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PREVIEW
Eleanora works hard on her foster parents’ farm and training herself in the defensive arts to avoid the same fate as her parents. William is a swordsman for the library. The Librarian steps down and all is thrown into turmoil. Eleanora and William must take separate journeys across the arid and primitive landscape of the Southwest region after the Collapse.
 
Once their paths cross, they partner to survive by their wits and choose to fight or outthink potential enemies. The future of the region depends upon the decisions made by these two, separately and together. In this adventure of survival, Eleanora and William take a road trip through post-apocalyptic future America where modern technology has ceased to exist. With the return to the old ways, the world has become a woodpunk dystopia. People must live with woodcraft, farming, animal husbandry and hand-crafted weapons. Join Eleanora and William as they venture forth on this dangerous way.




1 – There Must Be More
 




 In the new dawn, Eleanora awakes cold and feeling lonely. Rising, she must dress swiftly if she wants any staff exercise before the real workday starts. At another home, the thin shawl would have remained around her shoulders, but here, her room must be tidy, or there will be hell to pay. As Dorothea harps, ‘There are indoor clothes and outdoor clothes.’
 Her shoulders are tight, and her ears perk up for sounds of Dorothea’s snoring, Eleanora grabs her staff, and sneaks out behind the kitchen, to the much-flattened space behind the house. There’s a spot just out of sight of the one window back here. A clump of bushes, window high, blocks it from the house.
 She takes a standing position and moves into guard stance first. Her stick, a straight piece of Arizona sycamore, a few centimeters short of her height. Rough hands grip it tightly and move it well. Almost four centimeters around, I’ll have to remind Silver Knife of that since I can’t take him one of his own. Spending time moving through an evolution of attacks and defenses, the staff feels good in her hands. Right. Meant to be. It delivers a strong blow, if a little heavy for Eleanora, when it strikes at the invisible targets she can only imagine. Any thwap noises this early would only cause more punishment.
 Moving through space with her stick, so many multiple enemies to confront, Eleanora swipes at the air and suppresses each released grunt. She’s dreamt many nights how that awful moment happens again—her parents—killed by bandits. Before her eyes, she’s twelve again, but this time Eleanora’s determined to defend herself.
 
 Weapons practice is a way for her to deal with those nightmares. The thought of going to Dorothea in the middle of the night is another thing she can only imagine.
 As she lunges, drops back, and counters invented attackers, the teen visualizes her mother’s face. Then her father’s. That morning before they’d headed out to the field.
 Her parents practiced with weapons almost every day. But, one day, the sounds weren’t practice. Her father’s sword and her mother’s stick much like her own. They’d gotten several meters from home, Eleanora had stayed behind to feed the goats. Their clicking and grunts came back to her on the wind. That day, she looked up and gasped. Four figures. Two moving like practice, the other two not.
 
 Something kept her frozen at the pen. The two bandits fought in unexpected ways. With swords. Attackers acting almost mindlessly in their savagery. Her parents seemed slow and even unprepared. I remember their last glances back, in warning. Hide. 
 Now, Eleanora trains her muscles to handle any possible attacks, turns off her mind, ducks, falls, and rolls. Silently, as she works the staff. Over and over again. Roll. Pop up. Duck. Fall and roll again.
 In the back of her mind, Eleanora worries. All this diligence, but it gets me what?
There are no bandits here on this farm. The worst I need fear is Dorothea scolding me again.
 It’s true. It seems her foster mother scolds from dawn till dusk. No sword used but still every word cuts.
 As a ward of the Committee, Eleanora’s spent the last few years with varying strangers. Always with families loyal and obedient to the Committee, and the library. Eleanora must admit, the libraries and the Committee have controlled the bandit threat. Another silent thwap, this one low enough to kneecap a foe. 
 She’s only heard of a few attacks anywhere near the homes she’s been assigned. My fourth house, and the trouble I get into remains. No matter which home they place me. Maybe I shouldn’t be wishing a bandit on this old lady. Roll. Pop up. Duck. Fall and roll again.
 But, Eleanora’s tired of other people’s homes, where the libraries and the Committee are held up as the leadership’s highest model. They’ve shuffled her from one place to another. And I scare each family I’m sent. Her family knew she wanted to be a scientist and study all the books the libraries protect. But now it’s always me, blurting out criticisms of how the libraries and the Committee keep such books hidden from view. That dream’s gone now. Roll. Pop up. Duck.
 Now she has recently ended up in this home with Old Lady Dorothea. Since being hired on in the eastern area of the Southwest region, she’s already in bad with the old school marm. Eleanora can’t wait to be free and on her own. Never worked so hard in her life. Given a choice, the job, with this single woman, struggling to keep her farm going by herself, isn’t one Eleanora’d want.
 Starting back to the house, fearing the bickering, it jumps up every time they set a spell in the little parlor. They often argue about the governance of the region. She hates disagreeing with someone, being dependent on them. The bright spot in all this is the nearby town, New Tucumcari.
 A tiny hamlet of only a few wood-frame buildings, but Eleanora’s already found a group of people sympathetic to her ideas. They’ve started their own branch of readers for opposing the libraries. They meet secretly. In the one two-story building, where the town gathers sheep for shearing.
 It’s nice to talk about important things. The Collapse. The libraries’ tightly controlled access to books; everyone knows that. Eleanora’s told them more than once, learned at her parents’ knee. Readers’re a loosely structured group. For those who believe that books protected by the libraries should be free. Studied openly.
 In this branch of readers’ meetings, they discuss how the libraries limit access, especially technology topics. In the group, they never use real names. So it’s Reader One who schools them, ‘The library’s staff says society must be protected from another Collapse.’ But Eleanora knows, between the Collapse and the libraries, humanity now exists in an age of wood and oil lamps. And folks like her, on her own, must work dawn to dusk for crabby people like the old woman.


 ~~~


 In their meetings, that’s brought up the most, the lack of any big cities; most people live close to nature, in small groups, produce almost everything for themselves. Discussed and debated, ‘There’s only low-level technology and subsistence-level lives.’ 
 As Eleanora trudges back to the house, she thinks about today’s routine. Each day is mind numbing; she counts on her fingers and uses up both hands, Feed the goats, grab a light breakfast, clear the garden of pests, weed the alfalfa field, check the rapeseed field for Bertha armyworms, help prepare lunch, start laundry, clean house, check the goats haven’t butted down the pens, start dinner. 

Sneaking out at night to meet the others doesn’t help me get enough rest, either.
 She hides the staff away in the rafters and starts for the goats. The three grown ones eat almost everything. They’re easy to take care of. The hard part is keeping herself from being distracted. The rest of the morning she spends gathering roots, picking berries, harvesting tomatoes, and stocking the old lady’s pantry.
 The days become hot earlier lately, under a blue sky and a gentle breeze. Only a few hours before the fussing starts. Life would be acceptable if I lived alone. But hear the old lady talk, nothing’s ever done right. If it’s a task, it needs doing twice while Dorothea watches, every step of the way.
 Every day is like this. Just a matter of time before embarrassment and difficulty ruins something. Evenings are a little better. Usually, Dorothea leaves Eleanora to work on knitting, darning, and repairing clothes or sheets. It’s time-consuming detail work, but all her foster home practice has made Eleanora an expert. The old lady keeps her mouth to herself, leaves her alone then, to get it done. The hard part comes later.
 There’s always enough to eat. At least rations aren’t restricted like some families did. Eleanora must admit, in some ways, life’s good. The work’s hard and long. Mindless. But it leaves her free to dream. Plan for a different future.
 But, there must be more. She does see some farming and woodcraft in her future, true. Yet, she’s much more a thinker. She reads. The libraries limit what can be accessed, they hold an unbelievable number away from folks. They do encourage people to read books not on the protected list. 
 ~~~


 Late in the day, Eleanora’s tired. All the outdoor chores finally come to an end. Not finished working for the day, but the goats and chickens are put to bed, and the gates latched. The pen’s warning bells are set. All those things off her mind, now. 
 Inside, it’s cool. She’s got work in here too. Settling in the parlor, she picks through the mending basket, loving this chore, her choosing what she’ll sit and darn, able to do only what she wants for a spell.
 “I’ll get to mending that ripped quilt now,” she announces a bit louder for Dorothea. “I left it all in my box. Better to spread it out in my room.”
 Eleanora always has some excuse for working alone, it’s surprising. The old lady hasn’t caught on yet. As it grows darker in her small space, she waits for the “Good night,” to come through the door. There’s no locking it. So it’s that ‘Good night’ she waits on, before preparing, then sneaking out the window.
 It’s become an almost casual activity, these deceptions. At least weekly, she visits a nearby group of Jicarilla Apache, they bide about four kilometers away. Northeast. She’s strong, and makes the trip there and back in much less than an hour each way.
 As she lopes along, heading away from the farm, Eleanora dismisses Dorothea and this day’s criticisms. There are much more important thoughts circling her mind. It comes to her from the last she’s read, a book dating back before the horror of the collapse. It’s in her bag now. Billions of people died in a few rough years. But, people in cities suffered the most. The pain wasn’t distributed evenly. Isolated people, or those with little technology, survived with minimal losses. So First People, including the Apache have actually increased population in the Southwest since the bad times.
 She’s tried explaining her concepts on this at readers’ meeting. Remembering how her father often gave such talks. “The Apache, living somewhat as their ancestors did, before technology was brought to the western plains and foothills, had it best. Today, everyone has to live this way. We’ve got no electricity, very few machines. No powered carts. Or distance talking, with the wires strung up high, our great-grandparents sometime speak of knowing.” She’s watched them nod, for her to continue, glad for someone who’s willing to discuss this. “The trees they looped their talking wires on have all come down for corrals and barn doors long ago. And that stripping away has everyone reduced to living as the Apache lived centuries ago.”
 Eleanora remembers that day she met members of the nearby Apache community; now, she looks forward to regular visits. They farm and raise goats, and chickens as well. And the few near the stream mill corn and wheat for their bread. They’ve said, ‘Our lives bring us more than other people living here.’
 First, she’ll seek out the young man, Sammie, when she reaches the community. Eleanora counts as friends most young people in the village. They organize activities using her hands. Tatting and candle dipping, where the talk can be lively. It helps her, laughing so with friends in the few hours she has before she must return home.

When visiting, village work is hard, just like the farm. Last night, she took part in a sewing circle with the women there. Daily chores for the Apache young people appear the same as she must do for the old lady. But it feels different. I feel like I belong more with the tribe than I do living as a foster kid. She loves the feeling of community among the people. The survival of the larger group depends on everyone’s efforts. All contribute to the greater needs. Not one or two people just thinking of themselves.
 For Eleanora, moving into the Apache community is a physical obstacle course. Literally. They’ve designed routes into town as defensible chokepoints. Sammie has told her, “We know and wait.” They believe they’ll be attacked by others wanting to destroy them. “Marauders, bandits willing to take our food and possessions.” Some have books that tell of what happened in this area two hundred years ago, “When minority groups tried to make our living comfortably.”
 Their cautionary stories tell of people from neighboring communities, more powerful cultures, and how they attacked; “Destroying those towns. Seizing property.” The Apache in the Southwest believe it is a matter of when, not if, they’ll be attacked again.
 Watches are scheduled each day and night to observe the town’s approaches and warn of danger. It pleases Eleanora that everyone here regularly practices fighting. With and without weapons. Each man, woman, and child is given assigned locations to take position, if trouble comes.
 Eleanora loves using her craftiest silent approaches to the community as a way to help keep the watchers on their guard. It makes her feel good, she’s already snuck past the young man, Silver Knife. She’ll tease and then explain how she’s done it, once they sit, later. A sense of pride and she’ll point with her staff to the ways she’s managed it all. As she passes around an adobe house, she faces a small boy with a crude spear pointed her way. The first tonight to challenge her arrival.
 “Hello, Eleanora,” the little one says without lowering his weapon.
 “Hello, Eknath,” she responds. “Have you seen Sammie?”
 “No, he hasn’t come back from hunting. But, the book mothers’re looking for you.”
 “Thank you, Eknath. I’ll go to them. She salutes with her staff. “Good guarding.”
 At the home of Nascha and Gouyen, the two women keepers of books for this community, they rise and throw open their door for her. Older women now, they’ve been a couple for longer than Eleanora’s been alive. When she joins them in their home, it’s Nascha who greets her with warm hugs, they invite Eleanora near their fire.
 “You look fit,” Nascha greets her.
 She gets a tease from Gouyen, “But. Put on more weight!” 
 While she asks about how community life has been, Eleanora pulls a book from her cloak.
 “Here is The Trail of Tears and Indian Removal. I said I’d bring it to you,” Eleanora tells Nascha. “Amy H. Sturgis.”
 “Thank you so much.” Gouyen reaches and holds it to the candle at her elbow, stroking its spine before handing the treasure to her partner. “We have been looking for this for years. How are you doing with your foster?”
 “It’s rough,” Eleanora’s no wish to answer falsely. “I don’t know how much longer I can stay.”
 “Well. Be of good heart. I am sure you have important things to accomplish in this world,” Nascha foretells. “To achieve true potential. You may have to leave.”








2 – Gibbous Moon


 
 The town square, fronting the public wall of the Library of the Southwest, is filled with light and shadow. A figure climbs a wall, tracking silently over the flat of the roofs, to the enclosed courtyard. He slips over the side and falls. Still. Awaiting a shout or clamor from indoors.
 The watcher pauses in the darkness, hiding against the building, waiting patiently while keeping an eye on the guard at the stockroom’s door. Only a few meters of dimness, on the ground, separate the one in the shadows and the stockroom. The guard’s young, bored, and unfocused on his task. Watching, it’s obvious he must be up past his normal bedtime, his stance reveals he’s surely tired already, from before this duty started.
 An hour later, the boy braces against the stockroom wall and nods off. His head dips to his chest, the sneak moves smoothly across the open space, reaching the stockroom door. Almost invisible, moving quietly and confidently, the sneak is in.
 Once through the door, a few steps take him softly across the floor, while avoiding loose noisy boards. Reaching the far wall in only a few paces, the sneak approaches bags of fruits and vegetables piled up there. The gibbous moon sheds some light through a small window in the south wall. Its dim glow touches the sacks, casting misshapen forms onto the floor.
 Opening a bag, the sneak pulls out several small fruits. Quietly, they are wrapped in cloth and tucked into a belt loop, then the same is done for ingredients from a nearby shelf. After checking a slim book, tightly tucked in the thief’s belt, with a turn, it’s back across to the door.
 A fighting staff leans on the wall beside the lightly sleeping guard. With a savage grin, the sneak pulls it out of the guard’s loose grip. Balances it in the lowest roof rafter above the sleeping boy’s head. Then the thief moves back, supplies secured, across the open space to the outer compound wall. Quickly gone into the darkness.


 ~~~


 As this unusual night ends, with its strong moonglow low in the heavens, waiting for Manager Lowe, back from circuit riding, Rayen observes the sun slowly rising. The library sits short and squat with rounded edges and rough surfaces. The tall pine tree projects its shadow toward the north, overlooking the courtyard. Before her, the land’s become more visible as the soft glow of morning transforms into a bright day. Where’s Serra?

 The shadows and light across the square’s ground makes mysterious tracks and shapes. She traces them in her mind. 
 There’s library work to get to this morning for this under-manager. It’s not like Lowe won’t be dawdling over his breakfast.
 The town square, where the meeting will be held, fronts the public wall of the Library of the Southwest, fills it with light, shadow, and the buzz of many people. Her mind logistically places the varying vendor wagons that must be dealt with.
 Rayen remembers last night’s conversation with Manager Lowe, considering the scouts. Almost like everyone else. But she must agree with what Lowe mentioned; ‘You can see it when you study them closely.’
 Adobe barracks for the librarians squat at the southern edge of the square. But no doors have opened, and Rayen continues waiting, a curse or two of the manager’s sloth. To the west and the east, other buildings hold townsfolk and businesses. Eighty years after the Collapse, business has grown in dribs and drabs. Still no Serra. Still no Lowe.
 
 When Rayen was younger, it was only patches of folks, all for themselves. Merchants carried goods in wagons from town to town, spreading their few items to anyone who had something to exchange. People trying to survive. There’s a town to support. Now there are workers. 
 Still no manager, she squints. Somewhat further out can be seen the watchtower’s outline, stand at the town’s four outer corners. A lookout’s coming down, Rayen signals. They usually face out during shifts, ignoring the square below, watching high, and on guard for attackers. 
 “End of shift, Ashby? Can you head to the dining room? Peek in, I’ve been waiting for Lowe. You know the drill.”
 While keeping her mind off the waiting, Rayen surveys the square for what seems like the thousandth time. The pine tree marks the center of town, and separates two clumps of people. Old habits won’t die. One group appears ordinary to her, librarians and townspeople, men and women together. A mixture of ages, shapes, and sizes, they vary in dress and attitude. Only the librarians wear those robes and tunics.
 A number of mostly young people hold themselves separate. The second, smaller group—scouts with their vests, tightly knotted in murmuring conversation. From nearer the larger group, Rayen stares, tense and angry, remembering last night’s conversation with Manager Lowe.
 When she’d muttered, almost like everyone else. Scout separation’s not enforced by rules, but it’s likely to continue. And, Lowe mentioned, ‘You can see it when you study them closely.’ Yes, they’ve become truly different. There’s a style of companionship and regard for each other that feels strengthened by their quietness. 
 Their soft talking binds them together, not threatening or nervous. Rayen glowers, irritated at these five, and thinks how she despises them, They’re strange, and apart from everyone else.
 Their manner of standing, their presence, show self-possession and confidence. Sure of themselves, even though most are young.
 Rayen understands they’ve got the power. Not everyone does! Smiles come often. They project an air of contentment, and that rankles. Supposed to serve Librarian Serra, and the library.
 Those five though, they keep themselves apart from the cattlemen and townsfolk. The swords they wear, on their backs or their belts, contribute to the wielding of that power. The swords are a mere addition, not powerful because of them. Like Lowe said, ‘Their constant lack of concern marks their dangerousness.’
 Rayen’s hand waves toward them, she whispers to the older man who’s finally come up on her right, “Standing by themselves shows what they think of us.”
 Manager Lowe’s nervous tic over his right eye is a clue for his mood. The rest of his body betrays nothing, appearing calm, with no surprise at Rayen’s grumble. “Don’t worry about them. They don’t talk to us much. Doesn’t matter. As long as they’re loyal, that’s enough.” Napkin clenched in his hand, he stuffs it in a pocket. “What’s important to them is the library’s cause, and loyalty to Librarian Serra. They can talk about library business, that is the important thing.”
 “Sure, libraries are important,” Rayen responds. “Yet, they don’t talk about anything else! They’re not like us, no concerns for the humans at all.” Rayen shows her disgust for more than just the scouts.
 “Don’t say that! Don’t talk bad about the libraries’ cause to me. Try being a circuit rider, seeing what’s out there, small library to small library. That’s when you get the lay of the land. The scout’s duties carry out difficult and dangerous tasks.” The firmness of his voice quells some of Rayen’s fire. “You try walking in the world and enforcing library rules. Our society continues as long as they perform. It is only ninety years since the Collapse.” A deep burp follows that firmness. “We almost all died.”
 Surprise fills Rayen’s face at Lowe’s sharp response, considering the late night talk they had. Maybe it’s the sunlight softening his ire. So, she goes with his lead. Who knows who may be listening. “Perhaps they do important work, but they’re not the only ones. Those of us on staff—even the cattlemen enforce the rule of law on the plains.”
 Speaking calmly, in a friendly manner, Lowe adds, “You’re right, Rayen. All the groups built the Southwest Committee, support the libraries with their food and obedience. Cattlemen’ve been the library’s dependable arm, too.” Making peace although she knows he doesn’t mean half of all this. “Helped clear bandits from towns. Help farmers against the remaining bandits that’re left. Your”—he nods here—“friends’re helping the Committee and the libraries, I won’t forget.”
 This makes Rayen feel better, as she studies the square past his shoulder, “Where are the Committee members?” she asks softly with a sly smile, “My uncle, Jaroslaw’ll be unhappy that none of his people stand here. Represented. With the librarian wanting to have a gathering, those Committee members, how angry might they be, excluded?” Focusing her eyes back on Lowe, she challenges, “Why are we here? What’s to happen?”


