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  Preface



This ebook is a free reader sample of my forthcoming novel - The Last Book.




In our world (unlike the impoverished literary state of the story) there are millions of books available to read, and billions of readers. So how is an author like me (unknown to most of you) to attract readers for his debut (not for the kids) novel?




Attracting readers to any new book requires advance preparation. This is why traditional publishers begin promoting links to their most promising new titles over a year in advance. Yikes! You could write a new book in that time. If it were short.




The Last Book is a long book - over 1,000 pages in print length. It’s the 3,000 stories I left out which make the 1,000 still in it so pointy and short.




At the time of writing this preface (November 6, 2026) I’ve uploaded the complete text to Amazon for pre-order with whatever publication date you can now see. That gives me time to do some publicity and attract attention to it. In the meantime, as with all pre-orders, Amazon doesn’t enable you to read a sample of what’s already up there before that publication date rolls around.




That’s where this sample comes in. Amazon does allow authors and publishers to publicize a short sample of a new book in advance.




It’s a long book. Therefore it’ll deliver a long sample. Hopefully you’ll get a feel from what you read here whether it’s the kind of thing you’d like to read more of.




The business reality is 99.99% of you won’t. That’s just the way it is. We all have different tastes. And the freedom to choose what we read.  If it’s not for you then thanks for being bold and giving it a try anyway.




But if you do like the sample - I’m confident you’ll love the book. And I hope you’ll order it and tell your friends and social networks all about it. Maybe tell them about this sample.




The Last Book is a book in which books feature a lot.




I’ll let it tell its own story.




thanks for your time




Zsolt Kerekes, author




PS - you can find links to this book and my previous works on my author website goblinsearch.com - there’s a story behind that name too - which you can find by scrolling down the home page








  
  1

  
  
  headache in the old school

  
  




Even as headmaster, Mister Stoneham rarely had cause to come this way. Yet walking down this imposing corridor, practically useless now for anyone rushing to catch a class (it being in the oldest part of the school) made one reflect on their own insignificance.  As intended. That message from the Founder, conveyed by his architect, through this most solid space - “As was, and is, and will be, ever after.”




The three of them, two masters and a boy, walked in line, unspeaking, their pace ostensibly set by the boy in the middle who was carrying a sturdy wooden chair, which from time to time interrupted Stoneham’s reverie and braked them to a halt by hammering a dangling leg or two onto the tiled floor as its prodigious weight combined with its porter’s ungainly carrying technique worked in tandem to periodically disprove the illusion that it could drift like a cloud in defiance of gravity.




The Head didn’t stoop to inspect in any fine detail the growing pattern of scuff marks which betrayed the wake of the bouncing chair. This was a floor designed to withstand the tramping of boys’ feet and the gritty matter which came with them. Indestructible. But standards did have to be maintained. He would ask the cleaners to remove the evidence when his business here was done.




The boy’s teacher, Ashurst, who was leading the way, looked back at these jarring interruptions to make show of adjusting his pace, prompted more by consideration of his aging head’s ability to keep up, than the exertions of the boy.




Neither man offered to take a turn in carrying the oversized load - which - as Ashurst explained to his head at the start of their expedition - had been selected by the boy himself - in full knowledge of their destination. He? -no doubt a future prefect. His reward? - pride at having been asked. A little job for the headmaster… He jumped to it without artifice. His back, unlike theirs, would soon recover. But if not? - then another of life’s little lessons.




The dim passage walls hitherto had been plain and unadorned as if to support meditative reflection but now as they approached their objective a flood of natural light cascading from a series of lofty ceiling windows heralded some kind of noteworthy pageantry ahead on their left - a commemorative display irreverently described by one visiting lecturer (who hadn’t been invited back) as -  a lesson in time travel - best appreciated while striding purposefully eyes front.  The Old Heads Gallery.




There was something which stood out as one approached this end of the line of portraits - the first unmistakably the image of the school’s illustrious founder - one’s eyes darted ahead and suspected a fault in the overall design: a gap where a second picture ought to have been. Or was it intentional? The asymmetry indicating perhaps that the Founder merited a wider gap in his portrait’s spacing than his successors.




He had asked about this anomaly during his final interview for the headship. Confident that he was the ideal candidate to replace the retiring head whose failing health had prompted the by-invitation-only applications.




“It’s been like that 200 years,” - his interviewer - the deputy head - informed him. “Three of our oldest portraits were sent away for cleaning and restoration. Only two came back. The space is where the missing one was hung. The school’s second head - a certain Mister Sandy.”




“I don’t remember reading anything about him in the official school history,” said candidate Stoneham bold enough to betray at this stage in the recruitment this very tiny gap in his knowledge. Truth be told - he had sought out and read all the biographies and memoirs of all the heads on this wall he could find - whether they were celebrated or not. As far as he could judge - with the exception of the Founder - they were pressed from the same mold - academic plodders and traditionalists to the core. Very much like himself.




“For most of our early heads the only biographical details we have in school records are their names, dates and portraits. But while we don’t know what our missing head looked like we can be confident he carried on the good work of the school and sustained the Founder’s tenets. We’re optimistic, naturally, that one day our Mister Sandy will turn up in an old crate at the conservatory and he will be returned to us and look down again on all who pass by from his old resting place here where he belongs.”




The Head smiled at the memory of his younger self, who, having been emboldened by the use of that first “We” - by his interviewer gave voice to another question.




“Wouldn’t most people say that 200 years is a long time to wait?”




He could tell by the sudden flush in the deputy’s face he had risked fluffing the interview.




“200 years may seem like a long time for most people, and is longer than the history of most schools, but not ours.” He laid emphasis on the possessive pronoun.




“Of course. Not compared to - what is it? - nearly 700 years. It’s the traditional aspects of the curriculum which I have always admired from afar, long before I was fortunate enough to attract the attention of your recruitment team and receive my invitation to apply for the position. The more I learn the closer I feel to the ethos of the school, and the founder’s principle. If you recall there was a whole chapter about him in my last published book. It would be an honor to contribute to maintaining such traditions. And apart from anything else you are one of the few schools who still teach the Old Languages to mixed classes.”




“Starting at eleven and only upto the age of thirteen…”




“Quite so.”




Neither of them ever referred to this part of their conversation again. It transpired later the old deputy, who had always been ineligible for the headship due to his preference for bureaucracy rather than scholastic polish, had never desired the top job anyway and worked well with him for the next 10 years till reaching that time of his life, which comes to all, when he wanted to get away from the company of young people.




What was his name? That had been three deputies ago. Cobham! That was it. Old Cobham had chosen the timing of his departure well, and was by all accounts still living and enjoying his retreat from the responsibilities of other people’s boys somewhere on the coast in a gentler climate.

* * *

The strain on this boy in the here and now was becoming more evident as on this occasion when he dropped the chair, instead of picking it back up again immediately as he had done hitherto, he circled around it as if he suspected there might be another side from which the carrying would be lighter.

* * *

“You can leave it here - thank you,” said the head, putting the boy out of his misery. “Remember my instructions”




“Yes Sir. No one. Absolutely no one to come down the portraits corridor - headmaster’s special orders - until you fetch me and tell me otherwise.”




The head raised an eyebrow.




The boy continued - “and that means no teachers and staff too.” He sniggered, re-energized by the thought of the awesome power he now wielded.




Stoneham nodded.




When the boy had gone out of view, Ashurst, who had reported the incident, picked up the chair cautiously and set it gently down about four pictures further along from where the boy had left it. So it was now propped below the second to last portrait in the line.




“Very ingenious, don’t you think? Choosing this exact spot,” said Stoneham.




“To be honest, I haven’t felt this nervous in a school since I began teaching.”




“My dear fellow, am I that intimidating? I mean - in comparison to this lot.”




They were now at the modern end of the line of portraits of previous head masters which, with their generous spacing, ran one third of the way down the length of the corridor. The array of past faces commenting silently from their secure niches on the conduct of all who came under their scrutiny.




“Intimidating? No not at all.”




“And here - the most handsome of them all?” said Stoneham with a jocular flourish.




Ashurst, who had never given any thought to how accurately these paintings might have reflected their once living models, but now having been invited to compare his headmaster with his portrait couldn’t help but think it must have been painted a long time ago. Perhaps when he himself had been a pupil attending a school not so very different in some respects to this.




Stoneham was distracted by something about his own portrait. He shuffled the chair so as to be directly under it, pulled out a pair of soft library gloves from his pocket and prepared to step up and do some dusting.




“No! Please no headmaster!” Said Ashurst horrified.




Stoneham stopped. The shock of being denied. But it was well meant. Though his portrait bore a mantle of old dust and cobwebs around its edges - in contrast to all the others - it was not the reason they had come. He lifted the chair and returned it to the domain of his predecessor.




“You’re right. Let’s see what he has to show us shall we?”




His companion tugged the chair a little away from the wall, checked by leaning on its seat that it was level, and mounted. He placed each hand under a corner of the bottom picture frame and eased it away from the wall. Then lifting it to unhook it he let the top fall forwards a little to rest tilting on his head so the back of the frame didn’t scratch the wall as he gently lowered it and twisted it slightly to perch the frame’s bottom on the top bar of the chair’s back. Satisfied that he did not have to support its full weight he angled his toes apart to make space, slid his hands up each side of the frame and guided its gentle sliding descent to sit solidly on the chair’s seat while leaning its back securely against the back of the chair.




“Good man,” said the Head who resisted the urge to move to one side to see sooner what had been revealed. “Shall I?” He held the picture firmly while his companion jumped off the chair.




“Thank you.”




They stood back to contemplate the patch of wall which had been revealed by their recent exertions.




“Remind me how this was discovered,” said the head.




“I had to give one of the nines detention for not paying attention in class. He was too distracted by a football match he was watching from his desk by a window. He’s done this before, and he’s not the smartest puppy in the litter, though he is an exceedingly crafty player for his age. So the next time his class was timetabled for a match I detained him inside to dust the portraits.”




“What’s the boy’s name? Do I know him?”




“I wouldn’t have thought so. Russell, from a good family. Not on my report list but prefers watching football to rules of grammar”




“Don’t they all? At his age. Russell? Wasn’t there a Russell once played for the school?”




“His grandfather.”




“Hm.”




“I’ve had his desk moved so it won’t happen again.”




“And…I assume he found it when he was doing the dusting…”




“Yes. He was rubbing too hard and it fell off. He caught it before it hit the floor.”




“So we have had some benefit from his football skills then,” said the head. “You here when it happened?”




“I was sitting on a stool at the Founder’s end reading a book.”




“No one else saw it?”




“No. It was the games period for Russell’s year.”




Stoneham nodded imagining the quiet scene. The rest of the school would be in their classes, or the library. And those with a free period would be out in the grounds watching the games under supervision.




“And our little Russell. What did he make of it?”




“He was very shaken that he had nearly damaged one of the school’s treasured portraits. With his help I replaced it and told him his detention was over but he must never say anything about it. Not to his classmates, another teacher, or his family. I said if he behaved himself for the rest of the term it would remain our secret.”




“But the graffiti! Did he read it? Does he have any clue what it means?” The head’s tone of voice jumped pitch slightly above its usual gravitas.




“Not in the slightest. Even if he could get his mind off football he won’t begin his oldens for another two years. It’s a hard slog bashing it into their thick skulls.”




Today’s reality - thought Stoneham - unlike when the school was founded and boys like him would have learned it from their mothers’ lips.




“And you? Tell me frankly. What did you make of it?”




“Odd. A wrongness about it. Sufficiently odd to bring it to your attention.”




“This is something no boy at this school ever saw in a book.”




“No.”




“Very well. It’s safe to assume that to Russell’s untutored eyes they were just unintelligible marks on the wall. What did you tell him?”




“I didn’t want to reveal my apprehension. I improvised. I said it looked to me like rough calculations done by the decorators to see if they had enough paint to complete the job when they painted the wall. The kind of thing which in the normal course of things they should’ve painted over.”




“Well played. He’ll believe that, for now. But what happens when he begins his oldens? He might remember what he saw.”




“He was more concerned about damaging the portrait. Anyway - if he’s in the stream for the school sports teams - things can be arranged so he never studies them. A timetable clash? Not his natural subject path anyway.”




“Good plan.” Better for him than the alternative. The head paused. “We’ll have to get it erased. By someone reliable. Who can’t read the letters.”




“It won’t be easy.”




“You tried?”




“Not too aggressively. I didn’t want to make a mess which would spread beyond the covering of the frame and draw attention to it. The marks go deep and the words don’t wash off.”




“I feared as much. I may need an expert. One who can make the words disappear while not questioning the kind of explanation you gave the boy.”




“Do we have such a person on the staff? I thought we all have our oldens to some degree.”




“How’s yours?”




“Rusty. To be frank. I would need a dictionary and a primer to translate it properly. And the script is unclear. Or it’s a dialect. The letters are fuzzy. Not regular shapes like in the textbooks.”




“But you recognized the language?”




“Of course. But I’ve never seen anything like it. Though I did hear rumors in my old school. Not something which happened there. But from a colleague who had read about such things, happening somewhere else. A long time ago. It’s disturbing isn’t it. That’s why I reported it directly to you.”




“You did the right thing. There are no signs of others?”




“No. I’ve looked behind them all.”




“Check behind every hanging on every wall in the school. If anyone asks what you’re doing - tell them it’s a headmaster project. Updating our conservation records. Do it discreetly. We don’t want any witnesses who can read this kind of inflammatory message. I doubt, however, you’ll find anything. Leave me on my own for a few minutes to think. I’ll replace the portrait myself and that boy who’s standing guard for us can fetch the chair when I’m done.”




Rusty… Stoneham chuckled to himself at Ashurst’s self described assessment of his proficiency in Olden as he watched him go to the end of the corridor. Yes - and a good thing that we teach from text books and not from original sources. He recalled his own bafflement when first encountering Olden in non standard fonts. And moving on from there in his studies deciphering hand written texts was like learning yet another strange language.




There in the space hidden behind the portrait: scrawled and thin, barely intelligible letters, stained dark, the color of dried blood, word shapes undeniably in the Olden language, lines of defiant doggerel.




He had seen a collection of such verses before in his research in the library of forbidden books. From what he could remember the number of verses in those archived examples varied from place to the place depending on where they had been collected and on what media the words had been found. The longest examples on paper, the shortest on fragments of sign boards. Most of the original versions on walls had been destroyed at the close of the last war before anyone thought how an understanding of them as propaganda might help to shape future education and reconciliation.




