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1. The Rattle
Gray dust and crumbling flakes of ash coated the sun-dried turf. It lifted in fine clouds as he walked past the burial mounds. Halting at the edge of the sandstone cliff, he stared at the neat row of small hills running behind the caked mud flats that had once been Deep Woods Lake. In the old days they’d been forested and topped with rock shelves and boulders. His Mohawk ancestors had used them as signal hills. Now they were dry and barren, and the stones were hot enough to bake corn bread.
Turning left he studied the largest of the burial mounds. The entire sacred structure was slowly sinking - dropping into a surround of cracked mud, tall grass and timothy. Its grassy side had burst, and from a distance it appeared as a huge tear. Sand, sparkling minerals and colored stones showed in the gash. Other things were partially obscured by the sand - bones, skulls, jeweled items that shimmered and larger sacred objects.
The sight fascinated him, and then a sudden wind sighed at cliff-side. His vision, his parched throat and lungs felt sucked dry. He was left in a hollow and abandoned state - suffocating, though painlessly. Dizziness staggered him and he stumbled at the edge of the cliff. Withering heat consumed his flesh and his throat began to ache with thirst.
His moccasins moved slowly, precariously along the edge of the cliff. Beyond the sheer drop the torrid sky stretched to the horizon like a sheet of flame. Below, the dried lake billowed up dust clouds like dragon's breath or netherworld smoke signals.
Reaching the mound he stared at the cracked mud and shivering weeds at its edge. A skeleton part way up the gash drew his gaze. Its jaw hung open in what seemed like hideous laugher. A ring glittered on its hand and he could see that it remained there because in life the medicine man had wired it right through the bone. The other fingers of this skeletal hand were open and the arm was outstretched. Just beyond it in the spilling sand, a rattle protruded. This sacred object was armored with turtle shell and well preserved; the leather, handle and beads were like new, but the feathers on the tassel were slightly chewed and ragged in places. Painted shells patterned out a special face, one that his tribe recognized as the rainmaker.
Deep waters stirred in an inner mirage. He saw the face of the rainmaker breaking on the surface. Then the rattle reappeared and he longed to touch it, though he knew it was forbidden. Thirst came again, and with it blindness. A ghost awoke within, propelling him forward. He felt sand slip between his fingers, and then the weight of the rattle was in his hand. When he shook it the sound was of falling rain … a gentle and steady sound, which was followed by thunder.
The darkness of the dust-smoked sky moved like the shadow of a great wolf. His feet began to stir in light steps of the dance and heat lightning flashed each time he shook the rattle at the sky.
His motions grew furious as he danced at the edge of the cliff. Messages of old puffed up on the signal hills. The tribes and the drums were calling for a rainmaker.
Below, in the dry lakebed, the mud flats began to split. Earth and sky rumbled like a voice of dread. Darkness consumed the day, but there wasn't any rain.
2. The Drifter
Rick's tongue slid slowly under crusted lips. Fine blond sand blew on the pocked asphalt ahead and his tinted glasses failed to filter out the white glare of mid afternoon. A glance at the energy gauge told him he had about one kilometer of juice remaining. Since he was approaching a long hill he decided to roll up to the crest and park on the roadside while the solar cells recharged the Sun Cobra's engine.
Dust blew in fiercely and swirled in harsh heat at the top. The idea of stopping there seemed like a mistake. Then moments after he parked, the wind died down and he got out and walked under a sky of hot brass to the trunk. A bubble of sour air washed over him as he opened it. The metal door of the interior storage box felt like an oven pan.
His fingers deftly spun the combination - then the panel slid left. Inside a large bottle of water rested on weatherproof red felt. It shone like an enormous jewel.
Rick knew he was close to town and a water refill, but he still poured himself only half a cup. Old habits were hard to break. The water refreshed him and his mouth and lips came unglued. He could see his faint reflection in the metal; his tongue slithering across his full lips and the permanent expression of deep deliberation his tanned face conveyed.
Snatches of dust blew in as he locked up. He shielded his face as he walked to the roadside, heading for a hybrid oak clinging to the sandy earth just over the crest. Walking into its shade, Rick sat on a slate boulder thrust out from the soil. Parched bug-chewed leaves rustled like leather on a low bough. He gently wiped the grime from his eyes before looking out at the valley. Heat and glare billowed, but the pale color of the sky showed through. He saw something he hadn't seen for many kilometers - patches of green and blue. The green being farmland, acres of forest and trimmed parkland on the edge of a small town.
A clock tower rose at the centre of the town amid some other tall structures. He knew the town was Tiverton - his destination. Backed by the hot horizon it shimmered, almost like a desert mirage, and adding to the effect was the sight of a small blue lake just west of town. The banks circling it were long and smooth like the rim of a wide bowl, and off to the north he could see the remains of a sister lake. It appeared to have dried up completely, but the blowing dust made the bottom impossible to see, so it was hard to tell.
From a hilltop glance, Tiverton appeared to have a much better chance of survival than many other towns. But that really depended on the drought. Some people said there would be no relief this time. It hadn't rained in nearly a month and the sun grew fiercer by the day.
Near the bottom of the hill a crossroad branched off to the south. He could see a speck moving on it. It appeared to be a man walking. Heat waves passed over the road in liquid distortion, warping the image. Then the man reappeared and took a few more steps before dropping to a sitting position on the shoulder.
"Probably been taken by heat stroke," Rick thought as he got to his feet. Turning, he walked to the car. The gauge said he had enough of a recharge to get into town so he started the engine and rolled down to the crossroad. The man's blue shirt showed in the glare just up the road so he swung into the dust, drove up and stopped. He could see that the shirt was part of a mailman's uniform and that the man was of Chinese Canadian extraction.