~~~



Who knows the librarian’s plan? Manager Lowe thinks, and tells Rayen so. Nervous and uncertain about being in the dark, he’s like everyone else gathered in the square. Unsettled in his position. That discomfort infects everything and everyone, including Rayen. I need her, he thinks, until power in the Committee comes to me as librarian. Lowe’s well aware that people like Rayen, having friends among the cattlemen can help him get what he wants. Rayen can also be a balance against Yang’s plans, damn his eyes. There’s always someone jockeying for position in this devastated world.
 Manager Lowe thinks about what he told her last night, ‘I’ve a great deal of power, but it doesn’t free me to do what I want.’ He should command a great deal of respect here at the Library of the Southwest. But, Librarian Serra didn’t even tell him why they’re meeting, Even me, second in command.
 Others have now gathered closer to the library’s steps, many farmers, and some of the townsfolk. A few choose to, approach the manager, some with hands out in greeting. Quickly, Rayen speaks her thoughts, “It seems significant, most cattlemen aren’t included today. That’ll cause problems, no? Missing Yang and my uncle?”
 Manager Lowe accepts that, yes, he wants support and votes as he offers his hand around to the gathered company. 
 So, he puts a friendly smile on his lips. Rayen’s important to his plans and needs to be kept in hand. Keeping her close, they wander the yard, waiting to begin. What’s Yang doing now? Yang, the thorn in his side for years. He and his ilk continue working to bring down the remnant who’ve survived.

Yang strives to fill a power vacuum. The states are all but fallen apart. The lack of so much once taken for granted, ended those fifty states. With the United States government still holding sway, in a rump form.
 This Library of the Southwest’s compound sits in what would have been northeastern New Mexico. “Rayen, you know the facts, the region covers most of what was the tri-state, that and, along with western slivers of Kansas and Oklahoma.” At her nod, he thinks aloud, “The federal government collects no taxes, no longer runs elections. Mostly, all it does is maintain an army.” To prevent people from carving away parts of the former nation at the northern and southern borders, goes without saying.

 “They do reinforce the library’s rules. They still maintain an impressive force. It’s been ten years since an armed detachment moved through this area—”
 “—with pikes, bows, and horse units, agreed. But, mostly, they forsake their own governance over people.” That worries me.
 
 Finally, Lowe spies the Committee leader drawing close. Chairperson Rodriquez will want answers. But, with none to give her, he feels dread. Rayen’s given a signal. She knows when to slip off. No words, just a look, she’s ready to back off.
 He forces himself to focus on Rodriquez’s query, “Know anything, Manager?”
 “Frankly, the librarian’s told me nothing. Serra’s known to take his own council. I’m just the manager.”
 “We’re going to lose control to others like the cattlemen, if we aren’t careful.” Rodriguez bounds right into the heart of the matter. “Rayen, no slight to your uncle, it’s just that—we’re the ones who know what the future needs. We know how to work with what we have. It was a different world; we know we need to make our present life work.” It’s nothing they both haven’t voiced time and time again.
 Lowe regards Rodriguez carefully, a bold woman, thinking to deflect her, “The librarian’s not worried about small things.” He knows this won’t satisfy.
 Gawking at him, Rodriquez’s incredulous, she gives what he expects, “He thinks an armed militia built by cattlemen can be avoided?” 
 His hand first goes to his beard, then he touches the side of his nose. 
 “Librarian Serra’s mind dwells on other things.”
 “Chairperson, I apologize but, I must attend to some others, please.” Rayen moves away.
 Peering, Rodriquez nods a dismissal, then demands of Lowe, “How can we get through to him? He seems to leave everything to the Committee. Must we make the hard decisions? Face the consequences on our own?” Lowe knows that universal complaint. Who doesn’t?
 He whispers, “I think the time to act is now, before Yang has a real army.” Glad his signal wasn’t ignored. Rodriguez isn’t the one back-footed, Lowe keeps on, “With the scouts and a small group, we could disarm the cattlemen. Armed men.”
 Rodriquez looks left, then right; he’s touched something here, despite overstepping his bounds, with her outranking him. She all but blurts, “You know what the Committee’s said. We can’t arm ourselves and start a war!” she chides. “We have to wait until Serra gives us the word. Or until the threat’s obvious.”
 He takes the risk, responding forcefully, “The threat’s obvious to me.”
 She speaks as she moves, walking away from the shade they stand under, stonewalling him with a curt, “Remember the Committee’s decision.”
 Lowe’s not surprised. He’ll have to save people, even against their will. No one needs to tell him the librarian needs him to keep his head, he’ll help the others see the truth.
 A quietness flows around the square. Lowe spies the librarian. Moving slowly. Age has caught up with Serra. He advances directly to Lowe, who forces a happy smile. Looks around for Rayen, shakes his hand like it’s asleep, and she comes trotting over. Prepared to greet the leader. The pair hoping that now they’ll find out what change will befall them.










3 - Highest Authority in the Land


 
 With an embrace, Librarian Serra holds him close. “Manager Lowe.” A gentle hug. “So glad to see you. We meet so seldom, lately.” The librarian regards the others in the square. A nod to Rodriquez. Another to Rayen. “It’s good we can spend some time together.” Raising his voice, “I’m here today about an important change in our library administration. Thank you for coming.”
 The librarian points. “You all know Manager Lowe, he runs from library to library branch, best manager we have out there, and he sits on the Committee. Please, Manager Lowe, in the library lobby is the Book of Rules. Bring it to me.”
 A gasp escapes the crowd, hearing this request. Lowe’s unsure how to respond to the attention.
 Several glances between him and the librarian, who informs his closer listeners, “It’s time that new leadership takes charge of the regional libraries.” Lowe’s feels pride. I’ll be the successor at this time of change, but he knows to suppress any outward show, ‘til later.
 Walking to the steps his mind races. Without intending it, his thoughts go to the changes he’ll implement… Everyone now knows I’m to be the next librarian.
Once the Book of Rules touches my hand, I’ll be library leader in the Southwest. Lowe moves into the building’s lobby. Each step resonating with the moment’s importance. Over to the cabinet against the wall, there it lies. The sun shining through the south window brightly illuminates the room. Slowly he opens the cabinet door. This cloth-wrapped book, holds importance for the survival of humanity.
 In some regions, including Serra’s Southwest, communities adopted a local copy of the Book of Rules to signify librarian authority. After the Collapse, a group of surviving leaders made the rules that would be enforced around the land to prevent use of petroleum and internal combustion machines. In order that the Collapse would never happen again. The Book of Rules prevents new disasters.

Once I officially control it, I’ll be the highest authority in the land. This represents power in the Southwest. Placing his hand into the cabinet, he touches the cloth.

Something’s wrong.
 With a frantic fumbling, unwrapping it he finds only an adobe brick under his fingertips. It’s gone! He gapes over at the duty staff person at the front desk. “The book’s gone!”
 The young woman mirrors his shock with wide eyes, “No one’s been here all morning,” she blurts.
 Lowe doesn’t know how to tell Librarian Serra, the people. He rushes outside and bellows, “The book is gone!” but his voice breaks. His mind racing, he cannot focus. Can’t think what to do or how to fix this problem. In the square, the remaining people react nervously.
 People seem to clue off his behavior, as he stumbles down the steps. Nobody seems to know what to do. Those closest to him are the most upset.
 The librarian has moved to stand in the shade, under the pine tree. In the center of a pond of calm, with scouts standing closest. The young men and women speak softly, listening intently to Librarian Serra’s comments. This inner group appears oblivious to the churning, and murmurs of others in the square.
 Making his way over to Serra, Lowe’s eyes rove wildly, his hands shake. The librarian observes him approaching. “A problem, Manager?” How to craft an answer that’ll present me in a positive light? He dwells on the important tasks: stopping Yang, and continuing to enforce library rules.
 Lowe finally focuses himself. He repeats his top goals, like a mantra. First become library leader. Second stop Yang. “I must give you the bad news.” Serra studies him with curiosity. No fear or concern. Didn’t he hear me?
 “What news?”
 Lowe thinks about what this loss entails. Without the Book of Rules, will there be no normal transfer of authority? There can be no installation of a new librarian. The appointment will have to wait until the book is found, a replacement is ordered, or an alternative process is decided to pass authority.
 “Librarian, the Book of Rules is gone.”
 A shadow passes across Serra’s eyes. That quivery voice comes out, low and serious. “That will certainly slow things down.” He stops, glancing about at those in the square with a puzzled expression. Then, his tone lifts for all to hear, “I planned to appoint a new librarian today. Now you say we have to wait to install a successor?”
 Lowe sadly considers the librarian’s words to the crowd. “But Librarian, you must appoint your successor!” he insists, “Without the librarian, there are no library rules. With no library rules, the Southwest is doomed!”
 The librarian nods sadly, as do the scouts in the shade of the tree. “It does seem to be scary, the consequences of not having the Book of Rules. But we can’t install someone without the book, can we?”


 ~~~


 The librarian bestows a softening look of compassion on Lowe.
 Lowe thinks about what the Book of Rules represents. The people in the Southwest will expect it to be used to pass on the librarian position. There would be difficulty with many leaders in accepting any librarian not sworn in properly. The most powerful ones, including the cattlemen, might dismiss someone appointed in a different way. People might use the missing book as an excuse to replace any new appointee, and the libraries as voices of authority.
 Librarian Serra pulls an old pen from his jacket’s inner pocket. He holds it and focuses on it. His face softens. Are old memories flooding back? “This pen wrote a delicate line when the former librarian gave it to me. Antonia Gonzalez wrote with it every day of her adult life. Now the nib is damaged, and I’ve never found time to fix it.” He examines it, slowly, as if all eyes weren’t on him. “I carry it still, and think of my predecessor every time I touch it. Take it, Lowe, hold it. It can be fixed, and work with it can be carried on again.”
 Lowe allows shock to suffuse his face, struggling for what the librarian has in mind. Can one assume leadership, without the book? Lowe closes his eyes. He avoids reaching for the offered writing tool. Just a pen, he thinks, and a broken one at that. How can he reach him and everyone with the seriousness here?

We face doom, a return to the horrors of the Collapse, order, and authority could cease to exist here in the Southwest. How can he force Serra to face the danger that confronts them? Instead of facing the problem, the librarian offers me a damaged pen.
 “I can’t fix it either,” Lowe says softly. “I can’t repair a pen. Someone needs to fix our bigger problem. Goodbye, teacher. I am calling a meeting of my advisers.” He turns and walks away.
 Lowe’s mind roils as he goes. He fears for the future. He loves the librarian, but he also loves the people who need to be saved. To bring peace to the land, I must accomplish several things. And, fast. He needs to take over leadership. Yang must not succeed. Lowe alone, must be the one to gain loyalty, of all the people with power; he must destroy those who won’t obey.
 Striding from the square, he mentally lists the people he needs to meet with right away.


 ~~~


 The scout, William Way, observes the librarian slowly lowering his pen. The old man examines it and the men and women around him. Returning the pen to his pocket, Serra pauses, seems to decide. He turns to his right and stares. “William, what do you think of this old broken pen?”
 William contemplates the old instrument for a moment. “It can be fixed.”
 The librarian suggests, “Perhaps a pen serves more than just for writing?” Glancing to Rodriquez, then the scouts, and at Rayen’s back as she follows after Lowe. “Perhaps objects are useful for more than just physical purposes? For symbolic purposes? If our mind assigns importance to symbols in the world, then those symbols can mean anything, no? People follow flags, slogans that only mean something in their minds. So objects can represent whatever people need them to.”
 William nods in agreement. “Yes, Librarian, what we hold in our hands, serves the purposes we need in the moment.” Seeing the librarian smile, William reaches out and takes the pen from his hand. “This pen cannot write, but it can be a symbol which stands in for dreams and hopes we have.”
 “It is yours, if you wish.” With a firm nod. “As you attempt to make it work, think of me and the other librarians, and remember what we sought to create in this new world.” The librarian scans those around the square, and speaks more loudly, “Friends, I have an announcement to make.” After a momentary pause, “I’ve decided to retire. It is time. I am ready to step down as librarian for the Southwest Region. I am sure the staff and leadership in the region could keep the library running even better than I was ever able.”
 The crowd is stunned. As confused whispers fill the area, the librarian speaks again, “Now, I am going to buy some apricots at the weekly market.” He walks slowly toward the stalls set up on the square’s far side.
 William also moves in the same direction, toward those vendors. Nine stalls set up, so far. The weekly market fills with people coming from the surrounding land to exchange goods. People from close enough that a day’s travel allows them to reach town. On foot or with horses, vendors sometimes come from twenty kilometers away. William sees a vendor with cheese. He exchanges some fruit from his bag for a small creamy wedge.






4 – An Angry Torrent
 
 Inspecting the flat grassy ground, William’s pleased. Green, from hauling water up here. Before the drill, each centimeter of ground gets inspected for rocks or other encroaching objects. Prepared with great care. Hidden from view. The grass, watered when the rains don’t come. Aiden, the teenager they let do odd jobs every so often, pushes a hank of hair from his forehead. William grins as Aiden flexes his biceps when he drops the bag of weapons and sticks he lugged out from town, there on the grassy square.
 “Thank you.” William worries about what this young man sees, of the scouts’ secrets. “Time to go now.”
 “But—”
 “Yes?”
 “Couldn’t I stay? Learn by watching?”