However jumbled, fragmented, and different the later lines in such verses might be, they always began with the same two opening lines. This uniformity in words suggesting to the compiler of that volume a single original literary source and a much greater degree of cultural collaboration across the continent in the pre-restoration era than was inferred by first contacters who encountered the ramshackle networks of broken roads, crumbling settlements and barbarous relics left behind by fleeing humans.




He didn’t need to translate the words one at a time to read and understand their message. As head of the Old School he was also head of Olden studies and fluent in all their varieties. The marks written in a cursive hand were written in a dialect of Olden which had once been the most common language spoken by humans in this continent they called North America. In English - the words said…




the goblins are coming! one, two, three




hide in the cellar! hide in a tree!




got a little goblin, what do I do?




smash its shiny shell and boil it in a stew




what do they taste like? do tale tell




fishes delicious shame about the smell




the goblins are coming! one, two, three




aim higher, guns fire! you won’t catch me
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  gone fishing

  
  




730 years earlier




The goblins are coming, one, two three. 




Hide in the cellar. Hide in the tree. 




The goblins are coming… When Sandy was 4 they told him about the goblins to stop him wandering off by himself.




“Don’t go in the woods or the hills on your own. The goblins will get you.”




Sandy (age 4) didn’t need it telling. Home - safe, here - Cool Springs, my world - big enough for me. People said… there are other places: far away, nasty, dangerous places. You’ve been there - Sandy. They’d shake their heads. You came back. That’s all that matters to us. We love you. Kiss, kiss and hugs. He didn’t remember going away. Maybe it’s for the better. You were so young, little more than a baby. But they still kept saying it, like they couldn’t remember themselves they already said it - don’t go in the woods or the hills on your own… I never wanted to go anyway. Silly talk by grown ups.




Sandy (age 8) was grown up enough to have formed his own opinions of the world which he was prudent enough not to share with his uncle or any of the timid old folks. So having decided who in the village held the monopoly on the most fascinating ideas he set off on a hike with some older boys to the lake a few miles north. It was strictly off limits for kids unaccompanied by parents. They hadn’t seen any goblins but they caught a sack full of fish.




Thwack. “Don’t you remember what I said about the goblins?” his uncle said. “They’re coming from the north. They could have got all of you.” Another thwack of the belt.




Sandy kept quiet. He knew he was in the wrong and took his punishment as his just desert. The lesson stuck. Don’t get caught breaking the rules.




But no one he knew had ever seen a goblin so he quit being scared.




Sandy (age 12) still retained a vivid memory of that earlier episode accompanied by his uncle’s words saying - don’t follow the big boys doing something stupid. He was indisputably one of the big boys himself now. Everyone said it. And it was he, Sandy, who in his turn had inherited the leader mantle. So it was he - not following anyone Uncle Roy -  a logical defense which he felt proud to have devised -  who led the group of boys and girls back to the lake. Tradition dies hard.




It was peaceful by the waters and even the smallest 4 year olds kept quiet.




“If you make a noise the fish will go away and we’ll beat you up,” said Sandy, repeating a litany of words which in their little tribe’s collective memory had passed down from older to younger Lake Sneakers seemingly like forever.




For young children gripped by the terror that you might meet a goblin or get beaten up if you made a noise, and would certainly get beaten by your parents when you got back home, the unnatural state of keeping quiet was a small price to pay for the thrill of just being there. You could get away from the boring village in which you knew every spider’s web and rat’s nest and puppy. Someone might drown! And you could catch lots of fresh fish just like the grownups when they went fishing in the unprohibited smaller ponds nearer to home.




They caught few fish that day. But they didn’t get punished either.




From the noise they made in the woods by the lake Sandy guessed they weren’t goblins. For some reason - was it instinct? - he knew goblins would be quiet and sneaky. He was the oldest, so he went ahead to see what it was. A group of about a dozen people, men women and children. They were dirty and their clothes were torn.




“The goblins are coming,” they said. “They got a town up north of us,” said a man, their leader.




“What do they look like?” asked Sandy.




“Are you crazy boy? We heard what they done to those other places. We didn’t stop to see.”




The strangers didn’t stay long. They rested in the village for a few days, passed on their warnings and headed south.




In the years after that, the sight of strangers fleeing the advancing tide of goblins became more common. Mostly family groups:- women, old people and children. Rare to see a stranger traveling alone. They all said the same sort of thing. “The goblins are coming…”




Sandy always made a point of asking what they looked like. But no one had actually seen them. The first groups of refugees had moved out merely on the strength of rumors that the goblins were close. Later through-comers said that the goblins were getting really close and their men folk had stayed behind to fight. They had waited and waited but the men never came to rejoin them. Then when they heard those goblin drums they knew it was time to stop waiting and move on.




Sandy thought that the goblins must be slow at walking if all those old people and children could outrun them so easily. But he didn’t say it out loud. He could see the fear in their eyes.




What did the goblins want? They kill the men and they keep the women and children was one story. But what for? To eat them said one. To breed slaves said another. To sacrifice to their gods said a third. Sandy came to the conclusion that nobody really knew. Once a place had been overrun by the goblins you never heard from the people who lived there again. Seemed like nobody who’d ever seen a goblin got out of their clutches to tell the tale. But he kept asking anyway.




The strangers, some called them drifters, never stayed long. If they had, it might have caused trouble. How to feed and house so many? They just rested long enough to recoup the strength to move on.




He knew the men in his village were making plans, but he was too young to be included in their councils. That didn’t stop him listening at the door when they came to meet at his uncle’s house at night. His uncle seemed to be something important. Men listened when he spoke but the meetings went on for hours, the men spoke in hushed voices and Sandy usually fell asleep before hearing any new talk about goblins.




To Sandy his uncle was just Unca Roy who had looked after him ever since he could remember. Sandy didn’t have a ma or pa. Whenever he asked why - his uncle had told him this story.




“Your parents were good people Sandy and they loved you. But Cool Springs was too small for them so they went south to find a city. But when they got there they were killed by bad men. I brought you home.”




Soon after Sandy led his own outing to the lake he felt sufficiently grown up enough to dare say - “Unca Roy am I old enough now to know what happened?”




His uncle didn’t reply straight away. Had he once been that age?




“You know what I told you Sandy.”




“You always say the same thing Unca Roy. I was a baby. Ma and Pa loved me and we went far away on a journey. And they got killed by bad men and you rescued me and you brought me home and ever since you’ve been my Ma and Pa.”




Roy sighed. Maybe a little bit more telling of the story wouldn’t hurt the boy now. But who could ever imagine that the pain of these old memories was something which still freshly stabbed his own heart each and every day.




“The city… you’ve heard of cities in your classes right?”




Sandy nodded. It was just stuff the older people sometimes talked about when they thought kids weren’t listening. That old times story stuff always sounded like it would send you to sleep. But this was going to be about his Ma and Pa. He gave his uncle his full attention.




“The city used to be where young people would go to better themselves or find the kind of entertainments small places like here never had. That was in the old days before the black skies and the Fall… and the goblins. Your father was always asking about what things were like in the outside world even when we were boys. Your mother was the same. They’d listen to the stories remembered by their grandparents which they had heard in turn passed down the generations from the times before the Fall when they say there were story telling machines to tell them.”




Sandy’s eyes widened in disbelief. “What were the story machines like?”




Roy had asked himself the same questions at that age. He remembered what an uncle of his had once told him. “Some say the story voices came out of a little box no bigger than your hand.” He held out his left palm upright and level and pretended to measure it as the gap between the middle finger and thumb of his right hand. “Or was it just the palm not counting the fingers?”




He closed his finger thumb measure down. “But you know what I think?”




Sandy’s response was quizzical.




“I think if we could find one of those story machines now still working it would be about this high.” He stood up and placed his palm on the top of his head. “And,” hands astride his hips “about this wide. Or maybe,” holding his fingers splayed out in front of his belly to indicate a much inflated version of himself, “like this.”




Sandy never tired of that joke. Roy enjoyed hearing his laugh and occasionally stretched the mocking measure wider around his midriff.




“It’s just a story. A nice story if it’s true. We’ll never know. But the books are real enough. When your ma and pa were kids I remember they spent hours looking at the pictures in the broken books and magazines that the old folks had gathered up and mended and made into the school library. Our parents said there was nothing to see in the old cities except sickness and death but when your dad grew up he didn’t believe it and wanted to go and see for himself.




“I hoped that when he married your mother he would quieten down and forget all about it. But she had the exploring bug just as strong, could be stronger. When you were born, I thought that would be the end of it. But they said they had just one last chance to try and find a better life outside of here before you needed schooling. You were a little bundle no bigger than a pillow when they set off.”
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The goblins are coming, one, two three. 




Cold fire, jump higher, you can’t catch me. 




The story, in outline, was known to every adult in the village. Its deterrence value was why no one else had voluntarily left Cool Springs to seek their fortune down south since.

* * *




A child never tires of hearing their own story. Especially once they suspect that each time they hear it they learn something new. As Sandy was growing up, his understanding of where he came from grew in layers as his Uncle Roy disclosed more details which were fitting for a child to know. And when Sandy’s childlike years receded into his own past, all the different strands of his story, of how he became an orphan, was rescued, and the uncle who had told it became enraveled in a single shared blanket of memory which bound all those whose life threads had knitted it.

* * *

A responsible adult witness to a child’s formative early life story approaches their duty of narration to that child with care. To disclose? Or not? Roy served out his tale in slivers, revealing only so much each time as was needed to satisfy the occasion. As Sandy grew to be his most ardent listener Roy knew he would, in the fullness of time, be obliged in fairness to reveal more. When time ran out (but that was much later) Roy told it again once - with nothing held back. Thereafter it was for Sandy to remember or not. Reminiscing back to those earlier hearings of his family story Sandy visualized the different strands and abridged versions as if each was a life of its own, and were stories which belonged to others than just he. All of which contradictory things were true.

* * *

tale the first




In the days immediately following the fanfare of Baby Sandy’s sendoff from the cozy backwater of Cool Springs to the bright dreams of a shiny life down south in the mythical city which his parents had seen tell of in the old books, Roy, soon missing their company, became afflicted by nagging doubts and growing unease about the whole expedition idea. As he shared his misgivings with his neighbors, who had so recently celebrated with him his brother’s bold adventure, his initial concerns rebounded much amplified.




“What were you thinking Roy?” he muttered. “Should’ve gone with them, to lighten the load.”




It did not need saying by those he confided in, who were too kind to state the obvious, that if he did indeed have such reservations - before, then all the air blown on regrets about it - after, would not serve to suck them back. As his fretting grew, the chance conversations with neighbors strolling about their daily business which had always been the essential flavoring in the diet of village life dwindled as everyone did their best to subtly avoid his company for fear of getting trapped in mournful confessionals. So it came as a relief to all who knew him when one day he up and announced, “I’m going after them!”




If he was aware of the quiet rejoicing by his suffering confidantes he did not let it curb his enthusiasm for the mission. “Being on my own I should be able to catch up with them. Then I’ll tag along until I see them settled down somewhere safe with nice civilized people.”




What’s the worst that can happen Roy? - he asked himself. If they change their minds I might easily miss them making their way back? A little shoe leather wasted… Or if they get there before I catch up with them and find they’re happy in the city of their dreams? I’ll simply seem a little foolish.




Either way it would only be his own time he would be wasting. Unlike them, however, he had not been making any practical preparations to pack supplies, arrange care for his livestock and growing produce - which meant that by the time he set off another 3 weeks had elapsed.




In Roy’s early recounting of this tale to family, friends and neighbors and to young Sandy who was always the keenest to hear it, this part of the story - his journey down south to the city - 2 months of his life - he glossed over the details.




“With help from kindly strangers I learned where they were and how to bring them back.”




That being sufficient telling of the story at the time.

* * *

As Sandy, who had no memory of what had happened in his own part of the story, became a teenager this explanation failed to satisfy him. And each time he came to those parts of the story which should of themselves permit the fullest of narratives, due to involving his uncle as direct witness, and their consequences being of such great import, the list of unanswered questions swirling in his mind grew and grew.




One day, on his knees in the garden watching the ants making a complicated journey back and forth to the fleshy stones of plums he had eaten earlier the pressure in Sandy’s imagination became too much and without reference to what he and his uncle had just been talking about he blurted out:- Uncle Roy - How the heck did you know which way to go? And what did you do for food?




They had been weeding around the grapes in their plot. Roy set aside his knife, sat back on his haunches and looked up at the sky. He had always known more questions would come. And out of all he could imagine these were not indeed the most difficult.




White puffy clouds. The weeding could wait till the morrow.




Sandy’s questions reminded him of something he himself had almost forgotten. A question he had asked himself many times in that alone time.




Roy - are you doing the right thing?




Roy felt an ache in his chest, not just from the inside but the old bruise on the surface which still flared up whenever he stretched or leaned over the wrong way. Not today that story. Another time. At the edge of the garden - the stones they collected when they cleared a new patch in which to plant were neatly arrayed almost as if forming a low boundary wall. As a wall it was too low to keep anything out. Tidy rather than functional. Roy had communicated to his nephew that he found the sight of random heaps of stones unsettling and so they always ensured there were none to offend him in the places he cherished. Their chores here would save for another day. What was it Sandy had asked? Maybe today it would be enough to talk about the map. And the sign? Yes, that too… with some careful exclusions. And what about the stones? There were times he wished the story would tell itself.




“Let’s sit over in the shade.”




It being much earlier in the day than when they usually broke off for a rest here the only shade to be had close at hand was on the nobbly side of the nearby tree. Although there looked to be ample space among the gnarled roots, they discovered, as they lowered themselves, that finding comfortable seats with any hope of long remaining within the shrinking shade cover led to them to be not quite facing each other and balancing with their legs sprawled askance at awkward angles.




Roy smiled at something, a memory of awkward sitting with his back to trees on the trail. He had been younger then and minor discomforts the least of his worries.




“How did we know which way to go? We didn’t. All I knew when I set off is, right or wrong, I was going the same way. Your ma and pa had been talking about it for years before they set off. Found all the little maps they could, most no more than line drawings in old books. None of them showed Cool Springs, so there was a lot of uncertainty to begin with. Crazy…” He took off his hat and placed it under his bottom. Better. “They asked all the old people - did anyone remember anything about what the country was like in the old days? Asked drifters too. Didn’t think that would help any, they coming from a direction no fool would want to go whatever stories of cities might be at the end of it. I told Dan - he’s wasting his time. Then one day he came in all excited saying I was wrong. He’d learned something which fitted the missing pieces together.”




Sandy copied Roy’s example, although his hat not being made of leather would likely afford him little benefit and a crushed hat to boot. Better than straw though. So many memories. Roy was glad the boy’s own memory of that period was blank. When would be the right time to tell all? Always later. Today he should take comfort that Sandy hadn’t asked something else. Yup Roy - today’s the easy one.