"Need a lift?"
The mailman looked up. "Are you an angel or is this for real?"
"It's for real."
Sweat drops as large as tears ran on his broad face, but he still had the strength to rise and get in the open door. He sighed. "Boy am I glad to get out of here."
"How'd you end up on foot way out here?"
"My mail car broke down about 4 kilometers back. I don't have my phone because the town has confiscated them all as part of the emergency plan. Not a single vehicle came down this road all morning."
"I got water if you need it."
"I drank water on the hike. It's the direct sun that put me down. I can last till we get into town if you want to head back."
"I actually am heading into Tiverton. I saw you from the hill so I turned this way to pick you up."
"Sure would’ve looked funny if I'd died of stroke just outside of town."
"I've seen it before. Seen whole towns dead. There are more bones than weeds lining the highways."
"Bad isn't it? I mean the dust bowl. I've been in Tiverton through the whole thing. We thought we were immune before this wave came in."
"I know the feeling. I'm from Tweedsville originally. The drought came on bad there, starting two years ago. We thought we could fight it but we didn't have the lakes and water sources like Tiverton. Everything dried to the bone. Trouble is that by the time we knew we'd lost, too many people had died. I had a wife and a baby daughter. We were set to leave then some rain came in the spring season. We held on but the heat came back in a killer wave."
"Your wife and kid?"
"They died in the hospital. I was sick but hung on."
"Sorry to here that, man."
"Name's Rick, Rick Shelley."
"Sure. I'm Jim Wong. Tiverton's pony express."
"You know that it's the water that kills you. Once it dries up to a point it's impossible to keep what little there is clean. Few survive once flies and bacterial infections set in during a heat wave."
"We've taken just about every precaution we can. There isn't a lot of livestock now so the problem of manure pollution of the water isn't as much of a danger. Tiverton is mostly a vegetarian town. We're heavy into vegetable crops and other organic stuff."
"I know. My brother Sam has a farm outside of Tiverton. Says he's fighting a hell of a drought. Needs all the help he can get."
"Ah, so you're Sam Shelley's brother. I should have guessed. Guess I didn't because your hair is golden and his is dark. He's always laughing like a clown of sorts. You got that serious look, like you faced off with trouble starting on the day you were born. Looks like it didn't beat you down, like it did to the rest."
"It sure tried hard. It beat my family into the grave, and left me in a burning ghost town."
"Your brother needs manual labour right now. There's a big system for irrigating the crops without waste of water. It's really hard to get parts these days so men have to assist in many fields. He'll sure be happy to see you. I mean because you're his brother, and also because you're in such good health. So many people are weak and disabled nowadays. Just can't work at all."
The highway into town followed a long slow drop into the valley green belt. As the car rolled along, the dust clouds that always gathered just above the fenders vanished. Ditches of sand flattened and became shoulders tufted with tall grass. Asphalt ahead grew smoother and soon the glare of the sun was replaced by the dappled shadows of leafy maple boughs. They passed two boarded-up motels and a junkyard before houses appeared. The first were cottages, fortified from the heat and jacketed with solar panels. Wild weed gardens and parched grass marked the yards, and the bright sunshine and ghostly emptiness conveyed a familiar feeling. It was born of a world where most people slept during the day and worked at night; a form of abandonment that comes about when the heat bakes the life out of the land.
Some crumpled sheets of reflection paper blew over the road like yellow tumbleweeds as they reached the core. They rounded a bend and the old brown sandstone buildings at the town's centre showed. These aged structures were the civic buildings and the post office was among them. It rested next to the town hall and had a parkette at the front. The few people sitting in it were the only people outdoors. Sidewalks were empty.
"I better get off at the police station. It's at the end of this main square. They can go out and get the mail car. I plan on going home. Maybe you want to wait. I'm on the other side of town. The road there leads out to Sam's place, so I can show you the way."
"Sounds fine to me."
Rick pulled in at the station and he got out and stood in the shade cast by the old stone building. Jim went inside, and during the ten-minute wait, Rick glanced about the downtown. His stomach grumbled again and stung his throat with acid. The upset and heat muted his hunger. An open variety store was just up the street, but he decided not to stock up on anything until he was sure of his exact needs.
After five minutes an officer emerged from the station. He walked at the head of a group of eight men. They looked emaciated, ragged and poverty stricken. One of them sucked on a burning marijuana cigarette and none of them said anything as they walked across the square and entered a dilapidated building. A banner that’d been hung like a flag over the door said - Employment Office.
Sunburn seemed to show stronger on Jim's face when he emerged. He looked weak and walked with a slight limp. He grimaced mildly as he spoke. "Nausea is getting the better of me. I'm going to sleep it off at home. I just phoned my daughter, Kim. She's waiting for me and she'll take you out to the farm. I didn't mention it earlier but she does some work for your brother. I don't know if he told you but the farms are now cooperative affairs. Most of the original owners still run the show. Kim's got several fields of her own. She's real proud of that."
"Sounds great. I'd like to meet her. Let me help you in and we're off."
Jim's house was of the white saltbox style, but stronger with wind support and invisible solar banks. It had a wide willow-lined driveway with parking spaces for several vehicles. An old dusty mail car took up one of these spaces.
His daughter burst out of the shade as they drove up. She dashed to the driveway to meet them and Rick got a neat picture of her as she hurried around to the passenger side. She wore jean cutoffs and a tank top on an hourglass figure. Her features were of the extremely feminine Oriental variety. She had long straight hair and a pony tail but no makeup or jewelry. Obviously upset, she yanked the door open and pouted as she reached in and hugged her father.
