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December 29, 1890. The boy reached his ninth
winter on the day the Sioux Nation died. Any excitement he had felt
about the day of his birth had been quelled by fear when the angry
horse soldiers intercepted them and forced their leader Big Foot to
set a hasty camp alongside the ice crusted banks of Wounded Knee
Creek.

The boy was a handsome youth, with big bright
eyes and flowing black hair in which was tied a single white-tipped
feather. He was bundled tightly in a red wool trade blanket against
the cold. His mother had wrapped strips of blanket around his feet
to go inside his hand-me-down buffalo hide moccasins. Even so his
fingers were numb and clumsy but the cold was far from his
mind.

Underneath the red blanket he wore the most
wonderful shirt. His mother had sewn it from deer hide bleached
white as snow, then dyed patterns in the many colors of the sunset
with a double row of lapis blue beads down the front. . White stars
were sprayed across the front and back and a large golden eagle
spread from shoulder to shoulder on the chest. The design had come
to his father, a Miniconjou warrior, in a vision that had swept the
Plains Indian Nation, among them Wovoka and the Ogallala Medicine
Man Black Elk. According to these powerful medicine men, the sacred
Ghost Shirts would keep all who wore them safe from the bullets of
the white man’s guns. The boy wore his Ghost Shirt because today
was the day he would join the sacred Ghost Dance.

Even though he was too young to have had a
vision yet he thought he had heard the wind telling him to dance
the Ghost Dance. If he danced the sacred dance, if all Native
Peoples danced the Ghost Dance, the land would return to the way it
had been before he was born, and he could grow to become a mighty
hunter. He could see himself, tall and strong like his father,
riding his horses onto the plains to search for buffalo, bringing
meat home to his mother and dancing by the light of nighttime fires
to tell the story of his bravery. If only the wasicu would let them
dance.

The horse soldiers called Seventh Cavalry who
had forced them to camp here were in powwow with Big Foot and the
other warriors. When they intercepted his band near Porcupine
Butte, Big Foot had complied with their order because he was here
to help bring peace between the Sioux and the white man. But peace
now seemed impossible. The soldiers had begun to drink from a
barrel of whiskey after marching them to Wounded Knee, celebrating
the capture of Big Foot. During the night they had tried to drag
Big Foot from his tent to get revenge for the battle against Long
Hair Custer, but the white leader had stopped the drunkards.

Now it was morning and the soldiers had
separated the warriors from the women and children. The soldiers
had begun to disarm the warriors; a pile of Winchester and Sharpe
rifles lay on a blanket next to the powwow circle in the center of
the camp. But the boy knew that there were more guns in camp. In
the circle Big Foot, his father, other warriors and the leaders of
the horse soldiers spit angry words at each other. The boy could
see occasional flashes of blue and red and yellow beneath the
blankets and robes the warriors wore against the cold…the colorful
patterns of their sacred Ghost Shirts. The warriors were not afraid
of the horse soldiers or their guns.

His mother pulled him closer as they stood
with the other women and children away from the circle of angry
men. Her arms were warm and smelt of wood smoke and hide. He felt
safe in her embrace. His mother kept turning her head to eye the
bluffs surrounding the camp and he could feel her anxiety. More
soldiers lined the leafless wooded hills and he could see the guns
that fired many bullets poking from the backs of wagons. The boy
had heard his father say that a few days earlier the horse soldiers
had ambushed the bands led by Short Bull and Kicking Bear because
like them, they had come to dance the Ghost Dance. But he feared
not for his mother, father or himself. They all wore the sacred
Ghost Shirts.

Outside the circle the medicine man Yellow
Bird danced the steps of the Ghost Dance in defiance of the horse
soldiers, moving counter-clockwise, hands held out to hold the
hands of the spirits who danced with him.

As he danced Yellow Bird sang, “The whole
world is coming, a nation is coming, a nation is coming, the eagle
has brought the message to the tribe!”

As he reached the beginning of the circle he
raised his voice louder than the angry rumbles of the soldiers. “Do
not fear, but let your hearts be strong. Many soldiers are about us
and have many bullets, but their bullets cannot penetrate us. The
prairie is large, and their bullets will fly over the prairies
float away like dust in the air. A nation is coming, the father is
coming!”

The words of Yellow Bird lanced the boil of
repressed anger and bitterness the warriors had festered as their
world came to an end. A young warrior stood and pulled a rifle from
beneath his blanket and shouted that the Sioux would live as they
pleased. Others joined him and the leader of the soldiers shouted
orders for his blue coats to disarm the warriors. Mounted cavalry
charged into the circle, forcing soldiers and warriors to scatter
left and right. In the pandemonium soldiers grabbed at warriors as
they tried to rip off blankets and robes, searching for more hidden
guns.

Then a shot blasted from the confusion and as
it echoed off the bluffs, a silence rolled across the encampment
like the liquid pause between the beats of an eagle’s wings. The
boy found his father, caught in battle with two of the soldiers.
They locked eyes and his father’s fear raced at him like an
arrow.

“Run!” his father screamed, and then hell
rained down from the bluffs.

His mother’s circle of warmth turned into a
push as the first staccato blasts of the gattling guns ripped
across the camp. He ran clumsily on frozen feet away from the hail
of bullets towards the ravine south of camp, following the panicked
flight of the other women and children. The iron-hard ground stung
his feet as he ran, painful needles shooting up his legs as blood
tingled in his toes.

The boy fell as his mother’s weight hit him
and his head struck the frozen ground hard, stunning him and making
him feel as if he had taken one step away from his body. Hands
pulled him up, another woman, and tried to carry him away. He
pulled free but his mother screamed, “Go, Go!”

He found his legs and ran, gripping the rough
wool edges of the trade blanket, smelling gunpowder and blood, eyes
glazed and dizzy, not seeing the dark stain growing across her
chest.

The gunfire doubled as the warriors reached
the pile of rifles on the blanket. He heard the shouts of warriors
and soldiers and the clanging ring of steel on steel. Bullets
pockmarked the ground and he darted like a fish in a stream towards
the ravine, registering numbly the faces of women and boys and
girls he knew as bullets knocked them to the ground all round him.
He was frightened but felt no fear of the bullets for his faith in
the Ghost Shirt ad the medicine of his ancestors was strong.

He let go of the red trade blanket as he
reached the wooded edge of the ravine and it fluttered to the
frozen battleground. Bullets stitched a line across it and shredded
bark from trees as the boy entered the meager protection of
cottonwoods. He clawed his way higher up the sides of the ravine,
ducking under a gray mass of brush when horse soldiers came
crashing through to chase down the women and children. And as the
boy reached the crest of the ravine, opening to a wide, barren
ridge top meadow, facing the morning sun, he had his first
vision.

The air roared like a mighty, raging river
and a band of liquid fire broader than the sea of grass over which
his people had roamed shot over him to the far horizon and began to
spin. Behind him the sky was the many colors of the sunset. Bright
stars dotted the reds and purples and blues like a beautiful Ghost
Shirt covering the sky.

Surrounding him were the ghosts of his
ancestors, brave warriors and women who had hunted and warred and
loved and lived in a beautiful, endless land. They were dressed as
he, in beautifully colored Ghost shirts, and smiled at him and
chanted, “Eyayó! You are brave to have come this far. Be strong now
and lead us in the dance. Add your voice to the Spirit Hoop!”

So the boy held out his arms and his
ancestors joined him in a great circle. As their warm hands
encircled his he began to shuffle step, one foot forward and one
foot back, counterclockwise, head held high and a smile on his
face.

As the warm, comforting light of the Spirit
Hoop filled his eyes he sang in unison with his ancestors, “My son,
let me grasp your hand, says the father. You shall live, says the
father. I bring you a pipe, says the father. By means of it you
shall live. I bring you a mask, says the father. By means of it you
will live. I bring you a feather, says the father. By means of it
you will live. There is the father coming, there is the father
coming. The father says this as he comes, you shall live, he says
as he comes, you shall live.”

They sang with voices like sweet thunder and
the ground shook with their power. The chorus began again and the
boy felt his spirit leave his body. His arms sprouted feathers and
he transformed into a golden eagle, the living embodiment of the
Sacred prayer, charged with love and hope and power as he soared
above the Ghost Dance. He could see his body below, hands grasping
hands, dancing with his ancestors in a great hoop that spread
across the land, touching the past and reaching for the future.
Towards the direction of sunset a great tree spread its branches
against the evening sky, broad green leaves tinged with gray as it
foretold the end of a way of life shared by all of Mother Earth’s
peoples. He could hear its song that threaded into the sorrowful,
infinite-voiced harmony of the Ghost Dance.

As he soared higher the land below faded and
he could see into the Spirit Hoop and the wonders it revealed. This
close the roar was the sound of infinite voices, man and animal and
spirit, crying out in joy, anger and sorrow, of all the infinite
soulful outpourings that were life. It was as if he stood on the
banks of the mightiest river in the world and could see every drop
of water at the same time. He felt the Spirit Hoop welcome him and
opened his wings wide, feeling himself the prayer be carried like a
leaf in a river forward, far and wide, to the day that it would be
heard.

In that distant time he saw a man, a great
warrior and a strong man, a father and a caretaker. The prayer
beamed like the sun, feathers radiating a golden light that
illuminated all. He touched the man and sang, “Father, you will
come.”

Then the Spirit Hoop swept him up and leaving
this world and his body behind, he never felt the cavalry saber
that brought him down.
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(Late summer, Minneapolis Minnesota, 2012)
Life is a hoop. If you are in tune with your life you sense the
hoop turning and learn from each passing. For some of us, the
lessons are hard to bear. Luke Kimball President of Security
Consultants International, first sensed the turning of his hoop on
the day he turned 45 and a golden eagle appeared out of nowhere
just feet in front of the cockpit of SCI’s Jet Ranger helicopter.
His body was moving before his mind had fully registered and he
leaned hard starboard on the joystick. The turbojet engine roared
and Matthew Pierce, Vice President and COO of SCI and Luke’s
closest friend, shouted “Bloody Hell!” as the helicopter veered off
course. Luke glanced wildly out the cockpit windows as he fought
the stick back to center, and found himself locked pupil to pupil
with the eagle.

In that instant of eye contact he
saw…everything. The eagle’s wingspan was impossibly wide, almost
seeming to cross the sky. The feathers were long and full, gleaming
with strength and sunlight, and some other golden force. A flicker
pulled his eyes…a shade of a woman, an afterimage of dark hair, a
look of surprise and something else deeper on her face but she was
gone before he could look closer. He glanced at the craft avoidance
radar on the overhead display but it registered nothing. In his
peripheral vision Luke sensed Pierce hard up against the webbing of
the safety harness, face frozen in surprise. Drops of sweat hung
inches from his nose, unmoving. Luke glanced up and saw the blades
of the helicopter so still that he could make out scratches and
weather marks in the paint marking the blade tips.

Listening he heard nothing, no engine noise
or harsh breaths, not even the beating of his heart. He looked back
to the eagle and fell into those deep golden eyes. Luke had a
disorienting sense of double vision, an echo of him seeing the
eagle seeing him see the eagle like infinite reflections in a
mirror. In between the reflections he saw things he wanted to stay
hidden because if he let them come out, they would tear him
apart.

His heart slammed into his chest and he
exhaled forcefully, yelling “Shit!” as he righted the
helicopter.

“What the bloody hell?” Pierce exclaimed
again as he pulled himself off the harness.

“The eagle! Did you see it? We almost took it
on the windscreen!”

Pierce and Luke scanned the horizon, both
focused with the acuteness instilled by decades of armed combat.
The eagle was moving as quickly as a jet, a dot shrinking into the
western sky…but not before Luke had made eye contact once more. He
felt a great sense of movement, of turning, hearing a rush that
sounded like a forest fire, and saw ever so briefly a broad, bright
arc turning across the sky, roiling and churning like a river on
fire.

“To the west,” he spoke into his headset as
the helicopter settled back on course.

“I saw something,” Pierce replied, voice as
even as ever, “I have no idea what…did it trip radar?”

Luke scanned the instrument panel. “Negative.
It just popped up in front of us.”

Pierce settled back into his seat,
immediately comfortable now that the helicopter was on even
keel.

“Are you going to call it in, mate?”

Luke shook his head, wiping sweat from his
forehead. “Not a chance. This is not a publicly declared flight.
Just like the rest of this venture, we are off the grid. We’re
routed as secure military traffic.”

Pierce chuckled. “I think you’ve had too much
desert sun.”

Luke grinned wryly at his friend and partner,
and thought of telling him about what else he had seen. His heart
still hammered in his chest. But he kept silent because what he had
seen could not have been real and to speak of it would give it
life.

”No more than you Matt. Damn, that was a big
bird! Oh well, no harm done. I think we are due for a celebratory
toast. Barbara has papers ready for us to sign at the pyramid.
We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Pierce grinned line a Cheshire Cat. “A tot of
the General’s scotch then? Nothing could be sweeter. Homeward old
son!”

SCI had been born in the aftermath of the
middle east conflicts. Luke, newly discharged with a Silver Star
and Purple Heart pinned to his uniform had received a message from
General Mackland, retired British Army veteran, an old friend and
Luke’s mentor.

An acquaintance of the General's was worried
about the safety of his family. Could Luke help him? Luke arrived
in Milan a week later in the company of one Matthew Pierce, a
former British R.A.F. Captain and Airborne commando who had served
under the General. There had been an incident, the family was kept
safe...and the reputation of Kimball and Pierce was established. A
few months later they were incorporated as SCI and had their first
government contract.

Now, many years later, over three thousand
SCI personnel were deployed around the world. SCI guarded diplomats
and families, provided security and tactical support for Armed
Forces in Afghanistan, South Korea and Kenya. At its pyramid-shaped
headquarters outside Minneapolis SCI had full training facilities
including firing ranges, a state-of-the-art communications network
that could give him eyes on the ground anywhere in the world 24
hours a day, and an R&D department that was particularly adept
at combining technology with firepower.

Luke and Pierce made an apt team. Where Luke
saw patterns and connections, Pierce provided strategy and tactics.
Although very different in appearance, they could not walk into a
room without appearing as if they were lethal machines forged from
the same steel.

Each was in their mid-forties. Where Luke had
thick, close-cropped hair that was blond almost to whiteness,
Pierce had thinning black hair graying at the temples. Luke had
classic Nordic features and skin weathered a light gold. His eyes
were pale chips of blue ice. A thin, clean line of scar tissue ran
from under his left eye to his left ear.

A much smaller scar was almost invisible over
his right eyebrow. He brushed it with his fingers. Luke had
received it when he was a boy of fifteen, when his father was still
alive, before he had learned how quick and savage the world could
be.

Luke was by nature pleasant but reserved, and
could broadcast an aura that gave him a measure of personal space
even in the most crowded of rooms.

Pierce had no such reserve. He was charming
and charismatic, a jokester and life of the party. Thin featured
with pale skin, a neat black mustache and sharp brown eyes. Somehow
he had avoided major injuries over the years and his face was
pleasant and unmarked.

There the differences ended. Both were just
over six feet in height and solidly muscled, broad in shoulders and
lean in hips. They moved with the sinuous grace of dragons and
could go from boardrooms to battlefield without missing a step.

Both men were rarely without arms. Pierce
tended to high capacity, 9mm sidearms and carried a wickedly curved
Indian kukri knife when in the field.

Luke kept a customized Ruger Redhawk .44
magnum under his left arm and carried two in the field. He
preferred a handmade, Japanese tanto when he needed cold steel.

Luke sometimes had an edge when they sparred
hand to hand. Pierce usually had the edge when they used knives.
They had watched each other’s backs numerous times and Pierce was
the one person in this world Luke could trust his life to and not
worry about consequences.

The rhythmic beating of the blades lowered in
pitch as he brought the helicopter down to the landing pad atop the
broad, cobalt blue glass pyramid of SCI Corporate headquarters.
Rivaling the Las Vegas Luxor hotel and casino in size, the top of
the SCI pyramid had been flattened for air vehicle traffic. The
surrounding campus covered several hundred acres with parking lots,
running paths, training fields and an earthen berm to block the
white noise of the highway just to the north. As Luke shut down the
helicopter, attendants in navy jumpsuits rushed up to refuel
it.

“So what’s the plan, mate?” Pierce asked as
they unbuckled the safety harnesses and gathered their gear.

“Let’s clean up a bit then sign the
agreements. You’ll have to go to Las Vegas and set up operations
near Paquin’s installation…I have to go to D.C. and organize with
the various military commands we’re working with. Care to
trade?”

Pierce laughed as they crossed the landing
pad to the building entrance. “No thanks mate, I’ll take Vegas over
brass any day. Why don’t you head out with me this weekend? We’ll
drop a few quid on the tables and I know a couple of ladies we can
recruit for company.”

“Sounds fun Matt, but I’m heading up north
for the weekend to do a little trout fishing.”

Guards let the inside the pyramid. They took
the elevator down to the corporate level.

“You are spending a might too much time up in
your cave, mate,” Pierce continued. “I don’t know what it is, but
you’ve been more reserved than usual.”

“I’m fine Matt,” Luke reassured his partner.
“I’ve been so focused on winning the Paquin deal that I have not
had time for much else. I’ll loosen up after I get back from D.C.
By then you’ll need reinforcements in Vegas.”

“Me? The great Pierce? I think not!”

“My office in half an hour?” Luke
suggested.

“Done mate, see you then.”

They both laughed as they went left and right
to their offices and personal quarters.

The private suite adjoining Luke’s office was
decorated in simple, Japanese elegance with a birch frame futon,
large walk-in closet, bathroom, and a modest living area. This is
where Luke spent most of his nights when he was in the states. As
he stripped off the flight suit and stepped into the shower, his
personal assistant Barbara paged him on the intercom and gave him a
rundown of who had called, what the various SCI security teams
throughout the world had to report, the status of internal
projects, and what had transpired in the stock market. Her voice
came through speakers in the ceiling of every room. As the water
rained down on him, Luke heard in its soft white noise the rushing
of that fiery wheel he had seen in the sky. He closed his eyes and
leaned back against the stall, letting the heat of the water soak
into him, seeing in his mind’s eye the living, boiling pattern of
the fire. In the patter of water falling on his body Luke heard the
faintest stir of voices; a pattern, rhythmic, chanting. He felt a
sudden vertigo as if he was being spun at the end of a very long
rope and caught himself as his feet began to slide out from under
him. He shook his head to clear it and opening his eyes, saw only
water and the walls of the shower.

“What did I see today?” He wondered, and got
out of the shower.

He shaved as Barbara relayed requests to move
the families of South Korean diplomats out of their country to the
U.S. or other safe haven. Luke thought of rats fleeing a sinking
ship. The image was alarming. He asked Barbara to speak with U.S.
Immigration about granting visas to the families and to make sure
that the Special Agent in Charge for South Korea kept them up to
date.

After throwing on a pair of jeans, moccasins,
and a faded black sweatshirt, Luke entered his office. It was
silent save for the low-level hum of electronics. Stretching half
the length of the pyramid, his office was narrow and sloped away to
the west with the line of the building. Sunlight warmed the room.
Barbara had adjusted the polarization so that the light level was
comfortable. Luke leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on
the massive desk. Hewn from black, gold-flecked marble, it was
lined with a complex array of recessed monitors. This was his
command center. From here he could get a real-time view of what was
happening with SCI worldwide, from a high level report to
live-camera views from the vest or helmet cams each team member
wore in the field.

Centered on his desk was a contract between
Paquin Munitions and SCI. Paquin was venturing, with government
approval, into nano-technology munitions. Small, easily deployed
tactical warheads that were as powerful as suitcase nukes, but
contained no nuclear warhead. The nano-explosive Paquin was
developing could be delivered with a launch device the size of a
man-carried portable missile. With the device, a two-man team could
kill every living thing in a mile-square radius with little loss of
equipment outside the blast radius. Since there was no radiation,
the area could be occupied almost immediately. The weapons system
would give the U.S. and its allies an advantage that had no
non-nuclear counterpart.

In order to keep the project as clandestine
as possible, Paquin had specifically requested that SCI manage the
security of the test site. As with other endeavors, the government
was agreeable to working with SCI.

All told, the project would be worth hundreds
of millions of dollars, a major coup. SCI had needed this contract
and now the future of his company was assured. For Luke, there was
nothing as important, and he would let nothing stop SCI from
success, including personal attachments. This was what Matt had
sensed, and Luke wished that his friend were not so perceptive.

Luke had learned through painful experience
to keep people at arm’s length emotionally so that no one person
could be hurt by the more dangerous consequences of his profession,
or used as a weapon against him. Luke had almost been married once,
to General Mackland's daughter, Reiko. She had been a casualty of
events begun on the hard, rocky soil of Iraq.

Barbara buzzed again. "He’s on his way
in."

Luke took his feet off the desk and stood as
Pierce entered the room. Where Luke had elected to be casual, his
partner wore slacks and a button down shirt, lacking only a coat
and tie to put him back in full style.

“Much better! You look relaxed mate.”

Luke came around the desk to join Pierce.
“Never felt better. Would you do the honors?”

“With pleasure.”

Pierce opened the contract and both men
scanned the pages, reaffirming changes that had been discussed this
morning. All was in order. On Luke’s desk was a black quill pen.
Luke dipped it in ink and handed it to Pierce. His partner signed
with a flourish and gave it back. Luke dipped the pen and signed
his own name and felt a great sense of release.

“Done. My friend, we have just made
history.”

"This is going to be our lives. It takes us
to a new level of “big.”

Pierce went over to a sideboard and poured
two fingers of very old, rare scotch into two glasses. The bottle
was one of 12 given to them by the General on the eve of their
first contract, and the two had never failed to seal a win with a
congratulatory toast.

He handed a glass to Luke. “To the General,”
he saluted.

Luke clinked his glass to Pierce’s. “To the
General, God rest his soul. What a fine amber color.”

“And an excellent bouquet,” Pierce replied in
ritual. “Definitely meant to be savored.”

I think not!” both men replied in imitation
of the general, and downed the amber, smoky, scotch in a swallow,
remembering the General and what he had done for them.

Luke set down the glass. "That's that, then.
We can notify the rest of the company a week from now, and then we
get very busy. Is R&D ready for this?”

"They're currently reviewing protective gear.
As a nano-product Paquin’s new explosive is an unknown. R&D has
also developed a wristwatch sized, personal radiation meter. I'll
have them send one up to you. The little bugger is almost
indestructible."

“Thanks Matt, I will look at it over the
weekend.”

Pierce set his glass down next to Luke’s.
“Mate, I don’t want to pry into your life but you seem quite a bit
off lately. I don’t know what it is but remember that you are my
friend and if you ever need an ear, you have mine."

Luke rubbed a hand across his face, feeling
suddenly haggard and worn. "Sorry, Matt. I'm a little testy. Too
much time spent in airplanes. There’s nothing wrong with me a few
trout won't cure," Luke said, hedging the truth.

Pierce tried to talk him into going to Las
Vegas with him. Luke refused, recognizing what his friend was
trying to do, but still feeling the strong desire to run, to hide,
to put walls between him and the emotions that made him vulnerable.
They exchanged small talk for a few minutes before Pierce left.

Luke asked Pierce what he thought about the
situation in North Korea but surprisingly, Pierce waved it off.

“Honestly, I don’t think much of it mate.
North Korea won’t risk the wrath of the world. Russia is going to
step in to intercede again. North Korea will step back from the
button and Russia will ship food to North Korea. We’ll ship food to
Russia and everything will go back to normal. This is just a game
to them. I’m more concerned about the next middle east conflict.
I’ll keep my phone close and a car ready to take me back to our
corporate jet, but I’m not worried. I don’t think you should be
either.”

Luke shrugged. “You could be right. You have
the instinct for this kind of thing. But it doesn’t feel right to
me. You know my hunches…”

“If things get hinkey I’ll be right on the
comm. Lets stay in touch. With sat phones, even you are not out of
reach in your home-sweet cave. We have good people who are trained
to act. We’ve both seen to that Luke.”

“You’re probably right,” Luke conceded. “Go
play my friend, and chase a little hottie for me.”

Pierce tossed him a clenched fist, battle
salute before leaving the office, his mouth a bemused, smirk of a
smile. It was a look Luke would remember, and he solemnly returned
the salute.

Luke leaned back in his office chair, feeling
drained. The ghosts of his past hovered at the edge of his thoughts
and he pushed hard to keep them from at bay.

He had kept the memories behind walls for so
many years. Why were they coming back now and why now? There were
four; so important! His father. His older brother Thomas. Reiko
Mackland. And one who had been his enemy, Nicolai Trinkla. All dead
so he could live. Each had made the fatal mistake of getting too
close to him.

Luke brought his hands to his face. Reiko. He
could still smell the scent of her hair; remember the touch of her
hands. He felt again, as he had so many times over the years, the
immense void her death had created in his life, the loneliness and
the guilt. His fault. Luke wished again the he could have gone into
the dark with her so they could be together. All he had left of her
was memories. So many memories.

Luke stood and pressed his forehead against
the cool glass of the window behind him. To the north, the
brilliant, blue glass structures of the I.D.S. building and Piper
Jaffrey Towers stood out from the flatlands surrounding the neat,
ordered skylines of Minneapolis and St. Paul.

"I am here now," Luke thought. "Here! The
past is gone. Bury it. Forget it."

He had nothing besides SCI. Just memories.
Pictures of a mother he never knew. A father who barely kept them
fed by trapping and occasional stints in the iron ore mines of the
Mesabi Range. A caring man who taught Luke about animals and living
off the land...the only skills he had to give; a man who had spent
his life drinking away the memory of a wife destroyed by cancer.
His older brother Thomas, who had worked so hard in the mines so
Luke could go to college and had died in the first Gulf conflicts.
A Harvard scholarship abandoned so Luke could join the Army and
find a way to avenge his brother’s death. Reiko. Bittersweet
memories. They were all dead. He was responsible. SCI was the armor
he had built to protect himself from his past. But why was he
unraveling now?

Luke went back into his quarters and put a
change of clothes and his shaving kit in a nylon duffle bag, along
with his pair of customized, Ruger Redhawk .44 magnum revolvers.
Four inch barrels, black, dull finish, they were his concession to
history in a time when most professionals used polymer frame, high
capacity semi-automatic pistols.

On his way through the office he picked up
the package that had been sent up by Pierce. Outside the elevator
he stopped for a moment, listening to the silence of the building.
Five o'clock. Shift change. He smiled and continued up to the
roof.

After making his pre-flight check, he fired
up the helicopter, filed a flight plan with the Minneapolis St.
Paul control tower, and eased back on the stick to lift off.

The three-hour flight from Minneapolis to
Luke's getaway in the northern Minnesota Arrowhead country was a
visual feast. City turned quickly to neatly tilled farmland, then
gradually to heavily forested, rolling hills and cedar swamps as he
flew farther north.

At the end of his flight was the secluded,
granite rimmed valley he loved so much. It was less than a mile in
diameter, a pothole in the heavy, green carpet of forest that was
the Arrowhead. A few stately norway pines grew next to a small,
deep lake. The rest of the clearing was a stadium-like jumble of
moss and lichen covered granite slabs and boulders. This was the
work of glaciers, hidden beauty left from the last ice age.

When he had first wandered into this valley,
a few weeks after returning from the Gulf, Luke had found a crack
in the wall barely wide enough to squeeze through. After ten feet
the crack widened. Turning on his flashlight, he saw a large,
ballroom sized cavern and beyond that a second smaller one. In the
back of the cave was a fast-moving, underground stream that Luke
suspected kept the lake fed. Inside the first cavern, his light
struck a blackened ring of stones from an old fire and next to it,
the remains of an ancient skeleton.

The body had been laid out perfectly
straight. Over the decades, the extremes of cold and damp, freezing
and thawing, had turned the skeleton into perfectly shaped piles of
dust. Only the skull, jaw unhinged in a ghostly smile, remained.
Luke stepped closer and moved his light over the dusty piles
looking for artifacts. There were no beads or arrowheads; nothing
at all. But then he saw the wall behind the skeleton. Painted in
reds, ochres and greens, still bright and vivid, was a man chasing
what appeared to be an elk. The large, deer-like animals had once
been native to Minnesota.

There were a series of pictures. A story. It
was easy enough for Luke to figure out. The Indian had chased the
elk. The next pictures were strange. The man fired arrows at the
elk. The elk stood on its hind legs. Lightning bolts were drawn
above the elk's head. In the last picture, the man was gone and the
elk had the body of a man. Luke believed that the story was an old
legend of some kind. The paintings were beautiful in an eerie,
primitive sense. It fit into the strangeness of this valley.

The skull had crumbled to dust as soon as he
touched it. Luke went outside and found a birch tree. He stripped
some bark and fashioned a crude box. He swept the remains of the
skeleton into it, then buried the box in a high spot overlooking
the lake, feeling as if he were, in some way, taking his place as
the guardian of this valley. Luke stayed a few more days, enjoying
the tranquility of the place, allowing himself the peace to let his
soul heal. When he left, he knew that one day he would have this
small bit of wilderness for himself.

Upon returning to civilization the General
called, he had met Pierce, and done well enough in the security
business to quietly purchase the parcel of land that contained the
valley. Over a period of years he had flown in teams of laborers to
enlarge the opening of the cave and install a sturdy, steel door.
They put water driven generators in the underground stream so he
could have power, and wired the caverns for lights and appliances.
Luke added the comforts of home including a stove, stereo and a
television with a library of DVDs. A decorator friend designed
bright, comfortable furniture to take advantage of the large space
and selected colorful prints for the walls to push back the
darkness. Heavy, plush rugs covered the cold stone floors. She put
lights over the Indian paintings on the wall, using it as natural
art. It was visible from anywhere in the main cavern. She even
convinced him to add a fireplace. Luke had an underground fuel tank
put in by the landing pad so he would not have to refuel in Grand
Marais for the trip back.

Over time Luke had flown in a canoe and
stocked a large supply of canned and freeze dried foods, beverages
and liquors. He had entertainment, clothing stored for winter and
summer, fishing rods and hunting rifles. When continuous contact
with SCI became a necessity, Luke added a complex satellite
communications system with solar panels to augment the generators.
He had power to spare, was totally self sufficient and as cut off
from the outside world as he cared to be. No hiker had ever made it
this far off the beaten trails. Luke only wished that he had the
time to come here more often.

Luke settled the helicopter down on the
landing pad, took a fishing rod and had trout broiling on a hibachi
as the sun turned the western sky orange, purple and finally black.
A light breeze blew across miles of pine, bringing their scent into
his cave. As stars began to dot the sky he checked in with SCI,
then turned on the shortwave radio, humming to a Rolling Stones
song on the BBC broadcast. He ate the trout and washed it down with
a bottle of icy cold beer.

Here Luke felt at peace. Nothing bad had ever
happened to him in this place. He stretched out on the couch with
his eyes closed, listening to BBC commenting on the increased
turmoil and tension in North Korea. Their facts were good and less
than 12 hours old…almost as good as the sources he used for
intelligence. He tuned the broadcast out, concentrating on the
noises from outside his retreat. The loons were on the lake and
their sad, wistful calls melded well with his mood. Listening to
them call their love to each other, Luke fell asleep…and
dreamed.

The trees stood out stark and black against
the deep winter snow. He wore a clothing made of deerskin lined
with fur to ward off the cold. In his hands was a short, heavy
wooden bow polished smooth from years of use. Nocked to the sinew
string was an arrow. The arrow was straight and long, of some dark
wood with a head carefully chipped from obsidian. The fletchings
were gray goose feathers with a crimson spot on the top feather.
Magical energy crackled along its length in blue tendrils, curling
and coiling like smoke. This was a spirit arrow.

Ahead of him the thick underbrush jumped and
cracked as a giant bull elk thrashed its antlers. It was full of
rage and bellowed a screaming bugle that vibrated through the
ground. He did not know who he was…but he had the awareness that he
had not slept for many days, tracking and hunting the beast day and
night. His life depended on killing this elk.

He edged closer, putting tension on the bow,
knowing he only had one chance. The brush parted and he had a full
view of the animal's side. Luke drew the bow to its fullest,
straining the wood, feeling the back edge of the arrowhead brush
his knuckles. But suddenly the elk stood up on its hind legs, no
longer just an elk. It was a nightmare of size and strength, human
arms and legs forming from limbs. And the emerging form was all too
familiar.

“Manitou,” he whispered.

"Now it begins," the elk said in an
all-too-familiar voice, and aimed its antlers at Luke. They were
thick around as his arms and multi-tined, wickedly sharp. Alarms
rang loudly as he released the arrow, hoping he was not too
late...

The alarm continued. It brought Luke from his
dream with a gasp. He was at the communications system even as his
mind returned to full alertness. Alarms were bad. The SAC had
issued a stage three alarm. Luke grabbed the satellite phone.

"Kimball," he said. "What is the
emergency?"

Luke heard the faint hiss of static on the
line.

"Sir, this is the SAC, Charlie Young. A
nuclear device has been detonated in the South Korea."

Young was a good, dependable SAC. Luke knew
him well.

"Go ahead, Charlie. Brief me."

"Sir, we recorded a large burst of
electromagnetic energy with seismic activity that could only have
been caused by the detonation of a thermonuclear device."

Luke's mind raced. He wiped dream sweat from
his face.

"Continue."

Young's voice trembled. "Reports are coming
in from Washington. Senator Garland told his SCI team to, I quote;
'get the hell out of here. We are P.T.L.! Kimball will know.' Sir,
does this mean anything to you?"

Luke rubbed his temples. "P.T.L. is
Prerequisite To Launch. It means that the President has authorized
the launch of nuclear weapons. Unless a counter command is given,
the first launches will occur in less than an hour. Shit! Contact
our other teams in Washington and evacuate. We need immediate
confirmation of all SCI teams to their safe spots. Get the lead out
Charlie...this is no drill. Do it now!"

Luke watched the computer monitor as alerts
went out to all SCI teams worldwide. He dialed Pierce but only got
his voice mail. Luke left an urgent message for him and spent the
next hour calling SCI senior leaders to have them mobilize their
teams for emergency procedures.

He went into the kitchen and put on coffee.
Who would be stupid enough to actually launch when almost every
major country had the power to retaliate in kind? North Korea? It
could not be. Al Qaeda or another terrorist organization?

Voices filled the communications system as
teams activated evacuation procedures. This was madness. If the
President had gone P.T.L., then a launch was imminent. And what
would follow would be Hell. It was presumed that the first U.S.
targets to be hit would be missile silos, radar stations and heavy
bomber bases. All would receive ground zero strikes to ensure
complete destruction. NORAD and Washington, D.C. would be hit with
megatons of warheads. These targets would be the main producers of
fallout.

Major cities would be next, along with
centers of industry and transport. This would cripple the country
and reduce America's ability to fight a prolonged war. Most of
these targets would receive air strikes because they caused greater
damage, waves of destruction bouncing off the atmosphere. And,
airbursts produced little or no fallout. If the war wasn't over by
then, certain high population counties would be next. And on and
on, until one country surrendered. Or no one was left to claim
victory.

Most countries would follow similar
strategies against their targeted enemies. Most people believed
that a nuclear war would last about six minutes. The military
believed two to six months was a more accurate timetable. But that
was not counting the use of mothballed nuclear, biological or
chemical weapons. There were all manners of unknown horrors waiting
to be used.

The truth was; nobody knew how long war of
this kind could last. It was unthinkable and yet...it was about to
happen. Luke poured coffee into a mug and drank it down black. He
turned to the short-wave radio and scanned for news broadcasts.
Most of the stations he would normally hear were off the air. Some
were simply playing music. This close to the half hour, there
should have been news casts.

The communications monitors lit up, Young
coming through on video. Luke could see people moving in the
background as his people put equipment on automatic and left the
building to get their families into safe spots.

"Mr. Kimball, we could not reach many of the
teams or senators. We have learned that every major and minor
military base is in motion. Every available military aircraft is in
the air. They're evacuating Washington, D.C. Other cities are
evacuating as well. Wait...We've just heard that the President is
going to make a State of Emergency address from Air Force One in
five minutes. My God; is it possible?"

Luke put his elbow on the desk and rested his
forehead in the palm of his hand. "I'm afraid so."

Young was silent for several seconds, then
asked, "What should I do now, sir?"

"Get out. You know the drill. Enter the
lockout code now. As SAC, you have to be the last to leave the
terminal. If this thing is real, Minneapolis and St. Paul are
targets. You won't be safe in the building. Get as far south of the
Twin Cities as you can. Got it?"

"Yes sir. But I..."

"Dammit...Move!"

"O.K. But I just wan..." Young's voice
disappeared in a pop of static.

He kicked back from the desk as the line went
dead. Small tendrils of smoke curled from the stacked communication
devices. He could smell the rubbery stink of burnt wire. He shouted
a curse…somewhere in the atmosphere over the United States a
nuclear warhead had been detonated. He ran back to the stream, hit
the kill switch and cranked the generators out of the water in
darkness. Here in the caves any equipment not connected to antennas
was shielded, but he was not about to take chances with his sole
source of power. The radios had been connected to an antenna on top
of the bluff. His solar panels would now be useless. The first
missiles had been thrown. World War III had begun.

In the main cavern Luke found a flashlight
and followed its light out to the edge of the lake. High in the
western sky, a dot of white light was slowly fading, at the edge of
the atmosphere, high enough to fry anything electronic in the
continental U.S. that was not EMP shielded. The light was too far
away to damage his retinas, but was bright enough to wash out the
stars in that quarter of the sky. Luke moved to the eastern edge of
the lake and sat on a large, flat boulder. He kept watching the
sky.

When the light faded, it was as if nothing
had happened. For a moment, Luke thought that this was all one big
hallucination. He was ready to laugh hysterically. But then the
Northern Lights began to spread across the stars, gaining rapidly
in strength until they hung like a giant neon curtain waving in the
sky. In the bright light he could see the small wakes the loons
made as they swam around the lake. They were unnaturally quiet.

The wind died until the forest too was
silent, holding its breath; waiting. Half an hour later he saw the
first missiles climbing the west and southwest horizons; small,
brilliant dots of light soaring high overhead, wave after wave,
looking like flocks of satellites tracking across the sky.

"ICBM's," Luke thought, "launched from the
silos in Grand Forks and central South Dakota. Fired
before…whoever...could take them out."

He pressed the timer button on his watch and
lay flat on his back as the missiles passed out of sight to the
east. Five minutes later, the western horizon began to glow. The
pre-emptive strike had arrived too late. The closest targets to him
were Grand Forks and Nellis Air Force Base in North Dakota,
hundreds of miles away, too far for him to hear or feel. They must
have taken hits. When the southeast began to glow, he knew Duluth
Air Force Base was gone. They had kept heavy bombers there.

Luke had a momentary, wild thought of trying
to fly back to Minneapolis. Not a chance. The Twin Cities would be
hit soon, if they were not in flames even now. Leaving here now
would be as good as suicide. The ground detonations in the western
U.S. would produce fallout. It would reach here very soon. At least
he had the cave to hole up in. The rock walls were dense enough to
keep out radiation. He could stay inside for a year, if need be. He
had food and water; everything for survival.

Luke wondered why he didn't feel any strong
emotion. This was the end of everything…SCI, all he had built. He
was witnessing the end of the world. Matt Pierce. Most likely he
was dead now in Las Vegas. And oh God, what about the hundreds of
employees of SCI that would not be able to get out of their
assignments in time? He felt a sudden, gut-wrenching stab of guilt.
What if he was responsible for their deaths as well? No, it could
not be. He hoped it could not be. But how could it not? Everything
in his life was now gone, erased in a nuclear flash.