“One of the drifters had a map: crude pencil marks on a page ripped from a book based on the hearsay of another band of drifters they met going another way who had never been down those parts themselves but remembered having seen a map of the deep south in their schooling. It showed a range of hills or mountains they were convinced must be not far south of here. Well we knew those hills. They say you can see the glinting of the distant snow peaks if you got nothing better to do with your life than waste a month of your life walking to see the view. There’s a dead town along the way too. Much nearer. Even as kids we knew that. Stories from the old folks. It died out before the Fall. Burned down or poisonous water something like that. But which way would you turn if you reached those far off hills? No one knew that until Dan met those drifters who showed him their map. Left - is good country - they said. Used to be farms which fed the whole country in the old days. Right is desert. The map didn’t have a scale so they didn’t know how far that mountain range ran on. Their idea was to follow it to the end and then turn right - which would be west. And soon after that is where the cities would be. Dots on the map. That’s what they were aiming for.”




“You see! - said Dan. Now we know which way to go.”




Later - Roy wished he’d asked his brother - but did you tell them, those drifters, the ones who showed you their map, did you warn them about the water?




“So you followed the route they went…” Sandy ventured, still wobbling on the edge of his chosen tree root.




“Try sitting on your shoes,” Roy suggested. He was not surprised to see that Sandy’s hat, as he pulled it out was flat as a pancake. The shade still being good here Sandy dropped the mangled hat by his side and jiggled to find the best cushioning effect afforded by his shoes.




“Better?”




Sandy bobbed his head, accompanied by a non committal twitch of his chin.




Was he done yet? - Roy wondered. Sandy lifted himself up a fraction, turned his shoes the other way around, shuffled his bottom to smooth out the lumpiness and poked a small adjustment at the side. At last! A smile.




“Did I follow them? In a way yes. In another way - no. Their tracks would be beyond my skill to find after all that time. Right or wrong I just wanted to go with the same remembered lines in my head and I hoped that if it came to making any choices I would imagine myself in their place and guess the way they would pick. As for food… and what to take. They talked about it a lot. But however long they threw ideas around didn’t have any good answers. It didn’t matter when you were still crawling but when you started walking they still didn’t have a good plan for taking supplies.




One day they got so desperate they asked me. When there was nothing here… how did the first people come here?




I said. Does it say anything about that in those books?




Don’t know about first people, Dan said. The books don’t go that far back. The books we got just talk about settlers coming in large groups in wagons, pulled by mules and horses. That’s no help to us.




Roy nodded. It was something he remembered they all learned at school. Something every kid asked. Where are all the horses now? The big ones like in pictures. Teachers said - all the big horses died. Some kind of disease wiped them out. The only horse flesh to be seen around now was little ponies. If you can catch them. And if you do - hardly worth the trouble.




“Dogs would be more use, ‘cos they’re used to people. But dogs need food too.”




Dogs need food too… The words his brother had spoken and they came out of Roy’s mouth before he thought of saying it in a different way. He studied Sandy’s face for a reaction. Nada. Good. As with people - there’s good and bad. And worst… best forgotten. Another bunch of memories he would have to stir up again one day…




“The problem is we can’t carry all the food we’ll need.”




“The drifters who come here. How do they do it?”




“Live off the land, I suppose. Get food from settlements as they pass through. We just don’t know what’s on the road ahead. And it’s not like we’re running from trouble. We’re doing this by choice.”




“Choice is the thing. If you can pick the right time of year you may find fruit or vegetables you can eat still growing in old farms even if they’re uninhabited. And you can hunt.”




“Thought about hunting. The old bird gun’s too heavy, and if it rains the powder will get spoiled.”




“What about a slingshot? I remember you were nearly as good as me.”




“Now Roy… I think you got it. Maybe that’s why it never entered my head. I’ve been niggling about the weight of that rifle. What we’d have to leave behind if I took it. And if we’d even be able to go at all without it.”




“Remember what our dad used to say when we had those arguments about who was the best shot? He said - you only have to be good enough to stop your meal running off without you.”




“And some hooks, lines and nets for fishing…”




Sandy’s bottom wriggled uncomfortably at that.




“Your parents were smart. They said they’d pick the best time of year to do it. Graze off the land - as they put it. And when I asked if they wanted to wait till they found any better ideas they said they didn’t want to waste another year waiting for answers that were never going to come. And I think - to make me feel happier about it - they said they would always judge the giving quality of the land they were passing through and make sure that to always keep enough supplies in reserve so they could turn back if the trail ever turned sour. And that was the plan they had when they set off.”




“I don’t remember it,” said Sandy.




“You would if you had to go hungry,” Roy said instantly regretting having said it. He couldn’t swear to the truth of that. Sandy’s hunger, like the bad dogs, a story for when he’s older. Maybe it was time to change the subject to something more upbeat.




“When I’d been on the road long enough to use up nearly all my food supplies I paused to think what next? Do I stick with the safe plan and go back to hunt more? Or push on? That’s when it hit me that if your parents were grazing off the land too it must have slowed them down as much or more as it did me. So if I could save myself a few days wasted hunting I might close the gap between us. That would mean going hungry for a while and taking the risk of finding ready food. With the head start they had, it was like following ghosts. Many others had been down that way before but who they were and how long ago I couldn’t say. I never saw anything that would tell me- yeah it’s them, they’ve been here.”




He stopped to readjust his hat cushion. How you going to tell this Roy?




This day - seated on the tree roots in the garden plot with Sandy - he would skip any mention of the stones or elaboration concerning the barn. Important as he always felt those details to be it wouldn’t affect the truth of what he would say. You’ll have to tell it all sometime Roy… When the time is right.




“It was on the second day of going hungry when I saw a sign - thiefs will be shot.” Roy put special emphasis on the F and was pleased to see that by Sandy’s creeping amusement that his schooling had left a mark. “Yeah - that’s what I thought. Not the way we learned it. The shot part looked like it meant business. But anyone can shoot you without putting up any sign. The way I saw it some person had gone to particular trouble to place it there. What would you do in my shoes? I didn’t have any choice.”
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The sign - leaning by the roadside, propped up against a rough hewn stake and secured by a noose of rusting barbed wire - was painted in pale chalky white letters on crumbling boards which looked like they had once been the top half of a well made door until someone had kicked away the bottom and left this surviving relic out to fend for itself. A new life for the door this: to advertise its warning until rot or other disintegration, inflicted by the passing seasons, would mute the sad medium bearing the strong words.




And if it had not been for that sign, he would’ve walked straight past without noticing that the scrub growing all around grew in a different pattern to what lay all around, indicating that once this had been where the end of a track met the main road.




How many years had it been there? And why put a sign up at all? He hadn’t seen a living soul since he had left Cool Springs. Its message was short and simple.




thiefs will be shot




What’s here to steal Roy? His belly supplied an optimistic answer. There must’ve been a time when something about the lie of the land here would’ve indicated that nearby was a homestead where you might find vittles. Something growing up out of the land or wandering over it. Something that would catch your eye and tempt you to grab it. Judging by what he could see now that did not look a very likely prospect. If he hadn’t seen the sign… Maybe something more of an eating nature would come into view later. The sign was clearly a warning. But for hungry eyes it might be seen as an invitation.




Following the same kind of thinking as his brother, Roy did not think it worth the weight bringing the family’s vintage bird gun and even though a good rifle could be obtained at home if you had something to trade for it the same arguments applied. There were plenty of clunky hand guns to be seen floating around in old drawers along with coins, paper money, keys to clocks which no longer showed the time or which unlocked doors to houses secured, vacated, no longer still standing, the kind of drawer detritus you play with as a child. But everyone knows handguns are useless for hunting and most of the stock of gun bullets rattling in dusty corners was out of the ark because no one saw any business reason to make new ones.




The sword though, a cavalry saber which had hung on the wall above the fireplace in his grandparent’s house, a relic of an old war, he had brought that with him. Might come in useful for clearing through wild paths - had been his logic. Or to defend yourself - Roy. When comparing the benefits of bird gun to sword the blade had won. It won’t be spoiled by rain or swimming in deep water. It swung at his side and another argument in its favor - it might serve as a walking stick to poke suspicious looking holes and pry out lurking snakes in the ground ahead. Now though? against the implied threat of being shot, it might be better to let it stay safely sheathed so as not to arouse antagonism in whoever it was had written that sign. If they were still alive. They must be. Else storms each winter would’ve blown it away. OK Roy - time to introduce yourself and show you are no thief.




Expecting to see some kind of habitation nearer to the warning sign at the roadside Roy was disappointed to note he must have walked half a mile already along the track without encountering any further indication that anyone lived here. Although the track was nearly flat its gently changing slopes flipping from down to up and back down again coupled with the rumpled appearance of the scrub covered landscape disguised the emerging realization that he was probably on lower ground than when he had started. The scrub changing to reeds on the left ahead confirming that somewhere nearby lay a hidden body of water.




When the attack came it sprang from all sides at once. And it was only with the greatest self restraint he did not straightway extract his sword to lay all about him. Had he risen to such a snap defence it would’ve led to a grisly scene despite his being greatly outnumbered.




He almost laughed. And would’ve laughed unreservedly at his current predicament - if it had not been for his wariness aroused by that sign… A grown man brought to a standstill and under siege by a flock of honking hissie geese.




The nearest ones arched their necks low and pecked at his legs. The outliers swirled about beating their wings wide and loud to show their displeasure and willingness to join in the fray when space allowed. Although the nipping came in hard and fast lunges, his pants were thick enough to protect him from harm. If there had not been so many of them he would have used the techniques all country kids learn:- grabbing a goose by its soft neck you can easily steer its head away to prevent its beak from pinching your skin. But having just the 2 hands this was a hopeless case.




They were getting quite annoying now. He twirled around to see if there was any way of escape. This led to a fresh outburst of honking. He tried to continue making headway up the path. This caused a fresh blow of wings and outrage and he made little progress. It was like wading through a blanket of snow. He stood still to see if that would calm them. It did a little, then another new avalanche of pecking rose from his ankles and worked its relentless way up his leg. He defended his crotch with his hat. He hadn’t advanced far in this tide of creeping small steps when he saw help coming. Or was it?




A lady with white in her hair, accompanied by 2 imposing white dogs, advanced down the path towards him. As she got close the geese forgot their quarrels with him, and hissed at each other, as beady eyed suspicious they rearranged themselves, moving to either side of the path, effectively clearing a space between her and him. Was it the dogs they were avoiding? She was holding something gray and heavy clutched across her chest. Like a sawn off rifle, but one with grips like a pistol and attached to its barrel was a fat disk.




She stopped 10 feet away. The dogs moved up and stood alongside her, snuffling their snouts from side to side inspecting the air.




“Scat!” she yelled half turning. She whistled a piercing whistle. The dogs jumped up to ward off a flurry of wings and confusion as, their fascination with Roy so quickly forgotten, the geese turned their backs on him and raced each other with short bouncing hops back to the reed beds. He heard splashing and honking. Peace returned.




“Thanks for your help ma’am.”




The dogs growled.




“Quiet boys. This here is man talk.”




They slapped their tails and sat, teeth bared, eyes fixed firmly on him.




“This,” she inclined the barrel to point up slightly at the sky, to afford him a better view of it. “Is something you may not have seen on your travels. Special model Tommy gun. Designed for survival. My survival not yours. Magazine,” she flicked the back of the disk with her middle fingernail, “holds 100 rounds. If I squeeze this trigger,” she wiggled her finger outside the guard, “they stream out hot and fast. Like a beautiful fire. The other beautiful thing about it which I like is I do not have to aim too carefully in a refined sporting manner to hit what I see. And before my finger gets tired by all the shaking I have seen its raw firepower cut grown men into bloody pieces. Now if at any time I think you are a danger to me you will learn that my finger gets tight and twitchy when I’m nervous. Is that understood?”




“Yes ma’am. Perfectly.”




“Good. Now tell me something mister, do they still have schools where you hail from? And did you learn to read?”




“My sainted mother was proud that none of her boys had to repeat a year in school.”




“Respect your mother. That’s as should be. Did you see a sign at the end of the track? Hasn’t fallen over has it? You can still see the words.”




“Yes ma’am I did. No problems with the sign at all. Very clear what it said.”




“Then how come you didn’t heed its meaning?”




“I’m no thief, ma’am. I thought the warning was for someone else.”




“Huh. I’ll be the judge of that. That sword of yours dangling there makes me nervous. While we’re talking I’d like you to take it out real slow and lay it on the ground. Then step away to your right.”




Roy did as he was told.




“More,” she said. “You got long arms as well as long legs. Good… now your pack. Drop it and kick it over towards me.”




His kit didn’t slide far from the kick but Roy was relieved to have it not bearing down his shoulders.




“Fang, fetch.”




One of the dogs shot out, gripped the straps of the bundle in its teeth whirled it around to break its neck and tugged it back.




“Guard!” The two dogs growled at Roy daring him to move. “You got any guns or knives in here?”




“No guns. Knife in my vest pocket. Slingshot in the pack.”




She crouched down to examine the pack, while cradling her Tommy on her knees. Found his slingshot and tossed it over to his saber. “You travel lightly armed for one going through bad country.”




“I wasn’t aiming to start a war.”




“You on your own?” She glanced around. “Now don’t lie to me to make me feel less twitchy. The only right answer is the truth. I know when I hear lies.”




“Yup alone.”




She stood up. “Knife…” Pointing her gun at him there was no need for further advisories. He opened his vest to show the knife strapped to a scabbard on his belt. He eased it out, and dropped it, hoping it wouldn’t slide into his boot. She inclined her head towards where his sword lay. He took the hint and kicked it across.




“Now mister, tell me what you’re doing here.”




“I saw the sign, figured someone might be at the end of it. I was going to ask where I could find some ready food. Happy to work for it or trade something. Wasn’t aiming to steal.”




“And if the answer’s no?”




“I’ve been hunting and grazing some of my way down here. It makes for slower walking but it’s the best season for it.”




Her eyes widened at that. “It certainly is. Now tell me. where d’you come from? Where you headed?”




“Don’t rightly know a name for where I’m headed. I just hope there’s a city at the end of it attractive enough to be a settling down kind of place for the people I’m following so I can catch up and join them. Where I’m from? You won’t have heard of it - a village - little way off this old road. Took me 10 days of walking to come this far.”




“Try me.”




“It’s up north, Cool Springs.”




“Cool… Springs…” she repeated the words slow. “Got a nice sound to it.”




“It certainly is… nice.”




“Then why leave? You saying goblins reached that close already?”