"You look feverish," she said as she released him. "Let me help you out."
Jim did look feverish. He groaned as he got out. Without introduction, Rick also popped out.
A strong breeze blew down the drive, killing some of the effect of the heat. Jim was explaining what happened as Kim listened impatiently.
"I'm calling the mayor and demanding that they return your phone. They must be crazy to have taken it in the first place."
Rick stepped in. "If you don't mind my asking. Why would they confiscate phones in the first place?"
Jim's eyes switched between Rick and his daughter. "This is Rick," he said. "And this is my daughter Kim.
They shook hands lightly, and she held on as they did. "Thanks so much for saving my father."
"I was just driving by on my way into town, so I picked him up."
Kim turned back to her father. "I want the phone back in your mail car before you go back out on the road."
"I don't know. They're adamant that the field workers need extra phones out by the remains of Deep Woods Lake. It has to do with a wild animal roaming out there. The thing howls like a devil and the crews won't go out to the remote fields unless they have phones to call in quick help."
Kim frowned and pulled back her windswept hair. "There isn't any wild beast. I've been out there and haven't heard a thing. The last time I used my gun was more than a year ago to scare off a bear."
"I think it's just superstition," Jim said. "By the way, Rick is Sam's brother. He should have the pull to get us a phone. I'm going inside to rest. You can show him the way out to the farms. Talk to Sam about the phones when you get there."
As Kim helped her father into the house, Rick stepped under the willows and stared out at the hot meadow. Long grass ran off into heat shimmies and near the tree line the haze rose to the sky. Cumulus towers were parked on the horizon like great ships, and as a whole the rolling cloudbank resembled a monstrous sponge sucking up precious water in evaporation from the land. The meadow was browning and dying and it was a familiar picture. He'd seen a few years of these heat waves elsewhere in the province. They nearly always broke to cooler spells. But sometimes they didn't. And when that happened, whole towns and valleys perished.
Kim called to him and he saw her up on the porch holding a tray. He walked up slowly and sat with her there, sipping a cold drink.
"We'll go out to your brother's right away," she said. "Dad seems fine. He just needs rest."
Rick nodded and they said little else as they exchanged glances. He found Kim warm and attractive but a touch on the vulnerable side. She confirmed that feeling by suddenly snatching his empty glass and marching back inside. A minute later she emerged carrying a backpack and they went down the drive to his car.
The only paved road to the farms wound around the shore of Lake Wolverton. Putting aside the heat, the scene was idyllic. Wind whipped up small waves on the teal waters, froth broke on long stretches of sand and stony shore, and areas of marsh were spotted with geese and ducks.
Rick found the scene entrancing; his eyes kept straying off the road. "I'm surprised to see so much valuable waterfront property and not even a squatter on it."
"Most of that beach-front appeared over the last three years," Kim said. "Evaporation cut the water level some. Squatters usually gravitate to areas that have been developed and abandoned. Not many head this way. Our population has actually grown, but most of the new people live in housing we built near the fields."
"Why does that lake stay wet while its sister dried up completely?"
"That's because the sister isn't from the same family. This one is more than stream-fed. It has strong underground sources."
"I see."
"What is it you're doing for Sam, anything specific?"
"I'll be working for him. Wherever he needs me. I have experience with the newer irrigation equipment, plus I have my health. I saw some of the general labor they were picking up at the town employment office. If they were a sample I'd say he needs a healthy man with muscles."
"Those were probably transients you saw at the employment office. The labor they do doesn't even cover their housing and food costs. This town has a few thousand people who are disabled or partially disabled. Due to the heat waves and resulting bacterial infections they have a greatly reduced life span. We don't leave housing empty. The spaces are opened up to transients. They do some work but the real bulk of the labour is done by healthy members of the co-operative."
"Guess I'll be doing real work. But that's okay. It's better than standing around, worrying about the heat."
"You have a car. I need you to work with me. The last while I've been using my father's extra mail car and borrowed labour."
"What is it you do?"
"I have my own fields, controlling and producing organic crops. Mine are the most remote fields. Including some of the land over by the dead lake, where the wild beasts are supposed to be roaming. They're automated fields - irrigation equipment of the newer sort. But it's not fully functional so it requires some work."
"It's a deal then. I'm experienced in repairing that sort of equipment. If I'm going to work here, I might as well do what I do best."
Kim smiled broadly. "Okay - it's a deal. Just remember that you're committed. I say that because we won't be out there long before other members try to steal you from me. There's a shortage of skilled workers here, like everywhere."
Rick saw fast running shallow water below as they crossed a bridge, then the road turned away from the lake and entered a long stretch of open fields. A wide variety of crops showed in numerous fields, including hay, corn, assorted vegetables and potatoes. The fields had attached cottages and some livestock, mostly cows and horses. A few farmhouses, barns and silos appeared then they passed through a deep, forested ravine and emerged approaching a large ranch-style spread.
On Kim's signal, Rick turned in, went up the drive and parked with several other cars under a huge rain roof. Massive shade trees covered the grounds of the main house and a number of people were socializing on a terrace.
"I haven't seen Sam in over ten years," Rick said.
"You mean you two didn't get along?"
"We got along but lived separate lives. We kept in touch. Right now he's on a guilt trip. The heat killed us off in Tweedsville - my wife and daughter died. He thinks the deaths are his fault. Keeps saying he could have got us out sooner. He's wrong of course. The decision to stay was a mistake most of the people in Tweedsville made."
"It's nobody's fault. Heat tragedies are everywhere. Some of my relatives and my brother died, too. But not in Tiverton."
"Maybe we'll win the battle here."