Suddenly he was on his feet, screaming at the
sky until he was hoarse, until spots flashed red and bright in
front of his eyes. Still he felt nothing but a thin, warm trickle
of blood running from his nostrils. The sky was now bright enough
to read by; a false, deadly sunrise. Luke had seen enough.

He jumped down from the rock, wiping blood
from his face, then stood transfixed as the sky opened up.

The red river of fire he had seen in the
helicopter that afternoon shot across the darkness, flooding the
valley with its orange tinged light. Its roar was like a muted
waterfall, growing louder as the arc grew wider. Luke could see
that it was moving, spinning, like a great galactic hoop. The
thought was important but he lost it as the roaring became louder,
gained rhythm. He could hear voices now, singing or chanting, and
the beat of a drum. The words made no sense to him…none of this
made any sense! But the voices were clear and his legs twitched to
the rhythm.

A tendril of fire uncurled lazily from the
hoop, high above him, and seemed to float downward. He watched it,
slack-jawed, stunned by this bombardment to his sanity. In the last
seconds he comprehended that it was moving fast as lightning and he
was not fast enough to get out of the way. The fire hit him like a
whip and he was encircled, jerked from the ground and carried away
in the spinning of the hoop.

He…traveled. This was not fire he felt, but
something greater, alive. The voices were tumultuous and
cacophonous and he could not shut them out. But loudest was the
chanting and he could hear foremost a young voice, sounding happy
and free. He concentrated on that voice and found himself standing
on the prairie at the edge of a wooded bluff. A young boy danced in
a circle. He was dressed in hide clothing and wore a beautiful
shirt with an eagle and stars emblazoned upon it.

“Miniconjou Sioux,” a voice whispered in his
head.

Other taller, shadowy forms danced with the
boy and Luke could almost make out their appearance. The boy lifted
his arms higher and a bright smile lit his face. A golden glow
formed about the boy and rose into the sky, merging with the fiery
hoop.

A horse bound figure crashed through the
trees. Luke saw the blue coat of a Calvary soldier and the upraised
saber. As the soldier turned his horse towards the boy Luke shouted
“No!”

He tried to run but he could not move and
watched in horror as the soldier hacked at the boy and trampled the
body with his horse.

The fiery tendril cracked him like a whip and
he was back in the maelstrom of the hoop. The boy was before him,
smiling and bright eyed. Luke knelt before him and the boy touched
his face.

“Father, you will come.” He sang.

“I don’t understand.” Luke whispered and the
hoop dropped him plummeting through the night sky into the
blackness below.

Luke woke in pain, dried blood on his face.
He stood on shaky legs and made it back to the cave. Inside he
stopped in front of the cave paintings. In the beam of the
flashlight, the reds and ochres seemed bright and powerful. Ready
to come to life.

When the generators were cranked back into
the water, he had power. Luke turned the lights low and sat deep in
an easy chair, hands steep led under his chin. In the complete
silence, the ticking of a clock on the wall was loud as thunder. He
tried to concentrate on nothing, to be calm and centered, to have
an empty mind. But he felt something moving inside him, the fiery
hoop, spinning him both forward and backwards. Tearing him apart.
Faster and faster the hoop turned until the walls he had held in
his mind collapsed. He saw his ghosts and felt, smelled, feared,
screamed. The terrors sent him spinning into madness.
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[A year and a half later.] In the beginning,
to keep a finger hold on his already shattered reality, Luke had
torn apart the communication sets and tinkered with their
components. He clobbered together a working receiver that let him
listen to the world die. It took eight months for the voices to
stop.

He heard the anguished pleas for help as
fallout, poisonous chemical clouds and waves of ebola and other
plagues spread across the continents, adding to the monumental
damage done by atomic blasts.

By the time the radio had fallen silent Luke
was deep into a depression blacker than any he could have imagined.
With everything gone, what reason did he have to keep on living?
There was none that he could find. Luke struggled to hold on, to
keep himself in the here and now, to stay active.

He found the package Barbara had given him
before the War.

"It's unimportant now," he thought, and
ripped off the brown paper wrapper. Inside was something resembling
a wide, matte steel manacle with a video display set in the face.
Stainless steel ratchets made it adjustable to almost any wrist,
and the clasp was a solid double lock. The display was sectioned
with markings Luke didn't understand. It was blank, powerless. He
set it aside and dug back into the package.

Inside were blister packaged Nicad
batteries and a sheet of instructions. Luke read them. The "thing"
was a combination Geiger counter/personal radiation dosimeter. A
"Wrist Geiger." The front markings measured Roentgen, the amount of
radiation present, and Rads, the amount of radiation received in a
time-lapse dose. It even told the time, keyed to an atomic clock
somewhere in Greenland. With the Wrist Geiger, Luke would know how
much radiation was present and what kind of dose he was absorbing.
It was programmed to sound a warning alarm at any level higher than
10 R per hour.

"The average human can take up to 150 R in
one month's time and not need medical attention,” he read. “ This
device is sensitive to .025 R. If there is any type of leak or
accident at the test sight, our teams will be able to evacuate at
the first signs of danger."

Luke pried off the back of the Wrist Geiger
and inserted the batteries. He fitted the unit to his wrist. Data
streamed across the display. The time clicked on, the atomic clock
in Greenwich still working in spite of all that had happened, a
clock measuring the march of time somewhere into eternity. He
watched the sectioned monitor screens. They showed zeros. Good. The
cave was clean. He walked around the caverns, holding the Wrist
Geiger to the walls and finally the heavy steel door. Still
nothing. Luke shrugged, and opened the door.

It was the first time he had been outside in
three months. Luke's Geiger read 2:43 pm, but the scene before him
was twilight. An ugly, bulbous, sheet of black cloud hung low over
the pines. He couldn't see the lake. The trees were dark, skeletal
silhouettes against the cloud. How long had it been like this? The
clouds had to be filled with fallout. He wondered if mankind could
really become extinct. What he saw before him held no hope.

The cold of winter lay across the land. A
small breeze rustled sickly through the pines, bringing to Luke the
thick, foul quality of the air. Almost choking, he listened. He
heard no insects, no birds. The loons were probably dead. When he
looked at the Wrist Geiger, it showed a steady Roentgen reading of
5R. But the elapsed time showed two minutes, and the Rad level was
increasing with every second. He quickly stepped back inside, and
the roentgen level dropped to zero.

The rad level stopped at .12R. In itself, the
amount was negligible. Over time, it would count. It was crucial
that he knew every little bit of damage done to him. Luke had not
wanted to die then, not yet. He could have stayed out longer but,
looking at the sky, it didn't seem worth it. He decided instead to
check once a week. Sooner or later the level would drop to a point
where he could stay outside indefinitely. Luke could wait for the
sun. It gave him something to live for.

Winter came early that year, with bitter cold
intense enough to freeze the sap in the trees. Snow piled up in
dirty gray drifts high above the mouth of his cave. Luke had no way
to dig himself out...and no time. His past consumed most of waking
moments. In his mind, Luke chased the Russian agent Trinkla down
the streets of Tokyo a thousand times. He argued with his father,
killed a wolf over and over again. He held Reiko, the love of his
life, and pushed her away. He watched the little boy from his dream
dance in circles, calling him to come. Luke shouted and screamed.
He raged at people long gone and fought demons till he fell
exhausted to the ground, soaked with sweat, bruised from battering
himself against the walls of the cave.

Months passed this way. A part of him knew he
had gone mad. In desperation, he drink heavily to shut out the
voices and visions. But it only drove him deeper into the self-dug
pit of his misery.

In the midst of the second winter Luke lost
the tenuous hold he had kept on sanity, and opened the door in his
mind to something much worse than madness. It came with the
realization that time was like a veil, thin and immaterial.

It was a thought that struck Luke as
unbearably funny. He laughed, spraying spittle over the front of
his shirt. Raising his hand to wipe it away, he caught the rancid
smell of his body. How long had it been since his last bath? He
couldn't remember. Time, was thin, time was easily torn and had
long since ceased to be important, just numbers ticking away on the
heavy manacle on his wrist.

From the comfort of a recliner chair, Luke
watched Robert Redford play Jeremiah Johnson on a DVD as he crossed
a snow swept, high mountain pass, a percussion cap rifle
across the pommel of his saddle. It was cold, and Jeremiah shrugged
deeper into the buffalo hair coat to keep the snow and wind off his
neck. Soon, he would enter the Indian burial grounds and realize
his wife and son were dead. On the other side of the veil.

Luke focused on the bottle in his hand. Good
Kentucky bourbon. It was almost gone. He raised the bottle in
tribute to Jeremiah and drained it, then threw it at the fireplace.
He missed, sending bright shards cascading down a growing pile of
shattered glass.

His bladder began to throb. Luke levered
himself from the chair and staggered to the bathroom. The face in
the mirror stopped him. It was repulsive, a ghost of what he had
once been. His skin had dulled to a sickly white. His beard was
matted and oily and when he pawed back the hair, the skin of his
face was crusted with small sores. The hair on his head was filled
with greasy flakes. His eyes were bloodshot over jaundiced whites,
the eyes of his father. His breath on the mirror came back to him
fetid. With a dirty fingernail Luke scraped weeks of plaque from a
tooth and wiped it on his shirt. Luke knew he was almost gone. It
hurt, but he enjoyed the pain. It, at least, was real. This side of
the veil.

He staggered to the eating area and pulled
the last bottle from the shelf, hearing Johnson slaughter the first
of many Indians. He had watched the movie so many times; he could
follow the action from the soundtrack.

Sometimes he would shut his eyes and replay
the scenes from memory. But often, more often, the Indians would
turn into Al Qaeda and Jeremiah Johnson would open up on them with
an M 16. The mountain country would become rocky hills and
desert, and Robert Redford would brief a squad of Army Rangers
before going out on night patrol. And he heard the helicopters.
They were out there, hunting for him again. America had lost the
war, and China had joined with North Korea. Luke was a soldier
without a country.

Bourbon trickled into his windpipe. Luke
gagged, coughing most of it out. He crawled to the television,
ripped Jeremiah Johnson from the DVD tray before he could make
peace with the Blackfoot. As he snapped the disc in his hands
something on the wall caught his attention. Bright movement. The
cave painting.

Its colors were etched on the wall as bright
as neon. They were only designs scratched with colorful rocks by
some long dead Indian. Yet they seemed to grow more vivid, more
realistic, when the rest of the world was dead and gone. The story
should have been fading away with the rest of human history. That
they should thrive now enraged him.

Luke had almost erased the glyphs a dozen
times. But they had been such a familiar part of his retreat for so
many years that he found it hard to destroy their primitive beauty.
Now, instead of entrancing, they were evil. The images gleamed too
brightly, like the petals of a poisonous flower. They were old,
from the other side of the veil. They did not belong here, not like
this and Luke did not want them near him any more. He stumbled into
the kitchen area, tore open a drawer and grabbed a wire brush. It
was the perfect weapon.

The paintings shone, almost moved, with
invitation to touch, to view, to fall into them. A voice in his
head warned him to leave well enough alone, not to touch the glyphs
lest he tear the veil, just to cover them and forget they existed.
But Luke ignored the voice. He raised the brush, struck the first
of the images...and felt time tear apart.

Luke stood in heavy brush on the bluff
overlooking the valley. He gazed about him in shock. It was
twilight and the ground was covered in heavy snow. This had to be
another hallucination. But before the thought was fully formed he
knew it was not a hallucination, or even a vision. He was no longer
drunk. His mind was very clear. Luke felt the cold, reached out and
touched the rough, sappy bark of a pine. This was real and he was
in big trouble.

He wore deerskin leggings and a shirt made
from warm, furred wolf skins. His moccasins were padded against the
cold. In his hands Luke held a great bow crafted of gleaming
polished wood. Experimentally he drew back the twisted sinew
string. It was made for a man of his strength. Luke had one arrow.
It was fletched with the feathers of a golden eagle. The shaft was
of the same wood as the bow with an obsidian head, carefully
chipped and sharpened, that glowed and crackled with the blue light
magical power. He had seen this arrow before, and this bow.

In the snow were tracks from giant cloven
hoofs. A bull elk. A second stream of thought in his head told him
that he was hunting the beast because it was the depths of winter
and his band of Ojibwa was starving. This elk was a tormentor who
had driven all the game out of the forest. Luke was the bravest
hunter in the tribe and had volunteered to kill the rogue beast.
The Medicine Man had given him the bow and arrow, gifts from the
Spirit World. But now, so close to his quarry, Luke was filled with
doubt. What if he missed? He had one shot. He would not even think
it.

On the one hand, he knew this could be
nothing but a hallucination. On the other, he ate pemmican, a
mixture of dried meat, fat and berries, which gave him the strength
to keep moving. For three days Luke [the name Gray Cloud fleeted
across his mind] had tracked through the snows, fighting cold and
weariness, hearing the elk ahead in the brush, always just a short
distance ahead, out of bow shot, thrashing its giant antlers as led
him deeper into the forest. On the morning of the third day he saw
its hairy form drift shadow-like through a grove of pine ahead. He
knew he would confront the beast before the day was through. The
thought iced his veins with fear but he pushed on deeper into the
wilderness because he was a warrior and his people depended on him.
But a deeper yearning drove him too, the desire to see with his own
eyes and have his faith affirmed that there was more to all life,
that there really were gods…even if it meant hunting one down and
killing it.

It happened just before sunset. The elk,
having led him deep into a stand of jack pine, turned and charged.
Saplings splintered and flew as the beast powered toward him. Luke
leapt out of the way and put a large tree between himself and the
elk, turning sideways to dodge the wickedly sharp antlers that
curved around either side of the trunk. He dodged behind a larger
tree, thwarting the elk’s charge, then another, trying to draw the
beast into more open ground.

He reached a small clearing and ran at a
tangent to the elk, pumping his knees high to clear the snow,
running hard, trying to get some distance between him and his prey.
The elk bugled and a wave like thunder blasted that air, sending a
hurricane of snow flying from the surrounding trees. Luke turned,
bow ready, arrow held at full draw by the lightest touch of his
fingertips.

And he faltered. The elk breached the
clearing and stood facing him, head raised high, its massive sharp
tined antlers gleaming in the winter light. Fire burned in the
creature’s eyes. It looked him square in the eye and bugled again,
the force of it hitting him like a gust of a rank, gale force wind,
driving fear deep into Luke's heart.

His arms trembled. The elk bugled again and
the sound was massive, cruel cleaver hammering his mind in two.
Luke’s consciousness divided and he lived parallel lives divided by
gulfs of time and circumstance.

His name was Luke Kimball and his soul was
laid bare in the harsh, unrelenting light of judgment. His life
played around him like a vast theater in the round. Every moment he
had lived repeated over and over, a rapidly spinning hoop spreading
ripples of cause and effect from one moment to the next, to the
next, forcing him to experience and remember, to see how his
actions had impacted his life and the lives of countless others, to
relive the pain, sadness and loneliness that he had placed as the
foundation for all he had done. He tried to run, to escape, to
insert himself back into the moment where the snow was freezing
around his legs and the fletching of the arrow brushed his cheek
but the hoop of his life spun too quickly.

Luke slid from moment to moment, pummeled by
memory until all he could see were a handful of defining moments
that stood in front of him, a mirror of the essence of himself. In
that blinding instant of self discovery, Luke saw the small, bright
jewel of destiny that could save him from the madness overshadowing
his life. All he had to do was reach for it, yet he could not.

With trembling hands he released the arrow,
knowing in his heart that he had already failed. The arrow skimmed
over the elk's back and the beast smiled in triumph.

Luke sunk to his knees in the snow. The elk
stood up on its hind legs and said in a voice uncannily like his
own, "Now the fun begins."

Lightning cracked across the sky. The ground
began to tremble. Ghostly, white fire covered the elk, giving it
different proportions. The fire burned bright enough so that Luke
had to shade his eyes. When the light dimmed, before him stood a
creature with his own body. But the head...the head was that of an
elk, dark brown and heavily furred, with majestic, broad antlers
and the ice blue eyes Luke had seen in every mirror he had ever
looked into. This was a creature of legend, a God. This was the
Manitou.

"You have what I need," the beast said, and
reached out its hand.

"No," Luke whispered.

Suddenly he was moved by sheer, blind panic.
Luke ran into the woods, not knowing what he was doing here,
knowing he was about to die...knowing that he should not be here at
all. He reached out as he ran, much as the Manitou had just reached
for him...and touched rock. He pushed hard and fell back into his
cave, still wearing the leggings and shirt. He had dropped the bow
somewhere in the snow. Luke sat there a moment, looking wildly
about, convinced that the Manitou was coming for him. Then he heard
a voice from the darkest, painful past.

"Luke."

The voice turned his knees to water. "No. You
can’t be real. Go away."

"Help me, Luke." The voice was louder,
feminine. He heard a sob, a soft, painful plea. "Help me, Luke.
Please."

It brought back a tintinnabulation of
memories that threatened to black him out.

"Stop it. You're dead. I killed you. GO
AWAY!"

He clapped his hands over his ears to shut
out the past.

"Luke. Trinkla is hurting me. Make him stop.
Help me. Oh, Luke." Her voice broke in a sob carried off by the
wind.

How could he not respond? Luke came to his
feet with a bull roar of fury, eyes flashing death. He needed a
weapon! He lashed his foot at the television, shattering the
screen, and snatched up a long, razor edged shard of glass. Luke
ran for the door at the front of the cave, blood dripping from his
hand as he screamed her name.

"Reiko!"

Outside a tunnel had been blasted through the
heavy snow. He emerged into a dying blizzard. Luke slapped at a
switch just inside the entrance to the cave and powerful carbon
arc lamps around the landing pad cut into the darkness. With his
forearm he brushed snow out of his eyes.

"Reiko, I can't see you," he shouted into the
maelstrom.

Her voice drifted back to him. It was weak,
filled with pain. “Here Luke, over here."

The snow was powdery and high. Luke staggered
to the perimeter, a stark boundary of light and dark. Curtains of
snow drifted around him. Fingers of icy wind brushed his face with
sharp nails, spinning the sparkling, falling crystals into strange,
hypnotic shapes. He blinked rapidly and swayed, trying to get his
balance.

"Where are you?" he bellowed to the
night.

A figure appeared half visible to his
left and Luke turned to face it, body crouched with the glass shard
held like a knife, point high. The silvery shadow pulled a sword
from the scabbard on its back, and then faded in an eddy of snow.
Luke tried to swallow but his mouth was dry, bone dry. He wiped
again at his eyes and turned to face a new quarter of the
night.

"Reiko," he called, but there was no
answer.

New shapes formed in the snow, terrifying
shapes from his past, the corpses of Afghani rebels , his father;
all reaching out at him, fading, forming and disintegrating,
regenerating in swirls of ice crystals.

Luke tried to blink the shapes away but they
stayed. They reappeared everywhere he turned. Luke knew these
shapes were figments of whatever was happening to his mind. But
another part of him screamed a warning. If the figures managed to
touch him he would feel their icy fingers dig into his flesh. He
couldn't let them circle behind him.

The shifting figures moved with silent
intent. The only sound besides his harsh breathing was the gentle
ticking of snow on the trees. Luke squared his shoulders.

"You're not real," he said to the figures. "I
want Reiko!"

And he kicked up clouds of snow, filling the
air with weightless, shimmering diamond sparkles.

He was caught in the white cloud, blinding
and impenetrable. The glass shard caught the bright arc light and
reflected it through drifting ice moats. His body created
undecipherable black velvet shadows that stretched beyond the
boundary of light to the wall of night.

A strong shaft of wind struck Luke in the
chest, knocking him back. A snow devil spun in front of him,
growing quickly to become a cyclone encompassing the little valley.
As the wind roared and pulled at him the great whirl became a
column of liquid silver, revolving slowly to reveal a corridor
through the its midst. The temperature plummeted past freezing so
fast the vacuum popped at his eardrums. Steam rose from Luke's
body: blood became ruby ice on his cut and bleeding hand. A shape
became visible in the corridor, half in darkness, and half in
light. Luke knew the silhouette. It was seared in his memory. A
tear ran from his eye and hardened into a lone, clear crystal on
his cheek. He whispered her name.

She stepped forward gracefully with her head
bowed, face obscured by ebony hair, her slender hands hidden in the
wide sleeves of her kimono. It was silk, white silk, the color of
death. Reiko raised her head, and there was no emotion in her
beautiful lavender eyes. Her voice reached to him across the
distance, clearly, sadly.

"You were too late, Luke. I loved you, and
all you gave in return was death."

Luke fell to his knees. "Reiko, I came as
quickly as I could, but I was too late. But you're here now…I don’t
know how, but you are here. We can start again, you and I, and live
here together away from the ashes of the world."

She shook her head. "We can never go back. I
called for you, and you never came. You were my ronin, my love; my
last hope. But you destroyed me with your lust for revenge. There
was never any room in your heart for anything else. Only hate. You
never loved me, Luke, as I loved you."

Trinkla stepped from the darkness behind her.
His face was a twisted mass of scar and grafted tissue where Luke
had shot away his lower jaw. From the gaping maw came Trinkla's
slurred voice. "I did her like this."

Luke struggled to move but he was frozen in
place, an unblinking statue unable to move, forced to be a
spectator to the obscenities committed in his past. Trinkla ripped
away her kimono and Reiko stood unmoving, revealed, perfect in body
and limb, small, high breasts and highlighted muscle, unblemished,
ivory skin. Trinkla twisted his mouth in a gross parody of a smile
and produced a long, thin bladed knife. Light played along
it's length as he pressed it to her stomach and began to cut.

As Trinkla slashed at her, Reiko began to
plead to Luke in a lifeless, robotic voice. "Help me Luke, help me.
He's hurting me Luke. I'm dying. Help me. Help me. Help me."

In the end, he could only feel a void, a
space of eternal emptiness as second by second, the lifetime of his
soul ripped away from him. He watched numbly as Trinkla finished
his task, kissed Reiko on the lips and faded back into the shadows
of the night.

The defilement was complete. The mutilated
horror that had been Reiko looked at him. It was not human, held
none of her soul. It was a nightmarish form of slashed flesh and
mutilated beauty.

It spoke. "I am your creation, what has been
wrought by your turn on the hoop. This is what you made me. I'm
yours now, forever. You loved me before. Will you love me now? Can
you, Luke Kimball? Or is there now no capacity left for love in the
void of your soul?"

It began to walk towards him. Luke summoned
the last reserves of his inner self, mental agony filling him as he
willed his eyelids to close. Then he felt nothing, nothing at all.
And he waited. Luke could hear the sounds of its tortured, inhuman
breathing, feet whispering through snow, the smells of a
battlefield; death and char. The rasping breath filled his ears and
Luke could feel its closeness. Still he kept his eyes shut. A cold
hand touched his shoulder. Luke shuddered. His physical entropy was
broken. Even though he was a man now without feeling, Luke could
remember horror.

"No!"

He swung his hand to knock the touch from his
shoulder. It struck a forearm as hard as wood. Luke couldn't move
it. He slowly opened his eyes and saw a naked, muscular pair of
man's legs. The arm was layered with tendon and sinew. Luke saw the
chest, and felt muscles writhe like worms under his skin. Seven
bleeding bullet wounds snaked across the chest. Unconsciously, he
traced out the pattern of scars on his own chest. Luke raised his
head. Above chiseled shoulders rested the elk head and antlers. The
Manitou had claimed him.

Its breath was hot and fetid, the breath of
graves and despair. But the eyes that studied him were all too
human, empty hell pits of icy blue, and tinted with malignity. It
was like looking into a mirror.

"You," Luke whispered.

The Manitou bellowed, and Luke heard in its
bugle incredible rage and suffering. The Manitou took Luke by the
front of his shirt and lifted him easily off of the ground. Luke's
feet dangled in the air.

"Ah," The Manitou breathed. "It is good to be
free again, to stand on the soil of the earth. It has been so long,
so very long, since Gods have held dominion here."

Luke's voice was calm, dead; a monotone.
"You're not real. You are a hallucination of my insanity." And he
spit in the Manitou's face.

The Manitou said, "Hallucinate this," and
backhanded Luke in the face. It was an immensely powerful blow,
snapping him back like a rag doll. Luke hung at the edge of
consciousness. Blood filled his mouth and his ears rang.

"Human, I am just as real as you. And now I
have your soul. I speak with your voice. I am everything you
are...were...and more."

Blood dripped from Luke's lips. "I must be
insane. You can't exist."

"I am a God." Laughter rolled from the
Manitou's mouth. "I am as real as you who brought me back. I should
thank you. The prayer found you. You were given a key to worlds and
you squandered it. You have let me back into this world, and opened
the way for all. Can you not feel the return?"

And Luke could feel it, a vibrating deep in
his bones, screams and shouts, laughter and tears, male and female
and other voices in tongues beyond his comprehension. But the
emotion they contained was all too clear…freedom. They were
returned to whence they had held dominion.

The Manitou held Luke as if he were a child.
He could not break free. Luke gritted his teeth as he struggled.
"There are no such things as Gods!"

The Manitou laughed. "Do I seem unreal to
you? We made men! I walked this ground once, eons ago, and the
first people worshipped and feared me. Then your race came, you
white men, with your civilizations and technology, destroying my
people and their ways of life. You destroyed them! We came to
understand you much too late. We had no more followers and without
followers, there is no belief. And without belief, we were
forgotten.”

“ Now I am returned in my
true form, and will revel in the death of this world! I will bring
oblivion. I pity you, for you have released on earth forces you
never dreamed of, not even in your worst nightmares. I must find a
suitable way to thank you."

The sky flashed and left purple afterimages
in Luke's eyes. The air he inhaled was desert hot and totally
devoid of moisture. When his eyes cleared, Luke saw a barren,
cracked sandstone plain extending flat end unbroken past the
horizon. The sun was a dusky orange globe blotting out a quarter of
the sky. A red band of moving fire crossed it. The Manitou still
held him by the shirt.

"I could leave you here, in the Spirit
World," the God said. "This is where I was imprisoned while your
kind destroyed the world. There is no life here, except for
Godkind. There is no water, no cool shade; no comfort. You can't
die here, but neither can you live."

A frigid wind embraced Luke. They were back
in the dying blizzard.

"But the most fitting reward, I think," the
Manitou continued, "would be to let you live in the waste you have
created of yourself, empty of the traits that made you a man. You
are a shell. Yes. To punish you, I will let you live."

Luke made a wild grab at one of the giant
antlers and twisted his body with all his strength, ramming the
glass shard deep into the Manitou's abdomen.

Luke cart wheeled through the air. Powdery
snow broke his fall. The Manitou howled and convulsed, the
many-layered cry of rage and pain reverberating through the forest
and shaking snow from the trees. With a trembling hand, the Manitou
reached into its belly and gently pulled free the shard. The being
pulled itself erect, and Luke saw gouts of black blood coursing
from the wound. The Manitou coughed and blood sizzled in the snow.
The God approached him and Luke curled defensively into a ball.

The Manitou's voice trembled and rumbled with
intonations in every tonal range, no longer sounding remotely
human. "You are the second human to ever wound me. The first was
Grey Wolf, an Ojibwa Warrior who lived long ago, before your kind
were known. He tried to slay me with the arrow of obsidian and I
took his soul, just as I have taken yours. You buried his bones
when you found the cave."

Luke could smell the overpowering odor of
decaying blood.

"We shall meet again, Luke Kimball, and on
the twilight of our last encounter, only one of us shall live.
Until then, know that I am in this world, watching you. Be reminded
of me at every turn. See me on every vista, think of me every mile
you travel. You will tremble before me in the end."

The Manitou raised his arms and cried forth
the wind. It covered him in dervishes of snow, a silver shining
tube reaching into the sky. When it collapsed, the Manitou was
gone. But its words remained, carved deeply into the battered,
soul-less granite of Luke's mind.

He climbed painfully to his feet and examined
his hand. It bled heavily. The alcohol was burned from his system
and his mind felt clear, sharper than ever before. He could feel
acutely the void in him. He wanted his soul back.

Luke raised his face to the sky and felt
small snowflakes. As he limped back to his cave, Luke realized that
he didn't even have the ability to feel loneliness. Around him, the
snow came silently down, hiding the scars of this recent battle.
Before he entered the cave, Luke vowed that he would get his soul
back. It was ironic…in taking his soul; the Manitou had given him
reason to live again.
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By taking his soul, the Manitou changed Luke
in ways that he never could have imagined. In the absence of the
ability to feel emotion he realized just how much he had
cared...and how much of his former self was gone. But in the loss
of his soul Luke received a strange gift in return; reflexes and
senses far beyond those of mortal men.

He found as he brought his body back to peak
physical condition, that he could see with the power of an eagle,
picking out small objects that would have been invisible to him
before. Walking through the waking forest in the springtime, he saw
facets of life that he had never dreamed existed. The tiny,
telltale movements of a deer's muzzle as it stood still as a
statue, believing itself hidden from sight. The way a hawk subtly,
continuously, shifted its pinion feathers in flight to maintain
balance and altitude, so many things happening around him that each
walk through the deep forest became a learning experience.

A world of sound, too, was opened to him.
Even on a still day, if one only stopped to listen, a symphony was
played. Every living thing gave its measure to the music. Beetles
moving almost silently through dried leaves and loam. A bear
grunting as it plodded through the forest. The bright calls of blue
jays and the song birds of the forest. The cawing of ravens. Trees
themselves added to the song with the pops and crackles of their
almost imperceptible growth. With his developing senses, there was
more to be experienced, more to learn, than he could have believed.
He had been blind and deaf to the miracles occurring around him,
where now he could see and hear just how much life had survived
through the nuclear winter.

Luke had always been fast. Naturally athletic
as a boy, his speed and reflexes had been developed through years
in the Army and then in more than a decade of martial arts
training. He had possessed the tiny edge of speed that had allowed
him to stay just outside death’s reach time and again. But now Luke
found himself to be much, much faster, a machine. Standing
motionless as a tree, he could reach out and pluck a hummingbird
from the air, then release it, unharmed. Luke could hold out a
sheet of paper at arm's length, drop and catch it with his other
hand before it had moved an inch. He was fast enough now, powerful
enough; so that no man he had ever known could stand against him
and survive. He had moved beyond human norm mentally, physically.
Prepared. But this prowess gave him no pleasure. That was denied
him.

Was he fast enough to defeat a God? He had
been lucky in wounding the Manitou the first time. He would not
have that chance again. The next time they battled...the Manitou
had prophesied and he fully believed…a final battle...there would
be no luck, no chance, and only one victor. Luke wanted his soul
back more than anything he had ever wanted. Even mad, at least he
would be human. There was nothing stopping him from venturing back
into the world to pursue the Manitou, except the thought that there
was nothing left to go back to.

Here, the wildlife had survived the first
two, terrible winters. He could hunt and survive. Even thrive. Out
in the world there might still be plague in addition to radioactive
hot spots. He decided that he would bide his time in the forest and
leave only when he had a sign that there was a world out there, and
his sign came in the summer of the third year.

In the first weeks of what had once been
June, Luke turned on the radio receiver for his weekly scan. As he
wandered the bands, searching for signals through bursts of static,
he was rewarded with a faint burst of beeps; ditz and dots, either
random hash or Morse code. Luke adjusted the dials, trying to tune
in the signal. He found it again, stronger this time, and listened
to it for nearly three minutes, transcribing the code into text,
before it faded beyond his reach.

"CQ...CQ...CQ....THIS IS OSTEEN
FLORIDA...HELLO, HELLO IS ANYONE OUT THERE? CAN ANYONE HERE
ME?....THIS IS HARRY RICHARDS CALLING FROM OSTEEN
FLORIDA...CQ...CQ..."

Luke stayed on the band for half an hour, but
the call was not repeated. He continued scanning for an hour more
but heard nothing.

The next day he took a geographical atlas
from the bookshelf and found Osteen. It was a tiny town on the east
coast of Florida, far from any targeted base that he could
remember. For whatever reason, Harry Richards was alive.

That night he received Richards again, this
time in a voice transmission. He was a boy. The radio was
remarkably free of static, and Luke listened intently.

"Hello hello, this is Harry Richards
broadcasting from Osteen, Florida. Can anyone here me? I'm standing
by for the next thirty seconds so you can answer me."

Luke waited for the boy to continue.

"Nobody has answered. My name is Harry
Richards. I'm fourteen years old and am in Osteen, Florida, with
nine other people. You may have heard me before in Morse code, but
we have a new radio now so I can talk. I learned Morse code in the
Boy Scouts and got a merit badge."

Luke smiled.

"We have a N.A.S.A. guy with us and he said I
should read some information to everybody and try to find other
people to meet up with us."

The reception was clear enough to hear Harry
shifting some papers. "Mr. Aldren says that by now, the third year
after the War, the background radiation has dropped low enough for
everything to live, but that most of the world's population is dead
from germs and stuff. Any place that got hit by an A-bomb is still
too dangerous to walk near, so you should be careful and try to
find a Geiger counter."

"This is really cool," the kid continued.
"Some astronauts and scientists at NASA were able to fix the
circuits and stuff for three old Apollo missiles, and they brought
a space shuttle and other mixed equipment up to Skylab III. They're
going to try and build a spaceship to take them to the Alpha
Centauri system, which has a sun like ours. They're hoping to find
a way to fix the damage we have done to earth. Maybe they will find
aliens! Mr. Aldren says that they probably won't make it, but we
should wish them luck. Their mission is for all of us left alive on
earth. Well, that's all we have right now. We'll be standing by for
any replies until tomorrow night at this time, when we will repeat
the broadcast. Oh, and we need more medicines if you have any. Come
to Osteen and live with us." The boy's voice grew sad. "We are all
we have left, now."

Luke listened to the boy sign off and started
switching through the bands. Another voice blasted from the radio.
It was lubricous, Robert Lowwellian in tone, and tinged with
insanity. The words didn't make any sense, until Luke realized they
were poetry.

"SUN! Madness burning touched me And I
relished the pain to go screaming on my knees to pay the ferryman
his fee. I killed my wife and In eating her flesh, she gave me
life...I am dead now and more alive than you could believe!"

On and on the mad poet rambled. Luke heard
his desperate, crazed loneliness. Harry and this madman were
separated by such a short space on the radio dial. Each would only
have to make a small adjustment to talk with each other. Just one
small twist of a knob that neither could make.

As he turned off the radio, Luke knew it was
time to leave. There were at least some people alive, survivors
struggling to regain what they could of a life that was irrevocably
gone. All that had stopped him from leaving before now
was…himself.

It was time to go back, to hunt down his
soul. Before him was the unknown and a challenge he could not
refuse. This cave, this sanctuary, would always be here for him, if
he ever wanted to return. But he wanted to visit another place now
to walk down the halls of his past once more, to touch the glass
pyramid that had been the center of his life, even if it now was
ashes and ruin.

Luke filled the helicopter with fuel, cleaned
the spark plugs and put a charge on the battery. The engine cranked
sluggishly, then coughed to life. When he had it running smoothly,
Luke loaded the few items he had worth taking. After closing up the
cave, he locked the door, put the key in a small tin box and wedged
it into a chink in the granite.

When he left, the forest would close around
this space in his life, leaving no void or hole or trace. It was as
it should be. The sky was blue and cloudless; a good day to fly.
Luke's hands gripped the joystick firmly. The intricacies of flight
were as fresh in him as the day he had arrived. He lifted from the
pad and began to climb, finding a comfortable altitude to head
south back to the Twin Cities.

Most of the towns Luke passed in flight
showed no signs of damage or life. One or two of the Range towns
had been burned to the ground, probably from gas main explosions,
but there was no evidence to suggest that anyone had survived.

Sixty miles out from the Twin Cities he
reached a boundary of black, scorched earth that swept to the east
and west. This must be the northern-most edge of the damage from
the blast; an all-consuming fire that had left only the blackened
skeletons of buildings and trees, baked concrete and stone,
foundations and walls. But even this area of scorched earth was
tinged with yellow and green; new growth reclaiming the land. Luke
slowed his airspeed and descended to 300 feet, carefully watching
the Wrist Geiger for any increase in radiation.

He crabbed east until he was directly over
Highway 35. The radiation level remained normal as he approached
the Twin Cities. Twenty miles out the tall steel towers that
carried electrical wires became sagging, melted structures. Few
buildings remained standing. Most were orderly piles of rubble
spaced along the rule straight demarcations of roads and streets.
On the horizon he saw what looked to be a series of low mountains.
Luke put the helicopter into a gentle climb and slowed to a hover
three miles out.

The mountain range was the remains of the
once beautiful buildings of Minneapolis and St. Paul. They had
become mounds of twisted steel, stone and concrete. The finality of
the destruction chilled even him. Once the Mississippi River had
coursed through the Twin Cities. Hovering above the ruins, Luke
could see the silver thread of water. Centered in the ruins was a
large lake more than half a mile across and nearly three miles
long.

Luke flew the helicopter over what had been
Northeast Minneapolis. It was completely underwater. He could trace
the paths of roadways and city blocks on the bottom. Some of the
roadways above the waterline were clear, but most were choked with
the blackened, rusted wrecks of automobiles. He added two hundred
feet to the helicopter's altitude.

Visible in a ragged line from the northwest
to southeast were a number of deep pits nearly a quarter of a
kilometer across. Bomb craters. As Luke circled the ruins, the
largest mountain of rubble suddenly glowed a dazzling, radiant
blue. Luke quickly checked the Wrist Geiger. There was no change in
the radiation level. The glow was neon like in intensity, and
eerily beautiful. This had once been the IDS Tower, a tall
structure of steel girders and bright blue glass. The heat from the
bursts must have been as hot as the sun...the rubble had been
coated by melting glass until it had become a blue glass mountain.
Luke wondered what people would think of it in a hundred years, or
a thousand.

A faint shadow caught his eye. It was hard to
see with the haze of moisture hanging on the horizon. Luke reached
overhead and pulled free the polarized flight glasses he had placed
there three years before. When he put them on, he could see clearly
a wire thin, tendril of smoke rising from the ruins. He had seen
smoke patterns like this often in Vietnam. Cooking fires. So there
were survivors here as well. People like him. No, cancel that.
There was nobody else like him now. He could only go through the
motions of being human.

After three years of being alone, Luke wanted
to hear a human voice again, to see someone's lips move and form
words. A part of him would once have craved it. He wanted to hear
how they had survived, to know how life was. But first he had to
bury the last remains of his past. There was one place that still
held memories for him, halls he had to walk and remember. SCI. Luke
turned the helicopter southwest and increased his speed.
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The SCI glass pyramid was mostly intact. As
Luke circled the building, he saw that the side facing Minneapolis
was scorched, glass shattered and melted. But the roof top landing
pad looked sound. He brought the helicopter down gently, feeling
the struts settle on the concrete, shut down the motor, ducked the
spinning blades and walked to the edge of the roof top. He
stretched; feeling the stiffness hours of flight in his body.

Down in the parking lot there were only a few
cars, burnt hulks rusting into nothing. It looked as if most of his
people had escaped. That was good. On the once green expanse of
lawn covering the earthen berm facing Minneapolis Luke could see
tiny shoots of grass emerging from the dark soil. They were too
small to see from the air. In another two years the grass would be
waist tall; in ten years, interspersed with trees. Eventually SCI
would be surrounded by forest. Even here the land was quick to
heal. In time, what the world had called civilization would be
buried.