Roy laughed. “Goblins? Never seen one yet. Been hearing about them more these last 5 years though. Drifters’ tales. But those drifters and their stories already walked hundreds of miles before they reached us. Heard tell once a thousand, if there is any land to be walked that far.”




“You walk ten times round a circle would do it.”




“There is that. My brother Dan, and his family, they weren’t running from anything. Just hoping to find a bigger place than where we grew up. A city where their little boy can dream of having a more exciting future.”




“This brother of yours… you say you’re following, does he know you’re coming after him?”




“No. It’s the last thing he’ll be expecting.”




“Why didn’t you go with them?”




“I’m happy in Cool Springs. I felt bad about letting my little brother do this huge trek without my help. Thought I’d catch up, see them safely settled and turn back for home.”




“He’s your brother? You say. Same parents?”




“Same father. Different mothers. It’s why we turned out so different.”




“You never said your name.”




“Roy. Sorry, Ma’am, I should’ve introduced myself before. I’m Roy.”




“Roy? Thought you might be.”




Roy held out his hand, still clutching his hat. The dogs growled despite the distance between them. “Hush,” she said. “Friend. Friend.” They wagged their tales at that. She didn’t offer her hand in return, but nodded. “Best you don’t Ma’am me too much. Adds years I don’t need. I’m June - like the month. Let’s get on up to the house. I’ve got eggs.”




“My stuff?”




“Bring your pack. You’ll need it. The weapons? Leave here. They won’t walk.”




Roy was puzzled by what she had said - Roy? thought you might be - but was happy for a respite from the interrogation.




“It’s best you go first,” she said. “Easier for me than turning around all the time to check up on you while carrying this thing. Give me a crick in the neck. You go straight till I call the turn.”

* * *

Roy examined his pack. Despite its rough treatment by Fang - no puncture marks. He realigned his straps into the matching grooves which the last 10 days of carrying it had ingrained on his shoulders and set off. The unfamiliar lightness against his left leg prompted him to look back. The other dog was sniffing the ground where his pack had been. It lifted its leg and marked the spot. Roy didn’t wait to see what would happen with his sword.




They hadn’t gone more than 400 steps when the sky ahead flashed dark with a burst of ravens. Where did they come from? Now he saw it. They had been perched atop a ruined stone wall, whose vestige of straightness was hidden behind thick layers of creeping ivy.




Is this where she lives? No roof that he could see.




“This is where we take a little scenic detour,” she explained from behind. “Take a right around the back of the barn, but keep going the same way as before. View’s better.”




Roy did his best to discern any difference in the quality of the view, but failed to find any. Wild flowers with a special meaning? A seasonal thing that doesn’t show now? He didn’t think it worth debating. The effort of looking for a difference he couldn’t see continued to divert and puzzle him until some way after they had passed the curtilage of the ruin.




“Back to the path now.”




The reed beds on the left of the path gave way to tall scrub and wild saplings and then as if by magic they reached an orchard. Plums, apples… a lot of work had gone into planting this once. Memories of straight lines. The plum trees now were old and gnarled, some pitted with holes going clean through the trunk, but all were heavy with fruit which still had a ways to go yet before they would ripen. Apple trees which had broken but refused to die with branches flat on the ground defying death and promising a bountiful crop if they survived into the coming autumn.




And then a garden, lush with peppers and tomatoes leading up to a house:- small, neat but solid: walls of stone, with a thatched roof.




She led him around the back to an outside porch with a long table ringed by 3 chairs which overlooked a large pond beyond which were fields which were a patchwork of harvest and fallow. He could see more barns, and livestock grazing, but if there were any neighbors they lived a long way off and out of sight. Not a settlement like Cool Springs. A home nonetheless.




“Lovely view Ma’am. Sorry, June, I mean.”




“Huh! It’s what you make it. If the gods of the storms and locusts don’t mess it up. Take a seat. Make yourself comfortable. You stay this side. I’ll stay mine. If you need to use the privy - it’s that way. I’ll rustle up some drinks and lunch. No funny business! My boys will keep an eye on you. I thought a couple of fried eggs. That sound good to you?”




“Perfect.” Roy’s stomach stirred into rumbling at the sight of a real dining table, though truth be told, emotionally he couldn’t help feeling a little disappointed by the picture conjured up in his mind from what she had said. Couple of fried eggs… would that be only one each? Or did she mean a couple each?




He stretched his legs to enjoy the unusual luxury of sitting in a real chair. But when the plates arrived he realized his mistake. The eggs his host had been talking about were goose eggs. Each must’ve been the size of 4 large hen’s eggs. And the plates landed on the table with chunks of corn bread and spoons.




Before he could say anything she disappeared and returned a few seconds later with a cool jug - a mist forming on it already - and some thick bubbled glasses. She poured the light colored liquid half filling each glass.




“Looks delicious,” he said and waited for her to sit. He noticed that whereas she was no longer wielding her Tommy she held a stubby pistol with an ugly long handle which she had drawn from the pouch of her apron. She clunked it with a dull ding by her plate. Her downsizing of firepower did not signify to Roy an uprating of trust. It would be equally effective as Tommy if fired across the table.




“Don’t wait on my account,” she said. “Eat while it’s hot. You can pray if you feel the need later. No sense in spoiling good food that’s been set on the table. It’s salted. Girls say I use too much but that’s the way I like it.”




The eggs were salty and delicious. The flavor stronger than hen’s eggs. Roy appreciated the extra saltiness too, having been sparing in his use of it on the road not knowing how long he would have to make it last.




He raised his glass. She watched to see his reaction. He saw the delight on her face at his surprise when he tasted the liquid.




“Watered wine,” - she cackled. “Kills the bugs and aids digestion.”




He had no idea what bugs she was talking about. The liquid was crystal clear. He didn’t see any flies buzzing around the porch to land in it and it was too hot in the day for mosquitoes. This was a new way of drinking water for him. Not one he expected to repeat often. Anyway she looked good on it.




“Very refreshing.”




“If it’s all the same with you, Roy, I like to eat first and talk later.”




She was a slow eater or maybe not as famished as him. Roy couldn’t help noticing she had perfect teeth, unlike old people back home. Whatever was in the water here, that and her diet agreed with her constitution.




She continued her slow careful appreciation of the meal as if Roy wasn’t there studying her every move and waiting. “Yes, they were here,” she said, before looking up from her plate to challenge his staring.




Roy clutched the arms of his chair tight. “My girls were very smitten by your nephew. Wanted to keep him. Offered to buy him. Child would be a cruel heartache on such a long journey they said and your Dan and Mary can make another when they get to wherever.”




June reached across from her side of the table. Roy slid over his plate.




“The girls are like that. They get funny ideas. But they’re good workers. They’ll be back soon come dusk. You’d best be gone when they do so they don’t dream up some new silliness.”




“What happened? Are they OK? My family I mean.”




She scraped crumbs from one plate to the other and laid them side by side rather than on top of each other as he expected. She picked up her gun, fussed with clicking some catch on it back and forth.




I reminded them. I said - who is the head of this household? Only one right answer to that… and they both know it. What you planning to offer for the boy? Since everything here is mine to begin with… Your brother - he was fuming. I could see that. But he kept his rage quiet. I thought it a strange thing at the time, like you, he didn’t carry a gun. Butt naked. What could he do? His wife looked calm. Spoke sweetly, said Dan - this might be the best way out of it. Looked the girls straight in the eye, asked - what’s your best offer? Got balls that one - I thought. Now wait a minute. I said - as the only one here who’s thinking straight and whose head is not in the clouds I’ll be the judge of what’s fair. You - I said, meaning my girls - talk among yourselves and decide. You get one shot at it.




They went off in a huddle. Sandy was playing with a big goose feather. He had a fine collection by then. The first, he must’ve snatched for himself. The others, my girls gave him when they saw how much he liked it. I could see if he stayed here long pretty soon all the geese would be plucked out and useless. But I held my peace.




She rested her gun on her lap under the table.




Girls came back.




What’s it to be? I said.




We’ve thought of the best thing we’ve got.




June leaned down to put the plates and spoons on the floor.




The dogs lying alongside Roy’s chair turned their heads slowly and became attentive to what she was doing but stayed glued in their relaxed but don’t mess with me poses.




“Clean!”- she said. They sprang as if to a feast, one of them almost knocking the empty chair over. Their licking was loud and sloppy to the beat of the tinkle of spoons. There hadn’t been much in the way of scraps to begin with. Not a trace would remain when they finished. Roy had no doubt on that score.




She returned to the bidding by her daughters for Sandy.




When the girls came back from their secret whispering they looked very sure of themselves, giggling and cocky. The answer’s no - I declared before they even said what they would offer. Dogs are more use to me than another child.




That deflated them a little, but not flat.




How did you know we was thinking the dogs Ma? We were so quiet we whispered.




Lucky you didn’t offer your brains. I would’ve said yes.




I’ve been lip reading their secrets since they could talk. Sandy threw up then. They must’ve thought he gobbled his eggs too fast or they didn’t agree with him. That helped put an end to all their cooing. We got a lot of eggs here. You seen where they come from. After that little demonstration the girls were mighty glad it wasn’t them had the job of cleaning it up.




“Was he ill? Did he get better?” Roy asked.




“There was nothing wrong with that little boy. That puking? His mother had a hand in it - of that, I am certain. Or a finger… when she thought I wasn’t looking. My decision was already made before that. Smart that woman, your sister in law… I suggested they stay the night. Your brother wanted to be straight off. Mary quashed that. Said Sandy needed a rest and she’d be very grateful for a safe night’s sleep and more of this fine home cooking herself. She offered to help me in the kitchen. I declined her offer. I don’t like people getting in my way. Specially not guests. We don’t have many come up to the house. The girls still pretended to be interested in Sandy - but less than before. I was glad they saw babies aren’t just for playing and looking pretty.”




June set her gun aside.




Roy didn’t want to raise the issue before because the idea of being escorted to take a leak by an old lady who was as like to shoot him to let off the pressure did not accord with his sense of dignity. But it was soon or never. “Can I use your ahem…”




“It’s over that way.”




She stayed seated.




They hadn’t been troubled by wasps at all while they had been eating. And Roy had wondered about that though it had not been the uppermost thing on his mind. On his way to the outhouse Roy passed the likely cause for their peace. It wasn’t the sign at the road or the dogs or June’s firepower that had warded the pests off. The stingers had a better distraction of their own.




The bucket was topped with a quivering foam of bright striped wasps several inches deep competing contently to clamber in and suck at the juice which had poisoned and drowned their earlier arriving hive sisters.




Hundreds or was it thousands of dead? A good design.




When he returned to the table he congratulated June on it.




“My daddy’s design,” she said. “which he told me when I was stung as a girl was more effective than the shotgun I used to take my revenge. Though the shotgun made me feel better… Come on talk with me awhile inside. It’s time I looked in the pantry and cellar to see if what I’m thinking you need is really there or we eaten it already and forgot. Bring your pack.”




“You’ve seen what I’ve got. I don’t have any goods to pay you. I was hoping to work for my food.”




“You’ve given me something already Roy. Restored my faith in human nature. You’re here on a damn fool errand because you care about your family. I don’t know what’ll be worse - when your find them or if you don’t? But I do know you aren’t one for giving up and turning back. As I said it’s best you’re gone before my girls come home. They find you here it’ll distract them from their chores and delay you setting off. Or wind up with you getting accidentally shot if they can’t agree how to share you.”




“Would you really have shot me?”




“Man on his own? Comes out of this wild country unannounced? A girl’s gotta be careful.”




“I was lucky you were close to save me from those guard geese when you did.”




“Luck had nothing to do with it. Neighbor runs a watch system on the north road from his observatory. Goes up every night for a quick peek in the season, in between looking at stars which is a foolish hobby for a grown man but we get the benefit of him doing it. He can see campfires more than 2 nights before drifters get here. He’s got compulsive about it, if you now what I mean. Nothing he hates more than seeing nothing. So every morning before his second coffee, he climbs up to have another quick look. He sent me a signal - man’s coming.”




The dogs rose when they left the table and followed them to the door. But without needing to be told they stayed outside.

* * *

A wholesome aroma greeted Roy as he entered June’s treasure trove: hanging cured meat and dried garlic. She didn’t ask what he needed. He held the neck of his pack open angled towards her. Wider - she ordered - so I can see how much space I still got. He watched first in appreciation and then growing admiration as she stuffed it, much as he imagined she might stuff a roast goose.




Snatches of their conversation while raiding her larder and cellar came back to him in his walking later. Some in the pictures he imagined while he listened. Some in her actual words.




It’s a hard road south till you meet the edge of the mountains. Your brother’s map was right on that score. No knowing what comes after that.




June’s forebears had holed up in the mountains before the Fall. Knew trouble was coming. Planned for it. Planned to stay tucked away a long time. Hid themselves deep with tools and the necessities of survival. Survivalists some called them. Preppers they called themselves. Preparing for what? Didn’t need to know the exact what of it if you were well and truly prepped. In those days before… seemed like everyone who was drifting was heading north to get away from something. Strange how times change. The caves had deep wells. Clean water from the beginning of time. And food? They had squirreled away enough to last 20 years, and they had technology to grow more even hunkered down as they were.




When will it be safe to come out? How many years after bolting the doors? No one had answers to that. Let’s look. When they did, which was often to begin with, all they could see was black skies. Are you sure it’s daytime? Try it again. 12 hours later. Same again. As weeks went by black rain poured from those skies, freezing cold and black snow. Those early reports from peeking out the cave doors did not help morale. They took a vote to glance out just once a week, then once a month, then once a year. They had good clocks. June had one on her mantelpiece which she showed him. Needs winding once every 6 weeks. If it ever stops - then 10 years after - the world will end. That’s what the forebears told their kids who asked why do they have to learn how to wind them. That’s what my parents told me. And it’s what I tell my girls. And wash your hands before touching it too.




Then one day - so the story goes - the mayor ups and says - the air smells bad in here. There’s a big stink. Everyone smelled it before but it needed him to say it. I’m going out he says. See what’s happening. It’s not time - they say. If the news is not good I won’t come back. I would not wish to depress your spirits. He leaves. Not naked, like you and your brother, but properly arrayed, with the necessities of survival. They wait and wait. Clocks show the days passing. They start talking about - maybe it’s time to choose another mayor. No. Not yet. They wait more. But the stink is getting more noticeable. Even when they don’t talk about it. They can taste it. A week passes. Let’s have a vote they say. What’s that smell? A new strange odor. Nothing like it before in that place. The smell of clean air. It’s coming from the cave doors. Mayor’s back, hauling a deer. No need for an election now. But they have it anyway. He gets reelected. Got 100% of the votes. Even the guy they set up as his rival to make it fair and square and democratic votes for him.