Remember to not show too much, today, William thinks, defuse.
 “Turn around,” The boy does, slowly. Then he faces William again with hope in his eyes. But the scout announces, “We will. But not today. You need a few more kilos on you. You get back to town, work on that.”
 Aiden face runs through many permutations, before he acts like he just might walk off toward town. William knows he’s not really leaving, minutes later, he spies him, crouching behind the deep yellow rabbitbrush. 
 The dojo square is about two meters to a side. Five scouts stand around it, facing each other. Two are women. Some are stretching and limbering arms and legs, each hold smooth sticks.
 “Remember, we drill to condition our bodies and train our muscles.” William looks around at them. “But, if attacked in the world it won’t be an exercise or contest of skill. Attackers want to kill or disable us as fast and as crudely as they can.” This comes across the square and a louder voice William knows it will carry.
 Sophia taps her stick on her heel, “I can remember tales, in the first years after the Collapse, scouts were lost in large numbers. The first scouts were trained in contest martial arts with each other. They could duel and counter the thrusts of fellow students. But, outside the dojo, the killers weren’t dueling.”
 Miguel queries, “Attackers wouldn’t want an honorable victory?”
 William knows there’s no need to answer, their shock is enough of a tool for comprehension, he only hopes Aidan hears as well. “Now we train to survive. It simply is the way of our world today.” A respectful, new silence greets this.
 “We must remember,” William adds, “that what we’re learning through drills are maps to fighting among us, honorable scouts.”
 “But, the map isn’t the territory,” comes from Alejandra, shorter than Sophia, but just as tough.
 Sophia allows a smile at that, and raising her long stick, adds, “Most attacks are over in less than one minute.” She turns. “Let’s begin one-on-one, then switch to many-sided attacks. Alejandra, you and Miguel. I’m with you, Abdullah, to start.”
 Suddenly, with no more warning, greeting, or bowing, attacks begin. Some swing weapons first high then low, some drop their stick and launch themselves at knees and legs, with full speed charges. In an instant, the square is filled with apparently random melees and curses.
 After a few minutes, William calls a new configuration and a pair teams up to attack a single defender. Constantly switching sides, attacking from every angle. The fighters soon sport injuries, bleeding and bruised, winded yet grinning. After just a few more minutes, the drilling’s called to a halt.
 William reminds them, “The ideal goal we seek during a fight is to enter the zone. The state where the amount of your adrenaline increases your fighting ability, without overloading your system and making you weak.”
 “A sign of this zone is an apparent slowing of time. You’ll make decisions, take actions you’d normally not have time to accomplish. But, too much adrenaline finds you in tunnel vision, reduced hearing. Loss of feeling in arms and legs. Delusion and death.”
 The drills go on for another hour. Then, when most are breathing loudly, a final halt is called. They walk around to cool off, and one after another they settle in, sitting on the square.
 On the rocky outcrop overlooking the valley, the stars become more and more visible, dimly evident in the dusky night air. The five are mostly silent, often gesturing or whispering softly to each other. They sit close enough to touch shoulder to shoulder. 
 The moon’s climbing over the horizon, with only the top of Sinus Iridum’s rim peeking above to the South. The star’s reflections seen in the stream on the valley floor, by those on the outcrop’s edge. The air fills with rabbitbrush smell, not the most pleasant of smells, but familiar here in the late summer. 
 Some seem deep in thought or meditation. They act familiar and trusting of each other. They move their heads with an awareness of every sound, smell, and movement in the hills around them. 
 A light rushing of wind moves through the nearby shrubs.
 Sheathed swords lay close to hand, in front or behind each scout. Moving their heads with an awareness of every sound, smell, and movement in the hills around them, their attention focuses both outside the group’s internal thoughts and within. Each sits poised on the verge of action.

We’ve a serious problem, William thinks. How do I explain that we are responsible shepherds for the local community, when there’s no agreement within the community of how to proceed?
 Deep in thought, Way notices some seem lost in their own meditation. The five are mostly silent, often gesturing or whispering softly to each other, acting familiar, trusting of one another. Shoulder to shoulder, they sit close enough to touch. 
 William breaks his silence, “People often try to achieve easy answers, often looking for the one hero to rescue them. But without working to find the best compromise and solutions for allowing everyone to live in peace. What will a lack of the librarian do to our balance? If that’s what this is.”
 “Sophia, what will it take to achieve balance?” Miguel asks. William had reminded him, ‘The secret to leadership is to give the group the needed direction without either forcing compliance or drifting with events.’
 “We know the balance is unsettled now,” she answers. “The cattlemen see an opportunity to challenge power relations.”
 Abdullah reminds them, “The farmers want to be left alone and protected.”
 “The townspeople just want fair judges.” Alejandra shifts, and her toes touch her sword’s hilt. “The library staff want stability, to retain control. It seems only change can lead to balance here.”
 “Miguel, can we act in a way that will encourage the cattlemen to accept this status quo?” Abdullah asks.
 “The cattlemen’s future course will be determined by the next month or two. Some cattlemen are with us, some want power. Some fear change. And some stand aside from all struggles. The most influential will pull others along in their wake.”
 In William’s eye, the vastness of the Atlantic returns. He asks, “How some leaders choose will affect many others. Our actions should be to influence some of the influencers, yes?”
 The moonrise converts the dimness back to almost daylight visibility. Those gathered are similar in appearance. Men and women, with differing shades of skin color. Dressed the same in worn, brown vests of cotton and wool.
 “Alejandra, you’ve traveled the most along the river. What’s the feeling among those in the villages?” Abdullah asks.
 “There’s a great deal of goodwill. Toward the libraries. Many remember fondly how they brought peace and civilization back. If the balance can be restored soon, the villages will likely accept it.”
 But it’s William who answers, “The staff’s busy keeping things running while waiting for a new librarian. Be watchful, especially about a shortage of everything. Chaos creates opportunists. Many people donated to the library because of a history with Serra and now…” William notices Aiden has snuck closer, hiding behind a creosote bush. “We have no problem with housing or water, but our staff eats a ton of food every two months. The library gardens provide less than half our needs.”
 Sophia is the one who nods at that. The others weren’t raised with hunger as she was. William goes on, “Miguel, you’ll head toward Shiprock, please. Talk to the Navajo. We need to find if they’ll support our efforts in the coming months.”
 “Balances. I’m ready to begin traveling. Today.” Miguel attaches his sword to his belt.
 “Alejandra, please head to Lordsburg, see how many people support us. We hope to encourage them, there.” William gathers the practice sticks and adds them to a pile.
 “Sophia, your route’s along the Sacramento Mountain’s Eastern slopes. Get a feel for the region’s inhabitants. The border area’s history makes me think there may be cattlemen allies around there. The more we know where people stand, the better we can act.”
 She stands and whispers something to Miguel. then to Way she asks, “How long do we have before the balance becomes completely unstable?”
 Abdullah’s the one to offer, “Many of us agree that if balance can’t be restored before the month is over, we face extreme difficulty.”
 They slowly, one after another, stand. “So, let us meet back together in a week’s time.” William clasp’s each scout’s arm in their goodbyes.
 Bidding farewell’s done, they walk away.
 
 Finally, only William is left. He keeps watch as they disappear gradually into the dim night. When he sees them no more, he stands and examines the ground, making sure their passage has left no evidence. Now is the time for calling Aiden out of hiding, William offers him the choice, “Do you know of the Tucumcari Mountain waymark?”
 At Aiden’s excited assent, Way adds, “Have you what’s needed to accompany me there?”
 And they begin the walk eastward.


 ~~~


 Dorothea spies her ward daydreaming, lost in the view out over the beautiful valley. Almost two years since Eleanora first joined her on the farm. Well old woman, she muses to herself. Eleanora’d been gone most of last night. Got’s to punish her, now.
 Moving to just behind the girl, her voice rings out strict. If Eleanora knew, she’d see it’s an echo of Dorothea’s own granny. “Girl. Git back to the house. No daydreaming on this farm, here. There’s tasks to keep up with!”
 The girl shows not reaction to those words. She remains leaning on the fence, then, an angry torrent comes unleashed, “No, I won’t go to your house!”
 “My house? T’is your home, too.”
 “No, it’s your home, never mine. You always nattering, as long as I live under your roof, I must do as you say. So—”
 “—Eleanora, you need to control your words and emotions.” Dorothea stands towering over her. “Everything I make you do is to prevent problems —”
 “Forget that! We’re as primitive as we can be.”
 “Eleanora, you don’t understand, it was—horrible— death, the hunger, suffering. We mustn’t go through that again.” But her admonishments make no impact.
 “People change. We have to risk another Collapse, or never grow.”
 “That’s crazy talk. You know it. Too dangerous spouting such gibberish. You must stop. The Committ—”
 “—No, I won’t stop!”
 The older woman nods. “If you can’t obey, then punishment it is, until you do.” She grabs the teen’s wrist and pulls with a grip that surprises them both. “You don’t know what it is like to go hungry. Be afraid of every person you meet.” Eleanora resists, but those dragging feet slow nothing, Dorothea spits out, “You haven’t seen what people descend to when they be desperate.” 
 Eleanora’s grip on the fence breaks with a broken nail.
 Dorothea’s tightens even more. “You only know of a few bandits in these hills. I tell you, years ago, before the army came through,” she shakes the girl, “before the library scouts came enforcing the rules.” Another shake. Now they are at the barn. “Fear and danger walked the land, girl. You must know that. Obeying the laws, allows us to avoid those bad times.”
 “You can’t stop me. You may be right, but past is past. I’ll live in the present, thank you. I’ll never change. I have my own mind.”
 “The Committee wants to help us.” She pushes the girl to the milking stool. And doesn’t budge.
 “No, they want power and authority. I hate the Committee, and I hate the libraries.” Eleanora sobs and rushes on, “All the library cares for is control over information. They destroyed my family. Ruined my life. My parents wanted to make a better world. What do we have? Folks prevented from growing and learning. I’m not giving blind loyalty. They’re my enemy!”
 The old woman thinks about how she’ll respond. It’s her duty to keep Eleanora in line. Her parents broke the library’s rules. The Committee held a meeting. Her parents kept secret books. Dorothea thinks on what she heard.
 Eleanora’s the brightest young woman in the Southwest. Could be anything she wants, except what she wants. Unless I bend this child’s will, she’ll be destroyed as her parents were.
 




5 – Keep the Knowledge of the Books Alive
 
 Dorothea would’ve been kinder, but the Committee voted to isolate the Langford family from the city and any access to books. She knows how Eleanora’s life had been, filled with even more tragedy, since then. The first family they placed her with had also been attacked by bandits when their farm was overrun. 
 Dorothea refuses to budge from the milking stool. We’ll bide here to sunrise if need be. She thinks to the talks with her neighbors, ‘Bandits evolved, in a strange way, Ruthless, cult-like. In all the Southwest their beliefs and behaviors make a woman alone on her farm a magnet for danger.’ That’s why the Committee had sent the girl on to her.
 One result from that death and violence was Eleanora’s single-minded devotion to learning self-defense. Dorothea couldn’t stop her. And secretly, wouldn’t even if the Committee had asked her to. Poor woolly-headed child, thinks she’s fooling me, like I ain’t got ears. At her age, a master of staff fighting. No adults in a fifty-kilometer radius cared to challenge her to a duel. Coulda used the pennies wagering on her, too. 
 “You just keep your mind on tasks. And we’ll get along a lot happier, my girl.” For two years, I’ve tried raising her to respect rules be obedient. Now it almost seems too late.
 ~~~


 “You’re writing about books on the list?” Dorothea eyes the envelope she’s found in Eleanora’s room.
 “Why shouldn’t I write what I want to?” The girl snatches fast, but Dorothea lifts the letter out of her reach. She sets it down near her elbow by her rocker. Eleanora all but pouts, but that doesn’t stop a new tirade, “The Collapse didn’t mean that rights of freedom and free speech were revoked. No one voted approval of library rules. My parents told me about these books. Their parents told them. And I will tell everyone.”
 “Yes. Maybe.” It’s the same, week after week, letters secreted away in her room. “But these books are forbidden for good reason.” 
 The girl won’t stop. Off on her revision of the world, “Give me my letter! The rules don’t say anything to restrict biological weapons, yet they caused most deaths. It’s well known. Not technology in general, or gasoline engines.”
 Dorothea huffs, asserting strongly, “The librarians and their staff brought people together when most were at each other’s throats.” How many nights must she explain this to this girl? “Fighting in the world stopped because of the library.”
 “But now we are all simple farmers and living a primitive life. Is this what libraries doom us to. No books, no science, no technology?”
 “You know that isn’t true, young lady. You have some books to read. Steam trains run. There’re even balloons and dirigibles if you’ve a distance to go. Shouldn’t you respect that?” She relents, and the letter goes to her ward. With a frown as she hands it over. “Some of the cattlemen breaking rules, trying to unleash know-how on an untrained world. Do you want to be like them?” 
 “They may be wrong in some of the things they do, but some things make sense to change”
 Dorothea interrupts, “People ought not throw their lot in with the cattlemen, to turn the rules upside down danger rises.” Pausing, she thinks. “Another problem you young people don’t think of is that no matter who makes a discovery, it can be put to use by the wrong people. Now if not in the future. We must remember the lessons of the Collapse.”
 All she gets for that is a sullen look, and a chin pointed to the fire. The girl’ll never learn. 
 All of two seconds pass and Eleanora next spouts, “But, some people look at the forbidden books.”
 “Yes. It is needed so that each generation stays learnt of the danger. But, the duty is grave, only certain people have the clear mind, the control to be trusted with the truth. It must be hidden from all others.” She examines Eleanora’s face, hoping to get through to the stubborn girl. She can see the child’s unconvinced. The realization of her lack of progress saddens her. Dorothea knows what she has to do now.
 “I warned you, I told you what would happen if you didn’t change. From now on it’s restriction to the house, except when you must do errands. You cannot speak to anyone. About the books or science. This is how you must live now. I feel sorry for you.” She walks out of the small house and locks the door behind her. Dorothea grips the key tight, knowing how Eleanora must be shocked at this new set of events.

 ~~~



If I’m left alone, I can sneak out, Eleanora thinks as she walks to her room. She decides that sulking alone through dinner should be believable.
 Closing her door, wishing with all her might, for some way to bar it, she throws herself onto the narrow bed against the outside wall. I’ll never accept being locked up in this small farmhouse.
 Or an adult’s idea of what I should do. I need to spread the reader’s word. She tosses and turns. It’s so ironic, they encourage learning while at the same time suppress what people say.
 Eleanora traces the lines of roses on the wall paper over her narrow bed. The old lady’s protecting her old ways but it’s preventing a better future from being created. Eleanora offers a whispered pledge, I’ll topple the old system that oppressed my parents. Dorothea’s no idea how much Eleanora has already organized. The readers are spreading through the whole valley. It won’t be long before they reach out to additional villages beyond the region.
 It’s a coincidence that her group planned an expansion next week. That’ll have to be put off now. The group must be organized to wait and move more slowly.

The next steps in reader expansion can be scheduled just a little further in the future. Being grounded will make it harder to organize, but it won’t stop me. I’ll have to move more slowly, take my time.
 Sitting back on the bed, she crosses her legs, breathing deeply and meditates to calm her thoughts and relax her body. In a few minutes, she drifts off into a quiet meditative state. I’ve got a wait now. Dorothea must be dead asleep for this to work.
 
 A few hours later the bed lies empty. Eleanora’s dim shape moves alongside the stream that borders the eastern edge of the farm’s land. The moon lights the night, but the surroundings remain somewhat still.
 After a few kilometers, she reaches the village, with its several low buildings and houses. Her shadow moves down the street from one pool of darkness to the next. At one of the structures she stops and with a quick movement is inside the small dim building. Eleanora moves to the center of the darkened room and sits cross-legged in a position facing outward as do the others in this group circle. No one can clearly see anyone else’s face. There are six figures in the room, split between male and female. In unison, backs to each other, they each light one short candle for their turns at reading. 
 One dim figure speaks, “We are the Readers of Hidden Valley. Who will lead the reading?” 
 Eleanora answers, “I will lead this reading.” 
 Another asks, “What must we know at this reading?” 
 “We must know what to read. We must commit to knowledge. We must not forget the past. We must find out the hidden books. Only we can protect them. We must overcome the libraries. Knowledge must be free. We are the Readers.” 
 The group answers, “We are the Readers.” 
 The dim room returns to quiet. Deep breathing fills the space. Everyone waits with open eyes looking outward. “Reader Two has a problem. I have been restricted to my home. I won’t be able to attend gatherings for several weeks. We knew this might happen. Reader Three will take over as we planned, for just such a situation. Being Readers, those ones oppose us, old and set in their ways. Always the young risk resistance in bringing about a new world. We won’t be stopped. Our actions and our reading will create the future.” 
 “Reader Two,” a woman’s voice comes out of the darkness, “There is knowledge you need to hear.” 
 “Please speak.” 
 “Librarian Serra has stepped down, and the library’s Book of Rules has gone missing. It seems there might be a power struggle coming soon between the cattlemen and the libraries here in the Southwest.” 
 “That is good knowledge to have.” Eleanora responds with a soft voice. “Is there any other knowledge to share?” 
 Another speaker joins in, “I have knowledge, there will be a Committee gathering outside the main regional library town on the Tuesday in a week. All the cattlemen and Committee members are expected to meet.” 
 “Are any regular people invited?” Eleanora asks. 
 “No, it seems only important ones will be voting at that meeting, but so many observers are expected that it’s planned for the open air, for no building can hold them all.” Eleanora thinks about how she might arrange to be there on that date, the meeting sounds important. 
 “There are rumors that the missing Book of Rules is out here in the foothills,” another voice speaks out. “Some are saying the thieves come from here and have returned after their crime.” 
 “Do you think we will be investigated?” Eleanora asks. 
 “It isn’t clear who might have stolen the book, but everyone is being investigated. Merchants and others who’ve traveled here are passing on the rumors.” 
 Eleanora thinks, Of course. The library’ll do anything in its power to keep control. No matter who is responsible for stealing the book, libraries will benefit with more power. 
 Reader Five speaks next, “We are making some progress in convincing travelers to open their minds to the knowledge from the past. But, it is still an uphill struggle. Even harder with the cattlemen. We need to work harder to show that our ideas provide real benefits for the people living on the edge in this difficult world.” 
 “This is good knowledge,” she says. “Keep gathering. Share whatever you hear that affects books. Our knowledge is spread when we spread among ourselves and others what we know.” She knows better than to turn and face anyone. She pauses before continuing. 
 “I want to talk about the books I know. I will talk about books that aren’t forbidden.” She takes a breath, “There are books about anthropology, archeology, economics, geography, psychology, engineering, and law.” 
 Stopping that list, still incomplete, Eleanora then lists sub-categories in some of the fields of knowledge and books she has seen or heard covered for these fields or sub-fields. After almost an hour, she can no longer speak anymore. She bids, “You others remember my knowledge and spread it.” 
 In the same darkness that they started the meeting, they snuff out their wicks and disperse into the night. 
 
 Nighttime sounds come at her as she walks back home. Creatures in the underbrush. She hears some kind of cat. It’s probably a small bobcat, looking for dinner: a mouse or rat. There’s a gentle breeze. She’s happy with the wind’s sound, this will help cover her sneaking back into the house. 
 She worries that her efforts with the readers might be misplaced. Unless they can get their hands on real books, talking about them might not be enough. There are only a few hundred books, mostly the Bible, available in the community to be shared. 
 After the Collapse, agents of the libraries had scoured the land looking for books to hoard. And now trying to keep knowledge alive is slow hard work. There isn’t much Eleanora can do about it right now. We Readers have to work with the conditions that exist today, and little by little try to change things. 
 One thought keeps her warm on her walk home. 
 As long as we keep the knowledge of the books alive, perhaps there’s hope. 




6 – Zeno the Goat
 
 


 


 Walking in the moon’s light has brought Eleanora back near to the house. She moves slower, moving from shadow to shadow, using her wits to blend into the surroundings. What would the world be like without the libraries? If only she could find more people who love knowledge and wanted to set it free. The cattlemen, they’re opposed to the libraries, they don’t respect knowledge or books either.
 She can hear the stream burbling and see the outlines of the garden plots. Carrots and squash will soon be large enough to harvest.
 Her bedroom window is still slightly ajar, as she’d left it. It’s hard enough to see, so she isn’t worried, but it never hurts to be careful. And, practice is always useful in its own right. She creeps up to the wall beside the house. She hears a goat lowing from the shed and chickens fluttering just a bit. After a brief pause, she catches darkness as clouds pass before the moon. She opens the window. Moving more swiftly, she climbs into the and closes it tight.
 A candle’s glowing on the small table in tiny room’s center. Her knees weaken. She looks around. There is no chair, but she can make out a figure sitting on the bed. She stands trembling in the flickering glow.
 ~~~