"As well as mentioning the phones, I want to get you one of the better cottages. Sam has one open on Wolverton Lake. It has a beach area and fertile land we could develop."
3. The Ark
Kim stayed close to Rick and helped him settle into the cottage on Wolverton Lake. He began to work with her on the crops at night. On day four he picked her up well after nightfall and they headed off to service three fields. The first two assignments went quickly and uneventfully. They headed out by the dead lake to work on the third.
Mixed crops of vegetables had been planted in segment number ten, which was one of the most remote fields. It needed the least attention of all the fields and they drove out expecting to do little other than check the water/nutrient charts.
Rick had the radio on the local station, which displeased Kim, and she switched it to loud pop music as the car turned down the winding gravel road. Open pasture showed between patches of forest and they saw the rays of the rising moon streaming through a line of firs. The moonlight worked to soften the night, slightly illumining the boughs and the duff of the forest floor. It reached inside the windshield, throwing a tint on Kim's long hair as she turned to speak to him.
"So how do you like Tiverton? I mean so far?"
"It's not as nice as Tweedsville, when my wife and daughter were alive. But it's better than any other place I've been. Some places were just failure and death. Down in Quinte I spent a year working with broken men on various projects that failed. The local government was like a dictatorship. That was bad. Most of those men would’ve been better off dead. The body lives on when the spirit is broken. Here I've got you for a partner on the job and that makes it a lot better."
"You mean because I'm a woman?"
"I mean because your soul didn't evaporate into the heat. You're alive and expect something more than your own survival from life."
"Ever see the old TV shows, the big expectations people used to have?"
"I have, and I've seen some of those old people killed by mobs. I was in Brighton when they got Mel Andersen. He was 85 years old. Used to be the president of Mercurcor, a big-time greenhouse gas polluter. He managed to hide there under an assumed name for two decades. Never did get to trial. The mob tore him limb from limb."
"I'm glad I've been here all my life and didn't see the killing. In the USA it was a bloody civil war of sorts."
"Yeah, and big expectations from life led to it. People of that period cared only about themselves. They knew they were killing future generations with greenhouse gases and pollution. They poisoned their own children and just didn't care. We're lucky to have a portion of the civilized world left."
"History says a lot of people cared, and a lot of people just didn't know what was happening. Even more were powerless against a corrupt system."
"I think they knew. Most of those who cared didn't care enough - not enough to fight back. They kept issuing warnings and demonstrating peacefully. They should’ve known the world offers only death and revenge when it goes off its axis with pollution. Now we have the killer weather, but in some ways the world is better. Every town that survives does so because people do care and cooperate, and they reach out to work with other towns. The survivors are all people who have formed genuine social units."
"I agree, and the dead aren't just due to the weather. In most cases they tried to keep society functioning under the old models of resource destruction and naked capitalism. It didn't work for them. The days of corporate chieftains, greedy dictators and hijacked democracy are over. The new laws of nature quickly weed those sorts of systems out. Everyone has to play a caring role for society to work."
A bright spotlight on the field monitoring post showed as they turned out of the trees. Rick drove slowly up the dirt drive and stopped under the light and a swirl of moths. Remaining silent, they got out and Kim ducked back as Rick swept cobwebs away from the door. They went inside, turned on the lights and the computer monitor. Kim checked the screen map of the field.
"Four more days and a work team has to come in to pull weeds. Looks like the system is working nearly perfectly. There are two rows that we'll have to do manually a fair distance out."
Back outside they went to the shed and opened up. A full tank of feed water stood in front of two empties and a tow motor. Rick banged the side then turned to Kim. "I can pull it out. Let's not bother with the tow. Just lead the way."
The spotlight and the moonlight provided enough light so they didn't use the floodlights. Rick looked down at the straining muscles on his thighs as he began to pull the tank, then back up at Kim's graceful form walking slowly ahead on the narrow sand path. The leafy green of the vegetables, the plastic shielding of the feed system and the damp odors of growth gave him a pleasant feeling. It made him forget the exercise and the heat. He was happy enough to start whistling.
At the trouble spot Kim brought out the nozzle. On one row they managed to unplug the system, but the second was a no-go so they took the time to spray each plant individually. A half-hour later they were just finishing up. As they prepared to walk back with the tank a strange sound echoed in the night. It was a distant howl, but not of a dog. It sounded almost human and seemed to convey an emotion that existed somewhere between blood-thirst and fright.
"What was that?" Rick said, staring over the field toward the source of the sound
"Don't know," Kim said. "It must be that howling we've been hearing about. It's been spooking the workers for the last couple of weeks."
"Yeah, that's right. When I heard the story, I assumed it was just a wild dog. But that's no dog. Has anyone tried to trace it to the source?"
"No. They're too afraid."
"I guess we should check it out."
"The dead lake is in that direction. It may be some kind of sick animal if it's coming from there."
A second howl echoed as Kim spoke and Rick looked in the direction of the sound again. Sickly yellow haze bearded the full moon. Its face was growing brighter as it rose, adding a glow to the soft earth under their feet. To the north the crop UV filters curved like long segmented worms over the rows of plants. The field came to a dark end at a ditch. Scrub and an abandoned rail line stood beyond it.
"I want to take a look," Rick said. "It could be something that’ll damage the crop equipment."
"Okay, let's go."
They began the trek over the field with Kim leading the way. Rick followed, feeling anxious. Expecting at any moment to hear another monstrous alien cry. None came - they leapt the ditch in silence and found themselves climbing the bank to the rail line in unnatural quiet.
"Spooky out here, isn't it?" Rick said.
Kim turned and looked down the line. Rusted metal shone faintly and vanished into a dark wall of foliage fifty feet away. "There should be at least some night buzz. Whatever that cry was it sent the wildlife into hiding."