Thanks for your votes. This is the last speech I will give as mayor here. Pack up what you can haul or carry - essentials only - it’s time to leave. When we find a good place we can come back and fetch more. Which way we heading? - they ask. Looked to me like the whole world is ours for the taking if we want it. We’ll start north. That’s how we got here.




June finished recounting her ancestor story - “You don’t see my neighbors because after all those years cooped up close together people were hungry for their own space. The kind of thing once you got it again you value and protect it.”




“Does anyone go back now?” - Roy asked. “To see where they came from.”




“Not that I know. I’d be surprised if anyone did. What passed down in our family about those days is that all the good stuff from the caves was picked clean by the first generation who left it. Only thing left now is the stink I reckon.”




When the pack was bulging and wouldn’t take any more it seemed to Roy that June’s urge to cram in as much as she imagined he would need had been satisfied. He was wrong.




“You got deep pockets?”




" Yup.”




She reached up to a shelf which was about her shoulder height to coax and dislodge a wide brimmed pottery jar which had stuck part way along a line of similar stained jars. “Huh! I’ll need steps to put it back.” She set it down on a counter and tugged at a sliver of its waxed cloth topping to crack the seal. The sharp stink of vinegar hit his nostrils and made his eyes smart. She reached in and extracted something very white. “Eggs,” - she said. “They’re already cooked and pickled. They’ll keep. You can eat them as they are. Open your pockets. Let’s see how much room you got. That will do you.” He padded his pockets when she had finished. Two in each. The eggs weighed heavily. He wondered how Dan and Mary had fared when she sent them on their way. When he caught up with them -pickled eggs and how much to eat at one time - would be something funny they would have in common to talk about.




“Shall I put it back?”




“I’ll do it later. I’ll need a candle to reseal it. Let’s get back into the fresh air.”




It felt good to Roy as he stepped out hefting such a heavy load.




“You’ll need it,” she said as if reading his thoughts. “The grazing gets worse before it gets better. That’s the way it was. This little oasis here is a miracle from the times before. They say underground canals from the mountains used to run past here to water a city up north. They broke about here but still swell up in the rains. And we got good groundwater.”




She called her dogs which had remained just outside the door to the house. “Wolf come here.” She patted her lap. Both dogs came. Roy couldn’t see any difference between them. Maybe Wolf was a tad leaner. She tied a piece of string to his collar. “You go with friend.” She handed Roy the other end. “I’ve walked enough today. You know the way. You won’t have any trouble from the geese. Wolf will come home when you reach the sign.”




Roy moved to give her a hug. She backed off. “No silliness Roy. Pistol’s in my pouch. You press close it’s liable to shoot our feet off. Go on with you. Git. And give my regards to Mary when you see her. And her boys too.” She laughed and shooed him away.

* * *

Roy’s walking the dog started well enough. Wolf ignored him, while keeping half his body length ahead, and without any backward glances, adjusted so perfectly to Roy’s varying pace that the string stayed slack. There was never any question of which way to go. It was not as though either man or dog was going to get lost.




When they reached the orchard Roy turned to have one last parting glimpse of the house in which he had learned so much. But he had left it too late. Without complaint the dog paused and looked back with him. “Just you and me now boy.” He felt a pang of regret that the companionship he had found this day was already fleeting into his past. Though the dog being here, the weight of his pack and the growing whiff of vinegar from his pockets, which he had not noticed when he was walking, were some comfort. You’re on the right trail - Roy. They were all here. Safe and well. Yeah - let’s go catch them.




They resumed their companionable stroll. It occurred to Roy that the string served merely a symbolic role. The dog had never strained or pulled away. So he held it only lightly. They were still in the orchard when the faint sound of geese could be heard ahead. And that’s when he was glad he had not tied the string around his fingers.




The string seared off his hand as Wolf, a white phantom, bounded silently towards the distant geese running faster than he had ever seen any animal run before.




I guess I’ll see you later.




When he arrived at the place where the path met the reed bed the dog was dashing up and down the path. The only indication that geese had ever been here were piles of slushy droppings and feathers. When Wolf saw he had Roy’s attention he barked as if to say - see what a good snow plow I’ve been. He wagged his tail and came up to Roy, picking up the end of the trailing string with his teeth and offering the sloppy end back.




Roy risked it. “Good boy.” They were a pack again.




The shape of the broken barn showed up more clearly coming this way. Unlike on his way up he didn’t see any sign of the ravens. He guessed Wolf’s scattering of the geese might’ve had something to do with it.




Roy saw no good reason to take the “scenic” detour. And his minder too assumed they would both go the quick way by the front of the building. No quarrel there.




There was no indication there had ever been a wall on this side. It must’ve been a snow break for animals once. The ivy had trailed down from over the ridges of the walls from the outside and taken root again inside spreading out and covering heaps showing whiteness. Not chalk. There was wrongness about it. Roy knew he was failing to recognize something.




Wolf had stopped with him and didn’t seem interested. “You’ve seen this before,” Roy said. “Just some old worthless garbage. Like that stink in the cave your owner talked about. Not worth burying. Not worth taking away. You stay here.” He dropped the end of the string over Wolf’s back. The dog seemed content to allow Roy the folly of his distraction.




No, it can’t be… Everything Roy thought he knew was thrown into doubt. He knew what they were. How many? The skeletal remains of people grinned and beckoned from in among the lush green as if miming to say - come join us.




What was it? A family burial ground? No. Roy had seen a line of crosses and flowers in the outlook from the porch. Discretely placed and well tended. This… this was a mess. An abomination. What purpose did it serve?




The possible answer hit him. It felt wrong what he was about to do but he didn’t want to take the taint of this foulness away with him on his gloves.




He returned to the path. Could see his saber in the distance, the glint from the sun behind him catching its exposed blade. As June had foretold it had not walked. He went to fetch it, the dog walking alongside.




They trusted each other now. The dog didn’t cringe or back away when he withdrew the saber. He tried to replace his slingshot back in the pack as it had been before. It was too tight to close properly.




Roy returned to the barn. The dog regarded this retracing of steps as ill judged and sat where he was confident that Roy would be back.




Back in the barn Roy prodded with his saber to try and expose what was under the ivy at the nearest edge of the pile. The leaves flopped back, resisting such puny efforts to uncover their spoil. He had hoped it wouldn’t come to this. Needs must. He swept the blade low to scythe the top growth off and gritted his teeth with regret each time it connected and scattered matter underneath with clacks and flying debris.




Was that enough? Despite what he had glimpsed he felt a compulsion to see more. He advanced cautiously, testing the unholy ground one step at a time until he was balanced rockily midway along the mound to the back wall. Some madness within him urged him to reach closer to the highest clumps at the back. Crawling would have been a surer way to reach it. But he had no desire to crawl and inhale the air so close to what lay beneath.




There was no order to the interlocking lattice. In the jumble 2 skulls could be seen as if sharing a body. They had settled face to face in an everlasting kiss. What had these people died of? From this new position he noticed some hints of color showing through at the other end. He didn’t want to tread over any more of this treacherous tangle than he had to for fear of falling in and becoming a part of it. He backed away slowly so he could pace to the other side of the barn on the firmer footing of packed earth floor.




At this end of the barn he cleared a way again. Under the ivy here white gave way to colors. Bones gave way to skin. Not the glowing sun kissed colors of skin of family portraits. The subjects in this macabre offering revealed vestiges of pale gray. Other colors, though streaked with dark shadows indicated what they wore… when they died. Something else too. Clear to see on some. Holes in the fabric. And unnatural holes in some of the heads too. These people had been shot. These were the remains of a system of what? - rough justice - which had been meted out over many years. The more recent ones arranged at this end.




Curiosity had dampened his horror. Now a wild thought struck him. What if June had lied? What if his family were hidden here? In a frenzy of madness he spun and flayed all the covering in reach. A few breaths no more. It cleared his head. No Roy - that’s not the way to do it. Feeling calmer but still on edge he retreated back to floor.




The things June had said. She had met them and spoken with them. Just as she had spoken with him. It made no sense to provision him the way she had if her intention was only to kill him here. Unless to lull him into a false sense of security.




Is she here now - behind me?




He stepped out of the barn to get a clear view of the way he had come. He couldn’t see her. Would he see her if she sneaked up on him? What if talking to him was just her way to learn if more people were coming… And letting him walk back down here? - easier than dragging his corpse. Crazy, crazy thoughts.




Should he hide? Should he run? She with her Tommy. He with at best his slingshot unless she came within reach. Roy looked down the path at the dog. It was sitting calmly waiting for his return. Surely if June was stalking him even if hidden to Roy’s eyes her dog would sense her and make some sign.




Woah Roy - you’re not thinking straight. That ivy didn’t all grow in the last few weeks.




A wave of relief washed over him as he realized. They’re not here.




Those others.. their remains revealed by his frenzied slashing. It was not him they accused.




Who and when?




He could only guess.




Roy returned to the path. His guardian, resembling a large resting sheep wagged its tail in approval at his decision.




Roy cleaned the end of his saber by sliding it in the soft soil on the reedbed side of the track. That would leave most of the taint here, though the memory of it clacking and scattering bone fragments would be harder to remove. It was not smooth with a gray sheen like before, smears of earth remained, but it would have to do. He did not want to wipe it with any cloth he would be carrying on his person. He would find clean grass or fur later. He sheathed the blade and rejoined his four legged minder. Wolf stood and offered him the end of the string in case he needed reminding of his more pressing obligation.




Hi partner. Seems we’re both doing what’s expected.




When they reached the road Roy coiled the string round his hand and tucked it under Wolf’s collar so it wouldn’t snag and choke him on his way back. The dog bore his effort with patience. Strong teeth you’ve got there. You don’t look anything like a wolf. Did you kill one - is that how you got your name? He risked stroking the dog’s head. The white fur was deep, warm and tufty. Once was enough - Wolf shook his head before Roy could do it again and backed away.




I guess this is where we go our different ways. You go back now and take care of your mistress. The dog sat, watching, waiting.




Will he follow me? Roy asked himself. He hoped not. He didn’t know what he would do if that happened. He walked to the sign - whose warning he knew now was no idle threat of words. Thiefs will be shot! Were those thieves he had seen? Who had judged them and carried out the dreadful sentence? He was convinced at the barn it must have been June. But he hadn’t met her family. Those bodies told a long history. The most recent - years but how many? Unfathomable. Living in the placid Cool Springs he had no cause to be well acquainted with the sight and decomposition of the unburied dead.




If June hadn’t met him where she did and diverted him by the scenic route by the back of the barn? Perhaps years before - its contents would have been clearer for any who chose to ignore the written sign here. That ivy had kind of blunted the second sign’s warning.




Some of it doesn’t make sense. Forget it Roy. You can ask when you come back - if you have a mind to know. The important thing is - you’re on the right road. They were here like you… And that dog - is still looking at you. What’s he waiting for?




Roy looked up. Still got good daylight. He had barely walked past the sign when at the corner of his vision he caught a blur of white bounding fast and quiet up the track. This geese are going to get it - he thought. And laughed.




This was a hard road, a cruel road, an end of dreams for many. The sign and the barn bore witness to that. But today he had struck lucky. He felt good. Don’t walk too fast little brother - Roy’s coming up behind you.




* * *



















tales of stones and rocks




* * *

tale the truth










Be patient Roy - he told himself. They’re maybe no more than thirty miles away. Anywhere else you lived before - that would be close enough to be sure of finding them. But there’s a lot of strangers between here and where they might be. And strangers can mean friends or more like here they mean trouble. Give yourself a couple of days. Scout around these scattered outcrops of shanties, ask questions and you’ll learn which is the right way to go. Remember the plan - find them safe. And take them home.




Roy only ever told Sandy the fullest and truest details once, on a single day which marked a new beginning in Sandy’s life, and marked the rapid countdown to the end of his own. Hearing it once sufficient to etch it forever in his listener’s heart.
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The road South from June’s sign to the mountains ran straight as far as Roy could see: those nearest mountains a landmark he reckoned would take another 3 days to reach depending how high they were.




As dusk approached and Roy prepared camp he reflected on the events of the day. He smiled at the thought of the dog settling the slight to his honor done by the geese. Reaching into his pack to see what June had stuffed in there he was perplexed by one item which accounted for most of the new weight: a bottle of clear liquid. She had insisted he fill his canteens before leaving so he had no pressing need for it now.




The practicalities of drinking water were one of the many things Dan had droned on about. “I’m taking 3 filters. Just in case.” Filters weren’t needed in Cool Springs but everyone who went hiking took one - just in case. These simple home brews weren’t slick technology like their ancestors were said to have used on their roamings. Like all the old shiny tech, long since cracked and defying repair. But a new filter, much like a sock, could effectively take the scum off a scoop of water and remove most of the grit. And whereas boiling a pot of coffee might help disguise those unpleasant constituents there was only so much you do with a campfire before hunger and sleep became more pressing needs.




June’s bottle was thick bubbled glass sealed by a cork. So much weight for so little liquid. Roy considered discarding it. But that would be rude. And for all he knew one of her neighbors was spying on him this very minute and would report back on what he did, leading to repercussions on his return journey. No… She must have intended for him to keep it. He would… till he was well out of sight. What had she said? - Her neighbor could see drifters 2 days off. He’d keep it till he got to the hills.




The other things she had packed for him were dried fruit, nuts, biscuits, hard cheese and salt. They showed signs of kindness and consideration for his welfare. At odds with what he had found at the barn. He regretted having doubted her. There was another story there for another time.

* * *

The stones were always the first images which sprang to his mind when thinking of that trek from the sign to the hills.




The stones were a reminder of how lucky he had been. Low lying collections breaking up the monotony of the roadside, like mile markers - he thought at first. But when boredom led him to check his theory by counting his steps and paying more attention to their appearance he learned he was wrong. Their spacings were irregular: ordained, he surmised, by the last faltering halts of previous walkers on this road. Their placements marking the end of life stories rather than the fixed counts of a man’s steps.




For someone with the time and inclination to observe it, there was a pattern to be read in such collections too, in sequences of like shaped markers revealing an identifiable group or family, who in these chains of sadly linked stones displayed a kinship which had passed down this way and lost loved ones. Later in these stone written histories, the sentences always growing to the south, an end would be reached, marked by bone people draped alongside their final stone offerings, knowing as they laid what their fate would be, and that no one would be there to honor them with their own coverings.