Luke tried the door leading into the
building. The handle refused to turn. In the last minutes of
turmoil and terror, someone had remembered to lock the door. He
still had the keys in his pocket, a force of habit. He pulled them
out, selected the proper one and unlocked the door. It opened with
a creak of stiff, un-oiled metal. Luke took a flashlight from a
thigh pocket and stepped inside.

The corridors were dark, the air musty. Luke
punched the buttons of the elevator. As he expected, nothing
happened. Although SCI had been built with backup power reserves,
the EMP would have blown the delicate lacing of circuits. There was
specialty equipment on the lowest levels of the building. Luke
wondered if it too had been damaged. Some of it might be useful.
Luke stood still for a moment, listening. There was nothing to hear
but a faint trickling of settling dust. The building was dark and
silent, unpopulated even by memory.

He pointed the flashlight down the hall.
There were no tracks on the dusty carpet. When he tried the door to
the stairwell, it opened easily. This would give him access to the
other levels. He spent the next three days going from floor to
floor, looking through rooms and offices, going through desks,
exploring and searching. His were the first hands to mar the
velvety, three year coating of dust that lay like a patina
over everything.

In one room he found a cup tipped over on a
desk. Under the dust, Luke could see the dried spill of coffee.
Half consumed documents drooped out of a shredder. The dried,
petrified crust of a sandwich lay atop the SAC desk, most likely
the same one Young had been eating when he made that last call to
Luke. He tried to imagine the brief warning, the frenzied flight to
imagined safety. Contained in this building was a sad, final
history.

The floor-to-ceiling glass windows of his
office and personal quarters had blown inward. The blast had
charred the wall and ceiling. Luke used a broom and dustpan to
clean a part of the room for living space. His office chair made a
familiar creak when he sat in it. Luke leaned back, put his feet on
the desk and surveyed the room.

The clippings, cased medals, plaques and
paintings were still there, not much worse for wear from the heat
of the blast. Everything the same, yet different. Burnt brown.
Older and foreign. This was no longer his. It was as if he had worn
someone else's shoes for a time, lived another man's life. He got
up and searched for the janitor's closet. It contained large
plastic jugs of water for the water coolers throughout the
building. He lugged one back to the office. The water was pure.
Luke drank his fill and used the rest of it to bathe.

In his quarters, the bed had been destroyed
by heat and exposure. The clothes in the closet were dusty and
smelled of mildew, but were free from moth holes or decay. He
selected the most durable clothing and hung them where they could
air out. At the top of the closet was a secret compartment that
opened when he pressed a hidden stud. Inside was a long, oilcloth
bundle. Luke took it to the office and placed it on his desk. He
untied the strings and opened the bundle with movements born from
ritual. Here was his honor.

The swords were Japanese katanas, the long
swords of the Samurai. Both were equal in length. They were
ancient; more than three hundred years old, with brass guards and
lustrous black, lacquered scabbards that had no decoration. The
handles were black sharkskin, wrapped with black silk cord. Each
was in perfect condition. Luke took one and freed the blade from
the scabbard.

Sunlight played along the slightly curved,
mirror polished blade, picking out the blue, gold and purple,
flame like hints of steel folded and refolded over itself thousands
of times to gain incredible tensile strength. The blades were honed
to such sharpness that the slightest touch would draw blood. Swords
like these were made to split armor and cleave a man in two.

They were called the Equals, heirlooms of a
Japanese family that no longer existed. The last surviving member
had been Luke's Sensei in Tokyo. A friend of the Mackland's, the
Sensei had taught Luke all he knew, had chosen Luke to be his last
pupil. He had presented the swords to Luke seven years after the
formation of SCI.

He had said, "I, the last of my family, will
die soon. I have no sons to carry on my name or my family's
tradition of honor. When I am gone, the name of my family will have
been but cherry blossoms on the wind. Kimball San, you are
Sensei. You know all l know. You have honor and courage. Will you
take these katanas, the honor of my family, so that something of my
clan will remain in this world?"

To receive the swords had been an unbounded
honor. They had come to symbolize the deepest principles by which
Luke held himself. Now, in a time where nothing remained as it had
been, where all was history and he was only partially human, at
least honor could survive. If for no other reason, for honor's
sake. Luke tied the swords back in the oilcloth and added them to
his equipment.

As he searched the dark, lower floors of SCI,
Luke found a treasure trove of equipment. He had forgotten just how
much was stored here. There were firearms and ammunition beyond
counting, surveillance electronics, freeze dried food, combat
clothing; everything needed to outfit a small army. Luke
methodically went through the rooms, selecting what he deemed
necessary for survival. He was limited by what he could carry on
his back until he reached the Research and Development level at the
bottom of the building.

R&D had been the largest department in
SCI. The central room was cavernous with many smaller rooms
branching out for storage, weapons testing and other functions.
Luke walked the area, sweeping the flashlight across rows of
vehicles in all stages of modification, racks of tools and bullet
proof glass, paint rooms and other equipment he didn't recognize.
Sitting in a corner of the room was a large, tarp-covered vehicle.
Some kind of truck. Luke grabbed a corner of the tarp and tugged it
from the vehicle. It was a motor home, black in color, with a
sleek, molded, aerodynamic design. He walked around it, trailing a
hand across the tough, armored body. It was more than a motor home.
It was the Gun Ship. If he could make it run, it would be his
transportation.

The Gun Ship had been designed utilizing
cutting edge military hardware and NASA based technology. The goal
had been to create a powerful, multi use battle vehicle with a
civilian look. As a passive/active security transport and command
vehicle, it could be used for surveillance with a team in the
field. If necessary, it could attack with automated fury.

The Gun Ship was outfitted with a powerful
turbo-diesel engine and full time six wheel drive. A central
computer controlled the vehicle's functions. Standing next to the
vehicle in the dark, Luke couldn't tell whether the electronics had
been shorted by the EMP. This deep underground, he hoped that there
had been sufficient shielding. There was only one way to find
out.

After checking the vehicle from front to back
there wasn't much he could do besides re-inflate the tires, fill
the radiator and use a portable generator to charge the mammoth
batteries. All the electronics appeared operational…the telltale
lights on the dashboard lit up after the batteries were charged.
Luke used a hand pump to siphon diesel fuel out of a tank and fill
the Gun Ship’s tanks. He placed the key in the Gun Ship's ignition
and gave it a turn. On the fourth crank, the turbo-diesel coughed
into life. In the cavernous room the roar was tremendous. He let it
idle for a few minutes then shut it down. Good to go.

The Gun Ship opened up a world of
possibilities for survival gear. Luke found a rolling cart and went
from room to room, filling the cart with food, clothing, first aid
gear, weapons and ammunition. He packed the gear into the Gun
Ship’s storage lockers until he ran out of room, then stacked boxes
of military-style food rations in the back sleeping/storage area.
He took a last look around, satisfied that he had ample
necessities.

Now he had to get the Gun Ship to the
surface. He hunted around the garage section until he found the
main power leads to the elevators. Luke disconnected them and wired
two generators into the circuit. It gave him just enough power to
inch the Gun Ship up to the surface. He started up again and
rumbled out into the sunshine.

The center console of the Gun Ship had enough
switches, dials and video monitors to look like the control panel
of a jet fighter. Luke typed a maintenance check routine into the
small keyboard and received a “systems operational” message. He
then studied the switches and button to reacquaint him with the
operation of the vehicle.

The Gun Ship was completely bullet and blast
proof. When Luke touched a button, plating rolled down to cover the
windows. Armored skirts dropped down to protect the tires.
Dashboard lights came on automatically and the "Cameras On" lights
began to flash. He selected the front and rear cameras. Two video
monitors came to life with camera views of the outside. The
pictures were clear enough to drive by, which was what they had
been designed for. Another button brought the radar into play,
showing first a top view, then a graphic line of sight display.
Outlined on the screen in black and green vector graphics was the
SCI building and surrounding terrain.

Luke pressed a series of switches and a panel
slid back on the console. A control stick rose from the opening and
a red cursor appeared on the video monitor. The gun sight. He
pressed another button and a long panel slid back on the roof of
the Gun Ship. From this port a black, deadly, .50 caliber machine
gun rose on a full-swivel mount. Luke moved the control stick and
heard the servos whine as the machine gun turned. When he rolled up
the armor from the windows, the firing cursor reappeared on the
windshield in a Heads Up Display, HUD for short, the same sighting
system used on jet fighters. Luke keyed the .50 for automatic mode.
It revolved slowly, scanning the area for any movement in its
preprogrammed range.

The front and rear winches were operational,
as was the multiband radio and CD player. In the rear of the Gun
Ship was bunk space for four, a small electric stove and microwave.
Everything seemed to be in working order.

In the glove box he found seven black dog tag
shaped microchips. A manual explained the workings of the vehicle.
The Gun Ship's radar had been programmed to recognize most familiar
objects by shape, including types of weapons, automobiles,
explosive devices, road signs and people. The programmed automatic
firing range of the .50 was 100 meters. Anything as large as a
human that came within that radius of the Gun Ship would be fired
upon until it stopped moving. The black dog tags were security
tags. Anyone wearing them would have a three-meter circle of
safety. Luke put tiny lithium cell batteries in all seven and
placed one on a chain around his neck. Now he was prepared for
anything here or on the road. Time to close up shop.

During his search of R&D Luke had found
blocks of C 9 plastic explosive. With the rolling cart loaded,
Luke began at the very top of the building, in his office, and
placed the explosive at key structural points all the way down to
the second sub-basement floor. It took him nearly two days,
working in complete silence, his mind replaying his encounter with
the Manitou analyzing dispassionately, looking for answers, a lead,
a place to go next. One the explosives were all placed Luke
connected the charges with radio-controlled detonators keyed to a
small black box. One press of its button would send the building
tumbling into the ground.

Luke spent the night in the Gun Ship. Lying
in a bunk, he wondered what he would find in the city. He needed to
talk to someone, to find out what had happened to the world. He
needed information to process and make a plan; anything to help him
get his soul back from the Manitou. And if Gods did indeed walk the
land as he had felt, he had to know that as well. Perhaps in those
Gods he might find an ally. Every enemy had an enemy and that enemy
could become a friend.

Then again, it was possible that there was
nothing for him here in the ruins of the Twin Cities. If that were
the case he would head west across America, searching for the
Manitou. The maps built into the Gun Ships Global Positioning
System could place the key military installations and by that he
could get a good idea where the radioactive hotspots would be. He
anticipated having no problems finding diesel fuel. There were
military depots all over the country, in addition to service
stations and truck stops. He could always hunt and fish for food to
supplement the MREs he had taken from SCI. There was nothing to
stop him from going where he wanted, except the people he might
meet...and the Manitou.

Dawn found him a mile down Highway 494. From
a small bag Luke pulled a CD and put it into the stereo. Red Rain
from Peter Gabriel filled the vehicle. As of now his past was a
closed door. He took the small black box and extended the antenna.
Flipped a switch and a red light began to flash. Armed. He would
not go back.

"Good bye," thought Luke, and pressed the
button.

The pavement shook. A fiery red ball rose
into the air to tower over the crumbling pyramid, a pillar of ash
and smoke holding the ashes of his past and the promise of his
future. Luke waited until the smoke began to thin, then turned the
Gun Ship around in the northbound lane and began to hunt a way into
Minneapolis.
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There was no clear way into the city. Rusting
cars, the Mississippi lake/river, and destroyed roadways forced him
to track northeast until he found an intact bridge over a narrow
part of river in what had been the suburban town of Fridley. Luke
stopped the Gun Ship and eyed the rickety structure. The guardrails
on both sides were gone. Luke got out to inspect the support
pylons. They appeared to be in good shape. But the road surface did
not look very stable. The blacktop and concrete had buckled to form
slabs with as much as six inches difference in their heights,
forming a crazy quilt he hesitated to cross.

Luke walked cautiously out over the bridge.
The powerful drive gears of the Gun Ship would easily handle the
differences in road surface height. Out here, the bridge seemed
stable enough to handle the weight. None of the slabs teetered or
shifted when he jumped on them. On the far side of the bridge, two
cars blocked the way. He would have to plow through them or use the
winch to pull them out of the way. Either method would keep him on
the bridge longer than he wished.

The pavement settled, but held, as Luke moved
the heavy vehicle onto the bridge. He kept the driver side door
open, ready to jump out if the bridge started to go. The first car
was a small, rusted Chevrolet. The corpse inside was old and
withered, and had locked the doors before dying. Luke shattered the
window with a rock and grimaced at the old, sour stench of
desiccated flesh. He gave it a few seconds to clear, then opened
the door and pushed the dried remains aside. He put the gearshift
in neutral and shouldered the small car to the side of the bridge.
As he re-entered the Gun Ship, the pavement groaned and settled. He
drove slowly to the other car. When he felt the bumpers touch, Luke
pressed down on the accelerator. There was a screech of crumpling
metal as the car's front fender collapsed, the grinding and
scraping loudly as he rammed it out of the way. The bridge began to
shake. Luke kept going until he made solid ground. As the tires
cleared, Luke saw in the rear view camera that a large section of
the central span was crumbling into the river. The sound of falling
concrete and steel echoed in the river channel.

The streets ahead were blocked with mounds of
rubble. As he moved into what had been the city proper, the roads
became nearly impassable. But even with the wreckage, the landscape
was eerily flat. Only steel frames and partial walls stood above
the mounds of brick, twisted girders and stone. Looking closer he
could see shoots of green growing up over the rubble. In a few
short years this would be fields turning into forest.

Luke stopped at the edge of the Mississippi.
Parts of the old Broadway Avenue bridge rose from the water. Across
the lake and to his left were the mountainous ruins of downtown
Minneapolis. He parked the Gun Ship a few hundred meters from the
ruins of a brewery in a clear space with ample room for the .50
roof gun to cover the surrounding area.

Wanting to be prepared for anything, Luke had
dressed in black fatigue pants and t-shirt, combat boots and a
bulletproof, full combat vest. In a combat harness pack he loaded a
handful of quick energy dried rations, eight fragmentation grenades
and spare clips for the 9mm Uzi submachine gun he planned to carry.
Luke holstered a Ruger .44 magnum under each arm. Speed loaders of
ammunition went into holders on the belt and in his pockets. He
attached a Japanese Tanto knife on the right side of the combat
vest where he could draw it in an instant.

From the rear of the Gun Ship Luke took a
bulky, rubberized package. Before he locked up, he activated the
surveillance system. As he walked to the river, he could hear the
servos whine as the gun slowly swiveled from compass point to
point.

At water's edge he dropped the rubberized
package and pulled a cord on its side. There was a sharp, muffled
explosion and then a loud hissing as the raft inflated. Straps
secured two paddles. Luke pulled one free and joined its halves,
then pushed out into the broad, quiet river.

As he crossed, the remains of the city loomed
over him. The water was smooth and clear. It felt cool on his
hands. It was completely silent…too silent…except for the sounds of
his paddling. He had expected birds…seagulls or crows…but not a
complete absence of life. Only the occasional splash of a fish let
him know there was some life here.

When he reached the opposite shore, Luke saw
the remains of the Minneapolis lock and gate system in the water
beneath him. A jutting slab of concrete provided a perfect place to
hide the raft. With his preternatural senses he felt eyes on him as
he ventured into the city, a sensation that kept him on guard, Uzi
close at hand. There were people here. But they were hiding from
him, which meant that they had something to be afraid of. Whatever
that something was, it also was a potential threat to him. As he
moved Luke tried to appear as non-threatening as possible, hoping
that his first-contact might be non-violent.

Up close, Minneapolis was a nightmare of
piled cement and twisted steel, melted glass, plastic and rust. The
wind made dust devils through the charred piles, carrying the
pervasive, bitter taints of ash and singed concrete. The true
extent of the destruction was beyond comprehension. Luke wondered
how many of the world's great cities had been destroyed like this.
Tokyo. Chicago. London. New York and Los Angeles. If mankind
survived and became a civilization again, what would archaeologists
of the future make of these ruins?

Luke kept an eye on the Wrist Geiger. The
radiation levels remained normal, proof the Twin Cities had been
destroyed by either aerial or neutron bursts. On a partially
standing brick wall in what had been the warehouse district, Luke
found the image of a man reaching for a hat etched in sharp relief.
The lines of the shadow were crisp and clear. Even the hanging form
of the man's tie had been captured by the nuclear flash. If ever a
monument was to be erected in memory of this war, Luke thought,
this image would be a fitting testament. Killed while reaching for
a hat.

Then as he wandered in the ruins, he saw a
shade that had him raising the Uzi even as he realized it was only
an image. It was the powerful, defiant shadow of the Manitou. It's
arms were outstretched in a gesture of welcome. If the Manitou had
been here, what other kinds of Gods and demons were around? Luke
shook his head, contemplating implications of tangible, living
Gods. Who...what...would the children of the future worship and
what would the Gods give in return?

A small shift of wind brought him the light
wood smell of a fresh fire. It was a people smell. But as the hour
passed and the sun rose higher, nobody came close or made a sound
that he could hear, even with his heightened senses. He kept a
tight grip on the Uzi and continued exploring.

When Luke came to the foot of the blue glass
mountain, he could only stare in awe. From the distance it had
appeared solid. Now Luke could see that it was a gigantic,
jackstraw pile of steel girders and concrete thickly coated with
the melted glass. It was smooth and slick, and angled so high as to
be un-climbable. Inside, human artifacts were trapped like flies in
amber. As he viewed the bits of life made immortal, Luke knew it
would become legend. Preserved here was the past. The glass was
cool to his touch. He walked around the mountain of glass, peering
into its depths, then turned away and continued to explore.

As he moved further from the river, Luke
began to find small areas cleared for passage, and tracks, most
made by bare human feet. One set of tracks stood out against the
rest. Boots. From a big man by the length of the stride, sharply
defined at the heels. A man who wore boots among the shoeless, was
a man with power. Of fear perhaps. Luke had seen tracks like these
many times. The man was a guard, or at least in a position of
strength. He was someone for Luke to watch out for. There was
nothing here Luke could see or sense, that needed guarding.

The smell of smoke grew stronger. Luke found
a dwelling, a burrow wormed into a mound of rock. In front were the
warm ashes of a fire. Someone had kicked dirt over the coals in an
effort to smother them. He called out, but there was no answer.

Luke backed away. He felt people watching him
through chinks in the rock, from behind piles of rubble and ruin.
Now he sensed vibrations through the ground, almost unnoticeable,
as someone ran. He could catch them, if he really wanted to. But he
was here to learn, not to frighten.

"Come out and talk to me,” he called. “I
won't hurt you. I have not talked to a living person for three
years. Please."

But nobody answered. Why?

There was a sound; the click of a pebble.
Luke spun and pointed the Uzi even as the sound registered on his
ears. Fifty yards away a rat skipped across a pile of rock.

The Walker Art Center had occupied an area of
Minneapolis sitting lower than the surrounding terrain. Here Luke
found the signs of an active, but abandoned, community. The air
carried the odors of rotting food, wood smoke, human waste. To his
sensitive nose they smelled sick and diseased. Luke pulled a strip
of jerky from the pack and chewed slowly as he casually moved
himself into the protection of a slab of concrete. At his feet was
a crude rag doll someone had dropped as they fled. So they had
children. As he bent to pick up the doll, Luke heard the distant
but clear audible, triple crack of heavy weapons fire. The Gun
Ship! Someone had violated the safety perimeter.

The Gun Ship fired again and Luke heard
answering small arms fire. Whatever was happening here was no good.
He had to get back to the Gun Ship. It was well guarded and
virtually impervious to anything but an antitank rocket. Someone is
this barren hell was going to explain this unprovoked attack. Luke
knew that he would not like what he was about to learn.
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From the surface, the warehouse in south
Minneapolis appeared to be just another mound of brick, steel and
concrete. But underneath, the basement had been perfectly
preserved, built in the 1950's to withstand the effects of a
nuclear blast. The basement was very special; the Voice of God
lived here.

The entrance was watched by two warriors of
God armed with shotguns and wearing dirty white robes over their
ragged clothing. Underneath the robes one could see heavy boots the
Voice had given to his army. The messenger approached the chambers
at a fast jog. The news he carried frightened him because if the
Voice was in a foul temper, he might not live through the delivery.
At the entrance the guards searched him roughly and thoroughly. One
of them took a dirty white robe from a pile and threw it to him.
The messenger pulled it on over his rags.

As another soldier escorted him through the
half-lit, gloomy corridor to the Voice of God's chambers, they
exchanged information in whispers.

"Frankie. What's happening out there?"

"You won't believe it! Some fucker is running
around in the city with a machine gun. He's got friends on the
other side of the river in a motor home and it has a big ass
gun on top! Two of the brothers got blasted and nobody can get
close enough to pick up the bodies. Shit...dying is already easy
enough around here."

"Who caught lead?"

"I didn't know them."

"Too bad. They would have made good eating.
The body and blood."

"Yeah, but I still wish we had more real
food."

The guard shoved Frankie against the wall and
whispered hotly into his face.

"Asshole! Don't talk like that! The body and
blood is holy. It’s the sacrament that keeps us alive and in the
Voice of God's grace. Talk like that will get you on the top of the
Lottery list!"

The guard read the disgust in Frankie's eyes
and realized that inside, he felt the same. He suddenly felt dirty.
He eased off of the messenger.

"The Voice of God says we got to pay for the
sins of the past. Don't fuck with Him, or you will be sorry.
Besides, He ain't going to like your news. I'd hate to be in your
shoes."

Frankie stopped the guard. "If l have to run,
promise you won't hunt me with the rest."

The guard saw the plea in Frankie's eyes and
turned his own away.

"I'll try. I can't promise; you know that!
Now go relay your message. The Voice of God waits for no man."

Frankie walked the rest of the corridor
alone, feeling his reality warp away on a cold, frightening
tangent. Before the guard had turned his head away, Frankie had
seen desperate hunger in his eyes.

Other guards let Frankie into the Voice of
God's chambers. He stood inside the doors, head bowed, waiting to
be noticed and called forward. This area had been bricked off from
the rest of the basement. Torches set into the wall added to the
scant sunlight filtering in through cracks in the ceiling. In the
flickering light he peaked through the greasy locks of hair hanging
from his forehead upon the Voice of God.

The man sat in the massive chair he had
chosen for his throne, staring ahead into infinity. He was aware of
Frankie; the messenger could feel his regard like the beam of an
old high intensity spotlight pinpointing him on the darkest
night.

The Voice was an unimpressive man. He looked
to be in his late forties, with a thick head of graying black hair
matted with body grease and oil. The Voice never bathed and the
odor that filled the chambers was enough to make Frankie, who
bathed seldom enough himself, nauseous. He swallowed rapidly and
tried to breathe through his mouth. The Voice had a sallow, heavily
jowled face that showed overabundant eating, pasty, oily skin and
dull, grey eyes. His robe had once been white, but was now crusted
with dirt and other unmentionable filth.

Rolls of fat stretched the robe over The
Voice of God's belly. The robe was cinched with a rope of thick,
human hair taken from The Voice of God's female sacrifices, the
same flesh upon which he fed. Under the robe Frankie could see the
heavy boots The Voice of God had made his symbol: the power of the
Lord to trample the earth.

No, The Voice of God was not much to look at.
At any other time, in any other place, Frankie would have had no
problems with kicking the shit out of the guy. Most people thought
that way, until they heard the Voice speak. It was power. You had
to believe him, to do his bidding. The Voice carried truth and
conviction. Once you heard, you wanted to listen and obey. Frankie
had seen the Voice command a priest to kill himself. The priest had
done so...smiling...convinced that he was on his way to heaven.
Though Frankie had his doubts about a lot of things happening here
in The Voice of God's domain, he did know that you did not fuck
with the Voice. And here he was, bringing bad news. In this
shithole they ate bearers of bad news. Frankie could smell his own
fear.

A small corner of the Voice’s mind noted the
peon waiting by the door. He knew the messenger had news of the
motor home spotted on the other side of the river, news he wanted
to hear now. But he was locked in the looped tape of his memory. He
had to relive what was going through his mind before he could deal
with anything else. It had been like this from the beginning. This
was his own private penance, the price he paid for housing the
Voice of God within his own flesh.

He could still remember when he had been an
ordinary sinner named Jedadiah, known to most as Brother Jed. Jed
had lived a good life before the war. He had been ignorant of many
things before finding the Voice, but it had been a life rich with
possessions. Traveling the college campuses with his troop of
Brothers and Sisters, saving souls and preaching Hell fire and
brimstone to win young hearts and minds. Many had called him
extremist, but his critics had not known the true depth of his
faith. Jed had been uncompassionate and unforgiving, demanding
perfection from all in his religious fervor. He had motivation and
drive and had not been beyond an occasional scourging to cast out
the devil set young minds along the path to the. But Jed had also
understood that the saving of souls was a business. The Lord did
help those who helped themselves…Jed just happened to help himself
to the stream of revenue people gave to fund his mission.

He had been a smart businessman. He wore
expensive suits and drove a cherry red Mercedes coupe. He had money
in the banks to broadcast the Word over cable and satellite
networks, money to make more money. New souls equated to more
dollars. Jed had been very astute at judging the potential worth of
his prospects. If they wanted coddling they could go see the
Catholics. But if they felt the Spirit, if they had the desire to
spread the Word [Can you say Amen? Amen!] Jed found them. He had
done well for himself. But apparently the Lord had wanted him to
learn more.

An incident at the last college campus he
addressed had torn the blinders from his eyes and shown him the sin
of his ways. Five years ago he had discovered that the Lord could
also taketh away.

It had been at the University of Minnesota,
close to where he sat now. The U had been a large, liberal campus
in the best Midwest tradition. Jed had gone there every May, before
the spring term ended and finals began, for a week of recruiting.
He and the Family had been coming here for years, setting up either
on Northrop Mall or in front of the Student Union, taunting,
cajoling, insulting and preaching at any who came to listen. And
come they did, by the hundreds and sometimes thousands, to laugh,
scoff and challenge. Hecklers made the show even better.

Dressed in his best suit, Jed would hit the
stage after one of the Brothers or Sisters had warmed up the crowd
just short of frenzy. The first thing he did was find a boy in a
fraternity T shirt. He'd point a quivering finger and tell a
story.

"You fraternity boys are all
fornicators. You wallow in sin with the sorority girls. I once
knew a fra tern ity
boy in Oklahoma who was a forn ic ator.”

The crowd roared and repeated the word in his
cadence.

“He did it with a
sor or ity girl
and got Vee Dee. Oh yes. She gave him the disease you cannot
lose...Her Pees! His parents found out and were ashamed. They turned their
faces from him. Fraternity Frank became depressed. He committed
another sin. He took cocaine...evil drugs...and in the end, cut
both his wrists. He never turned to the Lord for help. He could
have been saved. And you and you, and
you," he said, pointing to others in the
crowd, singling them out for a quick moment of introspection, "are
all following the same path to Hell!"

Yes, he had been good. He caught and held
their attention, those feeble-minded punks and sinners, played them
like concert instruments. They responded to his cues, answering his
questions in chant and response, willingly giving him the power to
enthrall them. He didn't have the Voice back then. If only he had
not been so blind, he would have seen the power of what he could
become!

When the show was over, he really went to
work. The intelligent ones, those few, gemlike individuals who were
able to push the carnival aspects of the show aside, (the ones he
wanted) came to him to express their needs, their concerns and
hopelessness. Or best yet, to argue. All he had to do was give them
a glimpse of the spirit. Then they-- and all they owned--were his.
If he persuaded 10 students a year from each campus to join him and
leave their other lives behind, it was enough to ensure a
profitable year for the Lord...and himself.

But at the University of Minnesota, a Lamb
had been sent to teach him the way. He received, for the first
time, the sacrament of Body and Blood. Then, like Job, he suffered
through his trials. The Lamb's name had been Sarah. She had
approached him after a particularly rousing show. Jed had known
from the very beginning that she was special. Sarah had summery
blond hair and a pastel sundress, with a radiant smile and the
special Nordic beauty so many Minnesota women seemed to share. She
had been demure and shy, yet possessed with a clear mindedness
that Jed knew could bring crowds to their knees. She had the most
important aspect of evangelism; charisma, and Jed wanted her.

And she, it appeared, wanted the Lord. With
country-like naivety Sarah let Jed wander through her mind, filling
her with gospel and faith. She wanted to talk with him more, so Jed
arranged for one of his followers to pick her up after classes and
bring her back to his hotel, where they could talk at length. He
did not know until later the manipulations of sly Sarah to get him
to make that fateful decision.

When Sarah arrived, Jed sat her down and
began to convince her to leave the sinful University of Minnesota
and join him in the Lord. "The University is for the common and
unenlightened," he told her. "Come join us in the instruction of
the Lord. You will feel his love returned to you a thousand
times!"

As they talked, Jed was struck by the
similarities between her and the sweet girls he had known as a
child (a boy, a fornicating boy!) in Georgia. Even her dress
brought back memories…the shy looks from a girl at school, the way
he touched her, his father wielding the folded leather strap across
his legs and back again and again. Jed peeked at Sarah’s legs and
saw she wore silk stockings. Through her dress he could see the
outline of a garter. When Sarah bent forward to read a line from
the Bible, Jed saw the smooth, tan curve of her breasts, the
transparent, lacy cups of her bra. Almost magically he found
himself sitting on the bed next to her. Sarah's smile was soft and
pretty and she smelled of jasmine (she was a seductress!). She was
innocent in the ways of life. Her eyes were large and violet. Jed
fell into them and into madness.

Passion flamed his body. When their lips
touched he felt electricity that was sinful, he knew, yet beyond
his control. Yes, he was sinning...and he loved it. He caressed her
body with shaking hands and she moaned softly. Sarah was soft and
firm and exciting. Jed fumbled at the buttons of her dress with
trembling hands while conflicting and confusing thoughts raced
through his mind. But he couldn't stop now and pushed the wicked
thoughts aside.

He pulled her dress over her shoulders. It
pooled around her elbows. Sarah tilted her head back, exposing her
beautiful breasts in the lacy cups, the smooth expanse of her neck
for to touch, to kiss. For him. Jed pressed his lips to her neck
and felt the hot hardness of his erection straining against his
trousers. As he began to fondle himself he did not see the coldness
in her eyes, or the satisfied smile that briefly crossed her
lips.

That was how they caught him. The door burst
open and there they were, three of the sinners, snapping away with
their wicked cameras. Tools of Satan! When they showed the pictures
in court, much later, Jed saw with embarrassment his hand rubbing
the bulge in his trousers.

Sarah pulled away from him and Jed saw the
scorn and mockery in her eyes.

“You gross pig," she said, her lips curled in
revulsion and scorn.

The photographers were young; students. One
of them, a scraggly, pimpled boy, called out, "C'mon Sharon, we got
him. Let's go!"

They ran from his room. Treacherous Sarah,
no; Sharon, tripped on her dress. Jed beat her to the door and had
it chained and locked before she could get up. She was trapped. She
backed away from him and began to plead for mercy.

"Please, Mister, it was only a prank. We'll
give back the film!"

Jed barely heard her. God had enthralled him
with a vision. It was so clear and simple that he had to laugh. Jed
raised both hands.

"Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the
sins of the world. Happy are those who are called to his
supper."

Ignoring her screams, her ignorance and
flailing arms, he fell on her and joined in the holy feast of the
Lord. The Body and Blood. Teeth and smooth, young skin. Thus the
scales were ripped from his eyes, showing him the light of what
could be. He knew he would lose all the trinkets and possessions he
had accumulated in his life. But oh, what God was going to give him
in return!

The police and their minions, disciples of
Satan all, tested his sanity and found him wanting, even though he
had never been saner. They refused to listen to the Truth he had
discovered. But he did learn how his enlightenment had been
arranged by God's Hand.

Sharon Newberg had been the Lamb's name. She
had been a drama student and, like the photographers, a reporter
for the University school paper. They had maneuvered him into the
situation to show that Jed was just as much as a fornicator and
sinner as any other person. In the court they called his religion a
farce. With his awakening to what he truly was, Jed had no choice
but to agree.

They accused him of her brutal rape and
murder. The Hennepin County Coroner reported the cause of death as
massive trauma inflicted by human teeth. The first police officer
on the scene testified that he had found Jed naked, anointing
himself with the victim's blood and raving about the "Sacrificial
Lamb."

"Please understand," Jed told them earnestly.
"I have committed no crime. This woman, this Sacrificial Lamb, was
married to me in the most holy sacrament. She has given her Body
and Blood to me in homage and sacrifice for her sins and the sins
of the world. She has been forgiven for her treachery. Her blood is
the Blood of God. Her blood is now mine."

He tried to raise his hand but the straight
jacket prevented him from moving.

"Behold God, who takes away the sins of the
world. I am the one true Voice of God, speaking His will to all
men. Follow me on the path of righteousness and I will enlighten
you. We all must pay for the sins of the world. Defy me not, for I
see the Flaming Sword hanging over us all!"

But of course they didn't even listen to his
words. They were children of the Father of Lies. They committed him
to a mental institution for the criminally insane in Rochester,
Minnesota and gave him daily injections of mind numbing drugs. Jed
smiled and told them cheerfully that he would see them burn long
and painfully in the fires of Hell. He had seen that the fires
would come, and had prayed until blood and sweat beaded his
forehead to call them to the world. With each new day he prayed,
calling on his powers, feeling the Voice grow stronger inside him.
The Voice of God. And he waited.

For two years endured the punishment. When he
tried to convince the orderlies to join him in the True Faith, they
laughed in his face and put needles in his body; charged his brain
with electricity until all he remembered, sometimes, was that he
was the Voice and he had the True Faith. Jed clung to these
thoughts like a barnacle to a stone. Patience was his virtue.

The day finally came when Hellfire did indeed
rain from the sky. The holy fire radiated through the window,
illuminating his cell. It was blinding. Jed raised his arms to it
and called out; "I am the Light and the Power. I am the Voice!
Terrible and swift shall be my sword!"

He felt divine power remake him into
something more than he had ever been…create in him the power of the
Voice. The triple-locked door to his cell opened with the touch of
a single finger. There was hysteria in the hallways as orderlies
and doctors made their panicked flight to safety. Jed strode forth,
feeling tall and strong and more righteous than ever in the past,
to free the prisoners of this Hell and to wreak vengeance on his
tormenters. The slaughterhouse horrors he wreaked there were the
first of many to come.

Jed left the asylum as soon as the ash
stopped falling from the sky. A band of thirty inmates accompanied
him, stupefied by the charismatic power of the Voice. He had a
strong calling to return to Minneapolis, only sixty miles or so to
the north, to revel in the destruction and retribution God's wrath
had brought on his persecutors.

All around him people lay dying from
radiation sickness and a myriad range of diseases. He stopped in a
church, (All churches now belonged to Him!) and found a white
friar's robe. He pulled it over his hospital clothing. Jed stood
above the altar and delivered a sermon to an audience too close to
death to hear him. There he used a knife to take the Body and Blood
from a man wearing black boots that looked to be his size. The
boots were a symbol of God's wrath marching across the land,
trampling his enemies underfoot. One day he would march and the
world would tremble in fear. The boots fit perfectly.

It took three days to walk to Minneapolis,
days in which he partook of no food or water. At the outskirts of
the city a looter attacked him. Jed stopped him with the Voice and
cut his throat, captivated by the sudden look of love in the
looter’s eyes. As the blood ran between his fingers, Jed cupped his
hands and drank the hot fluid. In his mind's eye a he saw a new
church rise out of the smoldering ashes, a church built by his own
hands with a parish of millions on their knees before him. In the
church was an altar and on it, a human form, the sacrifice, the
Lamb. The Voice of God, himself, raised a dagger and plunged it
into the Sacrificial Lamb's heart.

Attending priests used bowls to capture the
blood as it pumped from the twitching victim. As the flow ebbed
they fell upon it with knives to render the body into the sacred
sacrament for the masses. The Body and Blood. The price of human
salvation. The Church of the Sacrificial Lamb built on the bones
and ashes of sinners. All would be his, he saw in the vision, if he
partook of this looter’s flesh. Jed fell to it hungrily.

Somewhere in the ruins of Minneapolis, he
found a brass bell. Jed walked the blocked streets and ruins,
ringing the bell, calling out to the survivors, the disparaged, and
the weak. The Voice could not be denied. He called to those who had
nothing…offering hope...and they came. First there was one. Jed
took him by the hand and they walked as brothers. More came to
follow and soon a mob stepped behind him, crying, laughing,
chanting, clinging to his words, rejoicing in what Jed seemed to
offer. He gave them more than they had hoped for...more than they
had wanted.

They gathered in the cracked bowl of the
metro dome. Where the clothing of the people was dirty and stained,
Jed's robe seemed to glow. He told them of the biblical times, when
God sent his son Jesus to be crucified for the sins of man.

But man had not heeded this sacrifice or the
word of God. He had sinned again and again, over eons, without
repenting. Man had been unfaithful. God, the patient, loving
father, had grown angry at last and had punished his children with
the fires of Hell.

Jesus had failed in his attempts, so God had
given his Voice unto the earth again, in Jed, to lay down the laws
of the covenant. His words were the words of the True Faith. They
were the only Way left for man's salvation. Did they want to be
saved? Say Halleluiah!

“From the parish, this rebirth of faith,” he
preached, “must come the Sacrificial Lamb. In return, the parish
will receive the sacrament of Body and Blood. Thus man will pay for
the sins of the world, and you will have peace!”

The people trembled with eagerness; and
flocked to join him. The first group of men became his holy
warriors. To bind and keep them loyal, he promised power and
prestige. Once the guns and food that had survived the fires and
looting were collected, they had the power to enforce his Word over
the people. They were the Soldiers of the Lord. Unless they lost
favor, they would be immune from the Lottery of the Sacrificial
Lamb. And they would, after him, have their choice of women to
breed and build his flock.

The Voice of God's second decree was that all
marriages were invalid. Women were married to the Church of the
Sacrificial Lamb. It was their duty to re-populate the world with
the children of God's will. Any man caught trying to flee the
parish with his wife was put to death. The women were used by any
and all priests who cared to, before being returned to the parish.
Only he had the power to put a woman to death. Some women used
suicide to escape their fates. But most learned that it was best to
come when the Voice called. One or two tried to use their bodies to
gain favor with Him. But they soon learned that the Voice had his
own personal, deadly tastes.

The church of the Sacrificial Lamb had grown
and flourished with no influence from the outside world with the
exception of an occasional drifter. Jed had begun to think about
sending scouts to explore cities farther away, to trample across
the land in his heavy black boots. But now the motor home had
appeared on the other side of the river. A child of Satan had
arrived.

Jed heard a nervous cough from the messenger
across the hall. "Not now!" he wanted to bellow.

He was not finished remembering! He stroked
the dirty stubble on his face. He had shown his warrior priests how
easy it was to rise in favor...and how quickly favor could be lost.
The three warriors he kept closest to him alone had passed above
the petty infighting and squabbles to become true servants of the
Voice. They were devoted. Others, like this messenger, were easily
replaced.

Jed dreamed of a church as large as old
America following his every word. As his flock grew in number they
would become a holy army, crusaders destroying the unfaithful of
the world. He could hear the glorious sound of millions of booted
feet trampling his enemies. Soon it would begin. So soon!

Still, there were problems. Even though the
consuming of the sacrament bound his worshippers together, they
didn't number much above a few thousand souls. Occasionally someone
tried to flee. If they were caught, they replaced the Lamb, drawn
from the day's Lottery. And his worshippers were not above
sacrificing one of their own for food, if the need arose.