"Maybe we got a problem. I mean in that we aren't smart enough to hide."
"Stop trying to scare me." She punched him in the shoulder, and the moonlight reflected in her brown eyes as she grinned. "The lake is off the line, just around that bend ... or what's left of the lake. We can take a look, but unless things have changed we won't be able to see anything but mud flats and blowing dust."
Foul breeze-born odors of the mud flats came on strong as they reached the bend. Rick coughed. It smelled like the worst sea food market in the country. Kim sniffed, as though the odors were a personal thing, thrown at her by some unseen and rude stranger. Putting her right hand on her tilted hip she scrutinized the line of sumac and trees. "The Point is just through those trees. We used to swim there when the lake was alive. It runs a fair distance out, so if there's anything to be seen we'll see it from there."
As they descended into the sumac, Kim gasped and jumped. Rick caught her as she stumbled back, and he got a view over her shoulder of a snake sliding quickly through some rocks. They waited for it to disappear into the weeds, then they moved on.
The moon showed as a bright coin behind the last line of trees. They swept some brush aside as they passed through, then they were facing the Point. Lumpy ground populated with boulders, thistles and tufted grass stretched before them. The remnant of a shore of crushed rock and driftwood remained at the edge of the mud banks. Out on the lake the clouds of dust had settled, allowing a view straight across to the hills and stars beyond.
There wasn't a drop of water left in the lake, just dried bottom mud, lifeless reed stubble and the odd object protruding in the dark. Heat and blowing dust had done such a thorough job that the bottom had been leveled into a huge rippled disc. Nearly everything had been buried by the shifting sand and mud. Moonlight opened it to view, and it was a weird scene. They looked around a bit more before their eyes fell on a huge object that stood to the north, just off the point's end.
"What's that thing?" Rick said.
"Beats me. Looks like some kind of boat wreck that's been uncovered."
To get a better look they followed the path out to the end of the point. It was crusted with leaves, twigs and dust and wound into the darkness cast by a line of huge boulders. They emerged facing a carpet of moonlight that ran across the lakebed, seeming to end at the mysterious structure.
At first glance it had the appearance of a boat wreck. A series of ribs rose around a square central edifice. Yet the structure was almost certainly made of metal or stone. So it wasn't a boat but some strange ark or temple that had existed all along at the lake bottom.
Rick hopped from the edge of the turf to the stony shore. Turning, he reached up and caught Kim as she followed. Swinging her around he put her on her feet and she turned and faced the lake.
The driftwood massed at the shore was so bleached it looked like bone sculpture glowing in the moonlight. Pieces were scattered on the stones and all the way out to the ark-like structure. The lakebed was dry sand and mud in that stretch. They could see no boggy ground.
"I can't picture any animal emerging from that thing," Rick said.
"Neither can I. Maybe it attracted a wild dog or a wolf through its odor. I think this horrible smell is more than just the mud."
"Guess we need a closer look."
They took a few apprehensive steps across the rippled sand and once they were sure they were on solid ground they walked ahead confidently. Humps of mud-sunken driftwood, masses of tiny shells fused like concrete and clumps of desiccated weeds formed obstacles in their path.
As they grew closer the ribs gleamed even brighter - almost a sparkling look. They stopped at the first one, which tapered like a tusk and rose just above their heads. Dried mineral salt coated most of its surface, creating the gleam. Patches of dried algae clung to all of the tusks and hung like cobwebs in places. The central structure resembled a large box or coffin that rose five feet above the surface. A similar mineral substance coated it, giving it a jeweled or metallic gleam. It was impossible to know how much of it was submerged.
Rick was definitely spooked, and he felt Kim squeeze close to him as they walked under the tusks. Reaching out, he touched the wall, then pulled his hand back as some of the loose substance fell to the mud. A tiny carved symbol showed in the cleaned area. This interested him so he picked away more of the salt scales and studied the image he'd uncovered.
Kim knocked the area with her knuckles. "I think it's made of wood that's become petrified. It must be older than even the lake. Otherwise it would have rotted."
"I don't think it can be that old. Most lakes in this part of Ontario are four to six thousand years old. That image is definitely an Indian thing. It resembles some of the older paintings of coyote. This segment shows a beast like coyote, a fire symbol and something being sacrificed."
"Do you suppose this whole structure is a work of ancient native art?"
"Looks like it. Maybe more - an entire story is underneath the salt."
"What do you think is inside it?"
"I don't know. Maybe it's a tomb. It's definitely an archaeological find. We shouldn't really be touching it at all."
"We should get out of here. This place makes my skin crawl."
"Doesn't seem to be much else we can do."
Though the discovery of the ark was an amazing accomplishment, Rick found himself turning to leave with the feeling that their investigation had been inconclusive if not outright unsettling. Remaining silent they headed back to the point, getting a short distance before the wind sighed and lifted.
They heard paws beating a fast tattoo on the mud and halted with the sensation of something fast and nearly invisible sweeping past them. Then a gust ripped around the point, playing through the boulders like an off-key violin stroke. The force nearly bowled them over and as they regained their balance they heard a howl. It had obviously come from the ark, yet when they looked back they saw nothing.
Without saying a word they began to run, and didn't stop until they were off the point. Jogging down the tracks they got back to the field and halted at its edge. Winded, Kim leaned against him. She hugged him and breathed deeply.
"What do we do now?" she said.
"I think I saw a ghost animal pass us back there. And that howling is from it. The shape was like a large coyote of some sort. We'll report the find to Sam and let him decide what should be done. That's if he believes us."