Had these unfortunate people missed the sign? Or had they instead heeded its message and moved on? Their dying here was a cruel stroke of nature. Undoubtedly when they had set off from wherever these people must have been prepared for an unknowably long journey otherwise they wouldn’t be here. Drifters… fleeing bad news from the North. Was this the fate which awaited them all? Was - drifter - how others Roy would meet on his road view him?

* * *




His under calling of the distance was marked with wry reflection on the day he ate the last of the 4 bruised eggs whose final transfer to his gut restored the shape of his pockets back to their former flatness. This final disappearance of the bulges formed by their short role as nests felt at the same time both comfortable and discomfiting.




The makers of this section of road did not seem to cater for those who would use it. No buildings, no wells, no open living water. Another notch down from that earlier stretch of road between the dead city and June’s sign where at least there had been rare watering holes.




Here the miserable ponds he encountered looked unwholesome and had a bad smell which steeped out of the green liquid even after filtering. He put some in a canteen but held off drinking any of it in the hope that better would be found later.




He was sorry now the last egg had gone. The pickled eggs had a kick to them which made him salivate at the memory. Was that just yesterday? It seemed the closer he got to the mountains the taller they got, without appearing in any helpful way closer. Maybe he wasn’t walking as many steps each day as before.




You’re getting tired Roy. Time to open that bottle.




I’m saving it - said the other Roy.




Saving it for what? - to wash a stone pillow?




He had resisted many times the urge to sit by the roadside and rest before having done his due time walking. The side of the road was cooler than the main pavement. Maybe that’s why all those past ghosts ended up where they did. He did not plan to be one of them. But when he looked back at how far he had come in the last few hours - it seemed like a pitiable effort.




If he stopped now and kept stopping he’d never make it to the shadows of those hills.




Just in case… Just in case… The bottle. This is that just in case.




You’re not going to sit by the roadside Roy - that’s for the dead people. I’ll take the middle.




Stinky water or bottle? Now’s the time.




He opened the canteen with the pond scoop. Smelt bad.




OK - bottle. It had a cork which took some effort to grab and twist out. He put it to his mouth. A memory of eggs. Vinegar? He sniffed. He inserted his finger cautiously and tasted a drop. No - not vinegar - but white wine. How’s that going to help June? Drinking away my troubles?




What was it she had said about that beautiful clear water they had drunk together at her table?




Kills the bugs. How much would it take to take the edge off the water he collected? He glugged a quarter cupful in his mug, and filled the rest from his canteen. He stirred it with his finger.




He waited. If he became sick now he’d die on this road before getting to those hills. On the other hand if he didn’t drink anything soon he’d be dead for sure. On the other hand… how many other hands can you have Roy? Don’t confuse me. On the other, other hand he had not seen any sign of his family lying dead by the road, and they had surely come this same way. Maybe it rained when they did. Maybe it didn’t. Maybe June gave them more water to carry. No - you can’t carry 5 days of water and food.




Roy’s debate with the other Roy did not help decide the best course of action.




In the end it was the quiet Roy, who saying nothing, drained the cup of mixed wine and water to settle the argument. Tastes good. he was feeling better. He poured the rest of the bottle into his canteen. What to do with an empty bottle? Still got some weight to it. It’s a fine bottle. He recorked it and gathered up some large stones. He set it carefully in the middle of the road wedged tight so it wouldn’t blow around and get smashed by wind. It won’t walk. You can fetch it back to June when you come back this way. Back to walking.




The next morning his view of the nearby hills was split by a glinting line cutting the lower slopes in two. No doubt in his mind what that meant.




Maybe should’ve kept some of that bottle Roy.




When he closed in he lost sight of it as the frothy stream became hidden by the curved folds of the rising ground and greenery. Finally it was the sound and changing smell in the air which guided him to where it pooled and fed the earth. Cool clean water which tasted heavenly without any need of artificial uplift.

* * *

This would be an easy place to stay awhile and graze off the land Roy thought when, without having to make any special effort, his first fresh meat meal since setting off from home wandered down to the water’s edge with its family to drink. He felt no remorse as he instinctively reached for his slingshot. The cascading sound of the water covered the rustling of his pack and the mist spray around the pool hid his scent. Shame Dan was not here to see that his older brother still retained his old skills from childhood.




Damn! He missed. His prey scattered. OK maybe that was a story he’d keep to himself.




Fish though? I’ll give that a try.




That afternoon as Roy baked a handsome fish by his fire, a fish he had fought hard to keep despite having fallen in the water to do so when his net broke, he reflected that if the water was this cold in early Summer he would not wish to hang around here too long in Winter.




After a good meal he would prepare himself better for the next day’s hunt. Stock up and rejoin the road. Shame he had wasted most of the wine. When comparing the sludgy contents of his canteen to the fresh water, he couldn’t bring himself to drink it and had washed it away. The wine without the slime would’ve gone well with the fish.
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“And when did you realize your plan was unraveling Uncle Roy?”




That evening in the garden after telling Sandy the sanitized version of June and the Pickled Eggs, while studiously skirting around any reference to the barn which might lead to questions of what was in it, and omitting entirely his learning on the road to read the messages of the stones, all things considered - Roy thought he’d had a lucky escape.




No mention of what happened during the long walk thereafter. Saying aught of it? As if nothing to tell. Not his fault if that was how it was understood. Four to six weeks of his life. Mostly walking. Except for that one… Too much. It struck Roy his nephew was gaining confidence and his questions about the past would inevitably pounce thicker and faster.




Of course Roy knew Sandy wouldn’t ask it that way, being unaware that such “unraveling” had ever taken place. But one day he’d add together all the “safe” sections of the story his uncle had imparted already and deduce there were gaps. And the more detail Roy added the more likely that each new piece would point to a new gap of something that must have come before or after.




You’d better have a good answer to that Roy - when it comes.




Unraveling was not how it had seemed to Roy at the time. The opposite. He had found something positive to take away from each setback. Maybe it was time for him to rethink and reinterpret his own memories of that missing time and link them into a short form of story which would satisfy Sandy once and for all.




It was hard work, because once that unraveling question got into his head it stuck and he couldn’t shake it out. He found himself returning to that imagined future scene of Sandy saying those words time after time. He dreaded that Sandy would ask before he had a reassuring slick answer. So he rehearsed in his mind different ways he would deal with it until he felt he had sorted out a list of events that when lined up according to this new way of looking at them would satisfy his interrogator and put a lid on it.




And when did you realize your plan was unraveling Roy?




Well Roy (still talking to himself in this rehearsal) looking back on it there were many little clues. It was only when I got to within sight of the city, having learned to fear strangers and they fearing me, I felt my best course of action would be to retrace my steps and reconsider my options.




There would be an outcry at this point.




But Uncle Roy - you didn’t turn back. You found us.




That was the second time. The unraveling of my original plan, as you put it, had several rips in it which led me to understand that maybe I was indeed on the wrong track.




How many parts of the unraveling would be enough? He rehearsed in his mind what he would say and how he would tell it. He would begin by holding up his hand.




Do you want to hear it or not?




Compliant Sandy (the one in his mind) nodded affirmative.




Five things. You can remember five things Roy can’t you? Five would do. He would count them off as he introduced them. Just these five? Yup - comes a time when one setback is much like another.

* * *




When it came to doing it Roy’s plan to tell the missing parts of the story in easy steps unraveled, just like the expedition itself had, knocked off course after a promising start, as he tried to remember how he had whittled down his so many mishaps and missteps to a succinct but already hard to reliably recall handful.




The first? He remembered that. “The maps were wrong. We believed the road would curve around to the west following the edge of the mountains and lead on to the city. By what route? we didn’t know. Call it wishful thinking, but that’s all we knew. And the first couple of days after reaching that clean water pool I didn’t doubt it. The road hugged the side of the hills and ran straight. So far so good. Come the morning of the third day something didn’t feel right. The sun was always in my eyes that time of day and with the shimmering of the air as it warmed up it was hard to be sure what I was seeing but something didn’t feel right. Come noon I saw why. That familiar dark line of the road just kept going dead straight like it had all the time I’d known it. All well and good. Only problem was the line of the hills was leaning away. I couldn’t swear to it because the mist at the edge of the slopes and their natural shapes and folds meant there wasn’t a sharp line to the hills like there was to the road. But if I squinted into the blurry distance I got the impression they were drifting away to the west.




“Another thing wrong about the maps was this: we were told the land to the east of the road had once been good farmland and likely to be good foraging for fruit or corn or free range livestock. That’s not what I saw. If it was farmed in the old days the land had long forgotten its part in it. All I could see was wilderness




“So what now Roy? - I asked myself. Trust in a line drawn by a far off stranger who never set foot here? Plod on with faith in your heart it will bend or fork the way you want because of a pencil line? How long? And if you’re wrong that’s days lost. Or do you follow the evidence of your own eyes? What would you do? Roy raised his eyebrows. This uncertain uncle was new to Sandy, who remained attentive.




“It struck me then that whichever choice I made this was a parting of the ways. I could no longer be confident I was following in your footsteps. And if I ran all the rest of the way without resting to sleep - no guarantee I’d meet up with you.” Or see other signs of your passing. “Those who had built this mighty road so straight had their own purpose. I had mine. I wasn’t that quick deciding it. I flip flopped these ideas around and carried on, marching slow. The casting vote came from my feet. No amount of staring down that line would put a kink in it. I turned right, said goodbye to the road and made my own way skirting the rocky low ground bordering the mountains.”




That concluded the first. Roy paused, gathering his thoughts. What indeed was the second of his five parts? Roy held up his hand again, in expectation of story number two. He looked at his fingers for inspiration but that didn’t help. Should’ve written a list. He noticed as if for the first time the hairs on the back of his hand. How was that one not on his list? It would serve.




“What are you smiling at? Uncle Roy.”




“A talking bear,” said Roy. “At least that’s I thought it was, a bear I mean, when it charged at me. I spun myself around a tree, drew my sword and swung at its back. Hit its thick hide. Didn’t draw blood. It stared at me, deciding which way I would go next. Stood tall. This is my land - it growled. I knew then it was no bear: but a man wearing a fur hide with a bear’s head tied on his head as a cap. He wasn’t armed. I had the advantage. I’m sorry to intrude stranger - I said - I’m just passing through in search of my family. There was a young boy. Have you seen them?




No one comes this way - he moaned. Be off with you.




There was no reason for him to lie. If you didn’t come this way I would never catch you no matter how fast I went until all the different westward trails converged again. And that might only be at the end.




I wasn’t planning on staying - I said.”




“Did the bear man attack you again?”




“I didn’t know where his territory began or where it ended. Didn’t seem like a conversation we could have at the time. Anyways I didn’t want to risk it. I didn’t think he would attack again in daylight but when it got dark… I changed course, saber in hand, mountains at my back, went South. Pushed on as fast as I could go hoping to reach open ground so wouldn’t be able to sneak up on me. That night I didn’t light a fire. But no… That was it. I never saw him again. He must’ve been satisfied I was simply passing through and not aiming to steal whatever wealth he imagined there was in his little kingdom.”




Number three. Still a blank. Roy held up his other hand hoping it would jog his memory. Dropped it by his side.




“You know I killed a man…”




“You killed lots of men, Uncle Roy. Bad people. When you saved us and they were chasing you. I heard that from others before.” Sandy saw something in his uncle’s expression and moved in close to give him a hug. Roy backed away.




“I mean before I found you. On my way.”




Sandy leaned back. “I never heard that.”




“I never told it.” And I didn’t mean to tell it now. Number three… It didn’t feel right to wiggle a finger count for such a heavy deed. “I kept to open country for another few days, but the water and hunting was always going to be better up in the woodland slopes. He must have seen me coming a long way off. Stranger came out of hiding. Before I say anything aims a gun at my chest point blank and fires. Still hurts now sometimes. Well, he looks at me - like he’s asking himself how come I’m still standing? I ask myself the same question. Felt the kick of it. Can smell the shot. Yup, look down, poke my finger at the spot I felt it. Sure enough feel there’s a black tear in my vest. I had my gloves stuffed inside when the sun warmed up, but leather padding won’t stop a bullet when it’s fired that close. I’m still kind of surprised like am I dreaming?




“I hear a click! Look up. That’s his gun again. Did he just fire it again? It’s still pointing at me. There’s a fizzle. A flash. More smoke. Thwack. Well I hardly felt that one. Like being hit by a drunk bee. He looks at his gun to reload. I feel like I’m an idiot just standing there waiting for him to find the good bullet that will kill me for sure. I draw my saber. He sees it for the first time. Freezes. Lifts his gun again. Nothing else I can do… I swing at his neck. Yeah. It gets messy. He drops the gun. Reaches up to feel his neck. Or maybe him dropping the gun made it look like his hand was reaching up. I swing again. He falls. Have I stopped him? Can’t risk it. The gun’s at his feet. I pick it up and find the bullet he was going to use on me. He’s on the ground but it doesn’t feel clean using the saber like that on a man lying down. It takes me a while. He’s staring. I fumble with the bullet, aim close to his chest and fire. I didn’t know what to expect. Kickback? Blood? Just a loud crack. Another dud. But he’s gone anyway. I put the gun in my pack. Might come in useful hammering pegs in the ground to make shelter. No good as a gun. Lucky for me.”




Roy didn’t back away this time when Sandy came close. “Uncle Roy, we could’ve lost you then. And never known.”




What could he say? Holding tight better than words. Roy knew better than Sandy, the range of other outcomes. All worse. There had never been an option for a good end once events had been set into motion. He sighed. “Where did I get to in my count?”




“I wasn’t counting.”




Roy laughs. “Three or four. I can’t remember what I said before that part about getting shot.”




“Map and the bear,” said Sandy. “The bear man was lucky your sword didn’t wound him.”




“He didn’t mean to kill me. Just scare me off. Yes, luck had a lot to do with it. For him and for me.”




So many pictures. What to pick out and offer next from his bucket of jumbled memories? One hid under another. He had almost forgotten the second time he’d killed a man. If he was keeping to five points with Sandy today he would leave it in the bucket poking out where only he could see it. Remember me Roy?




It was another week before Roy saw signs of human habitation. The humble buildings he passed with windows which were oddly placed behind trees whose branches now grew inwards through the broken glass the sturdy houses with green gardens growing up on their roofs if they still had any. Memories of man. Even the broken down houses were unsafe to visit, more likely to contain bears or wild cats than a warm welcome. The broken farms changed to wilderness and back again. Once he spied smoke spiraling up from a distant chimney whose house was hidden by the folds of the intervening terrain. It was a long way south of what had become his new road west. If people lived there in peace, he wished them joy of it. He wasn’t minded to disturb it.