Children were being born now, his children,
even though the infant mortality rate was high. The punishment for
eating a child was death. Travelers who entered the city were
stripped of their possessions and offered a choice. Partake of the
sacrament and join the others, bound by guilt and the sins of man,
or become an instant sacrifice in the name of the Lord.

Most joined, especially those who had arrived
in the last year. They had wandered the ruins of the land and had
seen just how few people remained. A new arrival would not have
generated much attention. But this entry was different. No one had
actually seen the motor home arrive.

The sun had come up and there it was. As
usual, the parishioners had been ordered into hiding. His soldiers
were to let the newcomer enter the city before taking the motor
home and making the arrival a prisoner. That had been hours ago.
But now the messenger was here alone. That meant bad news. He did
not want to hear bad news.

Visions complete, Jed returned to the
present. He assumed once again the aura of command. Any problem
would be dealt with quickly. In Voice Jed commanded,” Come forward
and obey the Voice of God."

He watched with amusement as the messenger
lurched forward to prostrate himself on the cold, dirty floor. In
Voice he could make them do anything! The messenger kept his eyes
averted. Jed relished his fear.

The messenger trembled and whispered, "Most
Holy Voice of God, I am called Frankie."

Jed chuckled. "I know your name. The Voice of
God knows all things. Kneel before me, Frankie of the Lamb, and
deliver your message."

"Most Holy Voice, the High Priest Richmond
commands me to inform you that there are armed people in the motor
home."

Jed leaned forward. More than one person?
Perhaps women. His thoughts quickened.

"Is that so? Tell me all you know."

Frankie felt a small return of hope.

"The motor home is black with armor plating
over all the windows and tires. Two priests were killed by a large
machine gun mounted on the roof when they approached the motor
home. The bodies are too close to it and cannot be retrieved for
sacrament. Since we can't see inside and nobody has said anything
from there, we don't know how many people there are. But they sure
shoot well.”

“The High Priest Richmond thinks the intruder
is some kind of scout. He has an Uzi machine gun and moves like a
soldier. We set up an ambush to take him but he disappeared like a
shadow. We don't think he saw us, but he knows something is wrong.
He was calling out in English, but the High Priest thinks he could
be a Russian."

Jed pondered the report. Earlier entries had
brought rumors of Russian and Cuban troops on American soil, but
none had ever actually seen them. There had never been as much as
the rumble of a tank or a contrail in the sky to prove that any
army still existed...until now.

He was not prepared to meet an army. They
would be the children of Satan and could destroy the fragile, young
foundations of his Church with their guns and bombs! Everyone knew
that the Russians assumed total control of every country they took
over. Look what they had done to North Korea! Jed could not afford
to lose everything now, not while the church was growing. He needed
the Russian. If he could interrogate him and gain entrance to the
motor home, Jed could learn the truth and increase his base of
power. It would give him the firepower to control the people in
grow his army like the hoards of Genghis Khan.

Jed crooked a finger and two armed priests
came to take Frankie by the arms.

"God has a task for you. If you carry it out,
you will have proved your worthiness to us. We behold you, Sacred
Lamb of the Sacrament. At sunset the hunt for you shall begin. If
you are captured, you will be offered to a very hungry, screaming
host of your brethren. But if you can find the Russian and capture
him, the benefits of high priesthood will be irrevocably yours. Go
and contemplate your existence until dusk. Then Lamb of God, run
for your life."

He motioned to the priests. "Hold him until
sundown, then let him run."

Another priest came at Jed's summons. "Take
warriors and place them strategically around the motor home. We
will try to trap the intruder there. Keep them there overnight, as
long as you have to. I want the intruder alive!

“Let the others join the hunt. We want the
Lamb to be pushed for a long while. Make sure he is not taken
quickly…give him until midnight. Maybe he will find the Russian
first. Make it known that whoever takes the Russian alive will
receive priestly status and be absolved forever from the Lottery.
It will make good incentive. But he who kills the Russian will die
by my own hand...and will suffer much first!"

With his plans being carried into action, Jed
had time to relax. He scratched his crotch and waved the priests
from the room, but not before calling for the newest altar girl to
be brought to his chambers. She was led to his throne. Jed examined
her hungrily. She was not yet fourteen, with dark hair and large,
frightened eyes. His attendants had bathed and clothed her in a
clean robe. He leaned forward, placed a finger under her chin and
lifted her head so he could look in her eyes. The girl's pupils
contracted in fright.

"Tell god your name."

"Carol," the girl stammered.

Jed commanded in Voice, "Your name is now
Sharon. Say it."

She shuddered, coming under control of the
Voice.

"Sharon. My name is Sharon."

Jed pulled her to his lap and softly fingered
her throat. As he ran his hands up under her robe he said, "Show
us, Sharon, how badly you want to be enlightened in God's true
love."

The priests outside tried to close their
ears. But they could not escape the girl's screams.
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The afternoon sun was low enough in the sky
to cast long shadows across the ruins. Luke stood in one of them,
checking his weapons, making sure they were easily accessible. He
could still feel eyes on him. It would be dusk before he could make
it back to the Gun Ship. He did not want to spend the night in this
place.

He thought again of tracking down one of his
watchers but abandoned the idea. Whatever was wrong here, he did
not want to contribute to the fear and the violence. From what he
could see there had been enough fighting.

Moving with as much concealment as possible,
Luke checked the Wrist Geiger and saw it was after five o'clock. He
started back the way he had come, then stopped and changed
directions, opting for a longer route with more cover. Before he
moved, Luke scanned the surrounding area with the powers of his
extraordinary vision. Letting his eyes wander over the piles of
rock and rubble a hundred yards distant, Luke was rewarded by a
small movement; two fingers of a human hand gripping a boulder. As
Luke watched, the top of a man's head slowly peeked over the top.
Luke saw the man's lips move as he spoke to others out of sight.
They had lost him.

Luke circled quietly but swiftly until he had
them flanked. There were seven, armed with shotguns and pistols,
still facing the way he had come. They acted like frightened
children, but held their weapons firmly. He slipped away. By the
time they realized he had gotten past them, he would be long
gone.

As Luke came to the downtown ruins, he heard
faint shouts. The sounds came from the general direction of the old
metro dome. He heard short periods of silence, then the dull roar
of combined chanting. The voices became louder as he moved closer
to the river, spreading until they came from four different
directions. Soon he could make out individual voices.

"Over here," and "No, he's not here" and
"Keep looking".

The voices had the ugly, excited tone of a
mob. He took the Uzi off safety.

Voices echoed across the ruins, but the piles
of stone and concrete were too large to see over. It was like
walking through canyons. Luke moved back and to the right, hoping
to get around them before he was discovered. He almost made it.

Luke had the Uzi ready as a figure bounded
over and down the coarse, uneven slope. He was unarmed, clothed in
little more than a loincloth. His hair had been hacked short, none
too gently by the cut marks on his neck and face. As the man
spotted Luke and began to scramble his way, Luke saw the marks of
uncleanliness; sores and scabs on his body. His hands and feet were
covered with blood from cuts received running through the ruins.
There was mortal fear in the man's eyes. Luke realized this was the
mob's target.

Frankie had been heading for the river when
he topped a pile of debris and saw the Russian. He used the last of
his energy to reach the soldier. Just as he was about to throw
himself at the big man, he was stopped solidly by the soldier's
outstretched arm. It was like running into an oak post. Frankie
found himself eye to eye with an Uzi. He sank to his knees. The
muzzle of the black, deadly gun stayed unwavering, a centimeter
from his left eye. Frankie felt his panic compound. He could hear
the hunt coming closer.

"Listen man," he pleaded. "Are you Russian?
Do you understand English? We have to get out of here. The people
here are cannibals. Do you understand?"

The soldier did not answer and Frankie
decided he would rather die at this man's hand. A bullet would be
quicker than the Sacramental death. He prepared to make a grab for
the soldier's legs, but stopped when he looked into those icy blue
eyes. The soldier knew what he was about to do!

"This cat's not human," Frankie thought
dazedly. "Or maybe, he is more human than anyone else here."

Frankie could see that the soldier had eaten
well over the last years. He was clean and muscular, with brand new
clothing and boots that still had a shine. He even had big pistols
under his arms, and other weapons all over his clothing. This was a
man Frankie would have liked to be, even before the War.

He was about to ask the soldier to shoot him
when the man said "Talk," in clear, unaccented English; and Frankie
knew he had one small chance to stay alive.

"Listen. They are using me to find you. They
want to kill you and the people in the motor home. They're almost
there! I can show you how to escape but we have to go now. If we
don't, they'll put us both on the spit!"

As Frankie babbled, the first of the mob came
sliding over the mounds. More followed until fifty stood around
them in a loose circle. Luke noticed they kept well out of arm's
reach. They all looked feral; starved, whipped and beaten, like
jackals slinking around a lion's kill. It was all so strange...not
what he had expected. Sensing the hesitancy in their actions, Luke
counted on their fear to keep them at bay...at least for a few
moments. The man at his feet muttered, "Oh, hell. We're shit now,"
and slumped in defeat.

Luke quietly said "Relax," and turned in a
slow circle to examine the mob, Uzi at his hip and pointed, for the
moment, directly at the ground. For the most part, their hair and
beards were long and filthy, matted with filth. Their stench was
magnified by the closeness. The clothing they wore was little
better than rags. He could see the effects of long term disease and
starvation; stomachs potbellied with bloat, the fierce scars of
smallpox, yellow, jaundiced complexions and patches of dead,
sloughing skin. Many had the flat, scabby scars called keloids
caused by exposure to intense heat. With the abundance of water
nearby, Luke could not understand the lack of hygiene.

The mob was armed with primitive weaponry.
Luke saw clubs, knives and spears fashioned out of rusty metal,
baseball bats and in a few hands, simple rocks. He saw again the
bruises and cuts on the man's back and saw the pattern…this man was
being hunted…for someone’s political gain and for this mob…as food.
As they stared at his weapons, Luke felt their envy and hunger. He
lifted Uzi into both hands, preparing to fight for his freedom.

One of the mob, slightly cleaner and armed
with an edged, metal staff, approached Luke. He walked with an
authoritative swagger. Under his dirty white robe, the man wore
boots. His voice was a sneering attempt to hide his fear.

"Who are you? Are you Russian?"

Luke faced him fully and the man took an
involuntary step backwards. The mob rumbled.

"American," Luke answered. "My name is
Kimball. Who are you..." he gestured at the mob, "...and what is
going on here?"

They ignored his questions. Voices came from
the mob, trembling with fear and desire.

"Look. He has guns."

"A machine gun and clips of bullets!"

"Grenades, too. Look at his pistols."

"If we take them, we will hold power."

"We'll be able to escape from this
hell hole."

"Hurry. Get him!"

As the mob edged closer to him and the
kneeling man, the bold one tried to grab the Uzi from Luke's hands.
Luke kicked him hard in the stomach, sending the aggressor flying
backwards. A tide of anger rose in the mob. Their weapons bristled
like the sharp, spiny stingers of an insect swarm. The man lunged
to his feet and thrust the spear at Luke. Luke put a single bullet
in his forehead. The body fell against the stony ground with a
thud. There was a moment’s silence, and then the mob rushed
forward.

Luke jumped back from Frankie, shouted "Run!"
and fired as he moved, a prolonged burst that emptied the 30-round
magazine into the crowd. Blood geysered and bodies fell as
copper-plated 9mm slugs punched through flesh and bone. He kicked a
bleeding, moaning body out of his way as he jammed a fresh magazine
into the Uzi. Running hard he put distance between him and the
hunters, leaping up and over mounds of building rubble.

Mixed with the screams and cries of the
wounded, Luke heard their hound-like wails as they chased him. He
was now the prey, the fox before the hounds.

His flight gained frenzy as the sonic crack
of a bullet whipped past his face. The shot echoed over the
wasteland and Luke began to dodge randomly, making himself as poor
a target as possible. The rifle fired again, dust kicking up at his
feet. He skidded to a halt and dropped behind a pile of rock,
forcing the sniper to find a new position. He had to know how many
there were.

A bullet ricocheted, thudding into the heavy
armor plating of his bullet proof vest. The pain knocked wind from
him and Luke hugged the ground. Too close. They had him pinned.
Risking all, he popped his head up and down, enticing the sniper to
take a shot. The bullet cut the air over his head. Luke saw the
gunner duck back into cover. The range was too great for the Uzi.
He pulled one of the magnums from beneath his arm and thumbed back
the hammer. He came up again and stayed up, firing twice before the
rifleman had a chance to raise his rifle. The sniper flipped
backwards off his perch and Luke heard his rifle clatter off
rock.

More shouts. Luke broke from cover and ran to
the downed sniper. Someone fired a shotgun at him but the distance
was too great. Shot fell on him, a warm, leaden rain. Luke saw the
gunman and put a bullet through his middle, crouched where the
sniper had hidden and quickly thumbed bullets into the magnum’s
cylinder. He examined the sniper’s rifle; the scope had broken in
the fall. Luke removed the bolt from the rifle and threw it as far
as he could. He reached inside the vest and felt his ribs. They
were bruised but no broken skin. He had survived battles with worse
wounds. More bullets pinged off the rocks. He moved away from the
mob, trying to stay in cover, heading for the river.

They pushed him hard and fast. For every one
he shot, there seemed another to blindly pick up the gun. Whatever
was driving them had to be more powerful than their love of
life.

Sunset brought cool, evening air. Luke
welcomed the relief. Sweat and dust now coated him with a slick,
muddy film. Luke wiped as much of it as he could from his face and
hands. His water was gone, the canteen shattered by a bullet. He
was closer to the river. But getting to it was still too risky.
Luke put a pebble in his mouth and sucked on it to work up a
mouthful of saliva. It cut his thirst somewhat, but not enough. He
tore into an energy ration, gulping the dry, leathery bar while
scanning his surroundings.

The moon hung low and full on the horizon. It
drenched the ruins with bone-pale light, turning mountains of
rubble into shining vistas of silver and black. Luke heard
footsteps and ducked into a niche, pulling himself as far back into
the shadow as he could, motionless, as three of his hunters hurried
past with torches. His legs and feet were numb from running and
climbing. The torches made his pursuers easy to see. If only there
weren't so many. They had him cordoned off. It was only a matter of
time before they found and overwhelmed him. Each time he fired,
they came to the sound like a beacon. He was running low on
ammunition.

Luke leaned his head back. It would feel good
to sleep for a short time, just a catnap. But it would be certain
death. They would find him. And stopping now would allow his
muscles to stiffen; to make him an easier target. Luke eased from
his hiding place and crept silently through the night, arms
stinging from countless scrapes and cuts.

He was in what had once been a parking
garage. Some force had buckled the pavement on the floors above
sending them crashing down, leaving long slabs of concrete and
asphalt piled up like the sides of a stone tent. Luke moved into
the comfort of their shadows. The air beneath the slabs was very
cool and carried an acrid, ammonia odor. If he could make the river
he had a chance of survival. He could swim the mile or so up river
to the Gun Ship without fear of being seen. Luke felt a cool breeze
on his back and the odor became stronger.

With his fingertips he sensed tiny vibrations
coming from the ground. Something feathery touched his face.
Torrents of tiny leathery wings swept inches from his head. Bats!
They rose from cracks in the ground around him in black pillars,
forming undulating clouds large enough to blot out much of the
moon's light.

A slight buzzing tickled Luke's eardrums. He
concentrated on the sound, focusing his senses until he heard it
clearly, the sonic harmonies of bats hunting through the sky. One
flew past him and Luke quickly turned his head. The sonic tones
from the creature changed in pitch as it, startled, winged away
from him. The sound was haunting and beautiful, eerily melodic,
reminiscent to him of the songs of whales. To Luke's
ultra sensitive hearing the bat music was a symphony. He
listened to their harmonies for a short time, hearing a sense, a
pattern, something he could almost understand...

Shouts. He had been spotted. Luke sent them
rushing for cover with a short burst from the Uzi. He had had
enough of this. It was time to even the odds. He waited until more
came, then sent a burst over their heads and was gone in one,
snakelike motion. He fled noisily, leading them, until he came to a
place where rubble blocked an alley to form a small canyon. They
would be forced to come together as they chased him, to be funneled
into a trap. Luke hoped they would not notice their vulnerability
before he had a chance to open up. He found a large rock bastion
and knelt behind it, placing magazines for the Uzi where he could
easily reach them. He touched his combat harness to make sure the
grenades were still there. Ready.

The hunters made a tremendous clamor. Luke
heard a pebble roll, a faint sound that made him glance quickly
over his left shoulder. As he did, a hot spike of pain slammed into
his left eye. The blow knocked him back. For a moment his whole
world spun. Half-blinded, Luke managed to turn on his side and
catch the next blow on his arm. His vision was just clear enough to
see a ragged figure holding a whip-like, broken section of a
solid-steel car antenna. It cut through his skin like a knife,
leaving a long, bloody slash. The attacker grinned, tasting
victory, and raised the antenna again. Luke snapped his feet under
him and launched forward before the steel ship fell again. He
rammed the hard blade of his hand into the attacker's throat,
crushing cartilage. His fingers shattered the vertebrae. The man
was dead before the surprise could fade from his eyes.

Hot blood soaked Luke’s arm. Fighting black
spots in his vision, Luke heard more than saw the first hunters
come into range and fired a long burst with the Uzi, spraying
bullets wildly. The barrage sent them scurrying, giving him a few
precious seconds to care for himself. Ignoring the slash on his
arm, he pulled the tanto from its sheath and sliced two strips of
fabric from the leg of his fatigue pants. Luke folded a smaller
square and pressed it over his wounded eye. The pain made him gasp.
He tied the long strip of cloth over the compress, tying it
securely. The vision in his right eye was still blurred and
spotted, the pain a steady lance into his head. Around the spots he
could see fairly well, but not enough to keep track of everything
going on around him. He was in serious trouble. Luke fired the rest
of the magazine randomly across the rocks, swapped it for a fresh
one and pulled himself over the rubble at the back of the canyon.
The debris dropped into a clear section of street veiled in the
evening shadows.

There was no point in hiding now. His hunters
swarmed over the rocks like a swarm of hungry ants. He made out the
fuzzy, orange dots of their torches as they closed in. He was half
a mile or so from the river. It might as well have been 100 miles.
Luke entered a straight, narrow reach of relatively clear street
and found himself trapped between two parties of the hunters. Their
cries echoed off the ruins.

An alleyway opened to his left and he took it
running. On either side of him sections of walls rose almost two
stories, still standing after the damage done to the rest of the
city. The alley was a dead end. A trap and a bad place for a last
stand.

The street was thirty yards away. When the
first group filled the alley's mouth, Luke fired a series of bursts
that sent them back out of sight. As he waited for them to reappear
he scanned the walls, looking for any means of escape. High on his
left was an open window. The wall appeared to be fairly
substantial, with part of a building behind it. Some of the bricks
had fallen from the wall, leaving gaps he might be able to reach
with his hands and feet. He had nothing to lose. He fired another
burst and stretched his fingers to the first handhold.

When the mob saw what he was doing, they
raised a shout and entered the alley. Luke fired the Uzi one handed
until it clicked empty, dropped it and continued climbing. The mob
trampled itself in a rush to grab the weapon. They fought and
snarled over it, wailing as they realized it was empty.

Rocks and thrown fragments of iron began to
chip the brick around him. No guns yet. He had to make it through
the window before the guns came. Luke kicked himself higher and
wedged fingers in a crack, clawing his way upwards.

Twenty feet up, someone with a strong arm hit
him in the leg with an egg-sized rock. Luke gasped in pain and
slipped, hanging by his left hand. He found a toe-hold and pulled a
magnum from under his left arm. He triggered it blindly into the
crowd. They tried to scatter, crushing each other in panic. He
thrust the pistol in his waistband and scrabbled up the last ten
feet.

Something thudded into his bulletproof vest.
Luke looked over his shoulder and with blurred vision saw an arrow
sticking from the fabric. He looked down and saw a figure drawing
back a bow. With a desperate burst of speed Luke pulled himself up
and through the window. A second arrow followed him, grazing his
boot. Lying on the ground, Luke pulled hard on the grenades,
freeing them from their retaining pins. He let the handles go and
pitched the grenades through the window, two and two again. Then he
rolled face down and covered his ears.

He felt the explosions through every tired
bone in his body. The concussions shook dust from the building.
Even with his eye closed, Luke saw the flash. The silence following
the explosions was punctuated by moans and cries for help. Luke
climbed painfully to his feet, reloaded the magnum and drew the
second, a pistol in each hand. He edged to the window and looked
down. Bodies lay scattered, blood splattering the bricks below. He
had not asked for this. He knew that more of the hunters would be
here soon, in moments, drawn by the explosions. Maybe this wealth
of…food…would keep them busy. He had to keep moving.

Luke slipped away from the window. The
opposite side of the ruined building was open, terminating in a
sloping pile of debris. Luke limped to the slope and climbed down,
staying in the concealment of the shadows. Moving was painful.
Miraculously, the arrow still stood out from his vest. He reached
up and snapped it off as he moved.

At first he limped, then walked and soon
trotted as he limbered up, catching a second wind. He gripped the
magnums tightly, ready to battle again. His head rang, sharply
reducing the range of his heightened senses. The pain in his head
was fading into a hot, painful pressure. He could not feel the orb
at all and by this knew the eye was destroyed. Infection would set
in soon. He would have to find a doctor, if any remained in this
post-nuclear madness, or he would be dead in days. Presuming he
survived tonight. Luke slipped from shadow to shadow, bound for the
river. He knew he could make it that far. He had to. The river was
his only hope for survival.

 


 


 


 


 


The Divided Man

Teacher and the Wolf

 


 


Luke used confusion and darkness as allies to
lose himself in the ruins. His ambush had disoriented the mob. They
wandered in groups now, their spirit broken, lacking the cohesion
that had made them so dangerous before.

He made it to the river undetected and found
what had been the University of Minnesota West Bank campus. Luke
didn't have the strength to swim the river or make it back to the
raft. His injuries were slowing him down. He was hurt bad and
needed a place to hole up.

He shook his head, trying to clear his
vision, but the motion only increased the dizziness. To his right
was the collapsed span of the Washington Avenue Bridge, most of its
bulk hidden by the black waters of the river. The bared steel
skeleton of Wiley Hall was up the hill and behind him.

A wave of nausea brought Luke to his knees.
When he tried to stand, his whole world spun and went black. He
came to with his back against a smooth stone wall. He staggered to
his feet and saw that it was the south wall of the art
building.

Fires had scorched away most of the bright,
decorative paint once covering the building. But the surround
terrain had protected it from the worst of the blasts. It was the
best shelter he could see. He dragged himself into the open maw of
the doorway and stopped when he caught a familiar smell. Coffee.
His mouth watered. He raised the magnums and moved deeper into the
building.

The interior was cloaked in impenetrable
blackness. Luke felt his way through the disorder of the hallway,
moving slowly, careful not to make any sound. From the doorway of a
studio at the end of the hall he saw the welcoming orange glow of
fire. He eased to the doorway, magnums aimed before and behind him.
A low, warning growl stopped him. Luke moved his head slowly into
the doorway, trying to pick out the canine shape before it leapt at
him. He eared back the hammers on the magnums...and almost shot the
old man.

"Don't let the dog scare you. Come to the
fire so I may see you."

The voice was friendly; unafraid and
trusting. Luke hesitated. There could be more inside, waiting for
him. He brushed a grenade with his thumb. One through the door
would take care of any ambush. Luke holstered one of the pistols
then took a deep breath and relaxed, listening. With his highly
sensitive hearing, all he could find were the sounds of one man and
a dog breathing. Luke lowered the magnum and stepped into the
room.

Once the art studio had been expansive. Part
of the ceiling had collapsed, blocking most of the room and
exposing it to the night sky. The old man's fire was small, well
tended and warm. The room had been swept clean and that was the
first overall impression Luke had of the old man…cleanliness. When
Luke saw him, he holstered the magnum.

"You look like Father Christmas,” Luke mused
out loud.

The old man laughed. His voice was music
after the screams and gunfire. He was wide and stocky with flowing,
silver hair and a beard reaching well down his chest. A sizable
belly stretched the waistband of his khaki trousers. His face was
full and ruddy in the firelight. Luke saw his clothes were old and
faded, but well mended. His hands were empty. One rested on the
head of a very large and watchful timber wolf. The animal followed
Luke with its eyes, but its tail gently thumped the floor. There
was no threat for him here.

The old man’s laugh trailed off and Luke saw
his glasses catch the jump and flicker of the flames. For a moment,
it appeared that fire burned within him as well. Then the old man
cocked his head and the illusion was gone.

"Santa Claus? I wish I could be. The world
could use some joy. No, I'm just an old teacher living in the bones
of a once proud learning institution. Come closer so I can see
you."

Luke limped to the fire and painfully eased
himself to the ground. He was dizzy again and fought the urge to
retch.

"You're Luke Kimball."

Luke moved his left hand closer to the magnum
under his left arm, ready to draw and fire to his right, where the
old man sat.

"Good guess."

If the old man noticed the move he chose to
ignore it. Instead he bent to the fire, talking as he worked.

"I recognize you from magazine articles. You
were very famous before the war, especially here in Minnesota. War
hero, international businessman and defender of the weak. You dealt
very harshly with terrorists. You refused to grant interviews, so
most of what was published about you was speculation. The mystery
only made you more newsworthy. You preferred to live a very private
life.”

Luke let his hands relax.

"I did not like publicity. Who are you?"

The old man poured out two cups and handed
one to Luke. It was steaming hot coffee, black and strong. The
warmth helped to revive him.

Settling back, the old man sighed.

"I'm just an old teacher. Yes, you can call
me that: Teacher Oldman. It's as good a name as any and better,
tonight, than most. Over the years I've taught many people many
things and still have a few lessons left to give. But those in
time, though time does indeed grow short. How have you come to be
here, in this condition on this night, Mr. Kimball?"

Luke briefly described what had happened to
him, deleting any mention of his depression or of the Manitou.

"You are the first person I've really talked
to in three years."

"Three years alone? I would not wish that on
anyone. And now you have come back to this pit of sorrows. I think
you now have a feel for what life is like here."

"Teacher, what is driving these people to
cannibalism and murder? What kind of fear?"

"Ah, you've met Brother Jed's Church of the
Sacrificial Lamb. You are the first to escape their hunt. If
caught, you would have been sacrificed for the Body and Blood. But
don't worry. They never come here. Something about this place
frightens them off.”

"Church? Who is Jed and what is this
church?"

"People continued to live in the Twin Cities
after the bombs and plagues. As the fires ended, the survivors
fought for what food and weapons were left. Many died. There was
only despair. The few survivors existed like animals. Then Jed
came.

"Before the war, Brother Jed was a prominent
evangelist. He became insane and murdered a young girl. He was
incarcerated in a mental institution and escaped when the bombs
fell. He came to the Twin Cities during the height of the plagues,
walking the streets, ringing a shiny brass bell to call the people.
Poor souls; their lives were destroyed and in Jed they saw hope and
salvation."

"So Jed is a religious tyrant."

"Literally. But Luke, he is much, much more.
Jed is a twisted man, evil and insane. And he has tapped into
forces beyond his comprehension."

Luke let the comment on forces slide for the
moment, seeking information on the here and now.

"Why was I hunted, instead of being forced to
join this church?"

Teacher pointed at his weapons.

"You were hunted because of the threat your
weapons and Gun Ship pose to his authority. Here, guns are power.
Jed has convinced his followers he is the Voice of God and that his
rule is what they must suffer in atonement for the grievous damage
man has inflicted on the world. You see, Jed takes the Body and
Blood quite literally. Here you either take the sacrament...or
become it. The sin of eating human flesh serves to bind his parish
together. Now you see why the population here is so
dispirited."

"Religion is a powerful form of social
control. Can't the people rise up against him?"

"No, Luke. Jed is very dangerous. He has the
power of Voice. When the War came, barriers between this world
and…others…were torn. I believe you have heard this. He touched a
source of power that gave him the ability to speak with such
conviction that the wills of those who listen to him are
overpowered. He bends emotion. You will be able to resist him. But
Jed can tell the average person that the world would be better off
without him, and that person would gladly commit suicide to make
the world a better place. Think what he could command masses to do.
You have seen some of this. His power is frightening and real, part
of our post nuclear reality. And his power is growing, ready
to spread across the land. But don't hate him. Pity him."

Teacher's voice was hypnotic. Luke fought to
stay awake, to follow Teacher’s train of thought. Had he told
Teacher about the Manitou? He could not remember.

"I don't hate anyone,' he muttered tiredly.
“I am incapable of hate.”

"Not even yourself? Ah, the soul-less man. We
all lost irreplaceable things in the War. By surviving those losses
we adapt. That which does not kill us makes us stronger, eh? Most
of the world's population is gone. The animals have fared better.
Gods of all manners and animals both real and mythical roam the
Earth…at least for a time. Our world is rapidly changing, Luke,
entering into what scientists would call mega evolution. If
mankind can't adapt, it will die. But more than just humanity will
die with it."

Luke set down the cup with a clatter, barely
able to stay awake.

"I think the best thing for me to do is get
out of here as soon as possible. People can't be like this
everywhere."

Teacher shook his head. "Leaving here will
not be as easy as you think; and leaving here will change you.
Being here already has. Your eye is bleeding. Do you wish me to
take a look at it?"

Luke tilted his head and tried to focus on
Teacher. "Are you a doctor as well as a theologian?"

Teacher chuckled. "No, but one learns a
little about a great many things over the years. You can't help but
learn from all you do."

Luke held still as Teacher gently removed the
bandage from his eye. The old man soaked a cloth in warm water and
bathed the blood and dirt from Luke's face.

Teacher frowned. "This is very bad. The eye
is damaged and must be removed. You will have to find a doctor very
soon or you will die. You must leave tomorrow, difficult as it may
be. Your life depends on it. After tonight this place will no
longer be safe. But you are a warrior. The tools of survival are in
your grasp."

Teacher had Luke hold a square of clean cloth
against his eye, and then used a long strip of dark cloth to hold
the compress in place. The tightness of the bandage was comforting.
Luke's head nodded and he shut his good eye. Teacher kept talking,
glancing at Luke from time to time as he cleaned up.

The old man’s voice began to deepen and
change tone.

"You will find many choices in the world,
Luke, if you escape here. Escaping is only your first choice. And
your future is about choices. The people left in the world only
have two choices now. They can live the old way, scavenging a way
of life the led to destruction until there is nothing left to
take…to live for. It would be the end of man and more.

“This could happen much sooner than you might
think. Or they can begin anew and reach for a way of life that is
older and much more fundamental, to learn from the past and not
repeat it, to create something new. To send the Hoop of Life on a
new revolution.

“Only one person can turn that Hoop, Luke.
You are the Father…you were foretold. Reluctant as you are, you are
the one. You have been thrown into first steps of a most difficult
journey where no mortal man can guide you. I can only help you in
one way, for now. First you must dream a dream.”

Teacher saw that Luke was asleep. He finished
applying the bandage to Luke's head, sat back and took the glasses
from his face. A warm, spectral light began to build in his eyes,
spreading through the pores in his skin until he shown like molten
gold. As the light reached a brilliant intensity, he placed a
glowing hand on Luke's forehead and said "My Son."

Luke dreamed. He floated in an infinite,
womblike void. He did not know how long he had been there. It could
have been seconds, or centuries. Each thought was an echo. He was
aware…aware. Abruptly there was a flash of searing, white light.
Sensation overwhelmed him and Luke screamed, feeling cramped
muscles in his back and crossed legs, the sun on his naked, painted
body, parching dust in his throat and nose. Spots danced across the
insides of his eyelids. Chanting in a strange language filled his
head, rythmic and haunting. Hypnotic. It was the song of the bats,
the voices that had carried the little boy he had seen on the night
the missiles flew.

He opened his eyes and squinted against the
brilliant sun. He touched his left eye. It was whole. Strange. The
singing, he realized, was coming from his cracked and dry lips. He
could not understand the words, but knew somehow that they were
very old; older than the first white men ever to touch this land,
older than the Mayan civilizations; and very important to his
survival. He realized that this was dreamtime, but at the same
time, no dream.

Luke looked down at his body. His skin was
brightly painted with small, intricate designs. He felt tightness
around his eyes and mouth, nose, and knew that his face was
decorated as well. The whorls and circles of blue and red, green,
black and yellow were sacred, he knew. In his right hand was a
Japanese Noh theatre mask of thick, clear crystal. He could not
tell what it was, for the design of the face kept changing. In his
left was a pipe fashioned from the femur of a bison and carved red
stone. From the pipe hung a feather from a golden eagle.

He raised the pipe and mask to the heavens
and stopped chanting. The wind continued to whisper the chant,
start to finish, over and over again. Above him the sun was a
perfect disk, blasting actinic white light and heat across the
land. The sky was cloudless and washed until it was a pale ghost of
blue. And stretching across the sky from horizon to horizon was a
pulsing band of crimson fire. The Hoop of Life.

It seemed to pulse with the beating of his
heart. Luke could hear the hiss and rush of the flames, pulsing in
time with the cadence of the chant. The fiery wheel was in constant
motion, threads of it circling the sky like a snake with its tail
in its mouth. Yet he sensed, a greater motion was missing…had been
missing for ages.

He sat at the edge of a butte high above the
world. It could have been somewhere in Arizona or New Mexico, but
he understood that this was no place on earth. Below him the land
glowed. Neon bright bands of pastel yellow, purple, turquoise and
white banded infinite mazes of canyons that stretched away from the
butte. The canyons gave way to a blinding white alkali desert where
nothing grew. The desert in turn faded to black mountains that
rimmed the horizon a hundred or a million miles away. Sitting where
he was, Luke knew he was at the top of the world. Even though the
desert was miles below him, Luke could see a single line of
footprints coming from the mountains across the desert, through the
maze of canyons to this butte. The tracks were his.

Luke felt fear then because he was sitting at
the top of the world, alone, and it was a long drop to the desert
below. He was deathly afraid of the height.

"If the view frightens you, move away from
the edge."

Luke looked over his shoulder. The Manitou
stood behind him. The God was almost seven feet tall and heavily
muscled; Luke's twin except for the elk head and antlers.

The god was naked and covered with the same
designs as Luke, only all in white. Luke felt an urge to put on the
crystal mask and did so. He felt safer wearing it; protected from
things he did not understand. He knuckled himself around until he
sat cross legged with his back to the edge of the world. There was
something he should be noticing, something important. But his fear
of heights and of the Manitou overwhelmed his thoughts. Luke fought
the urge to panic. He sat where he was.

“Are you the man or the mask?” the Manitou
asked bemused. “Who are you hiding from?”

"What are you doing in this dream?" Luke
asked, surprised at the calmness in his voice. "Have you come to
return my soul?"

The Manitou answered in Luke’s own voice. "I
am not here by choice. Some of my kind favors you. You have been
granted a vision. I am here because I stand in opposition to you.
It is the Way. More I do not have to say."

Some of his panic eased as Luke sorted
through this information, searching for the pattern, the connection
of the Manitou and his presence here. "Why are you wearing white
paint?" Luke asked.

The Manitou raised his head and bugled at the
sky. The fiery Hoop contracted momentarily and Luke caught the
ripe, foul stench of death over sharp, flinty dust and grit.
Memories flooded him. The sharp scents of the Afghan desert.

"Because white is the color of death. I am
your mirror, Death, the ultimate discovery. Why do you wear your
colors?" It asked in return.

"Because…” Luke paused, information rising in
his mind, “My colors are those of life. I am your mirror and
represent Life." Luke sat back, stunned that not only that he knew
this answer, but that he accepted it…and all it implied.

The Manitou grinned. "There can be only one.
Life and death cannot be separated. This means we must fight. I am
a God. Do you know what kind of power I am able to call against
you?

“Listen to me. I know you don't want to be
here. You're not of the Spirit World. You're not ready this…you did
ask to be chosen. And no one has told you…you do have a choice
right now. You can get down from here and it all goes away. They
can't make you stay. Not Teacher, not anyone. I can show you how to
leave."

Luke thought about it, feeling bits of
information fit together like circuits. “I didn't ask to be brought
here. But now that I am, I think I'II stay. I may learn something
here.” Luke looked over his shoulder. “Besides, there is no way
down."

"We can climb,” the Manitou mentioned
casually.

"I can't. I have to hold the pipe in one
hand. My hands would not be free."

"If you give me the pipe to hold,” the
Manitou continued, “you can climb down. No problem. As long as you
are here, I have to be here also. If nothing else, you can make the
Pantheon come to you on the ground. No heights to worry about.
They'll do it. They need you."

Luke was confused by this almost friendly
change in the Manitou. Information continued to connect, now larger
pieces, fitting together like a lattice. Here was his enemy, a
creature who had stolen his soul. It was a god and had powers that
he could not comprehend…although he knew for a certainty that this
knowledge was coming to him. Here the Manitou seemed the voice of
trust. But was this a mirror he could trust with…more than his
life?

So where was the trap? Luke gazed over the
Spirit World, thinking about how he felt here, and then remembered
he had never been afraid of heights. With this realization he felt
something like a thread snap in his mind, some spell broken, and
the fear dissolved.

Luke smiled. "I will go down if you carry me
on your back," he replied.

The Manitou scratched between its antlers and
knelt down a little way from Luke. "O.K. Just step over here and
I'll carry you down. You can keep your things. All you have to do
is come to me."

Luke looked down at the top of the butte.
This was what the cloud of fear had hidden. Surrounding him was a
chalked circle of strange, mystic symbols, appearing to be both
written language and pictographs. His protection. The Manitou could
not live within this charmed circle. Neither could Luke live if he
strayed outside its boundary. He had not earned that right yet.

"You come here, Manitou, inside the
circle."

The Manitou did not move. It studied Luke
with suddenly soulless eyes, the look Luke had when he was about to
take life.

"I know now, the circle would kill you.
Whatever fear you put over me is gone.”

The information he had been pondering
suddenly all fit together and the revelation amazed him. Luke
touched his face and the mask he wore. “I wear the crystal mask.
What do you see in its face? Do you see the man or the mask?" he
asked the Manitou.

"I see the man hiding behind what he is not,"
the Manitou answered. "You deny that which is yourself. You always
have. All I see in the mask is what you strive to conceal, a deep
self-loathing. Fear."

The Manitou leapt to its feet and laughed.
Smoke began to boil around its feet.

"Twice now we have met, Kimball. Remember
that I have a part of you in me. I know you better than you know
yourself. Ponder that until we meet again. If you live that long.
You have passed this trial, but it is only the first of many."

The God disappeared in a clap of thunder. In
the silence that followed, Luke turned again to face the Spirit
World, taking care to stay within the circle. His stomach growled
and he realized that it had been days since he had eaten. Today
would be his vision day. Would he earn the right to walk in the
Spirit World? Did he want to? If were to win back his soul, he had
no choice. As Luke readied himself to chant again, the wind raised
spirit voices.

"Teacher," he called out; "Do I dream?"

Teacher Oldman had once been his name. In a
much older time he had been called Grandfather.

In a voice big as the sky Grandfather
answered "My son. Be an eagle."