4. The Town Meeting
Frightening tales of supernatural occurrences came on the coattails of the ark's discovery. Sam and the town brought their best people in to look at it, and they found it to be strange but lacking in supernatural emanations. Rick continued working with Kim at night and the heat wave roasted the land for a few more days. They did not encounter anything else strange and the animal ghost they'd seen began to seem like a distant delusion of moonlight and firewater.
Mayor Arnie Gus got involved and took over the ark investigation. Shortly after that they found themselves driving into Tiverton for a town meeting. The gathering was to be about the ark and strategies for dealing with the lingering heat wave.
Snapped branches caused a delay on the road. Rick pulled up late. Tiverton's town hall was a heavy edifice composed of the same rough-hewn sandstone blocks that made up the other civic buildings at the centre of town. It had been rebuilt after meeting head on with a twister and was broader and stouter because of it.
Sunset light fell on a crowd of townspeople gathered at the front parkette and steps. The scene had a glow of summer beauty that made forgetting the heat almost possible. They could see a farmer, Carlos Rivers, gesturing and talking excitedly to a group of field workers. Behind them a group of town officials walked up the entry steps to the hall. Kim's father was among them and on seeing him her face shrank to a pout.
"Looks like my dad isn't talking to us."
"We're late. He couldn't wait any longer, that's all."
"He strongly disapproves of us staying together at the cottage."
"Stop worrying. After he hears some of the scary stories people are telling, he'll approve of you being with a man every place you go."
"What do suppose they'll do about it? What can a town do about supernatural stuff?"
"Beats me. You know the key players here better than I do."
"Looking at the players, my guess is that since Mayor Gus and his mighty force of three police officers have seen the ark, they aren't likely to believe stories about ghosts, demons and animal sacrifice. There’ll probably be a lot of talk to calm people down, then all they'll do is continue to watch the ark and hunt for poachers."
Rick eased the car into a space near the parkette. They got out and strolled under the trees. Sunlight mirror-flashed through the boughs and sprinkled shadows on the dead grass. Following the walkway they reached the steps. The crowd was moving inside, and it looked to be about four hundred people, which was a heck of a lot for a town meeting.
On the inside most of the seats were taken. Overflow people stood in the side aisles and at the back. Air conditioning brought the temperature to a tolerable level, but it was still hot. And hotter up on the platform as the officials there already had sweat polishing their faces. These dignitaries included Mayor Gus, his three councilors and Kim's father. Police Chief Sawyer sat with the tiny group of ark archaeologists, and it was the fire chief, Chris Hassan who was at the podium and in control.
Hassan did the introductions, drew some applause and launched into a speech on dealing with heat emergencies and water contamination. Since the townspeople had heard all of this before, he nearly put them to sleep. It was also very uninspiring to find that there weren't any new tactics in heat defense. Praying for rain was about all a person could do.
Mayor Gus was a better speaker. A wrinkled man with a huge jaw and gangly frame, Gus exuded personal warmth and that appeared to be the root of his success as a politician. Being a smart cookie, he didn't hog the platform. Instead he told the crowd that the details on the ark and strange occurrences would be revealed by townspeople who had experienced the events. That got him some applause, and he continued by pulling out an old pair of glasses to read the first name on the speakers' list.
A farmer introduced as Jose San Martin rose to talk about livestock deaths and strange occurrences. Jose was a short swarthy man with a winning smile. His warm expression switched to one of painful remembrance as he began to speak. "All of you know I'm the only farmer in Tiverton still specializing in livestock. Though a number of you have experienced equipment and barn damage, I'm the only person who's suffered killings from poachers. It is certain that there are violent trespassers, but who or what they are isn't known. I can tell you how my bull got killed and maybe you'll understand just what I mean.
Last Saturday I was up in the late hours, working outdoors as usual. I took the tractor over to the west perimeter and began an inspection to make sure manure containment was secure - as per the clean water rules. The summer night was miserably humid. Nothing out of ordinary, so I was surprised when Rowdy, my hound began whining and baying. I tried to calm him and he responded by sitting in the grass. He stayed quiet for a minute then his eyes started to roll. He let out a loud howl and bounded off in the direction of the house and barn. Figuring he'd heard something I got on the tractor and followed. When I got there, Rowdy was baying in the dark near the barn.
I checked the house first to make sure my wife Ellen was okay. It was locked up but after I yelled, she let me in. She slammed the door as I entered and told me that something was in the barn. It had just got in there and had made noise like something wild and dangerous. Maybe a wolf or a bear. At least it was big enough to scare the daylights out of the animals.
She looked jittery and scared, too. I didn't hesitate, but got my Colt shotgun out of the lockup in the cellar and went out to the barn. The dog was still howling outside and the lock had been torn off. I used my pocket organizer to turn on the lights then went in cautiously, noting a repulsive odor like dead fish and that the dog wouldn’t follow me.
Some of the cows had gotten out of their pens. They were very restless and noisy but otherwise they were okay. I checked everywhere, even looked to the rafters, but saw no intruder. Eventually I reached the bull's pen near the back, entered and found my prize bull dead in the straw. Blood had pooled around him. Bear-sized claw marks were on his side and his head was completely gone.
I looked twice when I saw that. I just couldn't believe it. Not only was the head gone, the cut was a clean swipe. When my astonishment passed, I noticed a big hole bashed right through the wall.
For some moments things started to get to me - strong odors of blood and stale urine, dryness in my throat. Sweat and gooseflesh covered me, my hair stiffened and I could hear the dog barking and the wife yelling. My head got so light I fell on my knee next to the dead bull. Some moments later I recovered, got up and went over to the hole. I peeked into the dark then I crouched and passed through it.