Since the bear attack and the gunman he had become cautious about making camp, picking places which would hide the glow of his fire, preferably from all around, but the way ahead, if all around cover wasn’t available. And he was always thinking what he could do to hinder a hostile approach. He was glad then of the sling shot too. If he had relied on a rifle for hunting that would tell everyone for miles around - hi I’m new here, come check me out!




It was late morning, the full light of day. Four men with cudgels and spades lounged waiting for him on the road ahead . “Fucking drifter!” one cursed and they came at him in a rush. Roy knew it would be hopeless to back away and try to outrun them. He drew his saber. The sight of it upset their coordination. Three held back. The first raised his club, which was heavy and slowed him before Roy whooshed in fast and smote his hat. Floored him. Roy didn’t have time to see if he would stay down. The next dropped his club as the heavy saber broke his arm, lunged at Roy in a rage aiming a head butt and tripped over his companion. Roy whirled aside to see what the others would do. They were watching. A groan behind warned him of the second attacker who now had a knife in his other hand and was getting to his feet again. “Fucking drifter!” There was no soft reply to that in words. Roy silenced him with a neck swing. The onlookers dropped their weapons and ran.




He wondered if he should gather up the various killing implements. No. It would make no difference if they chose to come after him. Any common object could be put to deadly use. He was surprised to hear the first man speak. “You killed him.”




“I didn’t have any choice. I thought you were dead too.”




A trickle of blood ran down the man’s forehead and nose. He wiped it but he stayed on his back on the ground. “Thick hat or thick skull. Well, if you’re going to do me. Make it clean and quick.” He unwrapped his bandanna from his neck.




Thick Skull was not a total fool, thought Roy. “I’m sorry it had to be that way with your friend.”




“Not as sorry as he is. Haven’t seen a sword except in old stories. Are you a knight or something? That why we couldn’t beat you?”




“I’ll tell you what I am. I’m a man on the trail of my brother, his wife and baby son who said they would be passing through this way.”




“Family? How long?”




“Maybe a month.”




“No. Not here they didn’t. I’d know. Any drifters coming here, we see them.”




“And, just suppose you had seen them… What then? Same as you planned for me?”




“A family like that? Let them alone I guess. It’s men on their own and the big groups cause the trouble. Whatever trail you followed you lost them. Let’s quit yakking. I’m ready.”




Roy still holding his sword with his right hand, eased out with his left the pistol from his pack he had taken from his assailant the week before. He sheathed his sword.




“Know what this is?”




“You got bullets for that thing?”




“What do you think?”




Thick Skull looked at his neighbor whose body shape was not now as nature had designed it. “Cleaner than a sword. Get it done.”




Roy rotated the barrel with a gentle click and stuck the pistol in his pocket. “Would be waste of a good bullet,” he said. He unsheathed his sword again. Thick Skull winced. A setback from his perspective. With his other hand Roy picked up the knife which the second attacker had drawn just before Roy killed him. Sword in one hand, knife in the other. The man he had just spoken to in an almost civilized fashion, his first attacker, was still waiting for his end, watched and did not like the look of the way things were going. He tensed up. Roy was still focused on the knife. Not worth keeping. He flung it away. “When your friends come back… You tell them: next time I’ll be ready.” He tapped his pocket. “Many men will die before me.”




“I’ll tell them.” Relief washed over his face. “I’ll bash their heads in myself if they are so stupid.”




Roy nodded. “Just give them my message.” He began to walk away.




“Is that it? We done now?” the man with the thick skull called out. Roy didn’t answer.




That night Roy took extra care selecting where to camp. As one man on his own it was futile to try building a fort. He hoped his message and his bluff with the gun would work. He fell asleep still holding it.




Three bad incidents didn’t make a bad country but from then on Roy always looked for signs of smoke in the sky ahead and picked ways west which went a long way around any habitats still in use.




Those memories flashed by for Roy.




“Uncle Roy?”




“What?” He saw Sandy was still waiting for him to finish his list. Where was he? He’d been in with the dead people and violence. Enough of that. Something clean to finish. Memory bucket? Huh! What had set that off? A real bucket. Yes. That was the other connection.




“Blackberries,” he said. “Blackberry picking.” His frown gave way to a smile.




I knew I must be getting close. Saw more signs of people: roads, buildings, order. But all ghosts. The ground dropped away in front and suddenly the whole horizon opened up. A black line running north to south as far as I could see. Shrouded in smoke or mist. It came as a shock. Never seen anything so large. The city. Couldn’t be anything else. Must’ve been 20 or miles off. But there it was. How do you find anyone in all that?




I kept walking and was thinking how do I go up to a place like that? And because of what happened before, is it safe? What did your parents do when they got here?




Sandy bowed his head.




Then I saw two people leaning close into a long line of tall brambles, taller than me. Young boy and an older girl on a step ladder, as far as I could tell from behind. He was holding a up a bucket. She was dropping berries into it. She could reach higher than he could and whenever her attention went up again he reached into the bucket and ate one.




Looks like you’ll have loads of jam - I said. The boy dropped his bucket and scooted off. The girl didn’t have a clear escape route. I kept a discreet distance, so as not to scare her into falling off, but I wanted to be close enough to talk quietly. She scrutinized me real hard like she was looking to recognize a long unseen relative or something.




Huh. He’s supposed to be look out. And hold the bucket. You’d think he could do two things at once.




He was - I said. He was guzzling berries.




It’s why it takes so long.




I glanced from side to side, while keeping her escape route blocked off. Can’t see him - I said.




He’ll be back. Better be. I can’t carry the ladder and bucket on my own.




Why d’you need a look out?




You’re not from around here are you? Drifter… Citzen I thought first. You got the look. But then I saw you aren’t one of them.




Citizen? Of where?




Of there. She pointed. Thought blackberrying would be safe. Worth the risk.




You live nearby?




Only a drifter would ask a dumb question like that. No offense Mister.




None taken.




These citizens… What do they look like?




Trouble.




I’m looking for some people.




Seems I was wrong. Now you’re sounding exactly like a Citzen.




There was a rustling behind him. He turned and saw the boy was smacking a bough of dead wood against the trunk of a hollow tree. Pieces of bark splintered off each time he did it. What’s he doing? Making a club? I don’t think so. The girl!




The girl… was gone. Ladder and bucket the only signs she had ever been there. She couldn’t have gotten far. But which way did she go? He didn’t come all this way just to frighten kids. The drumming stopped. Roy..! As expected, when he looked again to check on the branch breaking antics of her brother, the show was over. While Roy’s back had been turned the cast had taken its bows and final curtain call.




Trouble - that’s what she said. And the way she said it I took it to mean Citzens were the heart and the center of it. What now Roy? Forge ahead? If a child can tell just by looking I’m not one of them how far will I get? How far did they get?




I don’t mind confessing Sandy I felt a kind of despair then. So close to the place we had talked about. And not knowing which way to go. In a way I got lucky meeting the girl. I hoped in my heart that whichever way you came some kind strangers had seen and warned you. Maybe you never reached the city at all. I could lose all prospect of finding you if I forged blindly on and plunged straight into a rats’ nest. I made up my mind.




I’m leaving! - I called out. Knowing she would hear me from wherever she was curled up hiding. You’ll get no trouble from me.




I walked over to the blackberry bushes. Thought of picking up the berries spilled out the bucket. I’m no thief. Left them where they were. Instead I climbed her ladder and stretching higher than the level I thought she could reach I did a short spell of berry picking. I placed them all in the bucket, left it propped by the ladder, and set off in a new course - North, North East.




I really am leaving now! I called out again to the emptiness. I hoped the blackberries would say thanks, and, I’m sorry.

* * *

The next time Sandy asked for the story Roy asked him first to list the main points he remembered as a test. And this precedent of relying on Sandy’s memory of the outline and Roy’s memory of the details having been established between them they comfortably circled back to a familiar core which seemed to satisfy them both.




But so many missing parts Roy. Will you go to your grave before telling it? Maybe it doesn’t matter to the boy. A missing part of his life he doesn’t remember.




It was four years later when the goblin drums could be heard throughout the parish of Cool Springs, and Roy felt obliged to unpack again his suit of goblin armor and take up his sword, that he knew the time had come to tell the full story without leaving anything out.
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Roy had come a long way since taking on the burden of his search and nothing he’d seen since leaving that straight road south had made his concern about the wellbeing of his brother’s family any the less.




He’d learned something useful. Everyone around here was spooked by strangers. The closer to the city they were the more easily spooked they got. He hoped Dan and Mary had got the same message and that they too had been warned off peaceably before stumbling unwarily into it.




As he hadn’t seen any sign of them so far they must have come a different way. All he had to do was backtrack, go north a little, try different trails which paralleled the way he had come. And ask questions. Wishful thinking? No. The voice of reason.




This plan had seemed eminently sensible at the start. He had to keep reminding himself of that. Now it felt like he was going around in circles.




There’s no one coming to watch out for you Roy - he told himself. If you’re reckless and get tangled in a ruckus you won’t be helping anyone.




He allocated himself a couple of days scouting around and fishing for information. Won’t need that long. It’s a generous ration.




They flashed by fast. Slipped into a couple more. A week gone with no progress. What are you doing Roy? Self doubt crept into his head, sapped his energy, mocked his every footstep. Ten days on the hinterland of the city and still no new signs of them.




It was beyond frustrating that he’d heard absolutely nothing about his brother for so long. Not since June.




Have I missed them? What if they changed their minds and turned back?




He was beating himself up. He knew that. Deserved it. But he had learned more than the nothing about his family. The city wasn’t a definite place with marked boundaries and clear edges to it.




Compared to Cool Springs - that familiar parcel of land that Roy called home - the expanse of territory hereabouts - as far as his eyes could see - surrounding the distant city’s hazy core of smoke and towering ugliness - was like another country - a collection of fuzzy counties with many hidden folds and divergent parts.




What next? 




Think back and learn from his mistakes. His brief conversation with the blackberry picking girl now looked like success. The next time he tried to approach someone to ask questions, two lads herding pigs with sticks, they ran off leaving their charges squealing and running in all directions.




He tried again somewhere else.




The same happened.




And again.




The people around here seemed mightily frightened when they saw him.




Sure: he was a stranger - and everyone everywhere was a little cautious about strangers - but he was on his own - not in a gang. And he had done his best to make his advances to introduce himself - clearly and plainly - in open spaces and always in the light of day.




Yet he knew his contact attempts were failing on more than one level. Having revealed himself meant that he now had to be more wary of what ricochets might strike back from those he’d alarmed and their neighbors now alerted to his presence.




Time to change tactics.




Instead of revealing himself - standing straight with his hands held out to show he posed no threat - he would switch to being low down sneaky.




As before - he chose people who were walking alone or in a small non-threatening group which he thought he could get away from if they turned nasty.




Unlike before - he would stay hidden.




The first they would know about him being there at all would be their surprise on hearing him call out - “hello”.




He hoped the initial confusion about where he was hiding and which way they needed to run to get away - would freeze them in their tracks and buy him enough time to get a conversation started.




And if he got that far - nothing bad happening… maybe his targets might temporarily pause in their panic.




And they - while dealing with their urgent need to calculate - which way lies safety? What would they do next?




Roy imagined himself in their shoes. The unknown…




They would remain - heartbeat by heartbeat - exactly where they stood.




Poised at any wild instant to make a dash for it - but cautiously fixated.




Furtively glancing all about with their eyes - but their feet and arms remaining pointedly still.




And though at any other time this talking to the air would be the height of craziness - right now it was the most important thing to project a fake demeanor of calm normality on the outside - even while on the inside their own pounding heartbeats sounded way too loud and fast - threatening to betray what they were really thinking - but all things considered - talking is better than dying - and standing still better than provoking an angry response from the hidden speaker and any others who might be lurking unseen with him.




That was close to the way things turned out too.




So - as much as Roy hated scaring people without good cause - this new plan of his soon had the feel of being better than the old one.




He was learning things.




The people here out on the fringes of the city don’t mix much with their not so distant neighbors.




They stay well clear of the city gangs and avoid - if possible - any newcomers rash enough to be seen heading towards it.




Most years bring fresh tidings of trouble.




One sad story sounds like another.




No I ain’t seen or heard nothing ‘bout a couple and an infant passing through here recently.




This way isn’t the way such people come.




The last time I heard any reports like that - news about lost people - sounded like it was something happened a long ways off - over towards that way.




If I heard anything like it. Hard to be sure. Could’ve been last month. Could’ve been last year. Could’ve been something else.




Others elsewhere might know more.




Never been to any of those places myself.




The first few exchanges like this sent him scurrying in every which way direction - like chasing phantom moths.




Then little by little these miserly grains of harvested conversation navigated Roy in a circular voyage which led to here.




He’d missed it before. It was farther out from the locus of the city than when he’d started his querying ambuscades.




So in that sense it was going backwards.




Except he was convinced in his gut that all the swiftly tossed in the air suggestions - that someone somewhere else might have answers to his questions - if they had any germs of truth at all - had originated from around here.




Roy had been studying this particular group of shanty dwellers for a couple of days.




They mostly stayed tight - close to a cluster of shacks near their chickens and pigs. Disappointingly for Roy when these settlers wandered out they mostly went in a big group.




But there were exceptions. Children… and an old guy who strolled out - always on his own - a couple of times each day to a ditch which was a long way out from the center of the settlement.




From his appearance and habits Roy guessed this was Grandpa.




Yesterday Roy had ambushed a young boy who had listened to his story before dashing off saying - you need to talk to Grandpa. Grandpa knows everything.




This was Roy’s best shot.




Roy lay low waiting beside the smelly ditch which the old guy seemed to have reserved for himself for a very particular purpose. Roy waited for him to settle down to his business.




“Hi there Grandpa! Can we talk?”




“Jesus!” said the old man. “You’re the ghost.”




“You know who I am?”




“You’re the one who’s been frightening people - calling out of bushes - so they don’t feel like it’s safe to go out on their own.”




“I’m sorry to disturb you.” Roy made himself seen.




The old guy wiped himself with some leaves and pulled his pants up. “It’s been getting unhealthy in our little settlement - and unwholesome if you know what I mean. I was kind of expecting we’d meet up. Luke told me that the ghost was now skulking about real close to us.”




“Luke?”




“The boy you pounced on here yesterday. One of my adopted grandsons. Luke’s wild. But not stupid. He told me ‘bout you and the kind of questions you’ve been asking soon as he got his breath back running home and was calmed down enough to unjumble it.”




“I didn’t mean to scare him.”




“Scare him. Luke? Huh! Luke don’t scare easy. That’s my worry ‘bout the future for that boy. He’s not got enough scared in him. He was all fired up wild and excited. Met the ghost! Had to make him swear he wouldn’t come straight back out here bringing his friends along to get spooked and driving you back into the shadows till after I’d been out first to learn what this is all about.”