Luke touched the mask and felt it grow into
an eagle's beak. His arms contracted into wings, fingers into
black, glossy feathers tinged with gold. There was a moment of
sharp pain as his body changed, and then he was free! The sacred
pipe hung from his neck on a thong, bouncing gently against his
feathered breast. Luke raised his wings and the wind caught him,
spiraling him up on a powerful cyclone of warm air until the earth
curved at the horizons and the sky took on the blackness of
space.

Grandfather spoke in his head. "Let us go
back to the beginning."

Luke plummeted; crashing earthward with such
force that he thought the feathers would tear from his wings. As
the terrain gained discernable features he slowed and leveled off,
gliding through the afternoon sky above Minneapolis. He recognized
this day as the beginning, where he had started three years before.
He banked and began a long circle that would take him past the
gleaming, mirrored pyramid of the SCI building. Below him on
Highway 494, traffic snaked along, windows glinting in the sun like
strings of jewels.

"Behold," Grandfather said and Luke saw the
helicopter stopped in midair himself in the pilot’s seat, Pierce
next to him, a fly trapped in the amber of time. He too was
motionless, but felt no fear.

Grandfather said, "This is good. You have
completed a hoop. It is a hoop of life surrounded by another,
again, an infinity of beginnings and endings in the hoop of your
life. Here is your first lesson. All things are connected. Balanced
in the patterns you are so adept at sensing. Never forget the unity
that exists between all things that you perceive as good and
evil."

The helicopter moved. Luke winged closer and
for a moment, locked eyes with himself. He felt disorientation and
remembered the feeling he had on that afternoon three years before.
Yes. All things were connected. Briefly he felt weight on his back
and craned his neck to see but Grandfather stopped him.

“That is for another vision,” he
whispered.

The wind caught him and carried him across
the Atlantic Ocean with

dizzying speed. Day faded into night.

"Your story begins here," Old Man said, and
his dream shifted into high gear; a tintinnabulation of sight,
sound and emotion. It was the Hell the world had survived.

Floating above Europe Luke saw missiles rise
from their silos all over Korea, Russia, Europe and the Middle
East, Asia. He followed them overseas, each one, to their
culminations as bursts like miniature suns above the cities, as
pillars of deadly fire from impact craters.

Answering missiles rose from the Americas and
he followed those to impact as well. Where every missile detonated
he watched people become brief, x-ray image parodies of themselves
before they incinerated, felt the searing pain and agony of each as
they died, the suffering of those who lay were unlucky enough to
survive and lay wounded, burned to the edge of death.

The pain nearly drove him out of his mind.
But he forged on through time, experiencing it all, following the
fleeing, the new refugees of burnt flesh and tattered clothing,
hearing the sobs, moans and pleas of the dying, for children lost
and prayers for simple things like a glass of cool water.

In every mushroom cloud he saw the familiar
antlered shape of the Manitou, the antlered god, the Hart of
Darkness. Then fallout came, wisps of dust that killed by touching.
A sickly, frail child touched her head and a handful of hair fell
away. She did not know why. Her name was Christine and Luke felt
her die.

More missiles were launched from around the
world, hissing cargos of deadly mists over the land. The faces of
the victims became blotched, swollen, bleeding. Their throats
developed ugly, swollen buboes before they died. Bubonic Plague,
Anthrax, Ebola, and other, even more evil plagues. He felt the
death of each as if it were his own, saw millions of corpses
rotting under dark and heavy skies.

There was a great rumbling as the San Andreas
Fault opened wide from seismic pressures, atomic hammer blows
rocking the earth. Molten stone flowed from the cracks and part of
California fell into the sea. A wailing rose from the core of the
earth. It was Luke realized, tears clouding his eagle eyes, the
Earth Mother crying.



In the aftermath, Luke lived the last moments
of every victim of the War. He died a million times and went far
beyond madness, and was reborn into a state of lucidity where he
could assimilate those lives and stories.

The plagues passed. There were few people
left on the earth, a mere handful, a dwindling shadow of the
earth's former population. The survivors huddled in despair as dark
clouds hid the planet. At least they were alive.

Heavy mantles of snow covered the most of the
earth once, twice and three times; then pulled back to reveal the
first shoots of green grass. Earth Mother was making a new robe to
hide her scars. The grass grew quickly to hide the bleached bones.
The survivors cautiously lifted their heads and breathed in the
spring air. Newborn young stepped out into the sunshine on shaky
colt's legs. Many of the children, both human and animal, were
different in small, significant ways, better able to live in the
changed land. Some were not and died in birth, their souls rising
up to freedom before finding a new hoop and returning to rebirth
once more.

Ancient gods returned to the earth, native
and Norsk, Mayan, Islander, a rich, multinational pantheon that
sought the connection of their human counterparts. God and man
twined, each needing the other to survive.

"When the accepted collapses," Old Man said,
"the unusual and unique become the norm. Man calls it evolution.
Watch closely and learn. These are the Hoops that connect your
life."

His dream surged ahead. Soaring low, Luke
followed small bands of scavengers riding the highways in cars,
trucks, on motorcycles, to settle into towns and cities like
locusts looting, plundering and burning; laying an already
decimated population to more waste before riding on. They sought no
gods; only food and fuel, weapons and other tools of survival.

On a motorcycle rode a young man with copper
skin flat, Amerindian features and black, expressionless eyes. A
bandanna held back his shoulder length black hair. He was festooned
with handguns and other weapons. The man’s mind dwelled on the
violence in his wake. There was an inherent wrongness to what he
had just done.

A small voice from his past whispered, "This
is not the Navajo way," and he began to realize the impact of what
he had done, the wrongs he had committed. He had lost his
connection to the great spirits.

In the eastern states he found a young man
with shaggy black hair and piercing blue eyes sitting next to a
freshly dug grave; his wife's. Blood seeped through bandages
covering his face, arms and chest. Mixed with his blood were tears.
Around his neck was a Star of David. Next to him were a Gibson
guitar and an M 16. As Luke watched, the man pulled a knife
from inside his black leather jacket and began to cut his hair in a
Mohawk. He was about to ride the war path.

On Padre Island in Texas, a beautiful woman
with cafe aulait skin ran to the edge of the surf. She fell to her
knees and let the cool waters of the Gulf of Mexico wash over her
as she clutched her head and cried out, driven to despair, yearning
to comfort the one who grieved so deeply, that she could feel but
could not touch.

In a field in South Dakota, under a
cottonwood tree, a powerful black man reclined, a thick, tattered
volume of Shakespeare in his lap. He looked at the eagle, smiled
and said, "To be or not to be. That is the question, is it
not?"

Looking briefly into the man's past, Luke saw
horrors committed upon him that would have turned normal men into
machines of hatred. But this man had true nobility of spirit. He
had much to teach the world.

As he winged over a small, southwest
Minnesota farm town, a swarm of the motorcycled riding scavengers
rode out, leaving a woman with long, raven colored hair lying
naked, half dead in the street. Even as badly beaten as she was,
she was the most beautiful woman Luke had ever seen.

She had been a doctor, once. But now she was
simply a survivor. The scavengers had left her for dead. But they
had not found her medicines! They were safe. She had a shotgun.
Next time they came, she would be ready. But right now she hurt so
badly, she thought she might never heal inside.

Luke wanted to hear and see more, but the
dream would not let him stop.

"There is much more to see," Grandfather told
him, "More to see and dawn is almost here. Hurry."

The wind carried him to the center of North
America, where he could see all the land from coast to coast. From
mountains and deserts, farmland and forest, city ruins and isolated
cabins he watched them come, a trickle of survivors, people who had
their faces to the wind, sensing the changes. Many were Native
Americans, people who had not moved far from their old ways of
living with the Earth Mother. They were from all tribes and
backgrounds, separate peoples sharing a common spiritual bond,
whose gods once again danced in the skies. Others were of all
races, people who were aware, could sense a change, could feel
hope. All headed westward, bound for a single location, coming
together in one place to dance the most sacred dance. But before
they could reach their destination, the earth turned and the
location was hidden from him.

"Where will they come together?" Luke
asked.

"In a place you must find your own way to.
The dance must be danced again, but for now the dance grounds lie
beyond your reach and will only be found inside your heart if you
look deep enough. Let your heart lead you and all who will follow
you. There is the true path."

"I don’t understand this dream. Who will I
lead? Where will I go and what am I supposed to do? All I want to
do is get my soul back from the Manitou. I can feel nothing. I'm a
robot. I only want to be whole again so I can live the rest of my
life in peace."

Grandfather laughed. "Selfish man. There has
been too much war in your soul for peace to come to you now. Your
return to wholeness can only be accomplished by something greater
than yourself. The Hoop must turn…you must save others to save
yourself. Mankind is doomed to extinction and if man dies, all he
created; including his gods; will also die. A god’s Achilles heel
is faith. If there is no one to believe, gods fade away. Gods need
men to believe in them, thus a hoop is perpetuated and keeps
spinning.”

“The people need to be led to a new path.
They must learn from the mistakes of old and create anew. After the
War, nothing can remain the same. The radiation will and is causing
changes in man and beast that make it impossible to go back. Do you
believe in unicorns? Believe now, for anything is possible.”

Luke saw the face of Grandfather translucent
in front of his. "Out there are seven people who, if you can bring
them together, will form a nucleus for a new turn of the Hoop of
man. Through their suffering, each has tempered into stronger,
something magical. You have seen them. You must be their guide. It
is written on the Hoop. The Manitou knows this and seeks to stop
you."

Luke pondered this. "If I am to do this and
the Manitou stops me, won't it die with the rest of the Gods?"

"Yes, but the Manitou is a many-faceted god.
In many aspects it is the antithesis of reason, the right of left,
and the up of down. It is neither good nor evil. Think of the
Manitou as a mirror that will force you to face what you hate or
fear most about yourself. That is why it is so dangerous. But by
taking your soul, the Manitou has made you stronger in ways you
don't yet understand.

“If you follow your heart, your dream and
strengths will become clear. It will connect the hoops of your
life. Remember again Luke, life is a hoop. In the light of day this
dream will be only a dream...if you choose it to be so. But
remember what is at stake. And beware the Manitou. It has
prophesied. When you two next meet, only one of you shall survive
the encounter."

Luke found himself back on the butte in human
form.

"You are not alone on this quest, Luke.
Others will guide you as your journey progresses, just as others
will stand in your way. And we too shall meet once more. Goodbye
for now, Luke Kimball."

The chanting of the wind began to fade. As
the voices receded, Luke knew what he had to do to finish the
dream. He had earned the right. Carefully he placed the pipe and
mask in the protected circle, and then stepped out of it. He was
now bound to the Spirit World and could exist here without the
protection of sacred magic. He shut his eyes and stepped back off
the butte, arching his back into the dive, remembering the grace
and power of what it was to fly. He fell forever it seemed, finally
passing into the black, womblike void at the edge of the Spirit
World, and back into sleep.

The brightness of sunshine brought Luke
awake. He was sitting outside on the bank of the river and wondered
how he had come there. His head and eye were numb where Teacher had
bandaged him. He felt hot, the beginnings of a fever. He was naked
and his gear was nowhere to be seen. Hopefully, it was still
inside.


Nature pressed at his bladder and Luke
staggered to his feet. He limped to the edge of the river, feeling
the pain and stiffness of his wounds. Luke was surprised at how
tender his skin was. He looked and felt sunburned. It had been a
dream. It was too crazy to be real. Yesterday had been too strange
all around. He now faced the problem of getting out of the area
without being seen by Jed's cannibals. From this point of the
river, he was no more than a few miles from the Gun Ship. If he
hugged the rocky edge of the water, he just might make it to the
raft unseen. Maybe. The sky was filling with the first orange light
of dawn. He had to leave now.

Then Luke looked at his hands and saw the
flecks of paint. He brought his fingers closer to his face. There
were tiny specks of red and blue, green, yellow; that dusted away
easily. Luke saw patterns for a brief moment, intricate whorls, and
thought of the dream again. It was all so clear. Yet it was only a
dream, wasn't it? He had spent the night in the art building. His
gear had little chips of colored paint all over from the peeling
walls. Luke went inside to thank Teacher for his help but the old
man was gone.

The ashes of the fire were cold. Luke heard a
noise and Samson come from the shadows. Luke knelt down and gave
the wolf's ears a good scratching.

"Where's Teacher, boy?"

Samson whined and Luke thought of his dream
again. Teacher Oldman had died during the War. He remembered living
the old man's death. But not Teacher/Grandfather. So it wasn’t a
dream. He quickly shouldered his pack. After making sure the
magnums were loaded, he tore open an field rations and shared the
food with the wolf, wondering what to do now. First, escape. Then
sort out this vision.

As Luke left the shadows of the art building,
the sun topped the cliffs of the river's east bank with the first
true light of day.

"Come, Samson," he said, and the wolf
followed him to the water's edge. "What part will you play in all
of this?" Luke asked the wolf.

Samson looked at him, head tilted and ears
cocked, before trotting upriver. Luke followed him, keeping as much
to cover as possible, not knowing what lay ahead of him. If the
dream was true, and he had to accept that it was, he had a role to
play. But it was a role he was reluctant to accept. All he wanted
was wholeness and peace. So what was his soul worth? If he was to
save the world, to get this Hoop spinning again, then he would. But
Luke had no idea where to start.

 


 


The Divided Man

The Boy with the Coke Bottle Eyes

 


 


The morning was still and cool. Thick
streamers of mist hung over the quiet river veiling the other side
in opaque, rainbow-laden moisture. It gave Luke the cover he needed
to move quickly and unseen as he followed the wolf over the ruins
by the river shore. In the onset of fever, it seemed as if he flew
over the slick, gray rock, feet skimming the jagged edges of
concrete slabs as he rose dreamlike, up and down, over and
across.

A fish jumped offshore. The mist concealed it
from sight but the sound was sharp in the silence of the morning.
There was no other sound Luke could hear, except the scrabbling of
Samson's nails on rock as the wolf glided along. The hunters were
looking somewhere else, maybe at the Gun Ship, waiting for him in
ambush. The beginnings of a plan were already forming in his head.
To make it work, he would need the raft. Luke hoped it was where he
had left it, intact.

As he came close to the raft's hiding place,
Luke dropped and began to slip, combat fashion, over the rocks. He
motioned Samson down next to him and was not too surprised when the
wolf obeyed. It was a very smart...and very strange...animal, left
with him under strange circumstances. The wolf was a mystery Luke
was glad to have with him. He checked the wrist Geiger. It was
shortly after 6:00 a.m. The mists would be gone soon, making him
visible to anyone watching from the bluffs above the river. They
were probably searching even now. They knew where he had to end up.
Luke's only advantage lay in that they did not know when he would
arrive.

He hugged the rocky shore, taking deliberate
care not to let his profile show above the tops of the rocky slabs.
He didn't make a sound. When he was within sight of the raft, Luke
heard the scuffle of feet on pebbles and a low curse. He angled
silently into the water until he was waist deep, keeping close to
the rocks to remain invisible to anyone not directly on the water
line. He loosened the tanto knife in its sheath and glided
closer.

The raft was where he had left it. Luke felt
the rubberized fabric of the hull. It was hard. Good. They had not
slashed it. If he tried to drag it out now, the noise would give
him away.

There was heavy breathing and a voice almost
directly above him. Luke hugged the rocky wall, knife free, muscles
coiled, ready to leap. Minnows swam among the rocks and around his
legs.

He heard, "Hold the little bastard
still."

There was more sounds of struggles, then a
laugh. "Careful; he'll bite it off."

They had posted guards on the raft, but had
not anticipated someone coming in from the water. There came the
loud crack of a slap and then the angry, frightened scream of a
child. Luke raised his eyes just high enough to see over the rock.
The guards were not paying attention. And for what they were doing,
it would cost them their lives.

The two guards had their sides angled to him.
They both appeared to be in their mid-thirties and like the rest;
ragged and filthy. The taller one had brown keloid scars on his
face, souvenirs of contact with an atomic bomb blast. Thrashing
between them was a small, thin boy with red-gold hair and pale,
dirty skin. He looked to be about seven or eight years old.

The short one asked, "Isn't this the kid
that's supposed to be dangerous?"

The keloid face laughed, an ugly sound. "The
only dangerous thing around here is my cock! Ain't no kid going to
hurt me."

They laughed. The short one grabbed the boy
and spun him around. Keloid face dropped his trousers down around
his ankles and tried to force the boy's head down to his erection.
Luke traded the knife for the magnum and climbed quietly over the
rock. A low growl filled the air. Samson appeared standing on a
rock higher than all their heads, fur standing on end, stiff legged
and very long of fang. The guards stood frozen until Luke cocked
the hammer of the magnum.

His voice was a whisper of ice. "Let the boy
go now."

Keloid face fell back, reaching for his
pants. The short one was faster. He whipped a thin bladed knife
from his belt and pressed it to the boy's throat, jerking the
child's head back until the cords in his neck stood out, fully
exposed to the dirty steel.

"If you or the dog moves an inch big man,
I'll cut the kid a new mouth!"

To prove his point, he twitched the knife and
blood trickled over the blade. The short guard's face broke into a
rotten-toothed grin. His voice was touched with hysteria.

"We got him. This is the bastard The Voice of
God wants. High Priesthood is ours, man! Women. Food. All we want.
Ours!"

The other had his pants up. He picked up a
club and began to move toward Luke.

The short one stopped him. "Don't. This one
is dangerous. He wasted a lot of people last night. He's got
grenades and shit."

Short guard looked at Luke and giggled, eyes
wide, nearly over the edge. "You have some heavy atoning to do,
asshole. Loose the pistol, now!"

"Let the boy go," Luke said, "or I will drop
you where you stand."

Luke pointed the magnum at the guard's face.
The man's nervous grin faltered.

"You've got a big mouth for a dead man. I'm
going to twist your guts while you watch."

The guard moved the knife a fraction. A
trickle of blood ran down the boy's neck.

"Then I'm going to drop you on a tall wooden
stake ass first! Now

put down the gun or I open the kid's neck.
Last chance. Do it...slowly."

It seemed as if he had no choice, not if the
boy was to live. Luke eased down the hammer and lowered the pistol
to his side. He caught the boy's eyes. The boy was frowning, eyes
the unique green color of coke bottles as he studied Luke. There
was no fear there. None. Luke hoped the boy would understand.

Cautiously he transferred the magnum to his
left hand. "O.K. Easy. Just don't hurt the kid, alright?"

The boy's eyes began to glow, blazing an
unearthly green. Luke saw, but neither guard noticed. They were
looking at him. Luke drew the magnum back as if to toss it at the
feet of the guard with the keloid scars.

"You should see Chicago," he continued, "It's
as dead as..." Luke slid his finger into the trigger guard and
rolled the magnum in a blur of dark steel too fast for eyes to
follow. It came up cocked and ready to fire. "...you."

The heavy, copper jacketed slug took the
short guard between the eyes, blasting off the back of his head.
His brain exploded in a spray of gray matter. The boy pulled free
as the guard fell like a puppet with cut strings. Luke lined up on
the keloid scarred guard. The blasts from his first shot boomed
over the river, echoing across the bluffs. Damn. So much for
secrecy.

He yelled "Samson, hold!" as the wolf
prepared to leap at the remaining guard.

As Luke tightened up on the trigger the guard
began to shake, muscles twitching, and turned in place; plainly
against his will.

"What the fuck?..." he whined.

Incredible fear contorted his face. He
started to shudder. Luke could smell the rancid stink of his fear.
Samson snarled and backed away. A pink sheen appeared on the
guard's forehead as he began to sweat blood.

Luke felt a quick pressure on his temples and
spun around. The boy! He faced the guard, fists clenched so tightly
that his whole body trembled. Sweat darkened the brilliance of his
hair. His face was bruising rapidly where the guard had struck him.
And his eyes! They pulsed with supernatural brightness. Luke
de-cocked and lowered the magnum. Bright drops of blood beaded the
guard's face and he began to vibrate with palsied frenzy. His voice
climbed to a high, keening wail.

"No! Oh God I'm sorry so sorry oh no oh GOD
PLEASE..."

His screams climbed beyond human register as
his skin mottled with purple. Luke felt heat radiate from the
shaking guard as blood vessels inflated and raised in stark, black
relief on his arms, neck and stomach. Blood began to leak from his
eyes and nose, mouth and ears. His mouth opened wide and quivered
as his tongue blackened and protruded like a wounded snail. Then
his eyeballs burst. The guard spasmed hard once, and again, and
then exploded in a welter of hot meat.

Luke turned his head. Boy, wolf and man were
splattered with steaming bits of flesh. The air was thick with
Ozone and the stink of scorched flesh. As the boy turned to face
Luke, he felt it. Heat, as if the air around him had just increased
in temperature by twenty, forty, Sixty degrees.

Then two giant, invisible hands dropped
around his head and begin to squeeze. Involuntarily, his mind
pressed back. Suddenly he felt nothing. The boy glared at him, eyes
bright and shining with hate even as the glow began to subside,
trying to make Luke explode as well. Sweat ran in streams down his
pale, bruised face. White foam gummed the corners of his mouth. But
it wasn't working. The boy looked like he was about to kill himself
with effort.

"Stop it," Luke said firmly.

The boy's face was turning dark enough to
hide his bruises. Luke swiftly crossed the ten paces separating
them and lightly clipped the boy on the chin. The blow was just
hard enough to knock the child out cold.

His eyes turned coke bottle green again and
rolled back into his head. Luke caught the frail body and laid him
on the ground. Another unknown. There were too many mysteries here.
His problem now was what to do with the kid. If he left him here,
the boy would either be abused again or more likely killed for his
role in the death of the guards. Luke had seen more than animal
intelligence in his eyes. Like Luke, the boy did not belong here.
Luke could not leave him.

To the wolf he said, "This one will be
fitting company for you. Watch him."

The wolf cocked his head at Luke's words,
then gave the boy a thorough sniffing, licking the child's face
clean of gore.

Luke pulled the raft from its hiding place,
carried the boy down and carefully laid him on the rubber floor.
Samson climbed into the raft without being asked. After stripping
and placing his gear in the raft, Luke quickly washed the gore from
himself before pushing the raft into the water, hanging onto its
side. The raft was now visible from either bank. Hopefully, without
his silhouette, it would look empty. He pushed until he felt
current and let the raft drift south, kicking gently to keep the
raft moving across.

He rested, mind on hold and senses cast
around them until he felt current at his feet. He touched sand a
few miles down river from the University campus. High bluffs
covered by blackened tree limbs overshadowed the river here. He
could see new shoots of green on many of the limbs. Luke stayed in
the water, scrutinizing the bluffs, until he was sure no one was
watching. There was a narrow beach and Luke dragged the raft up
under the trees, found a branch and used it to wipe the drag marks
out of the sand. They were safe...for now.

The boy was still unconscious. He was
undernourished, pale to the point of translucence. There was no
telling what or when he had eaten last. The bruise on his cheek
stood out like a thundercloud in a clear sky. There was barely a
mark where Luke had tapped him. He peeled back one of the child's
eyelids. The pupil contracted normally. No concussion.

The bandage on his eye was soggy with river
water. Luke changed it. The cloth was spotted with blood and pus.
Infection had set in. He had antibiotics in the Gun Ship, but not
enough or, he suspected the right type.

The pain had faded to a dull ache. He felt
better with a fresh bandage on, sun warming his body as he dried.
After brushing the rest of the gore off his gear and dressing, Luke
reloaded the magnum got ready to move.

He shouldered his pack and splashed water on
the boy's face. The child didn't respond, but his pulse was strong
and steady. He loosely tied the boy's hands and feet with cord so
they would not flop around and lifted the boy over his shoulder in
a fireman's carry. If the boy awoke during combat, the ropes were
loose enough so that he could free himself while Luke fought.
Samson could take care of himself.

A few hours later they were within sight of
the Gun Ship. Luke led Samson in a wide circle around the area,
keeping out of site, and took up a post in the ruins of the
brewery. For the next hour he used field glasses to study every
square foot of ground around the Gun Ship. With full magnification
of the glasses Luke could see bullet scars in the Gun Ship's armor.
Two bodies lay in the dust, inside the perimeter.

Patience revealed his ambushers. All had
rifles with telescopic sights. Their fields of fire overlapped. The
Gun Ship was well covered from all angles. The only solution was to
clear an avenue through the snipers without the others
knowing...then run for it. Knife work. The only problem was the
boy. Luke could not take him along. He had to stay here
until...if...Luke could return for him. There was no other way.

He kicked around the brewery debris until he
found a place to hide the boy. He left the child with his pack and
put Samson down next to him, commanding the wolf to stay and guard.
He hid the two with a loose cover of planks and a large sheet of
tarnished copper, part of an old hops cooker.

Dust lay in thick drifts on the floor. Luke
began to plaster himself with it, rubbing dirt into his hair and
clothing, until he was the same drab gray as the rock and stone.
Camouflage. He loosened the tanto in its sheath, dropped to the
ground and crept outside, inching forward, and moving so slowly
that he appeared to be just another rock. He willed himself to
blend in with the terrain, for tired, drowsy eyes to pass him by.
He was a rock, but a deadly rock, with a fistful of steel.

 


 


The Divided Man

A Gauntlet of Lead

 


 


It took a good part of the morning, moving
inch by inch, to come within reach of the first sniper. The
rifleman lay concealed in a shallow ditch facing the Gun Ship. From
this close the unwashed, rancid stench of the man was overpowering.
As Luke watched, the sniper began to nod off, head twitching as he
tried to stay awake. Luke dug his toes into the ground for leverage
and sprang, covering the sniper’s mouth as he drove the Tanto deep
into his neck. The sniper jerked once and then lay motionless,
stinking even worse as his muscles let go.

Luke lay beside the body until he was sure he
had not been noticed. The sniper's rifle was in much better
condition than the man had been. It was a Ruger .30-06 bolt-action
rifle with a scope, once a popular hunting caliber. He eased back
the bolt and found three shells in the rifle. A search through the
dead man's pockets turned up four more bullets, a melted candy bar
and a moldy pack of crackers. Luke loaded the weapon to capacity
and scanned the area with the riflescope. There were three gunners
in a ragged arc to his left, with six more hidden on the sloping
ground before him.

The three would have to go first. If he tried
to move lower, the higher ones might see him and open fire.
Measuring himself along the corpse, Luke saw they were close to the
same height. He hoped the rifle was reasonably on target. He took
it with him as he began his stalk of the next sniper.

Thirty minutes later, sniper number two was
dead. In the sniper's pockets he found more bullets he could use.
The third was only forty yards away. The ground between them was
rocky enough that Luke could probably walk over and not be
noticed.

The shooter was a young boy, not much older
than eighteen. He stood behind a slab of upturned concrete. Luke
came at him in a noiseless crawl and lashed out with the knife,
moving faster than the eye could follow, slicing the sniper's neck
to the bone. Luke clamped a hand over the boy's mouth to keep him
silent as he died. The boy's eyes were wide in fear and panic.

"I'm sorry," Luke whispered, and watched as
the boy's eyes glazed over. Luke shut his eyes, laid him down
gently and searched his pockets. He found nothing.

Now Luke had a problem. The next gunman was
fifty or sixty yards to the left in a position that gave him a
covering field of fire over the lower ground. It was a position
Luke wanted to be in. But the terrain separating them was devoid of
cover. If he tried to cross it, anyone looking would see him. Luke
considered waiting until dark and then making a run for the Gun
Ship.

But every minute spent here increased his
chances of being caught. If they made a verbal check, they would
know something was wrong. Plus, he had the boy and Samson to look
after. If the boy or the wolf made any noise, someone could be
drawn to their hiding place. There were too many things working
against him.

He did have the rifle. If he could hit number
four and take his place before the surprise of his shot wore off,
he might be able to take out the others before they had a chance to
react. It was his best chance. Luke took the rifle off safety and
rested the crosshairs on the sniper. He could see the man's thigh,
the barrel of his rifle and his right ear. Luke aimed for the ear,
fired twice and was up in a dead run across the open.

There was no return fire. Luke dove in next
to the body. His shots had both been low but lethal, coming in just
under the ear lobe, blasting the sniper's brains over the rocky
ground. He settled deeper into the pit as a voice called out "Did
you get him?"

Luke called out "No! Get ready!" and fired,
then shifted aim and fired again, taking out two more.

Excited voices began to shout across the kill
zone. Luke saw a clear view of a gunman and shot him through the
small of his back, sending his guts out the front of his shirt. The
man screamed horribly, adding to the confusion. Luke kept his head
low as he shoved the rest of the bullets into the rifle.

The Gun Ship was only two hundred yards away,
one very long run over jumbled slabs of concrete and mounds of
loose rock. A bullet ricocheted off rock near his head and whined
into infinity. Luke flattened against the ground. They knew where
he was.

He kept low and moved left, behind a slab
that gave him an added measure of concealment. As he took aim on a
kneeling gunman, Luke saw a quick flash of sun on glass in the
ruins of the brewery. He swung the rifle and saw a figure raising a
scoped rifle over a wall. As Luke tightened his finger on the
trigger, the other gunman fired twice, dropping a robed priest
outside the firing perimeter of the Gun Ship. Interesting. He had
backup.

The man ducked back behind the wall and Luke
moved back to his original target. The sniper fell back, dead. One
bullet left. He fired it in the air, dropped the rifle and was off
down the slope, running with all the strength he had left.

Small stones rolled under his feet as he ran.
Something struck him hard in the chest and Luke went down. He
struggled to breathe, feeling as if a horse had kicked him square
in the ribs. The shiny base of a rifle slug protruded from the
bullet proof vest. Broken ribs grated under his skin as he leapt to
his feet, legs moving like pistons. Pain tore at him but at the
same time it was as if the pain belonged to someone else. His mind
was sharp and clear processing the terrain, the location of the
other gunman as he dodged left and right to avoid the bullets
whining off the rocks around him.

Lengthening shadows mottled the ground,
making it hard to spot his adversaries. The heavy machine gun atop
the Gun Ship swung smoothly, tracking something just outside its
range. Luke dove for cover behind a loose pile of rubble. The
sniper in the brewery fired twice, aiming at a target above and to
his left. Luke reached the end of the pile and ran again, then
dropped, crawled and ran, giving his enemies no time to line up for
a shot.

Heavy gunfire boomed and echoed as the .50
opened up. He was almost in the perimeter. The first gunman crossed
the safety perimeter, running for his life as the thumb sized .50
slugs tore up the ground behind him. Luke jerked a magnum from
under his arm and fired, knocking the priest off his feet. A series
of shots came from the brewery. His friendly sniper pelted across
the top of a rise, fired and ran again. Why? Luke had a momentary
thought.

"It’s Pierce!"

But his old friend was probably long dead,
another victim of the War. No, that could not be. Luke could not
remember him dying. Luke heard a faint shout and turned to the
river. Halfway across was boat filled with reinforcements. He had
no choice now but to trust the sniper.

Jamming the revolver back into its holster,
Luke pulled the pins on two fragmentation grenades and threw them
right and left. The explosions shook the ground. He lobbed the
remaining grenades as he ran, hearing shrapnel and bullets whiz
past his head.

Inside the perimeter, the Gun Ship gave him
some protection by blocking the field of fire. One hundred meters
to go…10 seconds of fast running. The turret tracked something he
could not see. But Luke was ready as a guard stood on top of a
mound of rubble. He drew as he ran and snapped off a shot that
dropped the guard to cover. The guard fired back before the Gun
Ship locked on, blasting him apart.

As he made the last steps to the Gun Ship,
Luke emptied the magnum over his shoulder. The .50 swung on him and
Luke thought, for an anxious moment, that it would pound him with
jacketed slugs. But his I.D. tag was undamaged. The barrel swung
past him and opened fire just as his palm smacked against the
sun-warmed metal of the door. Frantically he punched the lock code
and clawed at the door handle. As he leapt inside, a giant hammer
smashed him in the back, sending him flying across the interior of
the motor home. A gunman had finally found his range.

The door swung shut, leaving him in
blackness. Bullets rang like hail on the armor plating. He was safe
in the darkened interior...Unless they had access to an anti tank
weapon. Hot wetness trickled down his back. His left shoulder was
numb from the shock. Luke reached up the wall and turned on the
interior lights. When he could stand, he eased himself out of the
battle armor and examined himself in the bathroom mirror.

He looked like walking death. His exertions
had cracked the muddy mask of dirt on his face, making him look
like a man trapped inside a statue of pain. The dust covering his
body was streaked with sweat and blood. The last bullet had
penetrated the armored vest to lodge just beneath his skin below
his shoulder. The entire side of his body felt broken. The
resulting bruise would extend from his armpit to his buttocks. His
broken ribs sent lances of pain into his lungs. Luke lay his
weapons on the table and shed his filthy clothes, wiped as much of
the dirt off him as he could, desiring sleep but knowing he could
not. As he toweled off, blood flowed freely from his wounds,
quickly turning the towel red.

He needed complete medical attention but
compression bandages had to do, along with a hypodermic full of
Novocain injected to numb parts of his stiffening body. Luke
strapped his chest tightly, until he could just breathe, then sat
down on a bunk like an old man and laboriously pulled on clean
fatigues and boots. He wolfed down high energy rations as he
reloaded the magnums and his speed loaders. After wiping the dust
from his shoulder rig, Luke pulled it on over his bandages and
holstered the magnums. Then, gingerly seating himself, Luke started
the Gun Ship.

The turbo diesel engine roared to life. Luke
brought the front and rear cameras on line, giving him a clear
panorama of the area. Orange cursors blinked on the monitors as the
Gun Ship's radar targeted running figures. A small number under
each cursor gave the range of the targets. At the press of a
button, a panel opened on the console delivering a joystick into
Luke's waiting hand. With cold determination Luke took out every
human target he could find. The return fire ceased. The battle was
over.

A quick check showed that he had more than
1000 rounds of ammunition in the cans feeding the roof guns.
Plenty. Luke tracked five men to the river and watched swim for
their lives. He let them go. The raft of reinforcements had
returned to the far shore. Luke panned the cameras and zoomed until
he found his helping sniper. The face was familiar. He turned on
the hailer and keyed the microphone.

"You in the brewery. Are you alright?"

The man nodded.

"Stay where you are."

The man raised his rifle in assent and
disappeared. Luke raised the armored skirts and began to drive,
steering by the forward monitor. He maneuvered the Gun Ship to the
water's edge and turned the cameras to the far shore.

A collection of people had gathered there.
Luke zoomed in on the man at their center wearing a stained, white
robe. As he watched, the man raised his arms in gestures. People
scampered from the crowd. So this was Jed, the Voice of god. Luke's
hand caressed the joystick, centering the gun barrel on Jed’s
chest. As the gun barrel moved people scattered; all except Jed.
Luke unholstered a magnum, opened the driver’s side door, climbed
down and stood in full view of his adversary.

They faced each other across the hundreds of
yards of the river. Jed spoke first. His voice carried across the
water with inhuman clarity. Luke heard a strange, compelling
quality in it, something very powerful and full of evil intent. But
it did not move him.

"You are Satan," Jed called out. "You are
evil. You have defiled the Church of the Sacrificial Lamb. You have
made the house of God unclean! Only your death may cleanse this
ground! By your own hand. This the Voice of God commands!"

Luke watched in disbelief as three guards
stepped from the knot of people and shot themselves. Jed watched
impassively, arms crossed over his chest, waiting for Luke to do
the same. His expression changed, as Luke stood, unmoving. If Jed's
voice was a bell, then Luke's was pure, cold steel.

"You are not the Voice of God; any god. You
are simply a man, nothing more. You hold these people to bondage
with fear. All of you hear me…that bond is easily broken. If you
leave here you will find green fields and a chance to live
again.”

“Jed. I am leaving here with all that is
mine. I am leaving you with your life. Try to stop me...or follow
me...and I will kill you as surely as you have taken the lives of
your followers. All you have done is make these people suffer. Give
them room to live. Let them go."

Luke fired one shot over the water. There was
a moment of silence as the bullet traveled the distance, then a
scream from Jed as the bullet struck him. The preacher fell to the
ground. Shouts rose from the guards as they rushed to ring his
body, hiding it from Luke's view. He watched for a long moment,
then climbed back into the Gun Ship and raised the armored panels
from the windshield. The shadows were growing long on the
ground.

After pulling himself into the Gun Ship, Luke
drove to the ruins of the brewery. The sniper waited for him
inside. Luke recognized him as the runner from last night's hunt.
Under the grime Luke saw a boyish face lined by the terror of
recent events. The brown eyes were intelligent and held humor. He
was cleaner than the rest, with hair hacked into a semblance of
order. A rifle leaned against the chunk of concrete upon which he
sat. The sniper kept his hands away from it. Luke came out of the
Gun Ship with the magnum in his hand. The young man raised both
hands.

"Hey man, I'm peaceful. Here; take the
rifle."

Luke gestured and the sniper took the rifle
by the end of the barrel and handed it over. Luke tossed the weapon
far enough away so that the man could not get his hands on it.

The sniper's eyes were wide. "Man that was
the most incredible run I have ever seen! You are a star. You
didn't have a chance of making it...but you did!" He examined Luke
with a critical eye. "You looked a lot better last night, man. Are
you going to bleed to death?"

Luke sat next to the man and took an energy
bar from a fatigue pant pocket. He saw the desperate hunger in the
man's eyes and tossed it to him. The man tore into it with a
savagery that once would have been humorous.

"I'll live," Luke replied. "Thanks for the
support. You kept things from being a lot worse. I owe you one. You
could have just as easily turned the rifle on me. You have a
name?"

The young man nodded. "Frankie. You're Luke
Kimball. I recognized you last night. You were a legend come to
life; like one of those photos of you from before the war. You
saved my hide when you shot those bastards. I ran like hell and hid
until dark. After that, no one could recognize me. They were too
busy hunting you. I took this rifle from one of the guards you
blasted and swam over here last night. I figured that if you
survived the Hunt, you would have to come back here. And you
did."

Frankie sprawled on the ground. "This whole
scene must seem pretty fucked up to you."

Luke nodded, encouraging the young man to
talk.

"It does to me too; now. I owe you again for
opening up my eyes. Ever since I came here, I’ve been sucked into
Jed’s power trip. When I came here I was running, man. My wife and
kid died of the Indiana Ebola and I split, afraid I would catch it
from them. I heard it was real contagious, in the air and
everything. I didn't even bury them; just set the house on fire and
left."

A sad smile crossed Frankie's face. His eyes
glistened. "I was pretty stupid then, out of my mind with grief and
fear. I wandered out of Indianapolis, and headed north, around what
was left of Chicago and Milwaukee, living on canned food and stuff
I scavenged. There were so few people alive! Then I found myself
here.

“The Voice of God...Jed, sounded so real. I
believed in him and when he speaks, you have no choice but to
believe in him. You end up seeing things the way he does. And after
you take the sacrament...it's kind of hard to just walk away when
everyone shares your guilt, you dig? You must think we are all
freaks for...doing what we have done."

"People have done worse to stay alive,” Luke
responded, voice neutral. “We are all geared to survive. Different
people are willing to pay different prices for their survival. I'm
not in a position to judge you or anyone else. The only thing I
object to is the suffering Jed has waged from you all."

Luke gestured with the magnum. "Back in here.
I need you to help me with something."

Frankie shrugged. "Sure, man. I'm yours to
command."

They stopped where Luke had hidden Samson and
the boy. The pile was undisturbed. "There is a wolf and a child
under this pile. I'm too injured to move it. Lift the junk off
slowly carefully. The wolf bites and the boy may be hurt."

Frankie gingerly levered the sheet of copper
off the pile. Samson growled a threat and Frankie glanced at
Luke.