I rose in a defensive posture and tried to look around. Some light filtered out from the barn, but the sky had gone totally dark. The few faint rays of light there were seemed to vanish into a trough of black night.
Though I had a really bad feeling about it, I still moved forward. A hot breeze touched me as I reached the nearest tree. It came with a rustling sound in the bushes that led me to turn left and nearly fire.
There was some movement in the foliage from a vague shape that was human and not an animal. The figure vanished and I felt some tiny raindrops hit me. At that point it dawned on me that it was pitch dark because rain clouds had rolled in. I looked up quickly, saw the underbelly of cloud cover and felt mixed emotions sweep me. I was scared to death and at the same time I felt like shouting with joy over the raindrops.
Then the moon suddenly broke through the clouds, I saw a man ducking out of sight and fired. This was a shotgun blast. It tore up the bushes and though it couldn't have missed it had no effect. Almost like I'd shot a ghost and the projectiles had simply passed through it.
The man continued to move away from me on my left and he looked back just before he disappeared. Moonlight caught his features and the sight of them nearly turned me to stone. It was a dead face, almost like a skull. Dried and wrinkled flesh, and some kind of war paint marked it. The hair was braided and the eyes were radiant like cat’s eyes when they catch the light. He looked like an Indian warrior come back from his grave, and he seemed real and not just a poacher wearing a mask.
I lowered the gun as he faded into the dark. In the moonlight I could see my arms and that the raindrops dribbling on them weren't water, they were droplets of blood. That was shock enough. Horror and confusion swelled with the heat in my head and I blacked out. Next thing I knew my wife had me in the house. The police arrived shortly after and as the news reports say, they think a wild animal and a poacher got on the grounds. But I never saw any wild animal or tracks, and that poacher looked like he was from a cult of devils."
People began to shout questions. Jose looked nervously at the restless crowd and before he could select someone, Mayor Gus took the microphone. "There are going to be questions and more speakers on this at the end of the meeting. Before that happens you are going to be informed on our town investigation of the mysterious ark found in the dried bed of Deep Woods Lake."
Rick put his arm around Kim and pulled her close. "What do you make of Jose's report?"
"We saw a ghost of our own, but it had no extreme effects. Jose may have encountered more than a poacher. It gives me the creeps. Someone extremely cruel and dangerous is out there."
"What’s the motive for stealing the head of a prize bull?"
"I'm not sure. Use it in some wicked ritual . . . or maybe sell it as an aphrodisiac."
A willowy redhead named Lynn Meyers took the podium after being introduced as the town's only archaeological expert. She made nervous gestures with thin hands and spoke with a weak voice that tended to fracture. "There are a number of thorny issues around the ark. The first is that it is technically the property of the federal government and we have no real power to investigate. Since we are studying it, we could end up in trouble if it gets damaged. It will likely take the federal government months to respond, and that is why the town has initiated a preliminary look.
Please stop laughing, people. Don't forget about the national crisis the federal level is dealing with. I do have some results from our first look at the artifact and I hope you don't find them humorous.
In examining the tusk-like objects surrounding the ark, we find them to be an ivory-like material. We are not sure how they were formed. An animal bearing such a tusk would be bigger than a house. We can't prove they were carved either, and we are awaiting results on tests done to the surrounding mud in hopes they will give us a clue.
The central box is another conundrum. We couldn’t chip off a fragment with the toughest tools. Initial chemical tests on a tiny area failed to identify the substance or its age. It resembles petrified wood, though it would be an unknown type if it is that. The images on its surface were carved at a time when the substance was softer. They bear a likeness to Cree, Iroquois and Mohawk work, but are substantially different, indicating an unknown tribe. A story is told by the images though we haven't unraveled it yet. It has to do with a rainmaker and a series of sacrifices he makes.
The box is hollow. Sonar tests show nothing inside it at surface level. It runs deep into the lake bed, meaning it is mounted on a column. Objects of its type have never been seen in burial mounds. We don't know whether it is a coffin or a totem object of spiritual magic. Since it exists at the bottom of a glacial lake, it may have been carried there by a glacier. If that is the case it is the oldest significant find in existence in regards to native culture in North America. Without a doubt it is priceless. In the future, when the weather settles and world travel resumes at a busy pace, the ark could be a major tourist draw to this area.
To finish let me say that we did study it at night, and though local supernatural occurrences are attributed to it, we found no evidence of that. The find may have inspired unethical people, who are using it to cover their own dastardly actions. At present we have roped off the point to keep the curious back and we will be returning from time to time to conduct minor tests. We are asking people to please keep away from the area."
Polite applause rose as Lynn Myers returned to her seat. It was obvious that some people in the crowd were not convinced by her statement in regards to supernatural occurrences. They were standing and waving desperately, trying to get questions in as Mayor Gus came back to the front. He silenced them with a gesture and looked to Police Chief Sawyer. "If there are culprits out there, Chief Sawyer is going to bring them into custody. Right now I want to bring him up for a question and answer session."
Rick felt Kim nudging him. "Looks like my land may be valuable."
"You mean you own that field by the point? I thought the co-op owned it?"
"I bought it from them two years ago. I also own the forested area near the ark and the point."
"You better watch out, Sawyer will see you as a suspect in the supernatural occurrences."
"Why would he think that?"
"You could gain from it. If the place becomes legendary it’s you who profits."
Their whispering got buried as Dan Sawyer's voice boomed over the speakers, and Sawyer didn't deliver a speech but opened saying he welcomed any evidence on recent criminal happenings. The first person to respond was the local exterminator, Anna Polee, and she excitedly stated that she had evidence proving the ark to be an alien spacecraft.