Roy sighed, shook his head - “Thanks. It’s good to hear that. About the boy. Look - I know how it must seem. People mostly run off as soon as they can. I can’t say I blame them. I saw you came alone. I’m not sure if the biggest surprise for me is that we’re still talking - or the fact you risked your neck coming at all.”




“Mister - I’ve been living here in the shadow of Babylon most of my life. I don’t know who you are or how we fit in your plans. But far as I know you haven’t done any evil thing to me or my kin. Though you did come close to startling me back on my butt in the ditch - even when I was already half expecting some kind of spooky ambush shit. I figure you could’ve killed me by now if you really had a mind to. I want to end this business of you creeping around and scaring people. We got enough worries living here: with the bad times and all. So let’s talk man to man and finish it.”




Roy relaxed. “Talking is all I ever wanted. Your grandson - Luke - is the closest I got to having a real conversation. I’m looking for some people. Did he tell you that?”




“He mentioned it.”




“Do you know anything that will help me find them?”




“There’s knowing. And there’s telling. They’re different. People round here tell me all kinds of things because they trust me. That trusting takes years to earn. Now here we are. Just the two us - cozy like. Anyone didn’t know us might say - being where we are - talking like old friends. But we’re not. I never seen you. You never seen me. Strangers.” He shakes his head. “Damn sure I’ll never forget every bit of how we met up today… If I live long enough to look back on it.”




He laughs and Roy can’t help but smile too at the picture. It feels good to let Grandpa ramble on like this. His instinct says Grandpa is leading up to something. So he keeps quiet. Now he can see from Grandpa’s expression that he’s getting around to it.




“Right here and now How can I tell - will it be a good memory? Or regrets? I’ve got to trust you a lot before I can be confident if sharing what I know will cause more harm than good. I mean harm to me and mine and those people you’re been searching for. You and me - we don’t have the luxury of years of getting acquainted and learning to trust each other. But my gut tells me - that in this matter - every day counts. You see my dilemma?”




Roy nodded.




Grandpa continued - “When some people go looking for others there’s usually more than one side to that story. Suppose you tell me yours. I’m a good listener and judge of character. This is my solemn vow. Here by this ditch is where I’ll decide it. God help me do it right.”




“The people I’m tracking aren’t any people. They’re my family. My brother Dan… he’s three years younger than me, his wife - Mary. My nephew Sandy. Toddler. Not much bigger than my pack last time I saw him. We live… our home…” He hesitated. “We come from a place called Cool Springs. A long way up north from here. I’ve been on the trail I thought they would take more than sixty days. Thought a few times I was getting close. But I’ve lost them. Heard people a few days walk from here saying they saw a couple might’ve been them. They couldn’t rightly say when. They vanished. That’s all I know.”




“Sixty days? That’s a lot of walking for a feller with long legs like you. You got any goblins up there? We hear stories. But we got our own troubles. No goblins around here. You’re the closest I’ve stood to a man breathing who might actually seen them.”




“Me seen a goblin? No Sir. God’s truth never have. Hope I never will.”




“Amen to that.”




“It’s the people pass through where I live. Strangers. Drifters we call them. Though I guess they must’ve been settled once. Like us. The story is always the same. They run from fear. Horrific tales of loss. Waves of goblins sweeping in a cruel tide from up North. That’s cold land. Don’t know why anyone lives there anyway. Truth to tell - drifters been warning about those goblins since before I grew face hair. But I’ve never heard anyone could tell me what kind of critters they are, exactly what they do, what they look like. Must be something in it though. After all this time. Every year brings a new crop of drifters. That cold Northern tide is creeping South. Nothing to stop it.”




“Is that what your brother was running from? Goblins? Or sorry if it offends you - but you’ve seen me squatting so we can wave aside some airs and graces - was it family trouble?”




“Family trouble?” Roy pauses. “Yes I can see why you’d be asking. No it wasn’t that. And it wasn’t rhymes that scare kids. How does it go? The goblins are coming, one, two, three. Hide in the cellar. Hide in a tree. Or some such. Dan? Run away? From goblins?” He shook his head. “No. He wouldn’t do that. He’s fearless. If he ever heard that real goblins were close I’m sure he’d be the first heading out to meet them and see what all the fuss was about. No. What set off his travels - their travels - his wife Mary read in old books ideas about city life. How it used to be. Parties and books and fancy theaters with singing and dancing and sparkly jewels and glamorous ball gowns Books she read as a girl from her mother, passed down from her grandmother before. No Sir. They weren’t running away from anything - unless maybe the dull reality of us who hadn’t read those stories. She had a dream of running towards something. Something better. Like a moth to a candle. And my brother Dan told her - if that’s what she wanted in her heart then that’s where they’d go together. Head down South to find the biggest, brightest city they could find. Like in the books. And when they’d built a new life - they’d send word up for any of us who wanted to come join them. He swore that on a Bible. To set off together soon as their first child was grown safe enough to carry.”




“And is that why you’re looking? They sent word to come?”




“No, Sir. They been hardly gone more than a week when I got to wondering. What if those stories aren’t right? Sure they might’ve been true once - else why would someone put them in a book? But a lot can change in the span of a man’s life. And those books and their stories about cities were from how many lifetimes ago? There’s no one alive today from those times to say different. And the other thing I reckoned is this. We see all these drifters coming South, running from goblins, so they say. Do they all reach the cities? I doubt it. But some must do. And I ain’t never heard any message coming back our way calling us to hurry and join them in that wonderful life we’re missing. Now maybe it’s because they think the goblins have reached our way already. Or they’re having too good a time to care about strangers they passed on their way to it. But I got a sudden chill in my bones. What if in our times, we men breathing now, those good old ways they write about… are only real in those books?”




The old gent turned aside and hawked a loogie into the ditch. “Well - I must say - it’s the first time I’ve heard anything good said of the city. Suppose it must’ve been like that once - or how could they get so many people to build it? So what was your plan? Figuring to join ‘em?”




“My plan was to find them. See them safe as far as they wanted to go. And if they found a good place - my mind would rest easy. City’s not my thing. I’m happy with the ways I know. I’d leave them to settle down and enjoy their new life and make my way back home.”




“Like you - we see people passing through. Lost. Never understood why they keep on going. Stories in books! Can’t beat that with what we got to offer. Nothing here but the same kind of trees and dirt fields they must’ve walked past for hundreds of miles. Books huh! So all those drifters - all those years - running from one kind of bad story to another. I have to tell you Roy - we don’t see many coming back. And we’re real close. Just three days walk if you know the way to go and are mindful how you step. I reckon most of those men who do come out from that city of ours must’ve been bred there or like its ways. And it’s not like your stories. They’re mean fellers. The kind you stay away from if you want to stay healthy. Slavers. Scum. The only thing which draws them out of their dark holes is stealing and killing to get women and food. We try to make sure we aren’t around when we hear they’re coming. We hide away, leave nothing they want and lie low till they quit.”




“You can find mean skunks anywhere,” said Roy. “Doesn’t take a city.”




“There’s truth in that. But we’re a small community. No one to watch out for us but ourselves.”




“It’s sad times when you have to fear a man because of which way he’s come.”




“Can’t say no to that. But playing it safe with strangers is what’s kept us safe. You! You sprang out. Frighted me. Me here on my own. You could’ve taken everything I got. Yet you’ve stood here peaceful like and answered me fair and square about why you’re doing your following. And in my bones I really do want to believe you come from where you say… What was the name of that place again? Remind me. Sounded nice.”




“Cool Springs.”




“Yeah Cool Springs. That was it. So you’ve come straight a long way and a lot of devious ways it seems since you been near here.” He planted his shovel in the soil and leaned on the handle. “You’ve told me a good tale Roy and I’m willing to gamble you’re not here to hurt me or mine or those you’re looking for. And that’s a lot of trusting from me in such a short time. Now let’s see if I can help you some. Your brother? I’m guessing he’d be a tall dark haired feller dressed all gray and sober - a lot like you.”




Roy laughed, “Some people say they’d never guess we were brothers even if we’re standing side by side lessen they knew it as a fact. We had different mothers. I hardly remember mine. When she died my Pa wed again real quick. Our mother - Dan’s really - though she raised me like her own - she was blonde and his hair color is fair - like a girl’s. And he stands much shorter than me.” Roy put his hand just below his shoulder to indicate. “He says it’s because when we were growing I had a bigger mouth and stole the food off his plate before he could finish. And when we were older - soon as he could choose - he liked to dress different to me - in crazy bright colors, red, blue and yellow - like a flower. That’s why he was always the one fighting off the girls. Till he met Mary. It was her ideas and learning that turned his head. And he dressed even brighter - wearing all his colors at the same time for a whole year before he really got her attention and she said - Yes.”




The old man’s grip on the handle slipped for a moment, and he stumbled..




“What’s wrong?” Roy asked. He moved forward to help but the old man sprung sprightly back up as though surprised himself by what had happened and resumed leaning on his perch.




“Nothing. Sorry. Old age. I’ve been a fool. That’s all.” He stood staring at the handle of his shovel as if accusing it of having moved. “So: fair hair and flowery colored clothes. That would make a man stand out. But then a lot of young men go dressed like peacocks when they’re out courting. Now it’s his traveling gear we’re talking about. Do you know was he carrying anything that would make him look different to all them other courting fellers? Like a fancy watch or a sword like yours or a gun?”




“Or a shovel?” Roy laughed. The old man didn’t join in.




Roy continued. “No. Nothing like that. Just clothes and a pack is all. Thinking about it they must’ve got muddied up good on the trail. That might make him look different. I can see why you ask. Our family never had piles of wealth. A knife though. Pearl handle. More like a boy’s penknife than a weapon. Always in his pocket. Not on show. There was one thing he always treasured - not trinkets - and he must’ve carried with him - to pass to his boy - when he grows - a toy handed down from our mother’s… his mother’s side of the family - always to the first boy. A little plastic soldier - dressed all in blue with a white hat and a yellow scarf and a hole drilled in his right hand for a sword. That old sword was lost before Dan ever had it. So my Pa made a new one by hammering and filing a nail and he painted it white to go with the hat. Though some rust was always coming through. That’s blood - said Dan - and Pa would sand it off and paint it again… Why what?”




The old man - whom Roy had named for himself as Grandpa stood up, stepped around the shovel, and closed the distance between them. He gripped Roy’s left arm tight.




“Roy I… there’s no kind way I can say it.”




While telling his story Roy had been struggling to remember all the little things that would make his brother Dan recognizable to someone who had never met him. Never grown up with him. The details he never had to remember for himself. Because they were just Dan. His brother. The way he was.




The old man loosened his grip. And backed off. Had seen something flatten in the tall wanderer.




And Roy understood now that somewhere in the saying of these words in these last few moments that’s all his brother had become and would remain until his own time came too: words and memories.




“Your brother. Dan. He’s dead Roy. I’m so sorry. You look so different. I never would have guessed.”




Roy shook his dead in denial. Grandpa was still saying something.




“My grandson found a toy. By the path. I’ll make sure you get it back. There was nothing we could do to save him. But we gave him a godly burial.”




“They’re dead then?”




“We only found one body.”




“Show me.”




*** end of sample




Dear Reader, you have reached the end of this sample which represents just under 10% of my novel - The Last Book




Thanks for investing your valuable time in browsing a new book by an author you may not have heard of. The text may change slightly between the date of this sample and the full publication.




If you’ve enjoyed it and can think of any other people who might be interested then please direct them to one of the links on this page.




For more info about the book and where you can order it - please visit the book’s home page on my author website https://www.goblinsearch.com/thelastbook.html




or the book’s home page on Amazon UK link /  USA link




If you’re curious about the 4 books I wrote 20 to 25 years ago years for kids - please see the short descriptions and links which appear in the section “about the author” at the back of this ebook.




Zsolt Kerekes, November 2026
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    About the Author
  


  
    I’m Zsolt Kerekes and this ebook (extracted in November 2026) is a short sample (under 10%) of my new novel - The Last Book. 




Born in Budapest, Hungary in 1956, the earliest stories I can remember hearing as a child were of the tumultuous events of the uprising, capture by Russian soldiers and my family’s escape across a hot border to Austria which resulted in our being reprocessed and flown on “the Queen’s jet” (is what my mother remembers being told) as welcome refugees to England.




Living above the family typewriter shop in 1960s Brighton I declared at the age of 7 my intention to become a writer, an ambition I deferred for 29 years while establishing my first career as a designer of industrial electronic systems and early AI compute platforms.




In 1992 I published my first book, the SPARC Product Directory, which became the definitive market guide to the hardware systems compatible with the processor technologies dominating the early dotcom market, invented by the RISC workstation company Sun Microsystems.




From 1998 till my retirement in 2018 I published and edited StorageSearch.com which chronicled the many changes in the data storage technologies - with an early emphasis on SSDs and the impact of semiconductor memory on processor architecture.




In 2023 I re-entered the book market by converting a collection of kids stories written for friends and family (2000 to 2004) and previously published on my hobby author site goblinsearch.com from web pages to proper books.




My new novel - The Last Book - written in the 3 years 2023 to 2026 and after 25 years thinking about it - will not in fact be the last from me.




Writing has long been an important part of my life. I’m a member of the Alliance of Independent Authors and live in the scattered rural village of East Chiltington by the South Downs in East Sussex, in England.


  


  

  





  
    Also by Zsolt Kerekes
  


  
    All 4 of my kids books are available as ebooks, print and audiobooks. There are also translations of the ebooks in 5 languages. See the book links on my website for store details.




Alexander Woyte and the Goblins - an illustrated bedtime story book set in modern Hampshire with a guest appearance by the author Jane Austen as herself




Alexander Woyte and the Pirates (and Goblins) - a full length novel which begins in Privett in Hampshire, veers via the old bookshop in Petersfield to spend much time in the Arctic ocean but returns safe and sound to the historic dockyard in Portsmouth 




Princess Laura and the Unsuitable Dragon Suitors - A modern fairytale for today’s princesses.




Jamie and the Tree Troll  - a kids story and also folklore for adults set in the magic woodland of Clayton in the South Downs




My Pact with the Goblin Queen - a short horror story set in Brighton




The Last Book - (this book) an epic dystopian novel with elements of adventure and a great love of books - pre-orders on Amazon (UK link, USA link), due to be published in 2027.




The Goblins are Coming! - the original (previously unpublished) short story, written in 2005 which created the worldscape of The Last Book




The Remote - a sci-fi novel, memoir of a future author.
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