 “When are we going to rest?” Aiden whines to William. The trip has been long and dry. Because of this season, it is far from wet on the trail they follow. Each traveler carries water in a small flask, which Aiden sips too often, William’s already scolded. Even the sword, which he is so used to after the number of years strapped on his back, is beginning to weigh heavy. He can’t blame the boy. The air feels as though it is about thirty-one Cs and a small line of sweat rolls down William’s back. The undulating hills are gentle, and they can see in all directions.
 They’ve moved steadily toward the east, along the foothills that move through grass fields and scrub forest. Small groups of people live in these hills. Family farms and tiny communities gathered around water and fruit trees. With only small numbers of cattle in the corral, so far.
 “We’ll see cattlemen land soon.” 
 Aiden questions, “Why are we avoiding people?”
 “We only need a little food on this trip. We’ve no business with the people who are isolated in these parts,” William informs. “Riles folks, seeing strangers at their gates.” The boy’s eyebrows lower, thinking on that. “There’s not much time, for explaining, all that give and take, to reach the end-point of this trip and return.” William continues, “That’s why when we see signs of others, we mostly move on as fast as possible. “
 
 A day of walking is an intense experience. The kilometers could move smoothly with a steady rhythm and steady breathing, but with the boy, William’s gazing at the sun, and knows he’s fallen behind. Hour after hour passes with little attention to higher brain effort. It is a serious task he’s on in these eastern valleys.
 From behind him comes still another question, “But, how do we know what the outcome of this journey will be?”
 “Our goal’s to move into the cattlemen’s terrain, contact some of them, and return to the library in time for the Committee gathering.” William tries to set Aiden’s mind at ease, spitting at the end of this, as if what’s been said has no weight. Aiden’s mimicking that hawking as William continues, “Each scout has traveled in different directions. They’re all seeking to get a feel for people in the region. Certainly, some people are against the libraries. Even you’re aware of that. It’s hard to know who and how many want to see the system changed.” Part of his mind is worrying about where this journey might take him.
 “You need to train me.” Again, Aiden picks up his refrain.
 “It’s hardly dangerous traveling along these roads. This region’s become more stable. Fewer reports of attacks and crimes. We need fewer scouts.”
 “But, you a scout, we might be a target for ones—angry at the libraries or authorities.”
 He’s right, there are complex relationships. This makes for a two-edged sword. On one side library staff can count on help and often, support from official agencies. But the negative side stands: people angry at the libraries for policies having nothing to do with the libraries.
 “Worrying won’t make you feel any better, so let’s move our thoughts into more useful directions.” William’s mind is busy too, unconsciously following seemingly random thought patterns of his own which he tries on Aiden, “The world around us provides input for our senses. Minds combine that input, with memories each minute, to make constant moving scenes of scattered thoughts.”
 “Huh.” At this, Aiden’s stopped on the trail once again, unscrewing his flask. “Is that how scouts think?” 
 “There’s much more in the world than feeble human senses can detect, boy. We believe all humans must extend their minds, beyond the senses’ simple inputs.” William wonders if Aiden follows. “Remember that. The world of the senses doesn’t contain everything that is possible in the world. There’s more going on in this valley and the world that cannot be seen.”
 “Go on. Stop teasing me.”
 William now slows also, facing the red-faced lad. “The mind benefits, Aiden, being able to imagine what’s not in front of the eyes. We take actions based on those imaginings. While most decisions need to be based on what’s seen before us, some decisions should depend on things we cannot see. “
 “I have to live in the real world, don’t I?” Aiden frowns, and he whips his hat from his hair, swiping at a bush.
 “Well.” They’ve begun walking again, “You think the collapse happened because of right-thinking folks? Do you?” The boy can only shake his head, no, at that. “Damn right. We have to accept that much of our lives are lived based on ideas, fantasies, and hopes.” How to explain the difficult part? “Now, as we struggle back to some sort of new reality, we need to integrate thoughts that aren’t here-and-now with our immediate perceptions. Many wrong choices are made because of poor correspondence between the different types of knowing we use. “
 “So, you should teach me everything.” William can’t help but smile. Then, Aiden tries a new tact, “Speaking and language gives me power?”
 “You’ve got the wrong end of the stick, boy.” Will this answer help? “Balancing the two and knowing when each can serve or mislead is the key to healthy living.” William knows, having spent those years in recovering, not to let fantasies drive actions that hurt people.
 “Okay, so as a scout, you’re saying you learnt that the human mind can soar with eagles and wallow with crocodiles in the mud?”
 “Both can serve purposes, but the human mind is so powerful it is dangerous.” William remembers what Serra once told him, ‘balance between the mind’s drives and uses helps prevent being led off track. Knowing when reality requires obvious actions and when decisions must be made.’ But aloud, he continues, to Aiden, “The human mind is a powerful tool and a potential trap.”
 An astounding silence follows, for a counted two hundred and eighty steps. It impresses William that Aiden then asks the important question, “Well, are things getting better?”
 “In some ways, people seem to have improved. Demagogues and tricksters seem less successful in recruiting followers. If this trend continues, the world doesn’t have to make the same mistakes that led to the Collapse.”
 “Okay, so— we’re working to be better. I can see that.”
 “This is a deep library goal. To help guide humanity to greater maturity. Clearer thinking.”
 The next makes William pause, hearing such an idea from Aiden, “So, when will the libraries no longer need to restrict knowledge from books?”
 William feels he’s taught Aiden something to get him thinking, but enough’s enough. Their supplies almost exhausted, William lets them head toward a small farmhouse off to the north about one-half kilometer away. If they can get a few bites to eat, he should be able to travel a few more days. Mayhaps Aiden can be left behind here. The building is wood and dirt with several small vegetable plots on each side. A corral in the back looks like it might hold goats. “What’s started needs to be continued and improved. Like you. Ready for a stop? Something to chew on?”
 “I can rest. And eat!”
 
 ~~~


 
 The little girl calls out, “Mommy!” in delight, “Here come some mens!” Then she runs back to the house. Mother steps out the door, looking at the approaching men.
 “Be thirsty,” Mother says and walks back through the doorway. “Fetch some water, Henrietta. Use the blue pitcher.”
 She watches them move closer. A young man with dark hair and dark skin wearing clothes like a city person and a sword tied to his back. She’d seen the type of vest he is wearing. Henrietta’d seen it one time when they’d been in town.
 Her mother’s watching too, told her that time, that they’re known to be scouts. From the library. But his companion must not be, no vest, he’s covered in dust and looks tired and thirsty.
 The younger of the pair stops a meter from the doorway and waits. It’s the scout who bows to the little girl. As Mother comes forward, he bows to her as well, introducing himself. “I am William, I am disease free and come in peace to all people. “
 “Henrietta, go fetch that water, girl. There is no disease here, sir. You are welcome in peace. Take your rest.” She looks at his clothes and the sword, then at the young boy at his side. “You be on library business?”
 “I am a scout for the library, William, but I have no business for this valley,” he nods to the boy, “and Aiden. I am traveling to the East.”
 A crooked smile forms on Mother’s face, “Well I’ve only seen a scout once before, I’m glad you stopped.”
 Henrietta walks up balancing a jug and two dippers made from hollow gourds. “Hello, I’m Henrietta, but people call me Henry.”
 “Hello, Henrietta, Glad to meet you.” The scout takes the water offered.
 His friend, does as well, asking, “How old are you?” He smiles down at her.
 “Nine. Next month.”
 “You have a wonderful farm here,” William says to the mother and child, spreading his arm in a semi-circle.
 “We struggle. But we’re doing better, the last few years. Bandits were bad when we first moved here. Her father died from injuries years ago.” The mother smooths her child’s hair from her forehead. “Two scouts came then. Cleaned out the local bandits. It has been much safer.”
 “I have a baby goat,” Henrietta says as she leads the pair to the wide but dusty porch. “His name’s Zeno. He was whelped a month ago!”
 “That is an important responsibility, are you taking care of Zeno?” Aiden’s settled down, seems glad to be sitting and in the shade.
 “Yes,” she answered. “When Gertrude lets me. That’s the mother goat.”
 “Goats are a treasure and should be cherished.”
 “Are still you thirsty?” she asks, holding out the jug once more.


 ~~~


 Evelyn hands William a small cloth wrapped bundle. “Here is a little to eat to get you to the next valley. With only one mouth, it’ll go a ways longer, Yes?”
 “Yes. Thank you,” William says, He looks thankfully at the mother and daughter then hands the empty jug to Aiden. Who they’ve agreed can stay. Bowing to Evelyn, “You are bringing civilization back to the land. You’ll be remembered for that.”
 “Thank you for giving me the boy to aid us for a few days.” 
 “Thanks for your help,” He holds up the food bundle. “Where does this road lead to next?”
 She looks off to the east. “In a few kilometers, you’ll come to the river. This time of year you need to cross by boat. Our neighbor Smith has a small raft. He ferries people for a small exchange. With your vest, he’ll take you across for free—you from the library.”
 William bows, “All my best for you and your farm.” He looks at the girl, “All the best with your goats, Henry. “
 Then the scout leaves and continues on down the road.
 Henrietta takes Aiden’s sleeve, she walks him over to the goat corral to look in on Zeno and Gertrude.












7 – Building Strife on Shore
 
 Sebastian Smith watches one of the waiting passengers with a suspicious glare. This one with his very distinctive sword. Everyone carries some kind of weapon, that’s common sense. Bows, staffs, down to youngsters with knives. But the shifty man’s sword, fastened at his side, seem too overly decorative, rigged for a quick draw. Unusual, in Smith’s experience on the river.
 It’s very strange how that one’s been waiting at the river’s west side for two days now. Smith has taken two loads of travelers across in that time. Mostly farmers traveling to market. Usually, the only reason people postpone crossing is that they have nothing to trade, to pay for the trip. What’s his game? This one’s already paid, for food from the local vendor as well, so he obviously has the fare. 
 Sitting over on the slope, the stranger watches everyone around him. Smith thinks back to the last time he’d seen bandits, twenty years ago. He mutters to his boy, Asher, “Those dangerous, hard men I told you and your sis about? This here fella reminds me of ‘em. Sitting over there, still as a snake. Has bandit written all over him.”
 Smith reckons time’s come to make his next crossing. When there’re customers, he usually makes one trip daily. Sometimes at the busiest times, he’ll make two or more. For this slow time of year, Smith’s happy with the load that’s waiting. His boy, counts heads, like he’s been taught, “Traveling trader with donkey, carrying a load,” the boy says. “Family of four, several boxes, probably carrying fruits and vegetables.” Smith begins thinking about loading up and getting across while the getting’s good.
 His son taps his shoulder and points westward. About half a kilometer away a small figure comes striding straight for the crossing. Whoever comes seems determined to cross. “New customer?” his son asks.
 Smith hopes so. “I’ll give the call to board.” He’ll be here by then, and we can shove off.
 Several people, waiting on the bank, now catch Smith’s eye, looking for a sign. His chin, with a brief nod, sends the message that when the newcomer arrives, they’ll load. The potential passengers seem glad the wait’s over and start lifting their goods for the passage.
 One person doesn’t look at Smith at all. The strange man. He stands now, with sword, stares intently at the one approaching. Shading his eyes, with his hand on his hilt.
 Again, Smith thinks of bandits from the old days.
 