"I'm going for a walk," Rick said. "I can't stand an hour of this. Want to tag along?"
"No. You go. I'm going to collar dad and see if he wants to talk."
"Sure, go ahead. I'll be back before the meeting's over."
Rick eased his way down the aisle and exited the hall through a fire escape that had been propped open at the side. He emerged in a wide empty alley running between the hall and the post office. Lights from the front partially illumined the alley, revealing it to be a dead end. Turning right he strolled toward the lights and the parkette, kicking up pebbles as he went.
Stagnant night air assaulted him like sticky fly paper. He stepped under the maples and passed a handful of teens gathered at a bench. The faint din of the hall crowd and the PA could still be heard. Checking his watch, he decided he had time for a short walk around town.
A night bird caroled as he cut across the empty square. The slow humid breeze lent the quiet streets the ominous airs of a ghost town. Stores had been shut up neatly and circular patterns from the lamps pooled on the sidewalk. A number of taller, widely spaced streetlights glowed like phosphor, adding to the lonely feeling.
Summer heat still radiated from the store walls and the concrete. It brought moisture to his skin and he swept damp locks of hair from his forehead. Since the heat wave had blown in, he'd had the daily sensation of being browned in a very large barbecue.
A derelict car sat out front of Andy's Hardware. Feeling queasy he wiped the dust off its fender and sat for a few minutes, reflecting as he studied the window display. The solar weed clipper and the miniature cultivator were brand-new. A rack of refurbished tools sat behind them. The tools had flaws and chips but they meant more to him than something new would. Everything had value in current culture. Products were made to last for resale. It was universally accepted that belief in throwaway things led to belief in a throwaway environment. Yesterday people had disposed of everything. They nearly disposed of the human race ... and one concept Rick couldn't grasp at all was the one of disposable cars - the pollution machines people used to purchase every few years. Rick's Sun Cobra had been designed to last a lifetime. It’d taken nearly all of his savings to purchase it, and since it guaranteed him work and the ability to flee killer heat waves, it was worth it.
There were a couple small problems with the engine of late and he remembered passing a garage a block from the square. Stopping by to ask a couple of questions would be a good idea. He noticed his reflection as he got up. In the glass he looked much better than he felt. In his travels he'd seen a lot of men that looked like ghosts while they were still alive. Shoulders bent, pushed by the wind and heat like tumbleweeds. It hadn't happened to him and he hoped it never would.
Rick headed for the garage. He saw hungry bugs swirling under the neon lights of the station as he walked around the corner. A big rig sat at the dusty pump area. The stocky driver stood beside it chewing on a tobacco stick.
"Where are you headed?" Rick said as he walked up.
"West … at least I'm trying to head west," the driver said, one eye closing to a suspicious slit.
"Problems with the rig or is it the roads?"
"Both. Those last wind storms caused tree falls. I got detoured this way and got lost on the back roads. A crazy man nearly ran me off the road back by that dead lake. I had to stop here to check the suspension."
"Did you get his license number?"
"He wasn't driving. This nut was chasing a woman right down the road. Nearly put me in the ditch when I swerved. Some kind of domestic dispute I think. I didn't stop."
"Think you'd know them if you saw them again?"
"Maybe not. I got just a flash look. Tall blond woman, chased by a guy dressed like a cigar store Indian - a pretty ugly Indian if what I saw of his face was accurate."
"You should report it to the police."
"No way. I'm carrying a big load for the government and I'm not going back to that lake to see more strange lights and crazy people. I'll be heading west and I won't be stopping. You report it."
"There aren't any strange lights out there. Those are spotlights for the night workers in the fields."
"I passed the spotlights. The strange lights came before them and the near accident. They looked like blue balls of fire floating across the lakebed to the hills. I saw a flash like lightning, too. I even stopped on the roadside and got out to see if it would rain. It didn't and I got edgy and drove off."
A minute later the rig was refueled. Rick got a drink from the machine and sipped it, watching as the driver pulled away. The guy's story had him so puzzled he didn't bother to talk to the station staff about the Sun Cobra. He just walked away shaking his head. When he got back to the town square he found Kim waiting for him at the edge of the parkette.
She looked pale but radiant in the semi darkness. A calm romantic mood had replaced her earlier restless state. Taking his hand, she glanced back at the small gathering of teens near the hall steps. "Let's go over there and talk," she said, pointing at the trees.
They passed the dry fountain and went around some lilac bushes to an isolated picnic table. "I had a few words with my father," she said. "It looks like you were right. He's forgotten about old fashioned morality and only seems to be worried about my safety."
"Really. Then here's to safety."
They embraced, kissed and got drawn into something more. Her passion eclipsed his rambling thoughts. Forgetting himself he reached up and began to caress her breasts, and she moaned softly as he lifted the fabric and began to kiss her nipples. He felt them harden in his mouth and the touch of her fingertips as they slipped over and closed on his erection. The heat was now like a fire; its smoke rising as dizziness and ecstasy. He longed for completion, then he heard the chatter of people and realized that the hall was emptying. They broke apart and quickly rearranged their clothes.
Most of the townspeople lingered and gossiped in the parkette, but Kim didn't feel like socializing so they slipped through the trees to the car. Remembering the truck driver's story, Rick decided to a take a detour out past Deep Woods Lake. The cruise was down an empty highway past a line of roadside lights that grew thinner and vanished just outside of town. He slowed the car as they entered the narrower section of blacktop near the dead lake. His headlights tunneled into deep darkness but revealed little other than asphalt and the silhouette of the brush lining the roadside. The car rolled ahead for a quarter kilometer more, then Rick spotted skid marks, slowed and stopped on the shoulder.
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