face and hard, determined eyes which McKeldon did not like.




       




      McKeldon shrugged. There was going to be trouble. Obviously. He was ready for trouble. Horses, he thought. It never ceased to amaze him. A chemical engineer in the single great technological civilization— and possibly the last civilization — that mankind had ever produced. Driving a horse-drawn wagon up to the foothills of the Great Smokey Mountains. Horses, and a coffin with a hole-peppered lid.




       




      McKeldon sat down to a bowl of steaming, savory stew.




       




      "Seen any of 'em?" the woman who served him asked.




       




      "Long way off, I spotted a few," McKeldon answered her. "Halfway from Knoxville. They didn't spot me."




       




      The woman, who looked as hard as the oak-plank table, leaned down to ask: "You sure? You sure, man?"




       




      "I think so," McKeldon said. "I can't be positive."




       




      "You think so?" the woman repeated his words. It suddenly was very quiet in the inn. McKeldon heard a booted foot shuffle on the wooden floor, heard a single sharp intake of breath. Then, slowly, the dozen men in the common room of the inn moved around his table.




       




      "That's right," McKeldon said levelly. "I think so. I can't be sure. But I had to bring my package through. You all know that."




       




      It was dark outside now. The wind howled down from the mountains and down Gatlinburg's single Main Street, past the deserted hotels and restaurants and one-time tourist attractions and down all the way to the inn, where Gatlinburg's total population was gathered.




       




      "You should of been sure," the old woman persisted. "You had no right coming here if you wasn't sure. Package or no package."




       




      "Jessup is what counts," McKeldon said. "Jessup and what I've got for him. In the morning, can someone lead me up to where Jessup's hiding?"




       




      Two or three of the men nodded. Apparently that would be no problem.




       




      "If they seen you — " the woman persisted.




       




      McKeldon shook his head. He was too tired to argue. He wanted no more of it "I'm going upstairs," he said. He looked across the room at his box.




       




      "You have a storeroom somewhere?" he asked. "With a key I can use?"




       




      "What's the matter with your own room?" the woman asked.




       




      "All right, maybe that's better. Have them bring it up there."




       




      There was a shuffling of feet. No one moved. "Can't we take just one little look?" the big man who had first asked McKeldon about the package demanded.




       




      "No," McKeldon said.




       




      "All we want is one little—"




       




      "Take it upstairs," McKeldon said.




       




      "You got your — "




       




      Nerve, the man was probably going to say, McKeldon thought as he jumped swiftly to his feet and grabbed the man's tattered shirt front, pulling the rough, bearded face close to his own. "We're supposed to be civilized men," McKeldon said. "This is the way it's got to be. You think different?" With his free hand McKeldon drew a long bone-handled hunting knife. Despite the situation, he had to fight down a smile. Hunting knife, he thought, with the ruins of Knoxville full of firearms. Still, firearms were forbidden. Fire was a necessity, yes — but not firearms. They might be attracted by the sound. They might come. And there were pitifully I human settlements left. If they heard, they would come not in tens or hundreds or thousands, but in millions, as they always came.
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