 The newest passenger walks up the trail and stops to drink from the water trough. Returning the cup, he looks at the vessel and the boatman. Smith’s is a big wooden raft. Seen plenty of wear. Large enough to carry ten and maybe a goat or two. Smith knows what the man sees: Him, big and strong and his son, Asher, fifteen, with muscles too. Smith waves in the raft’s direction, in invitation to the newcomer.
 Up close, Smith can see what’s what. A scout. No fare from this one. The scout moves to offer a hand, and his request for portage. Everyone has started to gather up their belongings. “Peace to you all, I, William, am free of disease.” The others nod or respond casually, except the swordsman who moves a little clear of the others and stares intently at the scout.
 “We are almost—”
 “—People say scouts can never be defeated with swords,” the swordsman barks.
 “People are wrong.” This William doesn’t bother to face this challenger. “I personally saw a scout defeated, when I was young.”
 “So, you aren’t a great scout sword fighter?” the other says, with a sour tone.
 “I am proud to say, I’ve never drawn my sword in anger.”
 Danger in his tone the swordsman asks, “How can you know if you can use it if you have never used it in anger?” At this, father and son exchange glances.
 “My sword teacher said, ‘it is a sign of weakness, drawing the sword in anger.’”
 “He must be dead now,” the angry man counters, and Asher grins, the young fool.
 The scout responds, “My teacher is living peacefully in her old age, raising her children and grandchildren.”
 “That’s no teacher, my teacher’s killed five men!”
 “That is too bad.” William asks gently, “couldn’t your teacher reason with them?” 
 The waiting passengers have all boarded, making themselves small, hoping to leave the building strife on shore. The Swordsman, still rankles William with his gibes, “What’s reason got to do with sword fighting?”
 “The greatest weapons folks possess are our minds. And our ability to speak to one another,” he again answers the other’s hostility with a gentle tone and calming body language.
 “That’s crazy, fighting’s about killing others. Before they kill you.”
 “Fortunately most people don’t want to kill us.”
 “I don’t give them a chance! Draw fast, sure. Cut swift and strong.”
 “I think it is often more important to know when not to draw the sword,” he says, with a smile at the others standing waiting. Smith spits out some tobacco. Silent. But ready.
 The other says nothing, now moving in threat toward the scout. On board, the young kid mewls at his mother. But the passengers only look to Smith in silence.
 “Well, we are lucky,” William smiles at that, “that you’re so skillful and can protect us from the dangers out here.”
 One family member laughs which brings the swordsman a grimace. The scout relaxes visibly, with loose open hands at his sides and lowered shoulders.
 The stranger sneers at that. “I don’t believe you are a library scout. No scout’d be so harmless. Unprepared to fight.” 
 “Perhaps you are right. Many of us aren’t what we appear.”
 “You are a cowardly impostor. Afraid to defend yourself. Or is it you just have no guts, no honor?”
 “You certainly are entitled to your opinion,” the scout says turning his back.
 Facing Smith, who announces, “All right, let’s make this crossing, heavier boxes in the middle. We will leave now. If you’re coming.”
 The scout moves to where the boatman stands, next to the raft’s side. A simple dock-like set of logs are piled on the shore along the lapping water. “I’m ready, I’d be glad to take an oar.”
 “Good, I was hoping you were used to rivers. You take the right, I cover the left, and my son mans the rudder. It is rough water this time of year.”
 The others shift, and one glances to the swordsman, then back to the others. The six passengers make for a slightly tight fit, with packages and goats, but not uncomfortably so. They keep attention on the dangerous one has he carefully struts onto the raft, taking more space than anyone else.
 “We head into the current and let it push us about a half kilometer down to the other side,” Asher says to William, the youngster points across and down river, to where a similar rough pier is built.
 Smith calls out, “Get ready to push when my son casts off and jumps in. Now.” William uses the long oar to push strongly against the pier, and the raft moves sluggishly into the current.
 “Don’t let us hit the sandbar,” the boatman calls to William, he points downstream where a low flat spit of sand is visible in the river’ middle. William and Smith pull hard maneuvering further into the downstream current. They only have about 100 meters to cross, but it is slow going. For every meter moved forward, they move meters downstream. “If we push hard enough we’ll just miss it.”
 Asher calls from behind, “Once or twice a year we do hit it.”
 Smith laughs, “We must pull all the way,” He glances meaningfully at William. “use all your strength.”
 The passengers try sitting steady in the rough tossing, on the several boards positioned on the raft. Packages lay on the wet bottom between their feet.
 The suspicious swordsman, sits facing William, and continues his haranguing, “You may not be a swordsman, but at least you can row,” he says with a crooked smile, and his right hand tightly grips the hilt of his sword. “You should get rid of that sword and take up a cowardly profession, working on rivers.”
 Smith gives a momentary glance toward the trouble maker, a glint of impatience on his face. “Don’t act stupid…”
 William keeps his eyes on the water and the far shore. 
 “Stroke just slower than me,” the boatman says, “we can turn a little more into the flow.” But, his son leans hard into the rudder oar jerking the raft over the rough current, unseating the loud mouth.
 The swordsman hardly notices, his fight with William alone. “Fake swordsman. Can’t defend himself or anyone else. I bet your whore of a mother kicked you out for being useless.”
 “You are right,” William says loudly while keeping his focus on the water. “I never fight. I would rather talk or row than fight.”
 “Thought so. You can’t fight. Let’s end this farce,” he says, rising to draw his sword.
 Swift as an adder, Smith lifts his oar and aims it, dripping, at the swordsman’s head. He shouts out, “We hit that bar, we’ll all be outta luck. You endanger me, mine, or my passengers, sir, you will be dead in the water afore you finish that cut! Put that away, and sit! Now!”
 The swordsman stands frozen for a minute before backing down. Pushing his sword into its sheath. He then lowers himself slowly, keeping a murderous glare at William. “You are a complete fraud!” He shouts at William. “I challenge you to prove yourself!”
 For less than a second, William barely glances at the angry fighter. “Let’s get all these people safely to shore first. We can fight. Later.” Many passengers give William a grateful look as he returns his focus to the river.

The sandbar’s close, impossible to miss. Smith grunts as he works, pulling faster than before, William’s equaling his strokes and Asher leans his full weight against the rudder.
 “A few solid pulls now, and we’ll be there,” Smith calls out. Finally, they reach close to the shore. Smith’s exhausted after the ten-minute journey that’s felt like an hour. Smith can see William has handled watercraft before, watching how he focuses on moving his side around so it can meet the shore.
 Smith’s expression shows his regret that the scout’s been challenged to fight on his raft. After working hard helping to bring the raft in safely, he thinks, too bad he’s in danger now.
 Asher calls, “Son, make ready to land.”

Nothing we can do. I’ll only signal the boy if there’s no other option.
 Reaching the shore, William grabs a line and jumps off, pulling the raft hard against the logs. He holds the line in one hand and helps the women passengers out one at a time.
 The foolish one waits until William’s stepped back; before jumping off with his hand on his sword.
 
 Everyone gathers ashore inspecting their damp possessions. The nearest village lays in sight, up the road. A few people come wandering over to see who’s among the arrivals. The swordsman purposefully steps left, right, testing the damp ground for drier patches to stand.
 People off the raft, bold in telling villagers about the possible fight, point and circle. The new watchers join the passengers, ready to find what’s to happen.
 The swordsman, with his bold words, postures as if he is ready to fight immediately, an occasional look to those watching. Moving slowly around William, his taunts are now for the villager’s ears, Even Smith recognizes that.
 “I am ready to prove you are no swordsman!” William nods at Smith to check that the raft is secure. At Smith’s response, William turns. 
 There are now nearly two dozen people standing very close to the raft and behind him. With a sureness that makes the swordsman quickly move back away, William initiates this inevitable action.
 “We can certainly fight.” William slowly looks around the clearing and the riverfront.
 “Let’s.”
 “But don’t you think this is the wrong place?”
 “Showing your cowardice?”
 “What about all these good neighbors? Aren’t they in danger if we fight here?” William waves his arm in a circle. Looking harmless, from all that Smith can gauge.
 Asher whispers, “He’s not moved a hand to the sword on his back.”




8 – You Will Obey
 In the crowd, some startle, nervous, stepping back away from the pair. “It seems to me that if we go waving our swords around someone else might get hurt.” There are some nods among those watchers.
 “I’m sure I can kill you without much sword waving happening at all,” The swordsman promises, but there’s something more in his crooked smile. “You have another idea?”
 Smith thinks, I hope to heaven he does.
 “That sandbar we passed. Who’d get hurt, but one of us?” William waves back into the river. “People could see everything.” 
 The swordsman looks at the piece of land; the small stretch of sand in the current’s middle. 
 Smith sees something on that obnoxious face. Perhaps it reminds him of the sandy training floor he brags of so.
 “Someone will get hurt, just you wait.” Tightly gripping his sword hilt, the swordsman demands, “You, boy! How do we get to it?” 
 William looks at Smith with a strange smile. “If the boatman will loan us his raft we can row out.”
 “With my raft? I’m going with you. I don’t trust neither of you. Besides, what if you kill each other? I need my raft.” He whispers a word to Asher, then moves to it, amid the crowd’s murmurs. “Be harder, we have to pull up against the current for half the trip.”
 As the boatman holds the craft fast, the swordsman jumps in and moves to the front. William steps on and takes up the oar. “Asher, push us off. Scout, take the right this time.” 
 With no one on rudder, the two rowers must work together to keep pointed upstream. Smith yells over the current, “Pull up straight for three meters, then we can move toward the bar.”
 They pull hard for the river’s middle. The two rowers develop a rhythm and move smoothly out away from shore. Another taunt comes across the raft, “I’m so superior a fighter, I’ll even show my back to you when we first step onto the sand.” 
 William asks, “I step on last?”
 “Why not, who are you too take precedence?” the other says, “I’ll go first and move back enough for you to safely come ashore. Don’t want anyone to think it isn’t a fair fight.”
 As the rowers close in to the bar, they pull back at the last moment, so the raft just touches the sandy bottom at the front without getting stuck. William gives a second strange smile to Smith. He nods toward the river-bank they’ve just left. Smith looks back at him with surprise, then a slow smile crosses his face. 
 William faces forward again and calling, “All right, jump now.”
 The swordsman jumps grandly, his hand never leaving his sword hilt, onto the sand, he takes two long strides away from the raft, then turns whipping out his sword. 
 Stunned as the raft pushes off and moves smoothly out into the current.
 “You coward! Where’re you going, swine?”
 William and Smith pull hard, in unison, the raft drifts below the sandbar. “You are right. I am a coward. We scouts are taught never to draw our sword, except in the libraries defense. So you see, I can’t fight you. You win by default.”
 “You said you’d fight,” the swordsman, sputtering with rage, runs along the sand, to keep up with the south drifting raft.
 “And so I have,” William calls, “But with my mind and intellect. You will learn. And not be so quick with the sword when then next time a fight presents itself.”
 “Better not leave me here, Scout! I’ll come and kill you.” He threatens, looking at the dozens laughing on shore.
 “Learn from this experience.” William offers a final shout, across the rushing, widening current, “You’ve lost nothing here, except time. I am sure Smith here will be glad to drop by the sandbar the next time he takes a load across.”
 Smith offers only a glance. No confirmation.
 “I will chase you. There is nowhere you can hide. You will have to fight me.” He shouts, waving his sword in the air.
 “Perhaps you will, but not before I reach Yang. Then your employer will know you failed.”


 ~~~






 The old lady sits quietly on the bed, eyes owl-bright. “Eleanora! What in the world!” Eleanora startles but tries calming herself, she hides her shaking hands in her apron’s pockets.
 “Out—for a walk.”
 “I told you! You are grounded!” The older woman’s stern expression threatens more punishments to come. Eleanora’s almost ready to push the point and walk out. But she thinks about her lack of a plan, how will I live, where will I go?
 “It was a simple walk!” Her voice rises. Full of ire at being caught. “What is wrong with going for a walk?”
 “You broke my rules! Not following the authorities’ instructions.”
 Eleanora is frustrated with the years of putting up with strangers running her life, “I don’t recognize that authority! Bunch of people who don’t let me live my own life?” Eleanora feels sorry giving the old lady a hard time, but enough is enough.
 “You are living with me for a reason.” 
 “A reason!” It comes out like a curse. “You’re supposed to make me stop seeking knowledge! Stop me wanting to know how to make machines!” The oil lamp shudders as their voices raise. “You will never be able to stop me.”
 “Have you learned nothing?” The old lady all but wails, and now she’s standing and they are nose to nose. “Am I supposed to make you give up the foolishness of your parents? Yes. That is what I am charged with.” Anger mixed with sadness clouds in her expression. “You could live a normal life. It is crazy to fight the authorities in these things. Marry, raise children. Help re-populate the earth. That’s what a girl’s good for.”
 “Never. I won’t give in.”
 “You think science and knowledge can make the world a better place? You are following the same destructive path your parents did.” She demands, “You don’t accept that the wrong science and knowledge destroyed our world and brought us to where we are today? And science brought us to this place!”
 “No!” comes Eleanora’s rebuttal, “Knowledge is the only thing that can save us! You people who tell us what to read and what we can learn are freezing us in the stone age.” 
 The older woman is now to the door, having no more of this.
 “Stupid girl. You are endangering all we’ve built in this new world. People like you must be stopped.”
 “Try it, old woman.”
 Her hand tightens on the door’s knob. “I’ll make sure you can’t get out.” She steps out. Eleanora can hear the bolt being lowered. Through the door comes, “In the morning I’ll nail shut that window, girl. You think on that! The only way you’ll get let out is when you work. I will control you!” Her feet sound down the hallway, along with one more threat, “So get it through your mind that you will obey.”


 ~~~
 Eleanora now realizes, the time’s come. 
 Dorothea’s words have pushed her plans into action. The past week of secreting things in her room has come to fruition. She casts around for what she doesn’t want to leave and reaches for her traveling bag. In it she slips a small picture of her parents. The chest at the base of her bed has clothes and some food ready. She slings her water flask back onto her shoulder. Thirst’ll be the biggest challenge.
 Taking off her shoes, she climbs up and reaches into the rafters’ corner, retrieving her fighting staff.
 Eleanora takes another long lingering look around the room she’s called home for two years. She wedges the bed chest against the door to make it harder to force open. Finding a scrap of paper, she writes, Goodbye, Eleanora. and leaves it on her pillow.
 Killing the lamp, she opens the window much more slowly and quietly this time. 
 Standing still, she listens for several minutes at the open window. Sure no one waits outside, she checks possessions one last time, then climbs out.
 Standing against the wall, the night noises seem to be calling. Agreeing that it’s time to go. At this late hour, the moon’s setting, making Dorothea’s farm almost too dark to see. With well-practiced steps, she walks east toward the road which runs completely across this valley. 
 Reaching it, she starts moving. With a very fast walk, the farm’s left behind.
 It’s a hard pace, but she keeps it up for hours. As the length of her night wears on her, she slows down to a solid walk. The steps fast and angry at first had tempered with the miles, now what’s on her mind is a worry about her life’s changes. I’m abandoning a beginning group of readers in town with this escape.
There’ll be no one to put the group in contact with the wider reader community. At this thought she reconsidered for a second. But, no. She knows she must flee. They’ll have a hard time without leadership.
But I have to find a safe place to live.

 After several hours, Eleanora, winded, slows to a halt. Moving a short way off the trail. In the dark, she finds a place and lays down under some thick scrubs. What steps to take next? I don’t have much of a clue. Weary, the last thing she remembers is the stars forming the Plough in the sky. At least there’s that constant.


 ~~~


 Opening her eyes to a bright day, she finds she’s ended up under a bush. How tired was I? The road behind her looks empty. And the road ahead wide open. Dusting off her clothes and checking her possessions, Eleanora yawns. After sipping water, she checks the food, she purposely ate nothing all night long. Maybe enough for three days. If I can’t find a new home, I’ll be losing weight.

My choices mean everything now. Reader Three had said Yang’s building up a group of soldiers. I can go there… Investigate what’s going on. If there’s a chance for fighting, it’ll begin here in the region, she needs to, perhaps I can help stop the fighting.
 Resuming her trip east, she sets a pace that feels like she can keep all day. Yang’s ranchero lays about two days easterly. There’s no sign of others on this road that whole day. And half the following one.
 
 As she travels through a denser undergrowth, she’s adjusted her pack once or twice. Here along this arroyo, she catches the scent of fire on the wind. But not so distinct she’d think to hide, or flee. Following her nose, she moves off the trail a few meters. And the minute she sees the fire-pit, she feels nervous. Is it a trap? The silence seems artificial. I could skirt this place, she tells herself. But, something changes that thought. Eleanora settles down, examining the remains of this camp more closely.
 She’d last seen bandits when her parents were killed in front of her. This must be the remains of a camp. Messy, the fire still smolders, trash lying around. She estimates, five or six. They obviously must have traveled ahead, in the same direction she was headed. I need to avoid them.
 Unslinging her staff for the first time on this trek, she worries, a little late now, if I meet trouble. She thinks of Dorothea’s almost daily warning, ‘Bandits cursed the region after the Collapse. People fallen into barbarity. It was a time when the strong ruled the weak.’
 In town they often discussed the bandits, some people saying that at first, the local bandits actually started with good intentions and tried to help others survive. Some spit at the very word, Bandit. They argued, ‘The last twenty years’ve only seen destruction and harm.’
 But, whatever the truth, the history goes: many years ago, an army from the United States had marched through and smashed any group attempting to stand against them. Then years later library scouts searched out the bandits, identified by local farmers, and eliminated them. Now people very seldom see ‘em in this area. But, everyone knew there were still some dangerous men in these foothills.
 Eleanora thinks about what it means, this abandoned fire, this group’s on the move.

They must need to replenish their supplies.

I faced murder with no one to help me. And it’s that thought that determines her decision to follow this group. If I can help stop them, then I should at least try. Another thought seeps in, I can’t stop all five. On my own. Yes, I’ve practiced. I’m good with my staff, but five is a lot. She knows, bandits have nothing to do with their time and swords besides practice.
 Keeping her staff in hand, she works burying the fire. With it out she can now smell the lingering human scents in the camp. Keeping sharp, she studies the area a final time before starting out again in the direction they likely are moving in.
 
 An hour later, Eleanora finds herself moving slower and slower. She’s put her nose to the air and searched for whiffs around the path. It seems that the dirty human scent feels stronger now. Not that she sees or hears anything. The breeze moves sluggishly in front of her. She adjusts her pack, grasping her staff strongly with both hands.
 In a few minutes, she comes to a dense growth of large brush to the trail’s left and right. Stopping and listening brings no human sounds. As she moves slowly through the path’s filtered light, it seems that everything before her is a dangerous shadow. 
 




9 – The Scent of Humans


 Moving slower and slower, Eleanora still hears nothing. Just ahead the brightness of a big clearing comes into view. It hits her, while she’s still deep in the brush. The smell of humans, overwhelming.
 Slipping her pack off, she slides it under a bush. The air feels still and suspiciously quiet. Spying a turn in the path, she follows it as it veers left, and rounding the curve a man comes into view. Near a meter from her. Making a snap decision, she holds her staff’s center and starts running straight ahead.
 Sprinting out from the brush she enters a wide clearing. More men on the trail. As she passes the second one, she’s running as fast as she can.
 Someone yells. She counts five as she flies past. She only focuses ahead. Noticing a pile of huge rocks at one edge of this clearing, she angles to it. Make a stand where no one can easily get behind me. She just hopes there’s enough time. On the run, she tries to calm her thinking, breathing. She needs strength to fight. Perhaps I’ll die as my parents died, but these bandits will know they’ve been in a fight.
 In a few seconds, they get over their shock and start running. She has about fifteen meters to cover. Should be enough.