"Samson; hold," Luke commanded, and motioned
Frankie to move the rest of the rubble. When Frankie had uncovered
the boy and the wolf, he turned pale under his dirt and backed away
rapidly.

"Oh, shit! Get me out of here. That kid is
death!"

Luke cocked the magnum before Frankie had
taken two steps. "Get back here. Now."

"Please Kimball," Frankie pleaded, "that kid
is so scary that even Jed would not fuck with him. That kid can go
wherever he wants to. You don't know what he is capable of."

Luke nodded. "I've seen him do it."

"And you're still alive? Jesus; you're not
human either!"

No, thought Luke; I am not really human
anymore. He cannot know just how inhuman I have become. “Frankie,”
he wanted to say, “I felt your wife and child die.”

The boy was awake. Luke saw green eyes
glowing in the pale, bruised face. Luke called and the wolf came
out, reluctant to leave the child. To the boy he said, "Try that on
me again and I'll put you back to sleep. Understand?"

The boy didn't answer. Luke pulled his tanto
knife, reached down stiffly and cut the rope from the boy's feet.
The boy uncoiled like a spring trying to race past him. Luke
tripped grabbed at the rope tied to the child's hands. He now had
some fifty-odd pounds of squirming, angry child to deal with. He
dropped the knife and tossed the magnum to Frankie, who caught it
with both hands, a surprised look on his face. Luke fought the boy
to a standstill, grimacing at the pain when the boy bit him on the
arm.

When he had the boy pinned under his knee,
Luke retied his hands behind his back. Frankie stayed as far away
from the boy and wolf as he could. He held out his hand and Frankie
handed the pistol back to him. Luke hoisted the boy and, with
Samson at his heel, went to the Gun Ship. Frankie looked around,
unsure what to do, then just sat cross legged in the dust and
waited.

When the boy and wolf were safely inside Luke
leaned against the Gun Ship and motioned Frankie outside. "Now tell
me about the boy."

"That kid is trouble with a capitol T.
Everyone who has ever messed with him has died, you know? Jed
called the kid a living reflection of man's sins and said that we
all should accept his presence as a reminder of our own
un-cleanliness. Just having him look at you with those eyes is
enough to make you shudder. That kid used to walk right into Jed's
chambers and nobody, not even Jed, dared stop him. The Voice never
affected him. It didn't move you either, did it?"

Luke waited for him to continue. "The kid
also had some weird kind of connection with animals. Bats."

"How so?"

"Sometimes at night they followed him,
millions of them circling in tight clouds above his head. Like they
were his servants or something. Rats too, like he was a post-atomic
Willard. Whenever that kid comes near you, you just sit real still
and don't catch his attention. You let him take food out of your
hands or do whatever he wants to do...and you don't fuck with him.
Don't look him in the eye. Sooner or later he leaves. But if you
get him mad or hurt him, he'll fry you. Everyone that has
tried...has died. How come he didn't make you explode like an
overripe watermelon?"

Luke replied. "I must be immune to whatever
it is he does."

Luke dragged himself to his feet. He was
drained and about done in. He wanted to leave while there was still
light, to put some distance between himself and the carnage here
before he stiffened up too badly to move. Frankie watched him get
into the Gun Ship, a hopeful look on his face.

"This isn't a place for me," Frankie said.
"Any chance of you taking me with you?"

Luke thought about it and shook his head.
"No. I have too far to go and too many things that must be done.
But I owe you. Here's the deal. I will take you all the way out of
the city and leave you with some food and supplies. After that,
you're on your own. Take it or leave it."

Frankie grinned broadly. "You got a deal.
Let's go!"

Luke took Frankie's rifle and put it on the
floor of the Gun Ship, then hand cuffed Frankie's left hand to the
passenger door.

"Hey; you don't have to do that," Frankie
complained.

"Call it a safety measure. If I recall, your
original intent was to use me as your sacrificial replacement."

Frankie's face fell. "Yeah. But that was
then. I'm my own man again. You gave me back that, my spirit. And
I'm free of this place now."

Luke said, "I left you a free hand so you can
eat. Here."

Frankie tore the wrapper from the chocolate
bar with his teeth. They drove slowly out of the ruins of
Minneapolis, through the southwestern suburbs and reached green,
overgrown pasture around nine o'clock in the evening. The sky was
shaded in fantastic sweeps of purple, orange and red in the wake of
the setting sun. It was a much different world than what they had
just left. Frankie inhaled.

"It smells so fresh and clean!"

"And to think; it was only a few miles away.
You could have walked here any time you chose. All you had to do
was want it. Now you have; and here you are."

Frankie's rifle had four shells. Luke gave
him a canteen, a set of fatigues and a small pack of freeze dried
food.

"There is a knife at the bottom of the pack.
You have enough food for a few days. After that, you will have to
hunt. You should be able to find more bullets for that rifle in
abandoned houses. If you are careful, you will survive. Don't walk
anywhere the ground is barren. It will most likely be radioactive.
Stay away from the major cities; or what is left of them. And be
careful if you chose to travel the highways. There are gangs of
looters and scavengers. You would be a good target. I can't tell
you any more, except watch your back."

After un-cuffing Frankie, he opened the
passenger door. The young man's eyes were wet. He put out his hand
and Luke took it.

"You've given me a chance, Luke. If you ever
need a hand; you have mine. People will know what kind of a man you
are. I'll tell them! But watch your back as well. Jed's going to
hunt you now; at whatever the cost."

"It's a large country," Luke said, "he'll
never find me. Good luck, Frankie."

They left him standing on the side of the
road, fading into the twilight. Luke rolled down highway 90,
heading southwest. The blacktop was crowded with rusting cars and
trucks. As he dodged around them, Samson came forward to sit with
his head hanging out the window, much like any dog. So normal yet
so strange. When he was miles further west to give him a measure of
comfort he pulled the Gun Ship into a copse of trees where they
would be hidden from the road.

After programming the Gun Ship to automatic,
Luke rolled down the armor plating and checked on the boy. He was
awake. He cowered when Luke removed his ropes. Luke put an open
pack of MRE rations and a glass of water on the floor next to the
bunk on which the boy sat. But the boy pulled himself into a
corner, as far away as he could get from Luke.

"You'll be hungry soon enough," Luke said.
"Better get used to the fact that we are going to be together, at
least until I can find somewhere safe to put you. For now do as I
say and we will not have any problems. Understand?"

Luke did not expect him to reply. He gave
Samson a bowl of water and meat chili from an MRE. The wolf bolted
down his food and Luke decided that in the future, Samson could
hunt his own dinner. After letting the wolf out to roam and mark
trees, Luke locked them in. Now that the Novocain had worn off he
felt on the down side of death. Every movement was a monument to
pain. His vision was blurring at the edges and his damaged eye sent
spikes of pain into his head. He had to find a doctor soon.

He washed the socket with peroxide and taped
on a new bandage. Soon after he collapsed on the other bunk, still
clothed and booted. He did not hear the clank as the boy grabbed
the can food, or the friendly thump of a tail as Samson climbed
into the bunk with the child. He did not even dream. There would be
time for that soon enough.
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In the morning Luke woke so stiff with pain
that movement was nearly impossible. He swallowed a mild pain
reliever and waited until he was able to bend over without blacking
out. Twenty miles west of Chaska, Minnesota they found a hand pump
that, after diligent priming, coughed up a rusty trickle of water.
Luke endured the pain and kept pumping until the water ran cold and
clear. It tasted sulphurous but clean. He stripped and used it to
wash the dust and filth from his body.

His bandages were caked with
black, dried blood and pus. His back and side from the armpit to
his waist was a solid mass of rainbow bruise. His eye was a
swollen, bloody mess. He looked like hell and didn't feel much
better. His biggest race now was against fever and infection. If he
lost the ability to drive before he could find help...they all were
done. He felt balloon headed, the melody of Comfortably Numb played like a
soundtrack in his head.

Samson disappeared, hunting his breakfast, as
Luke heated breakfast rations for the boy and himself. The boy sat
as far from him as possible and ate his food so fast that he nearly
gagged.

"Slow down," said Luke. "There is more if you
are hungry."

When the boy was finished Luke slowly reached
for his plate and refilled it. The boy shoveled it into his mouth,
gasping in hunger. Luke resolved to find him new clothes. The ones
he wore now were filthy rags.

Samson returned licking his chops and curled
up next to the boy This far out of the damage zone everything
looked normal. It was a beautiful summer morning. Insects and birds
buzzed and chirped. Luke loaded them back into the Gun Ship and
kept driving.

He kept to the smaller country roads. The
traffic had been less and there were fewer cars to block their way.
The towns they passed all showed signs of fighting and looting,
windows shattered, buildings blackened from fire. Everywhere there
were scattered piles of bones, human and animal, mostly untouched.
There was nothing there for them.

The boy sat up in front now. He kept his
knees tucked up to his chest and fidgeted, staring out the window.
Luke set the radios to scan across the bands. All he heard was
static. There was a case of audio CDs in a pouch behind the
passenger seat. Luke pulled them out and dropped the bag in the
boy's lap. The boy jumped, then held on to the sack tightly. He
looked at Luke with those curious eyes, no longer quite so
afraid.

"Pick one and I'll play it for you. Do you
like music?"

The boy frowned at Luke's words, tilting his
head. Luke reached over, very slowly, took a CD from the sack and
put it into the player. Music filled the Gun Ship. Luke ejected the
disc, put it away and said, "You try it now."

The boy crept one hand into the sack. Luke
heard the click of plastic cases as the boy fumbled over the jewel
cases. He pulled one out and held it with both hands, turning it to
look at the colorful jacket.

"Good. Now take it out of the case and put it
into the player."

Luke kept his voice gentle and quiet. He
hoped the boy would respond. The mysteries of the jewel case proved
too much for the boy. Keeping as far from Luke as possible, he held
the case out to Luke. Surprised at the boy's sudden boldness, Luke
took the jewel case with the same slowness, noticing the boy's
flinch when their hands touched.

"It opens like this," he said and did it a
few times so the boy could watch before he gave it back.

The boy took it, tried it himself and took
the CD from the open case. He gazed at the disc with the same
frowning stare before putting it into the player upside down. Luke
reversed it, and the gentle thump of reggae surrounded them.

It was good music; simple and honest. After a
while Luke said, "Whenever you want to, just change the disc. You
know how. Do you have a name?"

The boy looked at him briefly, then back out
the window.

"Where are your parents? Can you talk?"
Though Luke felt the boy could understand him, the boy refused to
respond. Luke searched his dream memory for some trace of the boy
but could find none.

Music filled the gap of silence, for a while.
The boy began to change the CDs every five minutes or so and Luke
was glad he had found a diversion. When they stopped to stretch he
found a chocolate bar and gave it to the boy. He grabbed it from
Luke's hand and scampered to the back of the Gun Ship. Luke heard
the sound of tearing paper and noisy chewing as the boy gulped down
the chocolate. He heard louder smacking; the boy was feeding
Samson. A bond was developing between the boy and the wolf. That
was good.

Chocolate. In the middle east he had always
carried a few bars in his pack. The children loved them, and
chewing gum. It had made him feel good to make children smile.

But once a boy had come running up for candy
and Luke, seeing something terrible and frightening in his eyes,
had shot him in the head. His troops stared at him; slack jawed at
his cold heartedness. Luke pulled up the boy’s shirt. Taped to his
stomach was enough plastic explosive to have killed them all. They
understood then, but had kept away from him after that. Luke did
not care. He was hardened enough by service, jaded by the things he
had already seen and done, for the act to add only incremental pain
and sorrow.

He had long since lost his innocence in the
hunt for the Russian who had killed his brother. This was war. The
soldiers that survived other IEDs, lightning ambushes and the hells
of desert warfare forgot about the boy in the face of their own
horrors. In the end, all they cared about was preserving their
lives long enough to get home alive.

As the day continued he felt progressively
worse. Fever gripped him tightly The sound of the tires on pavement
and the white noise hiss of wind through the windows had him
nodding and struggling to stay conscious. Every movement, even
breathing, brought pain. At times the wind seemed to speak with the
strange chanting he had heard in the dream. Whose voices were
they?

Luke knew almost nothing about American
Indians. The Gods had made a poor choice when they selected him for
this quest. Find seven people. But where? Who were they? Questions;
too many questions.

They refueled at a truck stop in Sacred
Heart, Minnesota, once a small farming town, now surrounded by
fields gone wild. Luke painfully dragged a siphon hose and hand
pump to a diesel vent plug, then pumped until both fuel tanks of
the Gun Ship were full. He used smaller amounts of gasoline to fill
the tanks of the generator. After checking the oil and fluids of
the Gun Ship, he made a walk around inspection of the motor home.
It was scarred with bullet marks from the battle with Jed's
followers. One of the jerry cans had been punctured. He replaced it
with one he found in a storeroom.

There was nothing else he could use except a
service station uniform shirt he found for the boy. The child
struggled and began to run when Luke approached him with the shirt,
then, as if sensing Luke's determination, held still while Luke
dressed him.

Luke fixed a small meal while the boy and
Samson roamed around the truck stop. After eating they left and
Luke drove until their shadows were long on the highway and he was
too fatigued to go any farther. They spent the night outside a
small town called Granite Falls, on the banks of the Minnesota
River. Morning hit with a sharp bout of nausea that sent Luke
retching. The convulsions were strong enough to open his wounds.
His knees were as loose as jelly. The bandages on his face and body
were soaked with foul matter. Luke stripped and staggered to the
river. The cool water felt like ice on his skin. He tried to drink,
lapping up water like a dog, but threw it up almost immediately. He
heaved until it seemed that all the blood vessels in his throat
would burst.

When he pulled himself from the water the air
burned with the heat of the desert. He could hear the chanting
again and knew he was hallucinating. Or was he? How long before he
lost all lucidity? He could not go much farther. If he died the boy
and Samson would be on their own. Their chances of survival were
slim.

The medicine kit in the Gun Ship had been
created for combat and contained little to help him except pain
medication, which he ignored, and amphetamines, which he took. They
might keep him going for a little while. Looking at a map, the
closest large town was Pipestone, to the west. Their last
chance.

Highway 23 was strewn with rusting car and
truck bodies. Luke drove on, keeping to the shoulder. Twice he felt
grating shudders and heard the squeal of metal on metal as he
scraped past dead vehicles. He talked to the boy for a long time,
rambling on, not making any sense. Mostly he just drove,
concentrating on keeping them moving.

Once he drank a cup of water that the boy
gave him, though he did not remember asking for it. Sometimes he
felt incredibly hot, sometimes deeply chilled. The chanting became
so loud that even the boy seemed to put his hands over his ears.
That flashing river of fire he had seen before kept appearing and
fading from the sky.

"I must keep moving," he thought, “I will
keep moving.” And it was his last clear thought until he ran over
the sign.

The town was laid out in a neat grid on the
rolling prairies of what had been western Minnesota. Many of the
houses were charred but most seemed intact. The main street was
neat and clear, cars pushed or pulled to the shoulder of the
road.

Even in his poor condition, Luke recognized
that the town square was the perfect place for an ambush. Luke
stalled the Gun ship in the center of the street. His vision was
too blurred to see more than the block outlines of the buildings.
But no telltales of human life showed on the mapping screens in the
Gun Ship, so he turned off the vehicle and fell out onto the
pavement. He tried to walk but had little sense of balance. The
horizon tilted as if he was in a great glider, moving slowly just
above the surface of the street. Luke’s knees struck a bumper and
he fell across the hood of a car, smooth metal hot under his
cheek.

He felt hands pulling at him. The boy. Luke
mumbled something and reached for him. The boy backed away and Luke
fell again, scraping his face on the pavement. Nothing hurt
anymore. Staggering to his feet, everything spun in colorful
circles much too fast for any detail to be clear.

When something metallic and cool struck his
hand Luke closed his fist and found a door handle. He pulled and
fell inside. Bolts of hard blue light flashed in his head when he
struck the floor. Pain roared through his head. He had to keep
moving! Luke crawled, grabbed hold of wire shelving and pulled
himself to his feet, swaying as if buffeted by the wind. The
chanting made sense now, the death songs of those who had battled
the Manitou and lost. They were voices carrying him warnings of
battles to come.

Luke's vision cleared for an instant and he
saw a gleaming white mortar and pestle high on the wall. A
pharmacy. As he tried to find the counter, twin circles of cold,
metallic death pushed against his forehead. The touch unbalanced
him and Luke fell back. For a moment there was nothing, a curious
sense of a lapse of time, then he was briefly clear headed and
realized was sitting and staring into the black bores of a double
barrel shotgun. At the other end of the gun was a woman. Her hair
and eyes were black as night. She was beautiful, a vision from a
dream. His dream.

"Move an inch and you're dog meat."

Luke tried to speak and saw her fingers
tighten on the trigger. He tried to warn her but she saw the boy
first. The shotgun wavered from his face and she began to jerk like
a puppet. She took a step back, then another, and fear contorted
her features.

Luke found the strength to call out, "Don't
kill her!" Then he was falling into the dark, velvety softness of
forever night.
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The rabbit sat at the edge of the tall grass,
chewing clover with only an occasional glance at the field around
it. Ellen Smith saw it from the cover of the heavily treed
fencerow, raised her shotgun and fired. The rabbit bowled over and
kicked its legs in death. Ellen dashed out, grabbed the rabbit and
was back in cover before the sound of the blast had died. She
stayed within the line of trees and brush not too far from the edge
of town, brown baggy clothing acting as camouflage, brown fedora
snapped low over her deep black eyes, standing silently, skin like
burnished copper, until she was satisfied no one had heard the
shot. She added the rabbit to the one hanging from her belt and
reloaded the double barrel shotgun. She had most of her dinner. A
field closer to town would yield a few ears of corn. Though she
still had hundreds of cans of food, the thought of another can of
Hormel was enough to make her gag.

Ellen hiked back into Pipestone, moving with
the quiet caution she had learned over the last three years. Before
the war these fields had been her favorite place to walk. Now they
were her best hunting spots. The War had changed so many things,
none for the better. The wind was blowing from the west today, a
dry, heated stream turning the green July grasses into tufts of
pale brown straw. Once in town Ellen moved from doorway to doorway,
eyes constantly moving for any sign of movement, anything out of
the ordinary.

Pipestone was, for all appearances, another
ghost town wiped clean of humanity by radioactivity and disease.
The wind spun dust devils down the street. Paint hung in thin,
frayed strips from the silvery weathered sides of houses. Dusty
shards of glass sat in the dead, empty-eyed stare of broken
windows.

Ellen froze, shotgun ready, when a slate
shingle slipped loose from the courthouse on the other side of the
buildings and fell to the street with a loud clap, the sound
echoing through streets she had cleared to give herself clear
fields of fire. She waited for five minutes, ready, but nothing
moved. Ellen trotted from the doorway into an alley, then walked
the short distance to the back entrance of the drug store. Before
she went inside she quickly gutted the rabbits with swift,
economical strokes of a knife sharpened like a scalpel. Inside she
hung the rabbits to cool. She took off the fedora and a cascade of
brilliant black hair spilled down her back. Ellen sat down in a
swivel office chair and sprawled for a moment. This drug store was
one of the places in Pipestone where she felt safe. Here and in
what had been her clinic a few blocks away.

Ellen had spent much of her time in this drug
store, before the War, when she had been a doctor and her life
revolved around the good, gentle people of this town. Talking
medicine and methodology, farming, romance, and the thousand small
things that made up country life. But even though the people were
dead and gone, most of their bodies burned by her in mass graves
after the waves of plague, she still came here to draw on the
comfort of memories.

The American Heartland had always been her
home. Ellen had been born and raised outside of Ames, Iowa. Her
father had a farmer and the son of a farmer, part Sioux, a loving
giant of a man who had encouraged his daughter's desire to be a
doctor. She had completed medical school at Princeton, done her
residency at the University of Minnesota hospital and opened
practice in Pipestone after a weekend trip to the beautiful,
southwest Minnesota town. The people here captured her heart with
smiles and the simple, frank honesty that was so characteristic of
small towns.

Her time here had been the happiest Ellen had
known. Her clinic had done well. Ellen treated all equally,
dispensing medicines and performing minor outpatient surgery.
Sometimes her patients could not pay and she was good about letting
bills lay. Their hardships often became hers and everyone knew that
Ellen was a friend who could be depended on. And even when harvests
were good and people could pay their bills, she had pies, pork and
roast chickens aplenty.

In Pipestone she felt the warm embrace of a
community. Even her boyfriend had been wonderful, a handsome young
farmer who was not above making a trip to Minneapolis for a night
at the opera to see her favorite, Pavarotti, and walk along the
river singing silly songs to her.

The cares of the outside world hardly
mattered in Pipestone except as topics of gossip in the town cafe
or at the prescription counter. Local news was much more important.
Who was running in the Miss Hiawatha pageant? Marriages, births and
deaths. Who had been caught rolling around in the cab of whose
pickup? Whose crops were doing well, and were failing. Life. Until
the first night of the War.

The Civil Defense sirens went off just before
the town went dark. Cars and trucks rolled to a silent stop in the
middle of the roads. People filled the streets and watched in
silent awe as candle bright points of light rocketed across the
star filled sky. Nuclear explosions over Minneapolis and St. Paul
glowed as if a chain of suns were breaching the horizon. It was the
beginning of a hell that lasted nearly a year. The first fallout
came from the west, from strikes on the missile silos in South
Dakota. Many of the people living in outlying farms did not
understand radiation and contracted lethal doses before she could
spread the word. She had no way to treat radiation sickness. Ellen
could only try to make them comfortable before they died. Her
boyfriend was one of them. It was the first time that her talent
and power for healing could do no good.

Then came the plagues; anthrax, bubonic
plague, ebola, and many she could not diagnose. The viruses were
very short lived but hit with such regularity that she saw new
symptoms and horrible deaths every few days. There was no way to
combat them all, the vaccines the government tried to spread never
made it to little towns like Pipestone. The weaker victims, mostly
children and the elderly, died before she could get to them. In the
collapse of city government Ellen had to organize the burning of
the dead in mass graves so the contagions would not spread. The
pall of black smoke darkened the skies and lay sadly on her heart.
Then came the first heavy, dirty snows and a long, bleak winter
that killed even more.

At first Ellen cried, tears rolling down her
face every night out of pain, sorrow and frustration at being able
to do so little. After a year she had no more tears to spare, but
she could never stop feeling. She swore that no amount of sorrow or
pain would ever make her cry again.

As she tended to the dying, she often
wondered why the radiation or disease didn't take her as well. She
had been exposed to more types of plague than anyone else. But
Ellen alone survived. A year and a half from the first night of the
War she buried her last patient, a little mixed race girl who, in
her dying coma, tightly clutched a corn husk doll. It was then that
she cried once more, breaking her vow. Her tears soaked the barren
earth but nothing could bring back that little lost life. And in
the barren soil of her heart she felt that nothing would ever grow
again. But Ellen was wrong. She had yet to learn hate.

For months she lived alone in the silent tomb
of Pipestone. Her first visitors came in a thunder of motorcycle
engines. They were ragged people; dirty, hungry and ravenous, human
vultures armed with every manner of gun and knife. Scavengers. They
hit Pipestone like locusts, sacking and looting. Ellen's reaction
was panic. They caught her easily and did not listen to anything
she said. The Scavs did not care that she was a doctor. The only
thing they seemed to care about was filling their lust for alcohol,
fuel, and her. They took Ellen beat her senseless, then raped her
in the middle of the street, over and over until all had their
fill.

The scavs left Pipestone in shambles, her
lying in the street, battered and bloody, half-conscious and
wishing she were dead. As they roared off like a swarm on the wind,
Ellen levered herself up to one shoulder and gave birth to hate.
She nursed this emotion. It gave her the strength to drag herself
from the street and care for her bruised and beaten body. When she
could move normally again, Ellen took a survey of the town. The
scavs had been less than thorough, taking the easy things and
leaving most of the locked cabinets and hiding places. Mostly they
had ignored the homes, concentrating on the stores. Miraculously
they had not touched her clinic, so her store of medicines and
instruments remained safe.

In a home she found a scoped, bolt action
hunting rifle and boxes of ammunition. She also found hunting and
shooting magazines and learned enough to teach herself how to use
the rifle well. She had a surprising aptitude for it. In Pipestone
she had known her neighbors well. She went to the homes of those
who had been in the military or who collected military
paraphernalia. She found a wealth of information and supplies such
as books on sniping and making mantraps. More rifles. Shotguns.
Ammunition. All the tools she needed to take life, and take it
well. Ellen studied hard.

The next time the scavs came she was ready.
There were now traps in the stores most likely to be looted. She
had placed bolt holes all over town where she could hide, fire,
move and fire again. They never saw her and the result was
pandemonium.

The first scavs to enter the grocery store
were hit with razor-edged bolts fired from crossbows rigged to trip
lines. At the gas station a scav tried to lift the lid of the
underground gas tank. A shotgun wired to an overhead beam punched a
ragged hole in his back. Ellen put her crosshairs on a leather-clad
rider with a green Mohawk and squeezed the trigger. The scav
collapsed. One more shot was enough. They roared off, leaving four
dead. Ellen had not seen a soul in the year and a half since, but
she had continued to study the ways of dealing death, to stay in
hiding; to hate and survive.

It had changed her. Where she had been taught
to give life, the War had forced her to learn how to take it away.
At times she felt so hardened that she was sure she would never be
able to heal another again. It was at moments like these that she
came to the pharmacy or to her clinic to touch again the medicines
and instruments of her trade, to remember when she had been a
healer and life was good.

Ellen had some medicines left, antibiotics
that had not expired. These she checked closely to make sure that
the seals on the bottles remained unbroken, the contents safe. From
time to time she heated water to boil her surgical instruments and
keep them sterilized. Checking, sorting, cleaning; they were
medical rituals that kept her in touch with the past. They helped
her get through the periods when a lethal overdose of painkiller
held a special, grim appeal.

The rabbits needed more time to cool. Ellen
placed the shotgun across her lap, pulled the fedora low over her
eyes and slept. She dreamed that she was a little girl in Iowa,
chasing her golden lab Bobbo away from the duck pond. A small smile
brightened her face beneath the fedora. Ellen slept so soundly that
it took the sound of metal smashing metal to jolt her awake. She
came out of the chair with shotgun ready, heart hammering in her
chest.

Ellen ran from the back room to the counter
at the back of the store. The motor grew louder, a powerful
machine. She couldn't see anything in the street and cursed her
stupidity for falling asleep. Damn!

Ellen cracked open the shotgun and pulled the
birdshot shells from the chambers. From her coat pocket she took
two buckshot cartridges and shoved them into the shotgun. She
closed the weapon with a sharp click, pointed it in the direction
of the street...and waited.

The vehicle stopped with a bang and a
screech, just beyond the reach of her vision. She heard a door open
and the sound of stumbling footsteps. A man yelled something
incomprehensible. No answer. He was alone. A load of 00 buckshot
would take care of him. Ellen heard more footsteps, unnaturally
loud, and a thump as the man bumped into something. She gripped the
shotgun tighter. The man appeared in the doorway of the drugstore
so fast that she almost took his head off. But at the last instant
she stopped her finger.

Her first impressions of him were brief and
fleeting. Big and muscled with grimy military clothing, a soldier?
Pistols and knives. Blood soaked bandages. The doctor side of her
registered that this man was seriously injured. She tracked him
with the shotgun as he stumbled into the drugstore. With one eye
bandaged he obviously did not see her. The man swayed, grabbed at a
freestanding rack and pulled it down as he fell. His head hit the
ground hard, but he still moved, trying to get back up. Ellen
almost pulled the trigger again but paused. Even now she felt a
moral obligation, and cursed at herself for this weakness. Damn it!
But once upon a time in her life she had taken an oath. If he was a
scav, she could always pull the trigger in minute or an hour or a
day. This was her town.

The man reached out in the general direction
of the counter. As he struggled to stand, she placed the barrels
against his head. The touch unbalanced him and he fell back.

"Move an inch and you're dog meat," she
snarled.

He tried to speak and she instinctively
tightened her finger on the trigger. Then she saw the boy. He was
inside the drug store and beside her before she was even aware of
him. His eyes were a strange kind of iridescent, bottle glass
green. They seemed to glow. What frightened her was the expression
on his face. It held finality so deep that Ellen knew she would
have no control over what was about to happen, and the look struck
fear deep into her heart.

First she felt warm, then suddenly hot as if
a torch was moving towards her. Perspiration beaded her entire
body. Ellen began to feel painful pressure building in her eardrums
and veins. Blood pounded in her body, her pulse doubling, then
tripling in seconds. She felt distanced from her body, isolated
from the events going on around her. She felt herself begin to
convulse.

The man called out "Don't kill her!" before
collapsed.

Ellen looked at the boy, took one step
towards him and then felt herself fade away. She woke a short time
later, feeling as if she had been beaten with a hammer. She rolled
away from the man and vomited. When she wiped her face she found
smears of blood in her nose, ears, and the corners of her eyes. Her
head was over-stuffed so she held her nostrils and blew gently. Her
ears cleared with a pop. Ellen sat until her head stopped floating.
She didn't know what had happened, but it had almost killed her.
Her shotgun was a twisted knot of metal spaghetti. No natural force
could have done that.

God help her, what had she here now? The
child was frightening and very dangerous. Somehow, Ellen was not
surprised. She looked at the man. He was lying on his back,
unconscious and barely breathing. She got to her feet and removed
the pistols from his shoulder holster. She put one into her
waistband, feeling slightly ridiculous at the weight dragging down
her belt. The handguns were huge, but they were weapons she knew
how to use.

Ellen now had a dilemma; what to do with this
man. Keeping one hand firmly on a pistol pointed at his chest,
Ellen knelt beside him and gently pulled back the bandage on his
eye. It looked very bad. The orb had been destroyed and was
festering. She wrinkled her nose at the smell. Judging by the crud
on the bandages, his other wounds must be nearly as bad. Obviously
he had been in a bad fight, and only a day or two past. But where
and with who? She needed to know if the scavs were coming back this
way. The man needed medical attention. She would have to get him to
the clinic where she had cots and surgical instruments. She would
keep him chained up to the bed until she had her answers.

Across the street from the pharmacy, a motor
home had been run into a parked car. As she walked toward it a
large gun barrel on the roof began to swing in her direction. Ellen
turned tail and bolted for the security of the drug store. As she
dove for the opening the gun opened up, sending a hail of
monsterous bullets through the glass window front of the drug store
and through the wall at the back of the store.

Ellen stayed prone, waiting for more bullets.
None came. She grabbed the pistol with both hands and waited for
the man's friends to come through the door. Nothing happened. She
inched across the floor to the counter and went to the alley door
at the back of the store, ready to fire. There was no one in the
alley. Ellen raced its length, carefully scanned the street and ran
to the corner where she could see the motor home. The gun barrel
was pointed up the street, away from the drug store. She stuck her
head around the corner, cupped her hand and yelled, "Stop shooting.
Your friend is badly hurt!" Holding the pistol tighter, she
shrugged and stepped out from behind the corner. The gun barrel
stayed pointed down the street. She kept moving step by step.
Twenty feet from the corner the gun barrel began to move and Ellen
ran back to safety. When she peered around the corner, the gun
barrel was wandering back to its original position. She made a
nervous laugh. The gun was automatic, hooked up to some sort of
scanning device. That type of hardware reeked of military. What if
the man was an American soldier? Maybe he knew what was happening
in the world.

Suddenly Ellen was starved for news of the
world. She ran back down the alley, past the drug store, to the
back of the hardware store. Ellen cut a length of chain and found a
sturdy padlock. The man was too heavy for her to carry, so she took
the largest wheelbarrow she could find and trundled it back to the
drug store. When she wheeled the cart around the counter at the
back of the store, Ellen stopped cold in her tracks. Standing next
to the man was the boy and a large wolf. A low, ominous growl came
from the animal's chest. Ellen slowly put down the arms of the
wheelbarrow and gripped the pistol.

"Boy," she said, her voice carefully neutral,
"Your friend here is very badly hurt. I am a doctor and I can help
him. If I don't, he will die. Do you understand me?"

The boy looked at her with no expression on
his face. He didn't answer. She automatically diagnosed him as
having some kind of long-term shock trauma.

"I need to get your friend to another place
where I can help him. But before I move him you have to get the
wolf away from him, OK?" Still nothing.

"Boy, If you don't move the wolf I'll have to
shoot him and I don't want to do that. And honey, if you try to do
to me what you did before, I'll have to hurt you too. Please just
move the wolf and everything will be all right. Please?"

The boy cocked his head and furled his
eyebrows. He stepped toward her and against her better judgment she
knelt down. He came close enough; just close enough, to brush her
cheek with a feather light touch. Then he and the wolf were gone,
running through the door. She flinched, waiting for gunfire, but
the gun on the motor home's roof did not shoot. There were too many
mysteries here.

Getting the man into the wheelbarrow was a
trial. He was much heavier than he looked but it did not take her
long to get to the clinic. Once there she rolled him onto a
hospital gurney and began to work. His clothing was filthy. As
Ellen cut it off, she methodically went through his pockets.
Everything she found was functional and utilitarian, most of it
weaponry. None gave any hint of his personality.

The body beneath the clothes was strong, lean
and hard, and hot with fever. His muscles stood out in relief,
highlighted by the scars of knife, bullet and other wounds. Claw or
tooth slashes. Savage. Ellen stripped off his bandages, breathing
through her mouth at the smell. She gave him a quick sponge bath
she examined his wounds. It was a wonder he still lived. His
eyeball dangerously infected. She could feel a bullet lodged under
the skin on his side along with broken ribs that gave under her
touch.

After giving him a liberal dose of sodium
pentothal to keep him out, Ellen went to work. Without the
conveniences of electricity and most medicines, her surgery was
little better than a civil war hospital. She removed his ruined eye
first, swabbed out the remaining infection, making small sutures
where necessary. She dusted the socket liberally with sulfa powder,
a long-lived antibiotic that was worth its weight in gold now. A
clean, sterile bandage finished that off.

When she sat back to take a quick rest night
was falling. Ellen stopped long enough to light a Coleman lantern
and heat a can of beans. She had to wash herself before she went to
work on his side, cutting out the bullet and cleaning and stitching
his other wounds. After more sulfa powder she strapped his ribs as
tightly as she could. They would be painful and a long time
healing.

She had cots in the clinic and brought him to
one, then chained his ankles and wrists to the bed. After giving
him an intravenous saline drip she collapsed in a chair across the
room. It was after midnight. Ellen wondered tiredly where the boy
and the wolf had gone. They would have to fend for themselves
tonight. With that thought she shut her eyes...and woke with the
sun shining brightly through the window shades.

The chair had dug into her back. Ellen
stretched, and then startled when she saw the body in the bed. It
took a moment for the events of yesterday to come back. She watched
closely but the man did not move. She left the room to relieve
herself and to clean up. When she came back she examined him. He
was out cold. He was warm and sweating, but the fever had dropped
from the raging heat of the day before. Ellen changed his I.V. and
then went into town to find the boy. Along the way she stopped at
one of her hiding spots and picked up a pump-action shotgun capable
of holding more ammunition. She still had to deal with the mystery
of the motor home.

Ellen searched Pipestone for the boy, keeping
out of the vicinity of the motor home. She found him as she watched
the vehicle with binoculars. The boy and the wolf came from it and
ran down the street. The big gun remained motionless. Ellen shook
her head, wondering why it did not follow or fire on them.

She moved over a block and tried to follow
the pair; and was not really surprised when she could not find
them. They were waiting for her at the drug store. Ellen held very
still while the wolf gave her a thorough sniffing. When the animal
was satisfied, it allowed her to scratch its ears for a moment
before wandering back beside the boy. He did not say a word or seem
to pay much attention to her. But when she left the drugstore he
followed.

She stopped in front of the dry goods store.
It still had children's clothing. Ellen held out her hand. The boy
took it and came inside with her. Going through children’s sizes
she found boys’ underwear, jeans, a Minnesota Vikings T-shirt, jean
jacket and high top sneakers in his size. He endured the fittings
silently.

“You are a stinky little boy, “ she joked,
“What are we going to do about that?”

Their next stop was the clinic where she
stood the boy in a tub and gave him a bath. Though he didn't move
when she bathed him, he did take the toothbrush, bristles loaded
with toothpaste that she gave him. For a few moments he stared at
the instrument as if trying to remember what it was for. Then he
began to brush.

After drying and dressing the child, she
brushed his shock of red hair. He was badly in need of a haircut so
Ellen took a pair of scissors and snipped off the worst of it. When
she was finished the boy looked almost normal. Only his intent,
strange eyes set him apart. That and the wolf, which stayed close
to his side.

Ellen smiled and smoothed down the boy's
hair. He was a nice child, she could feel that in him. God only
knew what kind of suffering had put him in such a trauma...and had
given him such horrible talents. Yesterday she had been frightened
of him. Today she felt no threat at all, only sadness and maybe, a
touch of maternal protectiveness.

“What’s your name honey?”

The boy gave no response, no indication that
he registered the question. Just the steady, intelligent gaze.

When she was done with the boy she looked in
on the man. Ellen peeled back the lid on his good eye. The pupil
responded normally to a pencil light. Good. She had been worried
that his one eye might also have been damaged. She would know more
when he awoke. She changed his I.V. and was about to change his
catheter when the man gripped her wrist. Ellen had the large pistol
out and jammed against the man's chest even as her two black eyes
met his blue one. She eared back the hammer. He watched her, no
sign of weakness in his face. Seconds ago he had been in a deep
sleep. Now he was alert. He had come out of it too fast. Inhumanly
fast.

His voice was a dry whisper. "How long?"

She kept the pistol firmly against his chest.
"You've been out roughly twenty four hours. You have been badly
hurt. Move an inch and you’ll be gone for good. I just saved your
sorry ass."

He smiled, surprising her, and swallowed to
get saliva into his throat. "If you shoot that magnum in here, the
bullet will go through me and ricochet. Be careful. You are a
doctor."

It was more of a statement than a question.
She nodded. He said, "I’ve seen you. There is a destiny for you, a
world to heal. We have much to talk about. But first I need to
sleep. My name is Luke Kimball."

As he finished speaking, his grip relaxed.
She gently pulled her hand free. The man was again deeply asleep.
As she watched him, Ellen knew that her life was about to take a
turn of events stranger than any she had known. What did life hold
after a nuclear war? How could a world be healed? Ellen suspected
she would soon find out

 


 


The Divided Man

The Stone Smith

 


 


 


 


"Hold it closer to with both hands. Use your
body to point. Don't jerk on the trigger. Squeeze gently and
release. You want to fire a burst."

Luke stepped back. Ellen fired the HK MP-5,
sending a pyramid of tin cans flying, then engaged the safety and
slung the machine gun from her shoulder.

"That's not so bad," she said.

"It's a better weapon for you than my
magnum."

Ellen shrugged. "You've been back into this
nightmare long enough to know that you can't trust anyone. I still
don't know how much I can trust you." Luke nodded slowly in
agreement. "True. As one sign of faith, keep the HK and the spare
magazines. And, I've given you an I.D. tag for the Gun Ship. You
have access to everything I have. No secrets. What else can I do to
help earn your trust?”

They walked along the edge of the Pipestone
National Monument where for centuries, Indians of all tribes had
come to cut the sacred red stone and make their medicine pipes. It
was the namesake of the town. Behind them Samson and the boy
ambled, playing a silent game of chase. Though Luke now saw the
world through only one eye, his vision was sharp and clear. A black
patch covered the empty left socket. Up and walking for a week, he
was getting his strength back and becoming accustomed to monocular
vision.