 ~~~


 “I love this land, Carlota.” Yang glances around. “Look at the staked plains, out there, can’t beat cultivating shortgrass prairie, prickly pear cacti, and scrub.” At his descriptions, Yang’s wife grasps his hand. Carlota looks could place her from thirty to fifty-years-old. There’s some weathering of her face from living out on the ranch. She’s worked hard, but now she has servants to do all the physical labor. Her dark hair and dark eyes match the clothes she’s wearing.
 “The weather’s nice, this time of year.” She offers, “Not too dry and not too cold.”
 Yang thinks about how the semi-arid conditions mean raising cattle or crops are marginal activities, always on the edge. That’s why his plan had been put in motion. “With these rolling hills, Cattle grazing needs a few wet years in contrast to the past hundred. Now our herd’s population’s growing back.” It’s good. That extra water means less prehistoric water needs to be pulled from the ground.
 “We cattlemen can’t live with the farmers, now.” Carlota reminds him they are the problem. “We need space. Vast amounts. With the feeble scrub and grasses available.”
 He doesn’t even bother noticing her word, feeble. Carlota’s right. We constantly come in conflict with farmers, they aim to fence out cattle from their crops.
 Yang muses on what will happen next. “Train armed enforcers, to protect the land from encroachment is what we need.” Yang’s heard stories of other ways to make money from the land. “Exclude everyone except our servants. We’re going to fight.” In the old days, it was easier. But, no oil’s been drilled or pulled from the land since it was forbidden after the Collapse. “Our only loyalty is the cattlemen, and those who trade with them.”
 She casts a fierce expression his way, “The libraries and other authorities must leave us alone!” She squeezes his hand again. “After all, we aren’t using oil or the protected books. There’s no excuse for interference. You, my dear, are the most powerful. Powerful enough to ignore any other authority in the region. Should I worry?” her eyes turn to him for a response. “No direct conflict with the libraries, yes, but with all your cattlemen arming up…”
 They start back down the hill. 
 
 Yang’s main house stands fortress-like on the grasslands. With a stream running behind the house and outbuildings for servants and workers, and fighters, they can hold this spot against almost anything.
 She squeezes his arm, at his silence. Taking up her favorite balming words, “Well— you’ve a large and loyal following. Individuals and families who look to you for support and living.” Carlota encourages, “You’ve far expanded the power and lands left by your parents. Everyone knows. You seek to preserve life and possessions; can’t they see that?”
 Yang remembers what his supporters say, ‘here’s a person who won’t stop until successful.’ He knows he inspires confidence, and fear, in people around him.
 “But,” he smiles as he warns her, “I’m now concerned about others, powerful people.”
 Carlota smiles, they’ve moved down into the grassland now, and pass Yang’s herders near the big corral. His property extends as far as the eye can see and he knows every meter from personal inspection.
 “The most important thing, now, is forging an alliance, all the cattlemen. We can stand against any other force. Then, I’ll be the sole law in the land.”


 ~~~


 The most powerful cattlemen gather in the house today. In a large meeting room, ten sit representing important ranchos, anything over three square leagues. While supporters and aides fill the room out. A large central table could hold maybe twice as many leaders, had there been any. Yang sits at a slightly larger chair at the table’s head. Servants bring wine and water to the leaders.
 “Well Jaroslaw, the librarian has stepped down and now the Book of Rules is missing,” Yang addresses this one leader over the others, because of his inside connections, though his words are for the group’s benefit. “What does this mean for our plans?”
 “My source tells me there must be a selection. For determining who’ll be the new librarian.” His brows furrow for a second, but they’ve talked about doing things this way, so he only adds, “Sh— I’ve been told we’ve been invited to send reps. To a special Committee meeting.”
 Someone asks, “To support the selection?”
 It’s Yang who nods, go on, to Jaroslaw. “So many people’re being invited, the meeting’ll be outdoors. No building near the library can hold them all. So—”
 “So, in a week are we expected to travel and endorse some selection? Some new librarian who’ll wield power over us all?” Yang states rhetorically. “Do we think Manager Lowe will be the next librarian for this region?” he asks, looking at Jaroslaw.
 “That is the rumor,” He accepts a cold drink before his caveat, “but there’s no formal announcement.” He looks around at the others. “I’ve spoken by message to Committee Member Rodriguez. There’ve been meetings. The executive team over the last few days. Several. But they’re secret.”
 “Can we trust Rodriguez, after all…”
 “Yes from what I’ve heard she’s entirely too close to Lowe.”
 Around the table, the grumbles rise, and Yang thinks, Fine. “So, in a week we must decide what we’ll do and say in response to this move, Rodriguez or not.” Yang looks around at these confederates. “What should we do?” He remembers his father telling him, the best commands seem to originate in the minds of the commanded. He wants the others to decide. To bring about his best interest.
 A restless fellow, Sanchez, opines, “Our problem is time and space. We’re stuck here while the library’s several days away.
 Someone else adds, “By horse or fast runner. Now without—”
 Sanchez cuts that off, “—distance, yeah. It leaves us out here in a disadvantage when events happen. What happens can’t be responded to—too much time’s passed.”
 Yang responds. “Yes, distance is our problem, it’s true, but we can exercise our own power by planning and working together. One week to implement our response. That’s the matter at hand.” He repeats, “What should we do?”
 Adebowale, from the left, asks, “Manager Lowe thinks he can step into succession and become librarian?” He looks to the others, a question in his eyes. “Must we stand up? Refuse to go along with a rubber-stamping that authority?”
 Yang smiles at that, Sincerity, once your man can fake that, half the battle’s won.
 “Perhaps it’s a trick to reduce our power,” Jaroslaw argues. “If the Committee can accuse cattlemen of stealing the Book of Rules… it’s an excuse to move against us. With armed men.”
 Another opinion arises, “I can’t imagine the Committee’d go to such trouble. They’ve all the power and no one would stand against them.”
 It isn’t one of Yang’s plants, but he lets the man have his say.
 And the fellow continues, “Won’t they just declare that we’ve broken the library rules? Send armed men, if they want that?”
 “I won’t wait. Find out if they plan to move against us!” Yang pounds the table, a bull stamping his leg. “One more week to make sure that we can defend ourselves.” He ticks these things from his fingers, “Avoid being taken advantage of. Look to how best to use this time. And I say, we march on the library!”
 “Yes! We need strong action.” Jaroslaw’s call matches Yang’s, “Plans are fine. But many’ll rush to take advantage of this lack of leadership. For example, who’ll assert control over the scouts and the other library staff? Right now scouts are the Region’s de facto power. Scouts make the law for most people!”
 “Sampson, in this situation, what’ll the library staff do?” Yang looks at the swordsman, biding time against the wall. “You worked once for the library. How’ll they think about this unsettled condition they find themselves in?”
 “Mister Yang,” Sampson speaks seeming to ignore all the others in the room. “They keep order and follow their understanding of library rules. They’ll pay no attention to any disorder in leadership. Or power. They’ve no concern over who gives orders, it’s loyalty. They swear to library rules. Not the librarian or any other person.”
 Jaroslaw waves a hand to get Sampson’s attention, “Do you think we could appeal to the scouts? To support our cause?” 
 Sampson looks down at the cattlemen around the table. “Don’t waste your time. Eye to eye for a second with each man. “The scouts won’t follow you, unless you can prove you serve the libraries. Everybody knows that. They serve the idea of the libraries. They’ll obey whoever they think best serves that cause.”
 Yang stands and twists to face Sampson full on, “Do you think the scouts would stand aside from violent conflict?”
 “They care nothing; for you cattlemen or the Committee yonder. But—perhaps, this time. If they think the library’s interests aren’t at risk.”
 Yang frowns at the looks of relief appearing on many faces. Unbelievable how much people fear the library scouts. With less than a dozen in the region. They’ve established legendary reputations. And they aren’t above calling for help from the United States Army. Any fight against the scouts must be ended quickly before they can call for help.




10 – Old Books


 William awakens to a new day, near the dry foothills, east of the river. He hasn’t run into any more swordsmen after leaving it behind. Probably another few days to reach Yang’s ranch. Seems almost unnecessary to visit. There are whispers at every village he stops at: ‘Yang’s hiring fighters to oppose the library.’
 Like traveling back in time to a primitive world without people, William faces only gentle rolling hills, low shrubs, stunted trees now that he’s reached a boundary area; between small farmers and the large cattle holdings. With fewer and fewer signs of human life.
 As he crosses a dense overgrowth and ground cover, he hears human sounds. Several people hunting or chasing. He tries estimating the distance. It seems to be coming straight ahead on the path, but William sees nothing from his vantage point on the twisted and hilly roadway.
 Whatever’s happening isn’t more than one hundred or so meters ahead. Yells, at least three separate voices. He removes his sword, charging up the road. After a moment, he’s moving at a full run.
 Without knowing what he will face Way thinks only, If it’s a fair fight, I’ll stand aside. If it’s unclear, I’ll help for the least harm.

A shout! Someone’s suffering, sounds to be a severe injury. William comes around the turn at speed to confront fighters in a clearing. Before him, across a clearing, a woman crouches, pushed back, to a pile of rocks. Her staff threatens four men.
 At her feet, the fifth spasms in pain; and slowly crawls from her staff’s reach. In a semi-circle still facing, their backs to him, the group looks about to rush her from all directions. Though breathing hard, she seems remarkably calm. Focused on using her weapon against these ruffians.
 Their swords seem old, with some damage. So unfair. The girl having no blade.
 Deciding instantly, William moves. It’s a lightning fast rush toward the bandit on the woman’s right. 
 Unaware, this one finally reacts when William’s less than a meter from him. After one strong stroke, the man’s sword arm’s falls dead at his side, numbed, of no use now. As the weapon drops, William wheels toward the next, losing not a step.
 Swinging, he prepares: a cut left flank. The sword’s point falling, it moves below the man’s chest. William turns his edge, strikes the man’s leg. Blood flows, but he’s on his feet still. Howling.
 This one reacts fast, swift enough to face William. Drawing back, that one attempts a parry. William attacks his back guard. Avoids the swipe, warding off the blow. The woman grunts; William’s cut into him. This second stroke lands high: the bandit’s chest. The bandit drops back to a low stance. Starts a stop-thrust. William brings his blade around for a ringing third stroke.
 
 It’s a small opening, but she uses the distraction, attacking to her far left. Swinging her staff while holding it by thirds. She’s moved. Her right foot advancing. Planting. A grunt sounds. From whom it hard to say. She brings the staff around into a front strike. Connecting with a crack against the bandit’s head. Her staff’s just a few centimeters shorter than she is. Her strike’s about a half meter’s reach, it worked. He drops his sword. Grabs his head with both hands, but doesn’t drop. She’s already turning toward the next. As she does, she spins the staff at the bandit, a narrow hold, she leans into a front stance.
 Spins it again and stuns him with quite a vicious tap. This one’s sword drops. William almost grins, she strikes again. And this fighter falls. 
 Down like a sack of potatoes. 
 She’s turned, facing the last combatant. But it’s William who’s delivering a crippling blow to this fellow.
 Dropping his sword, with a shout, the bandit grabs at his comrades, scrabbling, pulling three of them away. The four stumble, leaving their fallen one. To run down the trail in the direction, William’s arrived from.
 The woman spreads her legs into horse stance, moving the staff into a wide hold. With the high end aimed in William’s direction. 
 William’s gratified; she’s taking a defensive attitude, ready to launch an immediate strike.


~~~


 Eleanora lowers her staff, as he lowers his sword, into a low open guard. It’s taken many moments for them both to find their breath. The pair moves into casual leading stances. 
 “I am William Way.”
 Winded, she judges his movements, stance, and position, carefully, as this fellow gives her a wide smile. She hadn’t time for watching him during the fight, and now takes this opportunity for an appraisal.
 “Bandits,” she nods to the one remaining on the ground. Twitching.
 Eleanora’s perfectly still, in position. She turns, as far as she can without moving her feet. Seeing no else around, she greets him, “Eleanora,” she offers. A scout? Finally relaxing her guard, showing him, moving the forward tip of her staff to low parry. “From the library?” Wondering what he makes of her; a young woman, a few centimeters shorter than him.
 Eleanora’s dark hair’s remained tied in a tail. Mostly. She touches her forehead. Does he care that I’m tense? I may be skilled at controlling tells, but he’s a scout! Can they really read minds?
 He asks casually, “Where do you travel from?”
 She gives no answer. Let’s see you suss that out.
 “I’m straight out from the regional library.” William offers, “I’ve hardly spoken to anyone since leaving a few days ago.” When she still says nothing, he tries again, “You’ve heard of folks taking to the paths in the foothills. After the Book of Rules went missing?” 

So I’m not his target?
 “Is that why the bandits are out?”
 He lowers his eyes. “You are well armed out here.” He wipes the small amount of blood from his blade.
 “I’ve been following this group for a day,” she says, ignoring his comment. “They had a camp just off the trail.” Is that an appreciative smile he gives?
 “You followed them, knowing their numbers and that they were all armed?” Saying it more statement than question.
 “I was worried they might harm someone.” Grimly as she lowers her staff and searches the dying man at their feet. “I don’t like bandits,” said with a fierceness.
 “They are bad news,” William agrees. “You stay with him. I’ll backtrack the others. Make sure they’re finished with us.” She nods, busy, as he moves off in the direction of the surviving bandits’ retreat.
 
 William returns a few minutes later. “They are still moving. Swiftly. Already a kilometer off, continuing in a straight line from us,” he announces as he enters the clearing, securing his sword. The remaining bandit has ceased moving. Stiff and still.
 “He had this…” she says holding up dog tags, military issued. “I’d heard about this,” she continues. “Often, found on bandits. I am Eleanora.” Did I already tell him that? I must have. She shakes the tags at him when he doesn’t reach. “They seem to value them highly, I’ve heard stories.”
 William reaches out for them. “Yes, sometimes being willing to risk their own safety attempting to recover them; after their comrades have fallen.”
 Examining the metal chain, he fingers two small tags on its loop.
 “Am I right?” she asks, still crouching at the dead man’s side. “I know it’s old, but I got that they’re identical, embossed with a Hispanic name, numbers, and O POS – as that a code? Oh and ‘Catholic.’ Do you know what that means? I wonder why they carry these old things.”
 “No one knows,” he tells her. “Some say they seem to be proud of them. The tags imply they aren’t bandits because they wear them. May I?” he asks, holding up the chain.
 “Sure, keep it. Why did you let the others go? If it were me, I’d be following them. Seeing if they’re part of a larger group. She looks up at him skeptically. “Would you help me, if they might be a larger group?” 
 “Like you, I am worried they might hurt others,” he says, with a smile. “I’d like to think I’d judge my abilities in a sensible way, retreat for help if necessary.”
 “You are traveling east?” she asks.
 “Yes. Walking to Yang’s territory.”
 “You’re almost there.” She finally rises, with a knowing nod in that direction. “Have you been at the regional library long?”
 “At this regional library for eight years.,” William says with a weary expression, “I came a long way. From another library before that.”

Another? She asks, wondering if he’s a threat, “You weren’t born in this region then?”
 “No. In India.”
 “I’ve met First People, Latinos, Blacks and White, over the years.” She’s turned from him, adding over her shoulder, “You don’t quite fit any of those single groups. Where did I drop my bag? Do you see it?” she asks, sure there’s a blush crossing her face.
 “In India, they call me a mixed person. When the Collapse happened, travelers were trapped there. Refugees originating in Europe, America, Asia, even Africa. The Indian government made a concession to them and allowed them to live together. In compounds. Now people like me, descended of mixes between those refugees and Indians, are all over India. My grandparents were Black. And Asian, I’ve been told.”
 “Still, all the way from India? Why make the long journey here?”
 “Oh, it’s the library’s fault.” That makes her smile. “I traveled to California on a mission for them. It resulted in some trips around the West Coast, and some wild adventures.” Williams tells her that with a pensive look. “And now, I’m at this regional library. My hope, to escape some of the craziness. Recover from some injuries.”

And he steps into all this fighting. With a sly smile on her lips, Eleanora asks, “Did you find your stay here peaceful, Mr. Scout?”




11 - Response to the Tragedy
 After the recess, back indoors, Yang announces loudly across the room. “Meredith! I want to hear what you have to say!” In a far corner, a mousy woman starts. Meredith cowers as her master summons. Almost falls out of her chair.
 “Meredith, come! Let everyone see you. Out into the middle of the room.” The woman shuffles, toward the long meeting table. “You’ve been a reader your whole life,” Yang’s grinning at his own words. “The libraries circulate wanted posters of you.” She steps closer, timidly, “Here’s the only room in the region where she can show her face and be safe,” into the lit section near the table, next to a map drawn on a hide that hangs on Yang’s wall. “Stand tall and address these powerful men.” He turns to them, “She’s not used to speaking to groups, being in hiding for years.”
 The dowdy woman waits all this out.
 “Well, Meredith, which way will the readers jump if there’s no librarian? Can we count on the support of your fellow readers?”
 Meredith glances around the table. Nervous. The watchers wait. Yang as well, annoyed that it seems she’s trying to draw on reserves of courage. Yang’s never seen that from her. There are few women in the room.
 “The readers don’t take sides,” she mumbles.
 Yang’s eyes darken. Flush rises up his thick neck. “No, Meredith. That doesn’t make any sense!” His fist meets the arm of his chair. “Surely you’d applaud if the library were no more? They’ve hounded your group to the edge of extinction. The library’s threatened all readers.”
 Meredith’s eyes go unfocused as she stares at the cattlemen staring at her, her voice slips into a sing-song recitation, “Readers believe that knowledge makes us humans. We can reach around the world. Even to the stars if we’re allowed to study the past. We’ve learned so much. That’s all locked up now.”
 Yang glares at the little reader. She’d be taller if she could lose her chronic stoop, paid more attention to herself. That, with the greying hair casts an air of defeat, hopelessness, over her. Yang recruited her years ago, for gaining access to the secrets from the past. But, now she seems just a waste of skin.
 Yang addresses the Reader, with no hiding a hint of disgust, “Is there anything useful for us in the library’s archives?”
 “Oh, yes!” Meredith wears a look of burning desire. “Wonders to be found; in the old books. Can you get us access to them?” A craving, intense in her eyes.
 “I told you. Everything can be yours. But Meredith,” he gives a sad shake of his head, “You must give me something in return.” 
 Now the fire, there a moment before, evaporates. 
 Meredith’s face drops. She responds, her voice dripping, her thick jowls tremble. “The most important secrets in the protected books aren’t what you are looking for.”
 The cattlemen’s disappointment hums low around the table. One mutters aloud, “Well, what good are you? If you can give him no power?”
 “The readers will be powerful someday,” she insists to the speaker. “We just need access to the books and time to work with them.”
 Sanchez, forgets himself, and asks the old lady, “Will the readers join with the cattlemen in opposition to the library?”
 “I’m afraid we’re too weak and unimportant to help you now.” Yang’s heard the same answer before. This reader seems a poor investment now. She’s given him a few ideas for improving military tactics. Some refinements for weapons, but hardly enough for the years of support she’s taken.
 “Enough!” Yang looks around at the expectant faces. “You all, around this table, are rebuilding this world. We’re producing food and wealth that can make us a powerful force in the world again.”
 Meredith slinks back to the edge of the group.
 “Once we supplant the libraries with new rules, the world can have areoplanes, fast ships, compt-puters, telegraphones and all the old technology we’ve lost. This world can be a paradise. Are you with me? Making this dream a reality?”
 Taking advantage of the shifting attention Meredith finds her seat.
 Yang ignores her now. “Well, everyone? Let’s plan on assembling men. Armed. Swords and spears. At the regional library in one week.” He’s standing now, a light in his voice much like Meredith’s, “Then we could end the tyranny of the libraries and the Committee.” 
 The men join him, on their feet, calling approval. They nod their agreement. Yang calls even louder, “Join me in one week and bring your men! Armed!”

~~~


 Sampson observes the men leaving the meeting, and his master. Yang calls to their backs, “Remember, keep our plans secret. We can only build a government that sets us free if the Committee doesn’t know what they’re facing.”
 As the room empties, a younger man barrels in; breathing hard, covered with road dust. He hurries over and falls into the now empty chair closest, to the head of the table. A nondescript fellow, chosen by Yang for his ordinary frame and face. Yang passes over his jug of fresh water, a reward for any intelligence that may be forthcoming. “What news?”
 After looking around the near empty room, the fellow decides to speak openly, “You called it,” he pants. “The Committee’s already gathered an armed force. Hiring ex-soldiers. And security guards. Throughout that part of the region; all for choosing a new librarian.”
 “How many will they recruit in a week?” Yang asks, glancing over at Sampson.
 His spy wipes the water from his chin, eager to spill all he’s discovered. “No one imagines many. Maybe more than a hundred trained fighters. They’ve arranged for housing and an exercise yard. It’s a huge commitment of resources. I think people are right, maybe one hundred to one fifty.” The fellow, sits back, grinning. He’s a bit verbose with his tale, and misses Yang’s impatient scowl as he rambles, Sampson doesn’t. 
 The spy pours a second cup of the water, oblivious.
 “Well, Sampson,” Yang looks directly to the swordsman. “What do you think?”
 “Give me a week. Especially if the others bring the forces, promised. Won’t be a problem.”
 Yang nods happily. Looking back toward the messenger’s sloppy grin, getting down to specifics, he barks, “How much unity remains among the Committee?”
 “People seem all over the map. The closer the representatives to the library, the more loyal they seem. People living farther out are less eager to support a smooth transition for Manager Lowe.” Now for the first times, the fellow’s looked over to Sampson, adding, “But, probably everyone will just go along with the change. With no other strong center to coalesce around.”
 “What generates resistance, now?” Yang asks.
 “No book of library rules remains the problem. But you know that. An order for a replacement has gone to California. With luck, it’s not expected here in time.”
 “Who do they think stole it?” Yang asks intensely. “Are they still tossing my name around?”
 “No one seems to agree; the strongest theory is that some cattleman stole it.” Another gulp of the cool water meets his lips with this equivocation.
 “Why would people say that!” Yang fairly yelps. A flat hand smack at the table top. Sampson and this fellow can’t miss noticing those cheeks reddening.
 Another wipe at those lips, and an option is floated: “The idea seems to be that since the cattlemen’re most vocal opponents, well, to the library anyway, it serves them for there to be no librarian.” He looks face to face, “No?”
 Sampson ponders the wisdom of speaking this theory aloud, but I’m no messenger.
 “…so, they give one week,” Yang wonders, “for Committee members to gather, look for the book, and test their support?”
 “Yes, scouts seek to cover it all, want to determine the support for the library.”
 Yang looks thoughtful, “The entire region?”
 A nod, “Traveling toward several targeted areas, all compass points, it’s said.”
 Yang directs the question to Sampson, “Can they cover any significant territory in one week?” 
 “I’d figure they might. Going to targeted spots, sent a swordsman a week ago to kill any scout headed here. They could reach the region’s boundaries in just over a week. Don’t know what it’ll accomplish. “
 “He better be a singular swordsman, if he hopes to kill William Way,” the messenger opines.
 “Meaning what?” Sampson mind floods with that name.
 “People are talking. William Way. The scout. Way’s probably not far behind me.” To Yang, he adds, “People gossip. This scout handles a sword better than anyone’s seen in years.”
 Yang asks Sampson, “Have you met this scout?”
 “Heard of him. Comes from another continent. Most say India. Trained at the sword all his years at the libraries.”
 A shocked look appears in Yang’s eyes. Probably from hearing about India.
 The fellow’s had his fill of water now, he likes to talk, and continues doing so, “Hardly anyone traveled from Europe or Asia. People’re considered well-traveled if they’ve journeyed hundreds of miles. Sampson, I bet you can’t imagine traveling across the Pacific Ocean. I’ve never met anyone from Asia.”
 “Enough! Do you think it likely that this one scout can command the other scouts?” Yang asks the messenger. “The other librarians?”
 “People who were there, when the librarian stepped down, that day, they’re saying Way was the last person Serra spoke with. He was given something, perhaps an old pen.”
 Sampson deigns now to look at the messenger. He thinks intently about the changes since the Collapse. Thinks about soothing Yang’s worries. He could explain that for some reasons, there’s been less organized violence among the survivors.
 But why bother? Who doesn’t realize that it was first thought to be a response to the tragedy? Saying that people banded together in peace won’t make a difference to someone like Yang, living by the sword.
 Forget that now, more than three generation passed, the population’s reaching the size it was that witnessed vast warfare. But Yang won’t care about that.
 Sampson shifts on his heels, and merely offers, “Just because a leader says something, doesn’t mean it should be done. The library’s leaders are human. They make bad decisions.” 




12 – The Right Development


 Sampson thinks about his split from his library. Then, about the librarian’s pen, spoken of. 
 When he started working with them, Sampson thought it was the greatest thing in his life. Working for goals and dreams that spanned generations and the whole world. libraries on every settled continent on Earth. Caretakers for the collected knowledge and wisdom of all time.
 But, the longer he worked, the more disturbed he became.
 In his cups once, he lectured the Yang’s cook till near dawn; they’d been drinking late one night: “When I see weakness and mistakes that fill other’s lives, I want to help and make those lives more ordered and rational. The library should shape the world, use their knowledge and power to seek to allow people freedom to grow and live in their own ways.”
 He confessed to her, he’d decided to leave his library and seek those people. “The only way for the weak to be protected is for the powerful to make the hard decisions. That’s why I serve Yang,” he’d told her. “He knows that weak people need to be ruled for their own good.” 
 Sampson remembers that night, his words, and the cook. All three things standing out equally in his mind. Until Yang’s words break that spell.
 “What are you thinking,” Yang asks.
 “The library staff fancies leadership comes through trusting others. They believe the best leaders hold the strongest ties to the past. Their entire purpose is remembering. Preventing a repeat of past mistakes.” Sampson, let’s that sink in. “Perhaps, that sounds like the librarian I remember. Never one for formal lines of authority. He’d bestow something like a pen on this scout, Way. He thought people should fill the roles that they are meant to fill.”
 “Figure the pen is significant?” Yang’s pensive.
 Sampson can only shrug.
 “Well.” Knuckles wrap on the table. He tells this thirsty messenger, “I want you to go back. Find out what you can about alliances. About who might ally with us. Plan to meet us next week.”
 The messenger bows and, with a look at the water jug, leaves.
 “Sampson, are we ready?”
 “I’ll show you what I’ve done so far.”
 They walk out into the yard, where guards flank every door. The estate’s defensive position lines. Sampson points to the large square in the center, with men practicing.
 “Tell me, Sampson. 
 Will we be able to march on the library next week?” 
 Sampson waves to the more than 30 men here in all. “We’ve made some major progress. We’ve the best-trained fighters in the whole region, without counting library scouts.”
 “What happens if they come up against scouts?” Yang asks with a low, deep tone.
 “Then many of them will die. Fortunately, there are only a handful of scouts in this region. So, even if they oppose us, we’ll have the numbers.”
 “What if you faced a scout?” Yang stares directly. 
 “I’m a match for any scout. But you know as well as I, our goal should be to avoid fighting. Scouts or any library staff. We’re no match for the organized army. It must never come to that.”
 Yang counters this, “Don’t worry about the leaders back east. We aren’t challenging their authority. The national government never interferes with our lives. And we won’t bother them. But, you need to be the equal of any force here. If you can’t do it, I’ll get someone who can.” Yang asks his advisor, “Is the mounted contingent working better in this region?”
 “Training cows for military mounts is no easy job,” Sampson’s reply is less flippant than it sounds, knowing the unspoken thoughts behind Yang’s question, I’ll look forward to getting rid of these expenses; especially the leader and head trainer. Yang’s waiting for my usefulness to be over. It’s in my own interest to stay worthwhile for as long as possible.
 “The cows move well in a straight line, once they get started.”
 “You mean they’re resistant to commands and changes of directions. They get uncontrollable when the fighting starts. We both know that.”
 “Yes, but without horses, what can we do but ride the cows to the fighting location? It’s what we have, Sir. We’ll dismount then. With our troops. It gets us there to engage the enemy.”
 Yang looks unhappy, “But, a charging animal’s— to be able to attack a group on foot with animals more than a half ton each can’t be disregarded! Keep working on it, Sampson. How many will you be able to mount?”
 “We’ve enough for half the trained soldiers. If we could work for another month, then the cows should be a little better trained.”
 “Yes, but a lack of unity among the Committee is our best weapon. The possible effect at the meeting makes that the best place to strike.”
 “Assuming the cattlemen can come together,” Sampson warns.
 “Don’t worry yourself about unity among the cattlemen,” Yang says sharply. “I only need these others the Committee and the libraries are out of my way, I will be the only source of power, then the others won’t matter.”
 “But that first obstacle’s a big one,” Sampson argues, he worries that Yang’s thinking, of dismissing him once the first battle’s over. He’ll get quite a surprise when he tries. “The Committee can muster an almost equal number of armed men to ours.”
 Yang seems to think the libraries are only local opponents, to be faced and overcome in this region alone. Sampson believes his employer’s forgotten; the libraries are a world power. They can’t just be defeated here. The libraries have resources that dwarf what any single cattleman can imagine.
 He refrains from stating the obvious: libraries are a secret power shaping modern folk’s evolution. Sampson and Yang agree, libraries should be eliminated; but Sampson knows someone will need to step into the power void.
 
 “Just make sure my armed force is ready for what they face next week,” Yang says strongly. “That’s all you need think about. I’ll make the bigger plans. Don’t get distracted.”
 Sampson answers, “I won’t,” struggling to control his face.
 “What did you arrange to handle the scout?” Yang demands. “That William Way sounds dangerous. Potentially a good ally.”
 “I sent a swordsman, like I said. He’ll confront any scout headed this way,” Sampson explains, with some nervousness. He’d not known it was William Way coming. “Perhaps my man won’t be equal to finishing off the scout, but, if Way hopes to extend his reach, you can talk to him in person, all the better.”
 Yang says with finality, “Fine, get back to work. Finish your job.”
 
 ~~~


 Carlota warns Yang “Won’t do to arouse a rapid response when you make your move.” She sets another jar to rights on the larder shelf, always minding the little things.

She tugs at things she feels I’ll not be ready to meet, a powerful response from outside, for one. “You’ve got to move slowly at first,” arguing at him, “so that no one attacks before we’re ready. And, some care must be taken not to upset library supporters.”
 Yang agrees, “With another year or two to develop our might, I’d be able to resist. Overcome anyone who challenges this.” The future in my hands, or it will be, when the right development comes. “We’ll make strides forward that can never be reversed. Once my base is unleashed in the region. There’ll be no stopping me.”
 Carlota scolds, “It’s too bad the Committee’s doing exactly the opposite from what’s needed. If we develop as quickly as possible. Then we’ll be the master over everyone else. Never again at anyone’s mercy.”
 Yang remembers growing up. With his several brothers, they always tried to keep him under control. “The Earth needs to learn the same lessons I did, growing up.” His father pitted each against another, seeing who’d prove the strongest. I suffered for years until I used my mind to out-think them, to become their master. “Only the strong survive and the strong need to be in power.”
 Carlota warns again, “First steps first.” Another jar set right. Just so. “Once a librarian is secured it’ll be too late to overturn them. What makes your plans possible now is the lack of a librarian. You must act before anyone is confirmed.” She’s right. “If the book is found, it may become almost impossible to overturn the Committee.” As long as there’s no authentic copy… All of t the powerful will be in disunity without those library rules all the region’s powerful will be in disunity. If the book is found, it may become almost impossible to overturn the Committee.
 Yang moves back into the building so he can continue his planning. Make sure he’s not overlooking any vital requirements for the coming conflict. He’s resolves to act. He promises to himself, I’ll throw off the library chains, free the people.
 Carlota’s words at the front of his mind: “You know nothing can stop you, if you can move swiftly enough.”