Luke and Ellen had spent a lot of time
talking. After their second conversation, she had accepted his
presence with only occasional thoughts of blasting his brains out.
And those had faded quickly as she realized that this was no scav.
For her it was a big step, considering what she had been through.
She was even familiar with who he was...or rather who he had
been.

For Luke’s part, he had not told her about
the Manitou and his vision of her. Not yet. He had his own doubts
about what he had experienced, but the fact remained that he had
dreamed of Ellen; and had found her in time to save his life.
Walking next to him in the afternoon sun, machine gun slung across
her shoulder, she was the most beautiful woman Luke had ever seen.
He wished he had back what the Manitou had taken; the ability to
love, to feel the pleasure of being in the company of someone
wonderful, so that he might feel if only for an instant what had
left his life when Reiko died.

Luke drew a magnum and checked to be sure the
boy and Samson were out of the way. He gave the bag of cans he
carried to Ellen and said, "Throw a few out for me." Ellen threw
three cans a short distance away and Luke blasted them as they
touched the ground. The next two cans were airborne. He ruptured
each with a single shot, changing hands in-between. For the last
shot he lined up on a sign attached to a post some 60 yards away.
It read "No Littering." The last shot punctured the "O".

They walked to the sign and Ellen put her
finger in the hole. "You do shoot well."

He slid the pistol back into the shoulder
holster. "I was worried that losing an eye would affect my aim. But
you do good work. Thanks again for saving my life."

Ellen made a wry smile. "It's my job. Tell me
something. When you came out of it, the first time, you said I had
a world to heal. What did you mean?"

They passed the park headquarters and entered
the path that would take them to the pipestone quarries.

"Let's just say that I have a job offer for
you. We can discuss it tonight or tomorrow."

They walked deeper into the park, letting the
boy and wolf range ahead. The park narrowed until they strolled
through a small, wooded canyon. A stream flowed at the base of the
rock walls. Ellen pointed to a high spindle of rock.

"See that pillar? Indian braves used to prove
their courage by leaping to the top of it, placing an arrow in the
crack and jumping back. Getting up there was fairly easy because
you could get a running start. But you had to jump back with only
the strength of your legs."

Luke asked, "Have you ever jumped it?"

Ellen just smiled and kept walking. Farther
into the monument she showed him where Lewis and Clark had carved
their names into the stony walls. The place was redolent of
history.

The trail led them into the canyons of the
pipestone quarries. Over the centuries Indians had followed the
veins of pipestone, chipping away stone until narrow alleys had
been formed. The ground was covered with millions of tiny chips of
red stone, signs of the labor of history. Ellen pointed out the
different types of pipestone as they strolled from quarry to
quarry; spotted and smooth, each having rough and fine grades.

A sign at the base of one small quarry
indicated that its stone had been the highest grade, prized for its
deep red hue and exceptionally fine grain. The quarry floor was so
jumbled with fallen rock that one could not see much past the
mouth. But Luke's heightened senses caught the faint, unmistakable
"tap, tap" of stone on stone. He stopped so abruptly that Ellen
bumped into him.

"What's wrong?"

"I'd like to look in there. Wait."

Luke stepped into the quarry mouth. The
sounds were occurring with a regularity that could only be
generated by human hand. He loosened the magnum in its shoulder
holster and moved in slowly, using the fallen rock as cover. Ellen
watched in puzzlement as Luke cat walked into the quarry. Then he
seemed to fade away. She gripped the HK tighter, and waited.

Had Luke turned around he would have seen
Ellen, Samson and the boy disappear. But all his attention was
focused on the source of the sound. Inside, the quarry was much
less cluttered with stone chips. Luke's vantage point behind a
large boulder gave him command of the whole area. Sitting at the
rear of the quarry was a man tapping patiently at a lump of red,
spotted pipestone the size of doubled fists. The man's skin was the
color of bronze; his long black hair held off his face by a strip
of deerskin. The stone smith was dressed in only a breechcloth and
moccasins. Around his neck hung a small hide sack. Luke looked up
and saw the fiery red Spirit Wheel arc against the sky. The Spirit
World. He was not surprised. He took his hand off the magnum and
stepped into view.

The stone smith saw him and called out in the
language Luke recognized from his dream, but did not
understand.

"I’m sorry; I can’t understand you," he
said.

The man switched to English. "Come and be
welcome. But this is a sacred place, not for any war among man or
god. Leave your weapons over there."

He saw a bow and arrows leaning against the
quarry wall. The weapons glowed with a blue, magical radiance he
had seen before. He shrugged off the shoulder holster and
unthreaded the knife from his belt.

Luke crossed the quarry and sat cross-legged
next to the man, if indeed a man he was. A variety of stone and
bone tools were spread before him. He could see the form of a pipe
bowl emerging from the stone in the smith’s hands. His fingers were
blunt and strong, and callused from untold time working pipestone.
Luke watched the pipe take shape. He didn't know how long he
watched, for time had no meaning here. The time display on his
wrist Geiger was blank. Eventually the smith put down his tools and
leaned back. His expression was open and friendly.

"Have you come to make a pipe? If so, you've
come to the right place. This little pit holds the finest stone in
the land. Good smooth grain, and easy to work. Dries hard."

Luke picked up a small piece of pipestone and
turned it over and over in his fingers.

"I think you lured me in here," he said.

The stone smith laughed. "Luke Kimball. You
are very perceptive! I'll admit to an attempt to gain your
attention. But I think a spoken word or any strange sight might
have earned me a bullet from Healing Woman. Congratulations, by the
way, on finding the first of the Seven. Isn't she a remarkable
woman? She is respected in this land. We expect great things from
her and you. All of you."

“I'm not sure why I have been chosen for this
mystical quest,” Luke replied, “or why I am in a place that should
not exist, or why I am talking to you. I don't even know who you
are."

"You need a guide."

"No shit."

The stone smith laughed. After a moment Luke
joined him and realized that, at least for the moment, he was
emotionally whole. It felt so good to simply be able to feel that
he laughed again, from the heart. Tears came to his eyes.

"In this world the Manitou is not
all-powerful," the stone smith said. "There is more than one god.
Sides are taken, alliances formed, plans made and foiled. Man and
god are not so different. Here, for a time, you are whole again.
With all of the doors to your soul open and connected, perhaps, you
will believe what we share with you. You must realize the
importance of this quest. We want…need…you to be successful. You do
indeed need a guide, and are entitled to guidance so that balance
be maintained. That's why you and I can meet like this. I am the
second of your guides."

Luke wiped his face dry. "There is so much of
this that I find hard to accept. But I’m here and I’ve fought the
Manitou. I'm talking to you; who are you?"

The stone smith put down his tools and spread
his hands wide. "See me."

Luke watched in astonishment as the man began
to melt into the ground. It was as if the Earth had sucked him in,
leaving no trace. Then the man spoke. His voice came from the rock
and contained the unifying power of the earth.

"There is life in everything, Luke. Rock and
soil, grass and trees, all creatures great and small. Life is most
quiet in the inanimate objects of nature, except in times of storm
or quake." A low rumble shook the ground, a powerful earthquake
held easily in check.

"I have many names, but you have been
thinking of me as stone smith. Therefore the name Smith will do
nicely."

Smith reappeared where he had been before,
seeming to spring from the rocky ground. He grinned.

"Nice trick, huh? Even gods like to have
fun."

Both sat cross-legged, only a few feet from
each other. Smith handed Luke a plain buckskin bag heavy with bulky
objects. Luke opened it and withdrew a variety of stone knives and
chisels, antler points and other bone implements.

"As your first guide, my responsibility is to
teach you how to make the pipe of your dreams. Also, since you are
not of the Native People, do not have centuries of story and
context to enlighten you, perhaps I can make some of what you are
experiencing clearer. You're a good man, Luke; but you lack the
perspective necessary to connect to the whole of what the world has
become." He handed Luke a fist-sized lump of deep red pipestone.
The stone hummed with life, with a potential that called to
him.

“Work me,” the stone sang to him, “and you
will find my true shape.”

The stone felt almost waxy and Luke said
so.

"Pipestone feels that way when freshly mined.
It is very workable now. In a few days it will harden so that it is
impossible to work without chipping or breaking. Then it can be
polished. To begin, focus your mind on the image of the pipe. Its
form is locked inside the stone. Can you feel the call? Take one
step back from yourself. Free your hands and your spirit. They know
what tools to use."

Luke relaxed his mind and let his hands go to
work. Almost involuntarily he reached for a chisel fashioned from
flint. He began to scrap away the pipestone which did not belong.
The feeling he had was not unlike the calm, meditative distance he
felt when deeply involved in the kata forms of karate. "Smith, why
have Indian gods chosen me, a white man, for this quest?"

"Back before white man came, my kind held
power in this land, just as the gods other peoples created held
power in those lands. In many ways our world, the Spirit World as
you think of it, is much like a mirror of your world only with
infinitely greater possibility.

“The Amerindians and those who came before
them; and even those who came before them, worshiped and believed
in us. We changed as their beliefs evolved. Their belief made us
strong and connected Mother Earth, man, god and the Spirit World.
There was harmony and the Tree of Life flourished.

“But then the whites came with their beliefs
that had become warped from the original teachings of the
connection between all living things. In their drive to open new
lands and discover wealth they ignored the need for harmony.

“Even the most basic teaching of the Christ,
who also walks among us; love your fellow man as you would love
yourself, was forgotten because the Indian was of a different
color. There was no harmony and the white man was very strong.

“As they became greater in this land, the
Amerindian lost their faith, their harmony, and their belief in us
faded. Since the white man did not believe...and since we did not
understand the white man until it was too late...we could do
nothing to stop them.

“At the turn of the century the back of the
native people was broken at Wounded Knee. You have seen this. We
became little more than legends. We were driven to the Spirit World
with no escape. There we lived in bleak timelessness until the War
stretched the fabric of both worlds, and you found the door to the
Manitou. Now the Amerindian is a majority population in this land.
We exist more freely than we ever have before, though we are still
a shade of our former majesty, just as man keeps a frail foothold
in this world."

Smith smiled and his teeth gleamed. "For man
and god to survive, for our survival is intrinsically bound, there
needs to be more faith in the world. If mankind survives. Any
questions?"

Luke shook his head and glanced at the stone
in his hand. It was well on the way to having a definite shape. "My
questions can wait for now."

"You are a wise man, Luke. That is one of
many reasons why we have chosen you. One is the Manitou. The
Manitou was attracted to you by the strength of your pain, the void
in you that used to be faith. It rang out like a bell across the
Spirit World and you made the connection. If you had not fought as
you did, you would have perished and quite possibly so would have
mankind.

“But it only took a part of you and now you
are mirrors in a way, reflecting destiny. By the nature of your
conflict, you and the Manitou cannot exist in the same world
together. But before you can make war on the Manitou, you must
unite the Key of Seven. If you can do this, the future of mankind
is assured and you may fight as you wish...with the strength to
defeat the Manitou. But fail in the quest and mankind will wither
on the vines of time. If this happens, all gods will die. There
will be no hope for any living thing."

"Where do the Seven and I fit in? Why are we
so important?"

The pipe in Luke's hand now matched the
smooth bowl and tracings of the pipe in his vision. He took a new
chisel and began to smooth the bowl. Smith leaned forward to look
at Luke's work and grunted. Luke couldn't tell whether that was
good or bad.

"You and the Seven? You are part of the
Seven. They are important because like you, in the war each has
lost a part of their self and has grown stronger for the loss.
Their suffering has forged them, just as fire forges iron into fine
steel. Together your sharing of oneness, of being, has the power
and potential to bring about an evolution of emotion that will
spread from heart to heart like soul fire! This has been foretold
by the Mayans, the Druids, by Wovoka, Black Elk and others.

“Imagine how much stronger we would all be if
all worlds were in harmony. Black, white, red, yellow, all cultures
and histories, combined in a great hoop the like of which the world
has never seen. You saw the people moving. You know which direction
to go…west, ever west. Your final destination will be revealed to
you by another guide, when the time is right. First, you must
finish your pipe…that is good work, by the way…and find the crystal
mask."

Calm, centered, Luke absorbed what Smith had
told him. He closed his eyes, fitting everything he had learned
together, accepting, understanding or at least beginning to. His
hands continued on their own, deft, sure motions to widen and
smooth the bowl of the pipe as Luke came to terms with the
immensity of his fate. Minutes could have passed, or days. The time
was what it was.

"How do I fit into this?"

Smith dropped his handiwork. "Why Luke, you
are chosen one. You have been foretold. When all the people are
gathered in the west, you will be the catalyst who starts the Ghost
Dance and brings forth the new age of harmony. All of mankind's
potential rests on your shoulders. Are you strong enough to bear
the weight?"

Luke used a long bone awl to create the
borehole in the stem of the pipe. All that remained was to carve
the last runes of power and the bowl would be complete.

"Do I have any choice?" he asked quietly.

"You always have a choice," Smith answered.
"But you also have a conscience. So much of your life has been
lived with a closed, sheltered heart. Can you open your heart, be
brave enough to face what you see there, for greater good of
all?"

"All my life I have fought to protect what I
believed in. The mission has always been first. This is no
different. I will do what must be done," Luke answered.

With his statement, the Spirit wheel flared
like the ring of a great bell. A movement in the very fabric of
life whispered through him, through the stone and the land.

Smith whispered "Thus you have spoken. Your
words are now one with the wind. Look at your pipe."

Luke stared at the stone bowl in his hands. A
band of fire split from the hoop in the sky and arced down to touch
it, filling his hands until the pipe glowed with ruby-bright fire
that burned without heat. He felt the surface of the stone harden
and anneal until it was smooth as glass and as impervious as steel.
Flowing, intricate designs moved across the bowl. He turned to
Smith. The God seemed older now, fading to gray, indistinguishable
from the rock walls of the quarry.

"Next find a bison femur to make the pipe
stem," Smith commanded, voice fading on the wind, "and an eagle's
feather. My task as your guide is now complete. We will meet again
at the trail's end. Farewell, brother."

Smith faded until there was only an ancient
wall that had yielded sacred stone to generations of warriors and
medicine men alike. Luke rose and put the pipe bowl in his pocket.
Smith’s bow and quiver were gone. He strapped his weapons back on,
feeling once again the void in his soul that the Manitou had
created. Only now he had purpose, direction.

Luke left the quarry, touching again the pipe
bowl in his pocket. Coming around the bend, he took Ellen by
surprise. She jerked the HK around and almost cut him down before
she recognized who he was.

"My God! What happened to you?"

Luke came forward. "What do you mean?"

She gestured at his face and Luke touched his
chin. He found a full beard. "How long was I gone?"

"A few minutes at the most. What's going on
here?"

"I think its time we talked," Luke said.

He sat on a boulder and she sat next to him,
but far enough away to be out of arm’s reach. Luke began at the
beginning, telling her everything about the Manitou, his Dream and
the return of the gods. At first Ellen thought he was insane. But
his story was too convincing, the details too real. Then he told
her how he had seen her in the dream and she remembered again how
she had felt lying there, heart hardening in hate. It was something
he could not have known.

But what finally convinced her that something
great and magical was the pipe bowl. When Ellen touched it, saw the
runes move and flow on its face, she felt for an instant the great
power of the red energy that had come from the hoop in the sky. It
moved her to tears.

"You are the first," Luke told her. "I must
leave soon to find the others. Will you come with me?"

It was all so incredible, yet so simple and
clear. And what did Pipestone hold for her now? Nothing but
memories and a bleak future of lonely, bitter pain.

Luke held out his hand. Ellen reached for it,
hesitated, then made the bravest decision of her life and took it.
There was an echo of thunder, and in a diamond bright moment of
clairvoyance, a peek into the future. She knew that she would love
this man, and that before this odyssey was over, she would carry
his son.

"Yes. I will help you heal a world."

Luke squeezed her hand. "Thank you, Ellen.
We’ll leave in the morning.

He felt the strange motion as the hoop of his
life turned, the inner sense of life moving, of marking a tick as
he passed a destination. One down and six to go. But he knew that
gathering the rest would not be easy. There was still so much to
do. And so much he still had to discover.

 


 


The Divided Man

My Name is Tony

 


It took them a full day to reach Wall, South
Dakota, a small town perched on the edge of the wind swept Dakota
Badlands. They spent the night holed up in a former tourist
attraction called Wall Drug, a famous institution that had made a
fortune on free ice water and hospitality.

The town of Wall and the western perimeter of
the Badlands were ringed with the shattered, fenced ruins of
Minutemen missile silos. Luke's wrist Geiger showed only an
infinitesimal increase in the radiation level, when the whole area
should have been glowing. He surmised that high explosive warheads
had been directed here, which would have been much more effective
for destroying such small targets.

Ellsworth Air Force Base to the west would
had received ground strikes. Even now, three years later, it would
be too hot to go near. It was Luke's main reason for wanting to
head south through the Badlands.

The bombing and three years had taken out
enough of the roads around Wall to force them into detours and slow
them down considerably. They did not reach the west road of the
Badlands National Monument until midday.

Luke had been to the Badlands before and had
never failed to be impressed by the rugged, desolate beauty. In
many ways, the arid walls, buttes and mesas resembled the
neon-striped strangeness of the Spirit World. Dinosaurs had walked
here, along the spine of the earth, and animals of every
description in the time since. The great plains tribes had held the
land sacred and had trailed through the ghostly vastness in quiet
reverence.

Once buffalo had thrived here as well as
their counterparts, the buffalo wolves. Coyotes were common as were
antelope and prairie dog. The sheer, red, yellow and purple-banded
walls and plateaus had been home to big horn sheep. In the sky
golden eagles and buzzards had soared, along with thousands of
migratory species. The Badlands had been rich with life.

Now, as they motored along the edge of the
park, Luke and Ellen were surprised by the concentration of life
the area still held. Through the dark years after the War, the
Badlands seemed to have prospered. Every few minutes they passed
prairie dog villages. Twice they saw large herds of pronghorn
antelope.

"If the war caused so much damage to the
world," Ellen asked, "why are the there so many animals here?"

"Maybe because life here was so harsh to
begin with," Luke surmised. "Winters in the Badlands have always
been long and hard. The summers were oven hot. What is necessary
for survival is water, and I think the longer winters have given
The Badlands enough of that. When you are used to living hard, hard
times don't affect you as much. Look!"

Luke stopped the Gun Ship and pointed at the
meadow down below. Out on the prairie a long distance away was a
great, shaggy beast with chocolate fur. It stood solitary,
unafraid, grazing on the green grass like it owned the world.

"Buffalo!" Ellen exclaimed. "Maybe now that
most people are gone, the buffalo will come back."

Near the southern boundary of the Badlands
Monument the road dropped over the rim wall to the bottomlands. The
terrain broadened out, becoming hillier, with low, flat-topped
mesas visible on the horizon. There was more exposed rock and much
of it had fallen on the unpaved road they traveled, forcing Luke to
move slowly. One rockslide was bad enough to make him stop
completely and when he did, the boy threw open the vehicle's side
door and ran like the wind.

For a surprised moment Luke and Ellen watched
him run up a small hill to their left. As the boy crested the top
Luke yelled at Samson to follow. The wolf whined and danced on its
paws, but would not move. Ellen started to get out of the Gun Ship
but Luke stopped here.

"You wait in here. Take this."

He gave her the microphone from the complex
radio in the dashboard and pulled a portable headset from behind
his seat.

"Stay here until I call you."

And then he too was gone, leaving Ellen alone
with her HK and the radio. She watched him follow the boy,
wondering bleakly if they would come back. The wolf came when she
called, letting her pet the soft fur on his head. The presence of
such a strong animal gave her reassurance.

Luke hit the top of the hill, a magnum in
each hand. The boy was only a short distance down the back side of
the grassy slope, his red shock of hair blowing back off his face
in the wind. His eyes were wide with excitement. Luke eased up next
to him.

"What is it?" Luke asked him.

The ground at the base of the hill was a
natural, shallow amphitheatre with a brushy creek bottom leading
off through the hills. When he saw the boy's nostrils dilate Luke
opened his own senses to the fullest, savoring the fresh scents of
earth and grass. Then he caught the pungent ammonia of horse urine.
Moments later they came up out of the creek bottom, a herd of mixed
horses led by a magnificent black stallion. He was clearly the
leader, larger and stronger than any others, muscles flashing
beneath glossy black. But there was something strange about him
that took Luke a moment to spot. In the center of the stallion's
head was a black spire of horn. Luke eased himself down onto the
grass and pressed the transmit stud on the radio.

"Ellen, come up here. There is something you
should see."

She was beside him a moment later. "But how
can this be? Unicorns don't exist."

Luke nodded towards the stallion. "Tell that
to him. Who knows what is possible? If gods roam the land, why not
unicorns, or other fairy creatures for that matter? It had to have
been born since the War though, so its damn big for a
three-year-old stallion. If legend is correct we should not be able
to see him at all. Only virgins were able to see unicorns.”

Luke stopped for a moment and said carefully,
“I…apologize if I am making any incorrect assumptions."

Ellen shot him an irritated look, muttered
“Jerk” under her breath and sat down next to him.

The boy remained standing, dancing from foot
to foot. The horses were plainly aware of them but showed no fear,
although they never came closer than fifty or sixty yards. They
acted like normal horses, feeding on the lush, green grass, making
occasional herd talk as the cropped grass. There were a handful of
colts in the herd and as they pranced under the sun, on two Luke
could see horn nubbins. He wondered if they possessed the magic
legend had given them, and what Indian gods thought of mythical
creatures born from Caucasian pagans on the lands they deemed
theirs.

Across the basin Luke caught a quick flash of
color and shaded his eye with his palm for a better view. There was
movement. The grass on that side was taller and he watched the
shape emerge, brief sinuous glimpses of orange and black. There was
more than one, slinking in the grass and intently studying the
horses, waiting for the proper moment to attack. Luke touched Ellen
on the shoulder and pointed out the tigers. She gasped when she saw
them and would have shouted, but Luke stopped her.

"Let nature take its course," he whispered.
But if they get too close and I say run, run hard.”

The tigers moved stealthily through the tall
grass, coming. There were four; a mother, father and two cubs. Luke
wondered what zoo they had escaped from and how they had come to be
here. It was ideal country, full of food and shelter. Siberian
tigers had been creatures of forest and snow. Perhaps tigers would
now become a native species to North America.

The boy had not moved, his entire attention
focused on the horses. Luke could not tell if he saw the tigers or
not and prepared to tuck him under his arm like a football if
necessary.

At the far end of the herd a mare and colt
began to stray towards the taller, more succulent grass. The black
unicorn seemed not to notice and Luke watched the slow moving dance
of predator and prey intently. As the two horses edged closer to
the taller grass the adult tigers sprang from cover followed by the
cubs, dashing left and right to trap their prey.

One of the cubs sprang at the colt and left a
bloody swipe on its rump. The colt shrieked in terror and the herd
balled up into a protective stance, neighing anxiously. Their
hooves kicked up clouds of dust. Luke saw the mare wheel and slash
her hooves at the cub. Her screams trumpeted across the bowl as she
fought to save her colt. As her attention focused on the cub the
adults circled behind her, driving her father from the safety of
the herd.

Watching the drama unfold, Luke believed that
the mare, no matter how bravely she fought, would end up tiger
meat. The tigers had her flanked on all sides, darting in with
snapping jaws and flashing claws to separate her from her colt.
Luke kept glancing at the boy to make sure he didn't try to join
the fracas. His face carried an expression he could not read. But
something was going on in the kid's head.

From the herd came a bellow of pure rage
unlike anything Luke or Ellen had ever heard. It was like thunder
in the grassy canyon. Even the tigers paused. It was a mistake.

The unicorn left the herd in a leap, ebony
hooves and horn flashing in the sunlight. His hooves struck ground
once and he bounded high, landing on one of the cubs, pinning the
tiger to the earth with his horn. The striped cat shuddered as it
died. The Unicorn lifted his head with the tiger still impaled and
the muscles in his neck bulged massively as he shook his head.
Blood sprayed and the tiger corpse flew in an arc that brought it
to the feet of the other tigers. They snarled and disappeared into
the grass, slinking low as they retreated into the river bottom and
away.

The herd milled and whinnied. The unicorn
galloped to the tiger carcass and stomped it to a bloody pulp,
bellowing calls full of triumph and victory. The herd was
safe...for now...and the unicorn, blood lust satisfied, moved
through them, snorting gently, calming and centered. He flopped
down in the grass and wigged like a colt at play, cleaning the
tiger blood from his magnificent black coat.

Luke marveled at the beauty and grace of the
noble creature. What magic did it possess, besides awesome courage?
Luke knew with a certainty that it would breed true and that
eventually unicorns would be found across the world. Here was the
first, the strongest, the beginning of a new breed. Here was
history.

Ellen’s frantic cry broke his reverie. As
suddenly as he had left the Gun Ship, the boy bolted towards the
unicorn. Ellen and Luke called again simultaneously at the boy to
stop but he ran pell-mell down the slope. The unicorn galloped to
intercept the boy.

Luke followed at a dead run, pistols in each
hand, hoping that gunpowder and lead could overcome the unicorn's
magic. He skidded to a halt and raised both pistols, hammers back
and ready to deal death. He did not have to fire.

The boy and Unicorn both stopped a hand's
breadth from each other. The giant black animal stood still, sides
heaving, as the boy slowly reached up and touched his muzzle.

“Oh!” the boy whispered, and gently blew his
breath into the unicorn's nostrils. Its nostrils and eyes dilated
wide as it absorbed the scent of the child. The unicorn whickered
softly and brushed its lips against the boy's forehead, standing
still as the boy hugged his chest. It let the boy stay there for a
short time, safe from the world, and Luke recalled Frankie's words:
"The kid can talk to animals."

When the boy let go of the unicorn it dropped
its head so that the boy could touch its magnificent horn. Then it
was gone and the herd with it, leaving only bent grass and a boy
staring at his hand.

Luke holstered the revolvers. Ellen passed
him at a run but the boy would not let her hold him. Instead he ran
to Luke, holding out his palm. Luke took it and saw that where he
had touched the unicorn's horn, a smooth, unlined strip of skin now
crossed his palm. The mark of the unicorn.

For the first time, the boy smiled. Luke
smiled back.

"My name is Anthony Murphy and I'm ten!” the
boy exclaimed. “You can call me Tony ‘cause I’m grrrrrrreat!" Then
bright joy on his face faded as his world came back to him. He
whispered "My mommy and daddy are dead."

Tony began to sob. Luke stood still, not
knowing how to react. Ellen picked him up and the boy clung to her
as three years of sadness swept through him.

Luke trailed behind as she carried Tony back
to the Gun Ship. He wished he could reach out to him, but knew that
without empathy, he had nothing to offer the boy except a soul-less
hug. But seeing Tony’s arms wrapped so tightly around Ellen’s neck,
he could sense the rightness as the hoop of Tony’s life shifted
into harmony with his. Both he and the boy were changing. But who
knew what each of them would become?

Luke sniffed the wind. It came from the
south, and carried faint, ominous hints of burnt flesh and iron. A
line from Shakespeare whispered unceasingly in his head over and
over.

"To be or not to be...To be or not to
be..."

Whatever waited for him next was not far
away. Once they were back in the Gun Ship he took one last look and
got them rolling again.

Back in the ruins of Minneapolis Brother Jed
grimaced, moving his arm. It was still wrapped in a bandage and
sling from his encounter with that Satan’s Pawn Luke Kimball. He
had changed everything! Kimball’s casual shot across an impossible
distance had shown the parish that Jed was not invincible. He was
only a man. Now his Voice had lost some of its power to move
masses, did not carry the same conviction.

His parish had shrunk dramatically over the
last month. When he walked the streets with his most trusted
priests, those left did not react with the same awe inspired
humility. He could no longer see the same fear in their eyes.
Killing the bolder of the upstarts had fattened stewpots, but more
had begun to slip away in the night, taking their chances in the
nuclear wilderness. Satan Kimball had stolen his thunder and ruined
the foundations of his holy empire. Jed hung his head. Wracked with
doubt about what to do.

He sat alone in his fortress on the great,
carved throne. Rays of sunlight fell through cracks in the ceiling.
It was quiet enough to hear trickles of dust as the building slowly
moved to decay. He had sent his guards and priests far enough away
so he could meditate and pray for supreme guidance without their
mental filth polluting his holy space.

Silently he called out in rage and anguish,
"Lord! Give me back what is mine!"

The Lord answered him with a whisper. "Jed;
what have you done! You have sinned."

From behind Jed's chair rose a set of wide,
magnificent antlers. The eyes of the Manitou were lit with a frigid
gleam. The god gripped the back of the throne and leaned forward
until its lips almost touched Jed's left ear. It’s voice was
somewhere between a whisper and a growl.

"You were to be my Voice and Body. Our Holy
Empire would rolled across the world, bringing all unbelievers to
their knees. But you failed! You took false pride and let Satan
into your midst. You let Kimball taint all we have worked for. You
have even weakened the power of the Voice! Now you are doomed to a
fate worse than Hell unless you seek salvation. Do you seek it,
Jed? Do you seek salvation?"

Jed covered his face and began to weep. "I
have sinned. I am bound for Hell and seek salvation. Oh Lord, how
can I redeem myself ?”

The Manitou smiled and, if Jed could have
seen it, he would have died from fright.

"You are my presence on Earth. Kimball is
your Satan. You are equally matched, the left hand and the right.
Only you have the power to defeat him. If you can find him, bring
back his head on a stake, your power will be restored and nothing
will be able to stop you! The devil is in the west. You will always
be able to feel his presence..."

The Manitou reached around and touched Jed on
his forehead. Jed’s eyes were filled with visions of the journey he
would take. It would be long and trying...like Moses leading his
people through the desert. Jed heard the cadenced thunder of
marching feet, a million voices raised in song as orchestras
carried a triumphant hymn.

It was His Army of God marching across the
world, bringing all to their feet, with him in the lead carrying a
cross-topped stake. On the top of the stake was Luke Kimball's
head. Salvation! The thought made Jed smile.
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Hot Springs, South Dakota had once been a
scenic town at the southern foot of the Black Hills, a popular
tourist stop. Now it was a ghost town, showing the signs of
abandonment and decay that was so visible in every town. It felt
empty, devoid of even the memory of the people who had lived here.
But look deep enough and you could still find their stories.

Calvin Acomb had come here a year ago,
trekking down from the wastelands of North Dakota. It had been a
good, quite place to stay. Now he was tied to a rack, beaten half
to death, about to die at the hands of the Ku Klux Klan. He had
survived a nuclear war and countless other tragedies, only to lose
his life to a handful of peanut-brained white supremacists. At any
other time Cal would have laughed at the irony. But he had a
feeling that what they had planned for him would make death a
welcome escape.

Cal had lived through much to make it this
far, had tried to accomplish so much in the face of the adversity
that had blocked his path. He was a black giant of a man, standing
six foot three in his bare feet. He had played football for the
University of Minnesota and had never lost his solid, muscular
build.

The post war years had made him leaner and
harder, but no meaner. In spite of having been a competitor or
maybe because of it, Cal was a gentle man, more prone to poetry
than anger. His goals in life had been simply to be a good man and
to teach the beauty of English literature. And he had succeeded.
From his upbringing in South Minneapolis, Cal had earned a full
ride scholarship to the University of Minnesota. Hard work on and
off the field won him a degree and academic honors. In his senior
year he married Naomi, a beautiful woman with catlike, amber eyes
and a love for the classics equal to his own. Their first child had
come a year later, shortly before his first position teaching at
the University of North Dakota at Grand Forks. They had named their
little boy Raphael, seeing so much of the angel in him.

Life in Grand Forks had been idyllic. His
students seemed genuinely interested in learning the art of words.
Naomi was happy with their modest home and with motherhood. Raphael
grew like a weed, filling their home with bubbling laughter. All
the woes and prejudice that affected the rest of the world never
seemed to bother them. Most of their friends were white, university
staff Cal met in other departments. Race was not an issue here. The
fiber of your being determined how people accepted you, a way of
life so different than he had experienced growing up.

Be judged as the man you are. It was what Cal
believed with all his heart, what his father had taught him, what
Raphael would learn. Racial prejudice was just one of the topics
Cal, Naomi and their friends debated over bottles of modest
California wine and an occasional joint. Cal had been teaching for
over two years when the War happened and gave him a new look at the
world.

Grand Forks had been ringed with missile
silos. The possibility of nuclear war, though distant, was part of
daily life. On the night the bombs fell, when the air raid sirens
filled the sky with their frightening wails, they turned on the
television and heard the warnings. They took a hastily packed bag
of clothes and sack of canned food. The University was a ten-minute
car ride. Practically every building on campus was a fallout
shelter. Halfway there the car, and all electronics around them,
failed. They hurried the rest of the way in darkness, hearing
screams and gunshots. The campus was in pandemonium.

Cal led them to the security of a large
shelter in the basement of the English building. At the door two of
the faculty members were standing guard, armed with clubs and fire
axes. Cal was happy to see them, then shocked when they would not
let him pass.

"Sorry, Calvin," they said, "But the shelter
is full. Go to the one at the history building."

The door was opened for a moment and Cal had
a quick look inside. There was plenty of room and he said so. They
gripped their weapons tighter.

"No," they said, "more people are coming.
We’re full. Move on."

The shock of what he was hearing began to
sink in, along with panic and sheer fright. Cal tried to shove his
way past. A blow to the head knocked him to the ground. Naomi
screamed and Raphael began to cry.

The one with the axe said, "We don't want any
niggers in our shelter! This isn't school anymore. This is
survival! Go somewhere else...or else."

Cal dragged himself from the ground, his head
numb, feeling a bitter mix of emotion brew inside him. Hate.
Outrage. Fear. Inadequacy and most of all, fright.

He led them to the shelter in the history
building and beat upon its iron-clad doors, screaming for entrance.
The door was opened a crack, just enough for the occupants to see
that Calvin was a black man.

"Go to the English building. That's where
your faculty is. We don't want niggers here. Sorry, Calvin."

They ran to the next building and heard the
same story. He didn't stay to argue. They were running out of time.
He had to find a place where they could be safe!

In desperation, Cal led them across campus to
a place where a road crossed a culvert. It was large enough for
them to hide in. Emergency lights mounted high on the buildings
cast long shadows across the grass as they ran. The campus grounds
were silent. Everyone gone to shelter. In the sky, brighter points
of light hurled across a carpet of stars.

The word "nigger" echoed through his head
like an accusation. As they entered the culvert, Naomi stopped and
turned around. Later, before she died, she told Cal that she had
heard a noise.

At that moment the first warhead went off.
The white light, brighter than a thousand suns, blinded her and
Raphael instantly. Cal was half in the culvert. He shut his eyes
tightly. The light was so intense that he could actually see the
steel ribs of the huge piping through his eyelids.

As he reached backward, groping for Naomi's
hand, the heat and blast waves struck. The shirt on his back began
to heat as their hands touched. She screamed and he pulled her
toward him hard.

The force of the blast slammed them deep into
the culvert. His head stuck the corrugated piping and mercifully,
he was unconscious during the rest of the bombing.

The sound of his name brought him back. He
touched his head. His hair was powder that disintegrated at
histouch, filling the air with a burnt stench. Naomi called again.
The skin on Cal's back cracked as he sat up. He bit back a scream
of pain. Naomi said his name again and he looked for her, blinking
until his eyes teared enough so that he could see past the white
flash afterimage clouding his site.

Fires outside lighted the interior of the
culvert. The heat wave had caught Naomi full front, scorching off
all her hair and leaving dark, bubbly patches of skin on her face,
arms and chest. Her eyes flowed a nonstop river of tears.

"Honey, I can't see our baby. I can't see
you."

Cal crawled to her and took her hand.

"Where is Raphael? Cal, I can't hear
him!"

Through the haze of his vision Cal saw the
silent, unmoving body of their son at the edge of the culvert. He
scrambled to the boy. Raphael's head hung limply. Cal cradled his
son's head and felt the large soft spot at the back of the skull.
The boy's eyes were closed, his chest unmoving. Gone.

Dry sobs wracked him. He carried Raphael's
body to wife and they held him together. Their sobs were choked,
full of pain, foretelling of more to come. He helped Naomi from the
shelter of the culvert. She held the body of their son tightly. All
around them trees and buildings burned. Total devastation.

Part of him thought rationally, “We have to
get home before the fallout comes.”

So he led them, oblivious to the agony of
their burns. He silently swore on the body of his son that no one
would ever call him nigger again. And he was happy to see that,
where the gleaming tower of the English building had once stood,
there was now only a crumbled ruin.

They buried Raphael in their backyard. The
ceremony was simple. Naomi clung to his arm. She was totally blind.
He had bandaged her wounds as best he could. They went inside as
soon as the grave was filled because rifts of fallout were sifting
from the sky. They stayed in the basement of their home, avoiding
contact with the deadly ash. Over the next days Naomi's burns
became seriously infected. Cal tried to keep them clean she faded
quickly. In the end, she caught some kind of virus that ended her
life with a deep coma.

He buried her next to their son and made
simple headboards for them, caring not for the ash that dusted the
ground like gray summer snow. Looking at the graves under the dark,
turbulent sky, Cal did not know what to feel.

Inside he was empty. He wanted someone or
something to fight, to kill...to avenge the deaths of his family.
But at the same time he knew that what had happened could never be
avenged.

He spent the first long winter huddled in
filthy blankets, burning furniture to keep warm, eating food out of
cans and rereading the classics. He waited to die from radiation
poisoning but he did not ever develop so much as a symptom. His
back healed, leaving a welter of scars. His hair grew back mostly
gray. And the darkness of his spirit found balance in the spring,
when a beam of sunlight reflecting through a basement window
highlighted the words on the page before him. To thine own self be
true.

The world would be savage now, a jungle of
death and violence...if anyone else had survived. Cal would try to
remain a good man, would help those in need, asking nothing in
return. This was how he had lived. But he would let no one do him
wrong...and would kill any who called him nigger. Never again would
he let prejudice sway the path of his life.

Often, Cal wished he had died with Naomi and
Raphael. Then they could be together. But it was a bittersweet,
lonesome dream he had late at night, alone with memories that did
little to ease the hurt.

Cal decided to leave one morning in the
beginning of the first, warm days of summer, sometime about a year
after the War, to head south where the climate would be warmer. He
was sorely in need of a bath and the harsh winter had made him
dangerously thin.

He filled a backpack full of canned food
scavenged from houses around his. Plague or fallout had killed all
his neighbors. The only other things he took, besides a few changes
of clothes, were a shotgun and a complete anthology of
Shakespeare's works. He could think of nothing else he needed. The
most important possessions he carried in his heart.

For the next two years Cal moved slowly,
hiking the secondary highways southward. In each town he came to,
Cal stopped in the local library and read voraciously. Whenever he
could not scavenge canned or packaged food, Cal found corn and
tomatoes as well as other plants gone wild to eat. He taught
himself to use a shotgun and from then on ate fairly regularly,
taking various birds and ground dwelling creatures, including wild
chickens.

Seldom did he encounter other people. When he
did, it was usually from a distance...with mutual respect for each
other's weapons. Twice he met small groups of people who welcomed
him for a few nights. He repaid their food and kindness with
readings from "The Book of Willy."

Once he saw a large, predatory group of
scavengers on motorcycles. They descended on the town like a plague
of locusts. Cal left as silently...and as quickly as he could.

It was fall when Cal arrived in Hot Springs.
He bypassed the town proper, although he would return there many
times later to look for food and tools. As he walked around the
southern end of the Angostura reservoir, Cal saw a black and white
spotted cow. The sight intrigued him. To see a cow after so long
was strange, a glimpse into modern history. But it was beef, and
Cal was hungry. He followed the beast and it led him to a small
farmhouse next to a small barn. Both were in need of repair. In
back of the house was a field someone had actually plowed and
planted. The crop, by the look of it, had been corn and had not
grown well. He made himself stand very still when he heard the
metallic clack of a shotgun slide.

A female voice screamed at him, "Drop the gun
and put your hands in the air!"

Cal did so and turned to face who he presumed
was the owner of the property. She had beautiful blond hair bound
in a ponytail and features that strife had begun to age. But her
spirit glowed. Here was inspiration! She gave him the third degree
and learned that Cal had followed her cow home. This made her
laugh. They talked more and she let him stay when she learned he
had been a teacher. She had a nine-year-old daughter in need of
education.

Spending time with them brought back memories
of Naomi and Raphael. During the day he worked on the house and
barn, milking cows, repairing fences, planting corn and root
vegetables. At night he taught her daughter to read and write. He
grew to love his adopted family, and they him. When the winter grew
cold he and the woman found ways to comfort each other and that was
good too.

But there was a problem. More than once Cal
felt that he was being watched. On the hills surrounding the farm
he found fresh tire tracks and cigarette butts crushed into the
ground. The stores in town showed signs of looting by others. He
was sure that others lived in the area, but neither he nor the
woman had ever seen them.

They came in the night with guns and torches.
Cal, the woman and child had been asleep. He heard crashes,
breaking glass and splintering wood. Then a gun barrel was pressed
against his head. Voices shouted "Go ahead, move, nigger!"

He was pulled from the bed and bound. His
attackers wore white hoods; the cowardly covers of the Ku Klux
Klan. They tied him in the yard and beat him with their fists until
he swam in and out of painful darkness. As they slammed his head
into a post he heard the screams of the woman and her daughter. Cal
never learned what happened to them.

They took him to the open field where they
held their rituals. The ground was barren except for three charred
crosses made from old railroad ties, and a wooden rack. To this
they tied him so tightly that the circulation was cut off from his
hands. Because they were going to kill him, they took off their
hoods.

There were only five of them, ordinary
looking men who would not have stood out in pre- War society. Two
had greenish keloid scars on their faces, the result of being too
close to a city that had been nuked. They cut off his shirt and
whipped him until his back was a flayed, open wound. Cal screamed.
He couldn't help it. But he didn't pass out. In his heart Cal knew
he was stronger than they would ever be. But damn; he hurt.

Their leader was flat faced. He waved a
cutlass in Cal's face and made slurs about Cal's genetic background
while the others laughed. When he tired of this he dug his fingers
into Cal's thin hair and lifted his face so they could see eye to
eye.

"You got anything to say before we kill you,
nigger?"

Cal stared into flat face's weak, blue eyes
and saw both fear and anticipation. He realized that flat face had
never killed a man before. Cal was probably the first black man
this idiot had seen since the War. A klan with no one to hate.
Ha!

He felt a sudden wave of contempt and spat
into flat face's eyes. The man recoiled sharply, letting go of
Cal's hair.

"That about sums it up," answered Cal.

He felt pretty good, for someone who had had
the shit beaten out of him and was about to be murdered. Flat face
hit him twice. Cal was so numb from his previous beatings that he
felt only the jarring of the blows; no pain. The Klansman rummaged
in the back of their truck. He came up with a portable propane
torch and a striker. He held up the striker and squeezed its metal
legs together. A shower of sparks fell from the spark cap to the
ground. Flat face grinned and Cal pulled reflexively against his
bonds.

"Now, nigger, you are going to burn. Really
burn. Are you scared, nigger?"

Cal smiled and replied so softly that only
flat face could hear. "Yes, but not as much as you are.”

Flat face opened the nozzle of the torch and
used the striker. The gas ignited with a pop and a hiss. He
adjusted the flame until it was a sharp blue cone. Heat wavered
from the flame. The others shouted encouragement. He held the torch
close enough so that the heat raised blisters on Cal’s arm, then
backed off and held the torch up high.

"What should I burn off first, brothers?"

As the others named off parts of Cal's body
he began to pray, knowing that by the end of the day he would be
with Naomi and Raphael again. The thought gave him strength and
enough conviction to welcome death with an open heart.

"Fuck you, whitey," he said and laughed.
Famous last words. He only wished that he could have been more
eloquent.

Flat face came forward with the torch. When
it exploded, it took the Klansman a moment to realize that his
right hand was gone. Warm blood splattered Cal. Flames smoldered in
flat face's hair and clothing. As a high pitched, keening wail
leaked from his stunned face, a loud boom echoed across the hills.
Flat face held out his stump and turned to the others. Blood
squirted from the splintered joint in short, regular arcs. His face
dissolved as a second shot cracked like thunder. His falling body
spurred the others into action and they scrambled for the
truck.

More shots and the hood and grill of the
truck opened, spewing fluid and oil into the dirt. The Klansmen
fled the truck and the rifle roared three times, leaving three
bodies in the dust. A final shot pitched the last Klansman to the
ground with a shattered leg. He began to crawl, dragging his
bleeding leg. Cal hung by his bonds, waiting for whatever would
happen next. He had a momentary fear that the next bullet would
take his life but instead it parted the rope holding his right
hand.

He sagged painfully, hanging from his left
arm. Another shot cut that rope and Cal fell to the ground, biting
his lips to keep from screaming as the circulation returned to his
swollen hands. He stripped the rope from his wrists and flexed his
hands until he had enough feeling to grab the rack. Cal pulled
himself to his feet and saw the wounded Klansman trying to drag
himself away. Hate clouded his eyes. When it cleared, Cal had the
cutlass in his hand. To be or not to be. He was standing over the
begging, cringing Klansman. For a moment Cal relived every moment
of racism that had been aimed at him during his lifetime. The
deaths of Naomi and Raphael. The years alone, of loneliness. And
the unknown fate of the woman and her daughter.

To be or not to be. In his hand he held the
power for retribution. Cal raised the cutlass and tried with all
his heart to slash it down. But he could not.

To be, then. He turned the sword sideways and
snapped the blade in two across his knee. He threw the pieces at
the gibbering Klansman and said, "Remember a black man let you
live."

His life held nothing now except memories.
Cal reached the rack and collapsed next to it, feeling blood
seeping from his back. He blacked out for a moment, he wasn't sure
how long, and opened his eyes to see the gunman walking towards
him. The man was tall and lean, skin bronzed by the strong sun. His
blond hair was cut short and the his eye patch stood out like
night. He wore some kind of armored vest festooned with pistols,
knives and bullets, black army fatigues and boots. In his hand he
held a very large rifle with a telescopic sight. The man gave him
an appraising look through his one winter blue eye.

"You look like shit," he said.

Cal laughed. "I feel like shit. Thanks."

The man nodded and squatted on his heels next
to Cal. He held out a canteen and Cal gratefully drank, savoring
the cool water.

"Damn, that is good,” Cal sighed.

They traded names.

"Why did you let him live," Luke asked,
nodding his head at the man crawling away.

Cal shrugged. "I couldn't make myself kill
him. If he lives, maybe one day he will remember and will give
someone else a chance."

He shrugged again. "There has already been
too much killing. What would you have done if I had killed him?"
Luke smiled and Cal realized this man was cold as ice.

"You would not have killed him. You could
not. It isn’t in you…this I know."

Cal ignored the ambiguity of Luke's
statement. "Does it bother you that you just killed four, maybe
five men?"

Luke stood and held out his hand. Cal took it
and let Kimball pull him to his feet.

"No. There will be more…there always is. I
have a job for you, Cal, if you are interested. Do you think man
can achieve a universal supremacy of spirit?"

Cal tilted his head, considering Luke anew.
"Keep talking. Could I trouble you for a band aid?"

"How about a doctor?" Luke answered, and Cal
knew that his life was about to take a turn for the strange. There
was brightness in his future. He welcomed it, wished Naomi and
Raphael well, let go of that pain, and walked away from his
memories with his spirits high.
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Luke sat behind the wheel of the Gun Ship,
watching dawn bring the first paint brushes of color to the eastern
sky. Behind him the slow, deep breathing and occasional snore came
from Tony and Samson, Ellen and Cal.

He had not slept. He had driven all night,
not saying where he was going, following the call within him. He
felt his way along the roads, working south and east under a carpet
of stars until he passed through the dark, empty town of Pine
Ridge. Luke took the next major road to the left and stopped in
front of the faded memorial sign. He could just make it out in the
growing light. Massacre of Wounded Knee.

He tilted back his head and closed his eye.
He saw again the young Indian boy reached out to him and calling
“Father you will come!”

Beyond the boy he could see
the ancestors moving in unison to the steps of a dance. Beneath
their feet the snowy ground of a butte, the land dropping away to
grasslands and river bottom, south and west to where he was now.
The beat of the dance moved him and he tapped the rhythm on the
steering wheel, one two, one two,
step right, step right.

Luke opened his eye and eased quietly from
the seat. He took a field jacket from one of the storage lockers
and stepped outside. The others remained deep in slumber.

Outside the cool morning air smelled of rock,
dust and grass. They were good clean scents, of earth and open sky.
The land rolled away to gentle buttes and canyons to the north and
east on the far side of the creek. In addition to the green
monument sign there was an arched entryway into a cemetery. Luke
walked up to the monument sign and read the front and back.

The Ghost Dance. As Luke read he understood
more of what was happening to him, what he had fallen into. The
soldiers thought they had ended the Ghost Dance. But the prayer had
already gone on its way.

He crossed the empty dirty and rock parking
area to the cemetery. Among rows of small, worn stone markers a
taller, weathered monument proclaimed the resting place of Chief
Big Foot. Luke touched it, expecting to feel something, to hear a
voice, some sign from the Spirit World on why he had come here. But
all he felt was old, cool stone.

A raven floated from the sky and landed a
short distance away. Looking at him with tilted head and black,
gleaming eyes, it made a guttural call that sounded like “Gork!”
and flapped away.

“Not here, it said.”

Tony had come up so silently that Luke did
not hear him. He was in jeans and a t-shirt, barefoot and arms
wrapped around himself against the coolness.

“Are you cold?” Luke asked?

Tony nodded and Luke wrapped him in the field
jacket, then lifted the boy off the ground. Tony clung to him like
a monkey and looped an arm around Luke’s neck.

“Not here who said?”

“The bird.” Tony brought his head next to
Luke’s and pointed to where the sun was climbing above the horizon.
“Not here, over there is where you want to go.”

“The raven told you that?”

Tony nodded. “Yes. Go over there.”

“That way, east?”

“You’ll see if you go.”

Luke carried him back out the cemetery to the
narrow two lane road. He turned up towards the east and began to
walk, carrying the boy.

“Are the others awake? Where is Samson?”

“He told me I need to go with you and that he
needed to sleep! Calvin is snoring but Ellie is a lot quieter.”

“You can talk to Samson? What about all
animals?”

“Samson is smart but he does not talk much. I
guess other animals do but I don’t remember much. Its like I just
woke up and have to learn everything again.”

Luke turned his head so he could see the boy.
His telltale eyes were sad and distant, gone somewhere between his
parents and now.

“I understand that. I have to keep asking
myself, who am I? It can be scary trying to figure it out.”

The boy nodded slowly. “Yeah. Scary. Who am
I?

“Well,” Luke replied, “Let’s start with this.
You are Tony and you are a survivor. You have a wolf named Samson,
and Ellen, Cal and Luke to look out for you. You are safe and have
people who love and care for you. You are very smart and can see
things that others can’t. And you are on a journey to save the
world.”

“Like a video game?”

“Yes, but better. Much better. Is that a good
place to start knowing who you are?”

Tony was silent as they walked down the road.
Finally he hugged Luke a little tighter.

“Yeah. That’s a good start. Go down
there.”

He pointed to a trail that led down a gentle
slope away from the road. They followed it to the banks of a small
creek, running half dry in the heat of summer. The grass was long
and lush. Tony squirmed and Luke put him down in the grass. It was
almost taller than his head. Tony pushed through it to a place a
little farther from the creek and held his arms out to the sides
like wings.

“Here!”

He began to turn in
circles, one two, one two,
step to the right, step to the right. Following a path that had
been laid down in past millennia. The sounds of his feet shuffling
in grass overlaid the sound of a boy’s moccasins shuffling through
snow. Luke raised his eyes and saw the terrain, the buttes across
the creek a mile or so further north. In his mind’s eye he looked
past the boy in the snow and saw a ring of teepees down by the
creek. Looking past Tony, he saw the rise of a butte and began to
move, following the creek.

“Come with me,” he called to boy, and heard
him scamper in the grass to catch up.

He imagined how the massacre must have played
out, artillery on the rise to the west, the band camped here.
Soldiers firing and the panicked flight. They approached a bend in
the creek and Luke carried the boy across. Up the butte the
climbed, pushing through thin brush and a mix of pine and
hardwoods, until they stood on the small plateau.

Tony began the steps of the Ghost Dance
again, humming. Luke walked in circles until he found the vantage
he wanted, the same as his vision with larger trees. He spread out
his arms in imitation of Tony and turned, then turned again and
stopped. In the dirt was a blue gleam. Luke picked up the object
and brushed it off on his pants. A blue trade bead, lapis lazuli.
Tony stopped, one foot off the ground, arms outspread, a strange,
ecstatic glow on his thin, pale face.

“Father, you will come,” came from his mouth
with the sound of two voices.

And Luke understood, a prayer for the dying,
an answer, an end and a beginning. This was the starting point,
where the Hoop of all things had made a turn. Maybe the hopes of
the Sioux Nation had died here. But something had been planted as
well.

Luke gave the blue bead to Tony and carried
the boy back down the butte, across the creek and to the road. It
was getting warm and Luke tied the jacket around his waist, put
Tony up on his shoulders and walked back to the Gun Ship with long
strides.

The wind rose from the west, clean and
gentle, filled with the fresh, green scent of promise. Tony spread
his arms out again like wings and Luke could feel him smile as he
began to zig zag down the road, Tony leaning into the turns and
making engine sounds.

“Who are you?” he called up to the boy.

“I’m Tony,” the boy answered happily, “And
I’m grrrreat!”
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After Wounded Knee Luke felt they had the
time to rest for a day. Once they crossed into what had been the
state of Nebraska he parked off the road in a grove of trees in
what had been the Ogallala National Grassland. Ellen changed the
bandages on Cal's back and other wounds. The big man, though
exhausted, was calm and alert.

Tony stared at him for so long that Cal
finally asked him, "What do you find so interesting?"

Tony reached out and rubbed a finger on Cal's
arm. "It doesn't come off," he exclaimed.

Cal laughed long and deep. "No, child. This
is the way God made me. Minus the cuts and scrapes."

Ellen gave him a questioning look. "Which
God, Cal? According to Luke there are more than one. Has he told
you?"

Cal stopped laughing. "What does she
mean?"

As evening fell and they dined on MRE
rations, Luke brought him up to speed about the return of the
Amerindian gods and the quest they had set him on.

"You two have suffered greatly. This
suffering has made you much stronger in a way that is very
important to forces both great and fundamental. Let’s just say that
you are a part of a…key. If I can find all seven of you and bring
you to some special place, mankind will be able to sustain itself
and I will be able to fight the Manitou and get back was taken from
me. Everything is locked together, hoops within hoops and hinged on
bringing this Key of Seven together."

Cal said, "Of the Seven you
must find, what do you believe we represent?"

"Both of you," Luke replied, "in the face of
extreme adversity, have chosen to preserve life instead of taking
it. Ellie chose not to kill but to heal in a situation where taking
me out might have been the wisest choice. She stayed true to her
oath and the principles upon which she has based her life.

“You Cal, accepted the deaths of your wife
and child and would give still give your life to remain a good man.
In spite of vowing to kill the man who slurred the color of your
skin, you chose “to be.”

And Tony, you are very special. I don’t know
how you have come here but you can do and see things we can’t.”

“How could you possibly know my past, what I
have seen and felt!” Cal exclaimed.

“That I do should tell you something. As I
get closer to each one of the seven, I see where you have been and
how you have come to be here. Its like following my nose with
divine help. “

Each fell into a personal cone of silence. It
was crowded in the Gun ship with four of them and Samson. There was
no more bunk space so Luke decided he would sleep outside under a
tarp. After asking Tony he brought Samson with him so the wolf
could hunt.

Outside the stars were bright in the sky.
Luke wrapped himself in a sleeping bag, leaving it unzipped in case
he had to get out in a hurry. Samson loped off to leave his lupine
signature on the trees and to catch dinner. The Gun Ship was in
sentry mode but Luke arranged the magnums so he could get to them
quickly. Laying back, eye wandering over the growing drifts of
stars in the evening sky, he thought over how his situation had
changed so dramatically.

He had not left Minneapolis planning to feed
as many as seven people. Now he had people to be responsible for.
Mouths to feed. The military rations he had brought would rapidly
dwindle. Cal had eaten like a horse. His appetite matched Luke's.
He needed to find more rations or even better a deer, elk or cow,
some protein source they could feast on and preserve like jerky.
Relaxing body and mind, he slowed his breathing and heartbeat,
sleeping just on the verge of consciousness as he had learned to do
so long ago in active combat. Samson came back some time later and
curled up close to him. Luke gradually floated deeper into sleep
and into the Spirit World.

He found himself standing in grassy hills
holding the rifle he had used to save Cal, a .300 Winchester Magnum
with a black, composite stock, thick bull barrel and a high-powered
telescopic site. The rifle was accurate to distances over one
thousand yards.

Although he knew he was sleeping at the base
of the Gun Ship Luke could feel the wind and warmth of the sun on
his face. Only this time he still had the eye patch.

The ground at his feet was trampled with
large, cloven tracks. They were too big to be anything but buffalo.
Luke eased back the bolt on the rifle. It was fully loaded. The
Tanto knife was tucked into his waistband. Following the tracks
felt like the right thing to do so he set off, keeping the wind on
his face.

Luke smelled the herd before he saw them. The
odor was overpowering, the sweat, dung and urine of a thousand
buffalo. He grimaced, glad even in the stink that he was downwind.
They would not smell him. He moved forward slowly, using tufts of
tall grass for cover, until he was a hundred yards from the herd.
More than close enough. Luke dropped prone on the ground, bracing
his elbows in the grass as he brought the rifle to his
shoulder.

There were buffalo of all shapes and sizes.
One stood out, a white coated cow. She had no calves around her and
was large enough to provide what food his party needed, but not so
big that meat would go to waste. Luke eased the safety stud to the
firing position, placed the cross hairs behind and just below the
buffalo's shoulder and began to squeeze the trigger.

As his finger tightened, the buffalo began to
change shape. Luke pulled the rifle from his shoulder and engaged
the safety. The buffalo cow curled up on the ground, becoming a
shapeless, light colored mass. The shape shrunk until it was
smaller than him, and then began to take on characteristics. What
sat up in the buffalo's place was one of the most striking women
Luke had ever seen.

Her raven black hair was braided into two
thick ropes and held back from her face by a white leather
headband. Her dress was also white leather, worked with an
intricate beaded design that glowed and pulsed. It hurt his eye to
look at it. Her feet were covered with moccasins of the same sturdy
leather.

She raised herself to a sitting position,
looked directly at him, smiled and beckoned. The buffalo herd had
moved away as she transformed. Now she was alone. This was the
reason for his being here. Luke got up, slung the rifle on his
back, and went to join her.

"I am Buffalo Woman," she said in response to
his greeting, her voice deep and earthy. "I am your next
guide."

Her voice was as beautiful as she. She smiled
and Luke could not help but be drawn to her. "Yes, I am beautiful.
But remember that there is no beauty without danger. Touch me."

Luke knelt down and laid a palm on her smooth
cheek. As his fingers came in contact with her skin, he
saw/heard/felt for a blinding moment, an immense white buffalo, big
as the world, charging down on him. He jerked involuntarily and
snatched his hand away. The vision vanished.

"Now you begin to see the nature of things.
Life has two sides, a balance. Give and take, good and evil, ying
and yang. There is no one side."

Luke rubbed his hand. "I'm surprised at the
things I am coming to accept. But I have less trouble accepting all
this, than I thought I would."

"It is because you were meant for this. Your
spirit, also, is two, though only one half lives in you now. It is
to your spirit that I will now teach, and help you craft the second
part of the sacred pipe. You have the bowl. Now you need the stem.
Show me."

Luke reached into the side pocket of his
fatigues and pulled forth the cloth wrapped pipe bowl. As she
reached forward to touch it, it glowed a bright warning red. She
pulled back.

"Ah. The pipe is yours and yours alone until
it is completed. You have great power here."

Luke put the bowl away. "What are we to do
here?"

"Today you learn about the hunt. All things
have life, and all life is sacred. It is the way to take life to
sustain life, be that life plant or animal. Life is a hoop all
creatures turn on. It is the great unification. You have been
taught this lesson before. Do you remember?"

Buffalo Woman tapped him on the forehead and
commanded, "Remember."

Luke blinked and he was seventeen, trapping
mink, martin and beaver in the dead of winter with his father,
Henry Kimball. Snow lay heavy on the rolling forests of the
Northern Minnesota Mesabi Range. It was bitterly cold; cold enough
to freeze spit before it hit the ground. The full moon turned the
forest into liquid silver and silky black shadow.

Luke and his father had quarreled bitterly.
Luke had taken his rifle and run into the forest. He had heard the
calls of the wolves, tracked them across miles of night, killed the
big wolf. He returned now with the bloody pelt, from nose to tail
much longer than he was tall.

He pegged it high in a tree, away from the
heat of the fire. Luke huddled on the other side of the warm blaze,
away from his father, poised on the brink of some emotion, feeling
nothing and yet everything, an impending wave of hate and sorrow
and love and want that threatened to heave him from this world. He
had never felt so far away from everything in his life.

"Feel better, son?" His father asked
gently.

Luke made a small nod, impossible to
decipher.

"What you have done," his father continued,
"is one of man's greatest sins. You have killed out of anger."

Luke hugged himself tightly. Tears began to
flow from his closed eyes.

"Part of man's nature is to take life to
preserve life, son, and life makes allowances for that. If you need
food, you can hunt or fish or forage. A deer's life ain’t wasted if
it feeds you and your family.

“If someone is trying to take your life or
the lives of those you love you have the right to self defense;
again, to survive. We trap fur so we can eat and have clothing. But
we take only what our traps give us and we never trap out an area.
We try to maintain a healthy balance and we do it with respect. You
didn't need that wolf's pelt, Luke. You killed it because you were
mad. At me. You took out your anger on another living thing. You
wasted a life. I would have rather you just shot me if you were
that mad."

Henry Kimball waved his arm out over the dark
forest. "There’s a void out there that the wolf once filled. You
can’t refill it, Luke. If killing that wolf made you feel better
then I have taught you nothing, son.”

Luke sobbed. "I didn't want to kill him. He
was in a clearing, standing in the snow. I followed them. He was so
big and silver under the moon. "

Luke wiped his eyes. "He knew I was there and
he wasn't afraid. He wouldn't run away. I got even madder because
he wasn't scared. He just stayed there like a target, letting the
others get away. He let me shoot him and I did it. I feel so
bad…Nothing will ever be the same again."

Luke curled up on the ground, trying to shut
out the world.

"Son, when you hunt, you match wits against
an animal. Nothing happens without reason. Learn a lesson from
this. You spent your anger the wrong way. Hold life sacred. Be
thankful it was a wolf you killed and not a man."

Luke stopped crying. "Why do things have to
change? Why did Thomas have to go to the Army? Why did mom die? I
want things back the way they were!"

His father’s tone was gentle. "You've been
living as a boy. Now you must live as a man. Luke, we’ve had many
moments of sadness in our lives. Thomas is smart and strong. He
will do well in the Army. Your momma’s time was up…God called her
home. I miss her too. Son, tonight is only one moment of sadness in
your life. There will be many more, greater than this and you will
have to survive them all. Hold life sacred. If that is all you ever
do, it will be enough to get you through."

Looking down the road of time, Luke realized
that it had been that night his childhood...and moments of
happiness his childhood held was over. He envied his friends all
the happy moments they would have, carefree and laughing, for he
knew that those moments would never be his. What he had not known
was that his father had cancer of the liver and would be dead in
six months.

Respect of life was his father’s most valued
principles; the only thing besides his love he had left to pass on
to Luke. He would die a broken miner and sometimes trapper, an
alcoholic, leaving two sons; one who would die a few years later in
Afghanistan during a war and one who would sacrifice all to avenge
that death.

Grass tickled his nostrils. Luke sat up and
wiped tears from his face. Buffalo woman wiped tears from her eyes
as well.

"It was a hard lesson to learn, no? But it
was necessary, one that you honored but have had to relearn all
your life. It is the sacredness of life you must keep in your heart
and mind as you look for the next piece of your Dream Pipe. It is
the leg bone of a buffalo calf."

Luke shut his eye and saw the dream pipe
again. Its stem was think, gleaming white bone, gently curving,
carved with complex, interlocking runes.

"Why a calf. Wouldn’t something else work as
well?"

“No Luke, as wrong as it feels to you to take
a young life, in this case young bone and old stone complete a
hoop.”

“I understand. How do we do this?”

"First, learn a new lesson. Part of the
reason there was a such a cataclysmic war is that man learned to
kill millions at a push of a button, with no remorse or feeling of
consequence. This, when throughout the histories of all peoples in
all lands, the bravest warriors fought at arm's length,
hand-to-hand or spear-to-spear, where they could see into their
enemy's eyes, smell their fear, and know the full impact of their
actions. Your ancestors made war with honor, hunted with respect
for life.

"But the invention of the firearm changed the
way man hunted and made war. Death could be dealt across greater
distances. Man did not have to feel the closeness of his enemy.
Death became impersonal. Honor left the battlefield. You, Luke, are
a master of weapons. Have you not felt the absence of honor in the
use of firearms?"

Luke thought on this. "No," he answered. "A
rifle has always been a good tool for me. There is certain neatness
to making a kill at long range. There is a lack of passion; killing
at a distance is very dispassionate. But it is also very
effective."

"Listen to what you just said." Buffalo Woman
replied. "When dealing death becomes so neat and dispassionate, it
becomes too easy and convenient. It breaks your connection to the
hoop of life."

"But if I use an edged weapon or a bow and
arrow to take a life, I'm taking responsibility for that life?"

"It has much to do with proximity. You can
truly see your opponent or prey when you take life with the power
of your own limbs. If you can do so and still believe in your heart
of hearts that you must take that life to survive, then do it and
accept the responsibility. It is the only honorable way. There will
soon be no place for guns in this post-nuclear world. They have no
honor. You would have taken the buffalo's life with your rifle.
That is the white man's way. Now you will learn a new way. Put your
rifle on the ground."

Luke placed the rifle on the ground between
them. Buffalo Woman began to sing. She lifted her hands first to
the sky, then to the four cardinal points and the winds. The air
became heavy with power. She brought her hands together, palms
gently cupped, and ran them three times over the rifle. When she
pulled her hands away, where the rifle had been was now a bow and a
quiver of arrows.

Luke picked up the bow. It was made of layers
of some finely grained, deep hued wood, recurved and sturdy.
Tightly wound leather padded the grip and a tuft of fur lined the
arrow rest. Unstrung it was nearly as tall as him. It fit his hands
perfectly. The string was some kind of gut, waxed and finely
twisted. Luke placed the bow over his left leg and behind his
right, flexed and nocked the string. The bow was powerful. He held
it in his left hand and pushed away, keeping the string in his
right to draw the bow tight. More than one hundred pounds of draw
weight, he estimated.

He released the tension and pulled an arrow
from the quiver. The shaft was some thirty inches long, of the same
dark wood as the bow. It was smooth and polished. The fletchings
were black feathers; each with a crimson spot edged with gold. Luke
had no idea what kind of fowl they had come from. The arrowheads
were barbed metal. He could see wave edges of color in the metal,
the same edges that were visible in the blades of his swords and
the tanto. Layered metal. Weapons of this type could pierce
armor.

Buffalo Woman smiled. "Thus many influences
combine to make our future. Take your weapons and go now, for the
hunt is about to begin. Look. Behind you."

Luke turned his head. He saw a collection of
tepees and a group of Indian men in buckskin leggings and
breechclouts. He turned back, but Buffalo Woman was gone. Then he
looked at himself. He was still Luke Kimball. But now he wore a
breechclout and moccasins himself. Taking his gear, he walked into
the camp, wondering what would happen next. As he approached the
men, one looked up and called out a greeting.

"Kimball! You're late. We must prepare you.
Sit by the fire."

The other braves nodded greetings to him.
Luke nodded back. These men were warriors and hunters. Though each
had differently styled clothing and wore their paint in various
patterns, from different tribes and times, they carried their
weapons like men who had been born to their use. The warriors
talked amiably, helping each other get ready for the hunt.

Luke sat down and the man who had called his
name pulled several small earthen clay jars from a buckskin sack.
He began to work a design on Luke's face, arms and chest.

"Who are you, all of you?" Luke asked.

"We are those who have died in buffalo hunts
through the ages. Many from the Spirit World asked for the
privilege to make this hunt with you. We were chosen for our
bravery! The Dream Path you walk is very sacred and we are honored
to be able to journey this short way with you."

"You are all dead?"

The brave slapped Luke's face gently three
times, then clapped him on the shoulder hard and laughed.

"See? We are very dead! Death is not the end,
Luke Kimball. It is the start of the next adventure."

He finished with Luke's paint. "There. We are
ready."

Luke looked at his reflection in a shard of
mirror, at the lined and runed image staring back at him. Again, he
was painted as in his first dream. It was appropriate.

He smiled and said, "Let's go."

The warriors gathered and began to chant.
Someone measured the beat on a small drum. Luke joined them,
feeling the excitement build. They prayed for a good hunt, for
buffalo to give them meat for the lean winter. They pledged to
Buffalo Woman that nothing would go to waste; that there would be
no excess. And they prayed for him, that he would take his first
buffalo so that the Dream Pipe would be made and he could complete
all he had set out to do. Luke realized that, if he failed, these
warrior spirits would also perish along with the other denizens of
the human and spirit worlds. He gripped the bow more firmly.

Before they left, one of the women in the
tribe gave Luke a wolf pelt. He recognized it as the one he had
taken in his youth, so many years before. Touching it was very
strange. Tears threatened to fill his eyes.

"All things come full circle," the woman
said. "You have just taken a spin on the Hoop, brother. Welcome
home."

Luke held the wolf skin. “Brother wolf,” he
whispered, “This is a long time coming but I am sorry I took your
life in vain. Thank you for putting me on the path to
understanding. I honor you.”

They approached the buffalo herd from
downwind. Luke and the others covered themselves with wolf skins so
that they looked like wolves at the edge of the herd. Where the
sight of man might spook the herd into panicked flight, wolves were
part of the buffalo's everyday life and caused no commotion.

As they crawled nearer the hunters spread
out, moving slowly, their presence causing the herd to bunch up.
Luke nocked an arrow onto the bowstring. He was within easy
shooting distance. A short wolf cry danced in the air. The sign.
Luke selected a target, then got to his knees and drew the bow
back. He was about to let the arrow fly when another bison caught
his eye.

It was an albino bull calf, almost a
yearling, smaller than a full grown bull but still large enough to
kill a man. As he made eye contact with the bison, Luke felt the
heartstring connection of its life to his. He drew and released in
one smooth motion. The arrow launched like a bolt of lightning and
struck the white buffalo in the side, burying itself to the
fletching. The white buffalo spun around in a dance of pain,
bellowing madly. The herd broke into a run, bison raising clouds of
dust as they scattered. Luke dodged the hairy, dangerous beasts as
he chased his buffalo.

The albino saw him, a haze of pain and rage
filming his angry red eyes. He charged, hide and horn trying to
grind Luke into the ground. Luke nocked another arrow and pulled
back the bow. He had no shot! The vital areas of the buffalo were
protected by heavy bone!

As the albino reached him, Luke put himself
into the state of no mind, where all reactions were instinctive,
his center. He stood still as a statue, gazing deep into the
charging buffalo's eyes. In them he saw the courage of the beast
and asked himself, "Can I take the responsibility for this
life?"

The fate of worlds hung on his decision. The
sacrifice was good. The life of this one creature would save the
lives of many. Millions.

As the buffalo reached him Luke took three
fluid steps to the side. The albino passed where he had just been
and as he did, Luke released the arrow. It buried itself in the
beast's neck. The buffalo died instantly, body weight giving it
momentum, carrying it several yards further before it skidded to
the ground. Blood ran from its nostrils to soak into the ground.
Life returning to the earth. Luke knelt next to the bison as it
gave its last breath. Luke cupped its nose with his hand and
captured the breath, glowing vibrantly in his palm. Luke brought
the bit of life to his face and breathed it in, seeing in his
mind’s eye the life of the buffalo up to his encounter with
Luke.

“Thank you,” he prayed, “for having the
courage to help save a world.

Then he nocked another arrow and looked
around, seeing if he could help any of those who had volunteered to
help him. But the hunt was over. Six more buffalo besides his lay
dead on the grasslands.

The hunters began a victory song and Luke
joined them. It was a good hunt. Women moved onto the field to help
skin and butcher the buffalo. Soon everyone was covered with blood
from slicing hide and meat. The Spirit Tribe's Medicine Man said
prayers over Luke's buffalo, and then gave Luke a knife with a
blade of jet-black obsidian. The handle was a buffalo horn, hand
fitted and painstakingly carved.

When Luke touched it, the blade glowed with
power. He bent over the white buffalo and ran the knife along its
abdomen. The hide parted easily and entrails spilled to the ground.
Luke found the heart, heavy with blood, and cut it free.

"Eat of the Spirit of the Buffalo," the
Medicine Man told him.

Holding the heart with both hands, Luke bit
into it. The flesh was warm and tough, salty but not unpleasant.
Blood gushed over his chin and neck. As he chewed, he felt the
powerful spirit of the white buffalo touch him again.

He passed the heart to the others, so they
could share, and then severed the ligaments holding the front left
leg together. The bone was as long as his forearm and very slender.
He wiped it dry and the bone gleamed whitely in the sun. Luke used
a long drill made of an old arrow and a stone point to work the
marrow out of the center. Time seemed to have no meaning here. The
Medicine Man then took the bone away to bake by a fire so it would
harden.

Luke asked him about the carvings on the
Dream Pipe.

"It is your Dream," Medicine Man said. "The
carving must be done by your hand. Only you know what it will
be."

Luke helped butcher, then lay meat on wood
racks to smoke and dry, until the Medicine Man was ready for him.
It could have been only an hour, or a month.

The Medicine Man purified him in a steam hut
made of branches and hide. When he poured water on the rocks by the
fire, the steam felt hot enough to take the skin from his bones.
Luke came out feeling lightheaded but clean of body and spirit.

The bone was waiting for him on the sacred,
white buffalo hide, now tanned and painted with symbols of divine
power. As he ran his hand over each symbol, the shape whispered a
name to him. “Thunder. Rain, Lightning. Sun. North Wind. South
Wind. West Wind. East Wind. Wolf. Bison. Coyote.”

The bone was hard and clean; white as ivory.
Beside it were stone tools. The Medicine Man stood over Luke and
uttered a prayer. Then he looked Luke in the eye. Luke had seen
those eyes before. He was about to ask the Medicine Man who he was
when the Medicine Man touched Luke’s head and said, "Dream!"

He blinked. Luke sat on the white buffalo
hide in the middle of the plain. There was nothing around him save
an endless sea of grass, and the fiery, spinning Hoop bisecting the
vast, deep blue sky. He closed his eyes and lifted his face and the
buffalo leg bone with both hands. His mind was filled with the
vision of the Dream Pipe. Each line was as clear as if he held it
in his hand. Choosing from the tools that lay in front of him he
began to carve, working swiftly but with great precision, hearing
whispers as each rune gained life and whispered its story to him as
he traced their patterns into bone.

When he was finished he stretched, and felt
metal against his back. His eye was shut and he opened it. The
sacred robe was his sleeping bag. Samson lay curled in sleep at his
feet. He was leaning with his back against the Gun Ship. And in his
hands was the pipe.

In the light of dawn Luke could see the
runes. With two of the three pieces together, the Dream Pipe seemed
to vibrate with power. In his lap was a beaded, white buffalo hide
bag to hold the pipe. Next to him was a small mountain of hide
pouches worked with beaded designs. Luke picked one up and opened
it. Inside was dried buffalo jerky. The smell was rich and smoky
enough to wake Samson.

Luke chewed a small piece, savoring the
taste. In a long, white hide case at his feet was the bow and
quiver of arrows.

"A gift from the People," Buffalo Woman’s
voice carried on the wind. "Walk your Dream Path well. Our hopes
and blessings go with you."

In his mind's eye Luke saw the people of the
hunt once again, heavy with food for their spiritual winter, as
they traveled to new hunting grounds, their belongings behind them
on travois.

Luke gave Samson a strip of jerky and
scratched the wolf's ears. He had direction now, a stronger sense
of purpose. He knew where they had to go next. He listened to the
wind and heard rock and roll, a 12-string guitar picking out a
complex and moody beat.

"South," he said to Samson. "We go south and
west today to find some music."
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They found trouble in the rolling prairies of
the Sand Hill country of Nebraska, on the two lane narrow strip of
pavement between what had been the towns of Hyannis and Ogallala.
The highways they had traveled were desolate and lonely; the land
uncluttered and rolling like gentle waves to the horizon; empty
save for the occasional ranch house and windmill.

Coming through the ruins of Hyannis, Luke had
caught the sharp scents of burnt wood and gasoline. He could see
little sign of recent damage to the buildings but the odors were
fresh. Luke kept a close watch on the Gun Ship's radar from then
on, anticipating contact. The others were quiet but Luke could felt
them glancing nervously out of the windows. Both Ellen and Cal had
experience with the scavs and Luke could sense their fear. For
Luke, this was nothing new. He was ready. They did not have to wait
long.

The small orange blip on the radar screen
triggered an alarm. As Luke keyed a button to turn off the warning
tone, the computer identified the object as a motorcycle, two miles
behind them and closing fast. Luke kept the Gun Ship at a steady
speed as the motorcycle closed the range. Three more blips joined
it on the radar. Luke scanned the military and civilian radio
frequencies. He found them on a C.B. radio channel.

"Yeah, man. It's a fucking motor home. They
don't know we're back here, yet!"

"O.K. We're all set. Move on 'em.
Remember...I get first crack at the women." Raucous laughter.

Ellen raked back the bolt on her HK and spit
out the word; "Scavs!"

There were now ten blips behind the Gun Ship.
Luke dropped the armor shields into place and said, "I don't think
we have much to worry about."

Ellen, Tony and Cal watched in amazement as
the video monitors came to life. The screens gave Luke clear views
of their front, rear, left, and right.

Cal asked, "You can drive by those?"

"Easily. And more."

Luke brought the firing control stick from
the console. Readouts on the computer screen showed the status of
ammunition and bearing on the targets. He gripped the stick and a
firing cursor appeared on the rear video monitor. As Luke moved it
across the screen, the range to target appeared in the bottom
corner.
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