13 – 225 Million Years
 
 
 “My life’s been non-stop challenges and growth.” William explains to Eleanora, “I barely remember the young man who landed in California. My eight years, here, changed me—a different person.”
 “The last few years have been a hard time for us, too. Not enough rain to make crops worth harvesting. Bandits attacks. Restrictions on science and technology. Not surprising that people like Yang’re able to build up more support.”
 “I can see I’ve spent too much time at the library. We should see the daily experiences of townsfolks.” 
 She realizes that he looks at her for a reaction at each mention of the library. She’s nodded. “Spend less time in the archives, reading the wisdom.” 
 “It’s different in India, you know. The staff are more trusted and respected.” At that, Eleanora hushes a guffaw. And he brags, “Library staff in India travel the communities, mediate disputes. They aid with technology issues.” Her face shifts then, as he continues, “Offer traveling lending libraries so people can keep in practice with reading. They learn the way things were done in the before days.”
 She’s silent. Taking it all in. Head down. The unspoken the loudest thing on the path.
 He switches topics, to grant me some space from the libraries? “Does this cliff face lead to Yang’s property?”
 William points at a white cliff wall about a mile away, facing East, from the road.
 “Marine limestones.” Eleanora blurts without thinking. “From over 225 million years ago.”
 At that, Way remains silent for a moment. “I’ve heard this area called the Permian Basin. Most people don’t know how it gained that name.” He says with a look to her. Why is he staring?
 Realizing, she answers fast, “I had a good teacher.” And defensively. Saying all of this, knowing this conversation may be a trap, but she can’t stop herself; this is who she is. A reader and proud of it. It’s not my fault the world is screwed around backward. “The whole reason for our high desert landscape and climate comes from the long history of… of mountains and the plains.” She recites. 
 Holding her head up, damn him. He watches her. “This was all underwater. Coral covered the seabed.” But keeps silent, so she talks about it more. Maybe he doesn’t know this, being a scout. “Other sea creatures, too. Then the land pushed up, out of, the water. Something weird, millions of years later, lava flow capped all this land. So that’s how we ended up with these wide valley bottoms and high mesas.”
 “Yes, correct.” his smile seems a bit twisted. “But, very close to the forbidden knowledge that the library tries to keep protected.”
 “Why shouldn’t we know about the land and seas?” Eleanora asks with fervor. “What’s the library so afraid of?”
 “The libraries, perhaps, failed by not educating people about its policies.” William agrees apologetically. “An accident of the Collapse. Really, only library staff understand which books are protected and why.” 
 Eleanora eases back into an alert pose. Will he turn me in? Damn. But he continues walking at her side as if they discuss the weather. 
 “The Collapse, more than three generation ago… Few today remember what happened.” That old line, she thinks, until William says, sadly. “The Collapse came after terrorists developed a virus. It lived in petroleum products and spread around the world. Decimating the whole planet.” 

What book has this come from? She halts her steps. And why tell me?
 “Now today people don’t understand the reasoning or the exact details, for the list of protected books,” William says with regret. “Eleanora, you seem to know more than the average person.”
 “I don’t know much,” she stutters out. “I enjoy learning, but I don’t know people who read…” She stops speaking and silently curses her loose tongue. “I’m traveling to visit relatives, who live in Texas.” Nodding, Way joins her, down the path.
 The scout takes a deep breath, “And the sun moves while we pause here.” She’s relieved the topic’s changed. “Shall we get on; I am headed to Yang’s land.” 
 As they walk, he looks at her staff. “How did you learn the staff so well?”
 “I continually train, on the farm and in town. My first time using it in anger.” She says, and starts to bind it to her back.
 “You made a good transition to real fighting.” He ties his own sword to get it out of the way. “Not everyone makes that change.”
 She wants desperately to speak up again, quiz the scout about the library’s history. Nobody writes history anymore.
 “Did you make your own staff?” William asks.
 “Yes, just the way I like it.”
 “I helped make my sword. I lost my last one when I first arrived in California.” he hooks his thumb toward his back. “This blade’s specially balanced for my arms. A forger worked for two weeks to finish it.”
 “You seem very good with it,” Eleanora says. What would I ask if I could?
 “I had a bad experience when a young man in India,” He says with feeling. Eleanora glances at him as he speaks. Thinking he looks strong and steady. Bad? “Captured by fighters and held for days against. My will,” he says, his fists tightening, as if ready for a challenger to appear. With passion he tells her. “I vowed while I was a prisoner that I’d never be manhandled again.”
 They fall into silence, moving to their feet’s rhythm. The path they follow moves them toward cattle land, mostly dry chaparral around them. No grasses yet. That will come when we get farther down slope.
 She begins to worry about walking beside this library scout. Here I’m a reader, and he should be my mortal enemy. I should be putting distance from him. If he finds my secret, he’ll be obligated to betray me. She somehow doesn’t feel threatened. Eleanora reminds herself, Don’t trust anything but logic and reason.
 The scout belongs to the system. All of them are enemies of the readers. I must be careful what I say on the road.
 They continue down the road for the rest of the day, with a brief stop at midday.


 As the sun half sinks below the hill, Eleanora recognizes where they are now. “You could reach Yang’s ranch house sometime tonight if we keep moving.”
 “I don’t think I should,” William decides after a moment of thought, “Imagine someone walking up to your home in the dark. Let’s spend the night out of sight.” 
 So she nods. We’ve not come across any other travelers. They select a small clearing invisible from the road.
 After examining their surroundings they settle in for the night. The scout brings down a rabbit with a swiftly fashioned snare. And very tired from a long day of walking, they eat, companionably. After the sharing so much, in a short time, there is little to say, but small talk. Under the wide sky of stars, Eleanora sleeps through the mild night.


 ~~~


 Eleanora wakes up first as the dawn begins to break over the hills. She looks around. No danger. William sleeps wrapped in a light blanket. He appears less dangerous with his face relaxed, not on guard. Don’t let that fool you, girl, comes Dorothea’s caution in her ear and even with the old woman nowhere in sight, Eleanora snaps back in her thoughts, I know I can’t open up to him, no matter how harmless he seems. William and I are natural enemies, yet we fight well together. We’ve made good travelling companions.
 And Dorothea’s there again, For the present you do.
 She pushes that thought aside.
 Likely to be Yang guards patrolling the area. She deliberates about the dangers surrounding her. Bandits out somewhere around. Even my traveling companion could endanger me.
 She thinks, then looks around the clearing and sees the beautiful flowers and shrubs. A laugh bubbles up. At how safe she feels. A inappropriate emotion. Yes! The mind is a deceiver and cannot be trusted to make safe decisions.


 William opens his eyes, and smiles. “I could get used to waking up this way,” he looks around and seeing no threat seems to relax just as she had. He tells her, “You should hire yourself out to wake people up.”
 “You are laughing at me,” she accuses with a smile.
 “No, with you.”
 As they get ready to start off, William plans ahead. “Are you going to enter the Yang ranch?” he asks.
 “No, I wanted to investigate, but I’m glad to leave it to you. I will avoid it.”
 “Well, perhaps you can do me a favor.”
 She looks at him curiously, wondering what he could want.
 “I suspect I will be treated as an enemy when I reach that ranch. Can you stay around here for a day or two?”
 “Maybe,” she responds, “what do you fear?” Thinking, I want to help, but how?
 “I don’t want to lose my sword. If you can stay around here and hold onto it, I could get it back after I leave Yang’s ranch.”
 “But what if you don’t come back?” she asks. For some strange reason, the question seems to matter.
 “Continue on your journey,” William says, sounding just a fraction less sure of himself. “If I am not back in two days, inform any authority you meet of the location and circumstances of where you saw me last.”
 “I can do that,” she agrees.
 He gives her his sword, and then, his water, and remaining food. Even the dog tags from the bandit. After handing over everything that might be taken from him, Way thanks her.
 She stands watching, as he tips his hat and travels down the road to meet his destiny with Yang.




14 – Powerful as You Think
 
 Carlota leads Yang into the pantry building, to keep from prying ears. Spice smells fill the room. With a quick check, she’s sure they’re alone. And begins without preamble, “I worry how Sampson’s in complete control of your armed force.”
 She knows Yang’s thinking, She’s right. But no wife should over step her role. That won’t deter her. Even hearing his retort, “Don’t worry.”
 She keeps at him, “You need to prevent him from thinking that taking power is his right. As soon as the coming battle’s concluded, you should clean house. Anyone who isn’t completely dependable must be removed from authority positions.”
 “Perhaps.” The evasion sets her teeth on edge. Yang’s need for this stubbornness will earn him more than her sour tone, and he knows it. She only needs to glare at him. And it’s his turn to capitulate, “That will make our vision safe, you’re right. I admit it. We’ll keep the plans moving forward without interruption.” Yang reminds her of the vision, as if he’s been the one lecturing her all the while, his change of subject infuriates, “There will be a future without the Committee. A new future demands new players. Without the rules, a new world’s possible. So yes. I’ll clean house.” Hah! He’s said it! “The restrictive rules’re strangling growth and development. The sky’s the limit, with the present small population and the possible wealth available. With a few machines, the world could really be exploited, and everyone will live better lives.”
 She glares past him to the rows of Pickles and sweet cucumbers put up on her shelves. “What’s important is for you to take charge.”
 “The world needs rapid development.” Yang ponders their future. “The mines need to be reopened, and metals and plastics need to be produced. We’ve all heard the old stories, wheels of industry never rested. Machines rolled off 24-hour assembly systems. New hands will be needed. No doubt on that.”
 Carlota points to jars on the shelf. “I want to send some pickled cucumbers to the Chávez family. They’re great allies for you.” What can I do to focus his mind?
 “Yes. Of course. I know.” Yet he rambles, still, “With more tools and weapons the smart, clever and strong could change the world much quicker.”
 “But. Beloved… You still need to be concerned with your swordmaster.”
 “Sampson?” Yang’s recruited former library staff member, “Well, supporting an armed group turns out to be a larger investment than I’d ever imagined. It’s a strain on resources to put a few hundred men into the field.” He rubs his jaw. “Next month, we have to reconsider if I can afford to keep a trained army.”
 “You’ll make the right decision.” She shows her teeth. “Just remember, no one can challenge your power.”


 ~~~


 Though the current pushes them closer, Smith and Asher hold the raft just off from the spit. Smith shouts to the man on the sandbar, “Can we trust you’ll keep your sword sheathed?”
 The young man on the sand lowers his head. “Yes.”
 “All right, Asher. Let’s pick him up.”
 They work the raft to the sand, and hold for a second as the swordsman leaps aboard. The two other passengers keep their distance, as Smith warned them. Mary, the well-dressed young woman, traveling from one large hacienda to her relatives’ estate in the North. The cobbler’s apprentice, carrying his tools in a carpetbag, stands between the newcomer and the young lady.
 “The librarian has paid your passage,” Smith informs this one boarding the raft.
 “Which way did he go!” He seems to struggle against an urge to touch his sword’s hilt.
 Smith regards the excited man. Can he control himself? “I have a message from the scout.”
 The young man’s expression turns even more sour. “When I catch him. I’ll shut him up.”
 “He said, ‘You should be able to learn from anyone. Yang sent you here to kill or die. He cares nothing about you. You should have more respect for yourself than to kill and be killed for someone else’s greed.’”
 “He don’t know nothing about me. I’m getting paid more than both of you are worth, Riverman.”
 At this retort, Asher is the one to speak, “William said, ‘He’s recently been trained to use a sword. He was told to provoke a fight with the man from the library. He’s outside of his base of support.” 
 And waving across the river, Smith reminds him “No one here is a cattleman. The scout said, you might want to head in the other direction and find new employment. Because Yang punishes those who fail him.”
 He slowly turns, staring off down the river. The passengers notice, the swordsman’s shocked expression has turned to a worried frown. 
 The young cobbler speaks softly, for the woman, and the others. “This river crossing has been very exciting.”


 ~~~


 Rayen stands beside Manager Lowe looking out the window, over the town. The courtyard has been cleared for the coming day. People already have begun starting up about their business.
 “He’s isolated himself. He hasn’t spoken to anyone,” Rayen informs, all the knowledge gathered so far. “It seems he’s going on a pilgrimage to the continental library, back East. Hard to believe just next week we’ll see them pick the new librarian.”
 “The Committee Chair asked me about armed training she happened on in town.”
 “Rodriquez!” Lowe sounds concerned, knew he would be. “What’d you tell her?”
 She’s quick to reply, “We are responding to a threat from the west.”
 “She is important. She will be in charge at next week’s meeting.”
 “I didn’t tell her how we’re enlisting fighters from far and wide. This isn’t the best way to do it. We need more time to form cadres and for training.” Rayen continues apologetically, “But our numbers are increasing. Another problem— It’s a wide approach. We’re building to an instant army. On the quick this way, it isn’t secret. Jaroslaw’s here now, protesting, he’s heard what we’re about.”
 “Does he have proof?” Lowe asks her.
 “Probably not, but as I said we can’t be as secret as we’d like.”
 “I don’t suppose we can learn anything from Jaroslaw?” Lowe’s quizzical expression show how much he’s thinking about asking this. She feels the same, moment to moment.
 “Probably not. He is very loyal to Yang, I’ve heard. And among the cattlemen, Yang’s been building a wider group of support. He’s a grand one for threats and big promises.”
 Lowe continues. “Well, send him in. I need to try learning as much as I can.”
 
 With Rayen holding the door, Jaroslaw enters with a flourish and stands tall. “Hello, our dear manager. Arming your followers, I’ve heard.” Lowe looks at him with an expression of distaste. Which should rile the man, but Rayen sees it hasn’t. Jaroslaw goads, “What are you afraid of?”
 Lowe remains near the window and Jaroslaw, keeping his distance, stays near the door. It’s a small room that is plainly decorated. Like most library staff, Rayen knows, Lowe prides himself on displaying a simple lifestyle. The library staff share a philosophy that worldly things are to be shared with those less fortunate.
 “I apologize, Jaroslaw. Don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lowe turns, showing an open, perplexed look on his face.
 “So, that’s the way you want to play it. Okay, we’ll talk about this at the Committee meeting.”
 “You will be here next week?” Lowe asks. Jaroslaw nods, confirming. “What about your master, Yang? Will we have the pleasure of his company?” Rayen asks, she observes Lowe’s pleasant expression drop back to distaste.
 “Yang and I are independent of each other. But I have heard he is coming. Maybe you can ask for help? With whatever problem you’ve felt the need to construct an armed force for.”
 Rayen suspects the Manager finds it hard to take the cattleman seriously. Jaroslaw looks soft, round in the middle with no obvious muscle. “Maybe I will do that, thanks,” Lowe says with an exaggerated smile. Jaroslaw’s waist an obvious witness to living too well. “How are cattlemen responding to the changes in the region?”
 “Shocked. We are all. You must be disturbed also, Manager Lowe.” Jaroslaw shows a look of concern on his face. It fools no one.
 Lowe rises to that with a challenging look, “We’re dealing with the challenges. As if he’d like to see Jaroslaw contradict himself. “It helps that everyone, including the cattlemen, support us. That they’ll aid us in our transition.” 
 “Of course. But how are you going to deal with this disaster, for yourself?” Jaroslaw’s evil smile rises on his round face.
 “What do you mean? What disaster?”
 “Well, surely you expected to be formally nominated? As the new librarian?” Jaroslaw says in his questioning way. “And, now with the former librarian gone from office without naming a successor. With the Book of Rules missing. Surely there can be no librarian now?”
 “Even without them, the libraries exist.” It’s Rayen who blurts this.
 Lowe matches Jaroslaw’s expression of hostility. “We’ll always be here.”
 “But, I thought without a Book of Rules—”
 “That has been the tradition.” Lowe hisses. “But, the regional library, with the Committee’s support is fully authorized. We’ll choose whatever leader will best serve humanity.”
 “That relieves me.” The round man gives a nod. “And I’m sure it will do the same for Yang. A rudderless entity couldn’t enforce rules throughout the region.” He brushes a nothing from his waistcoat, saying, “If that happened, someone else might need to step up to ensure peace and order.”
 “Everyone will obey the rules.” Lowe’s tone fills with anger. “Don’t think of it, cattleman! The Committee meeting next week will make sure there’s no gap in library leadership.”
 “Reassuring. But who’d accept the legitimacy of a librarian not sworn in on the Book of Rules” Jaroslaw turns to Rayen, and gives a smirk.
 She retorts, “You don’t have to worry. You’ll owe allegiance to the new librarian like everyone else.”
 “Oh, I will certainly obey. But some might take it an opportunity to disrupt. At the region’s time of uncertainty. I wanted you to know you can call on me, on any cattlemen, if you need armed help.” Jaroslaw’s put on a harmless expression. “Keeping order.” 
 “I’m sure there’ll be no need!” Lowe clips out.
 “Well, as long as the libraries and Committee can be returned… to just and fair rule… That will be great. There certainly will be no need for any action, if everyone can trust the leadership.”
 The volleys continue between these two, “Please. Tell Yang he has nothing to worry about. The proper authority will continue at the library.”
 “Certainly will. Can I also remind him you’ll call if you need his help?” Jaroslaw asks. Insistently. “Remember, Manager, you’re not so powerful as you think. Power.” Jaroslaw points his finger. “It’s a fluid thing, an ever-changing formula. Grab for more than you can hold, it can be the end for you.” On the way out, Jaroslaw, brushing by Rayen, leaves these parting words, “We will see what the future holds, for you and your library.” 




15 - Investigating all Over


Lowe grills Rayen, once the door’s closed, “How many troops will be ready next week?”
 “More than one hundred men under arms, sir. The quality’ll vary. But, the noncoms assure me they’re only choosing those who’ll follow orders, even under duress.” Lowe probably pictures those conversations; farmers and townsfolk with pitchforks and cudgels.
 “Do you trust your squad leaders?” With a questioning expression.
 “It’s hard for me to judge.” Rayen wants to be honest. “No one around here knows about organized fighting. Only the scouts have any experience, as far as I know. My team leaders have learned what they know from book knowledge. They are experienced with commanding men in peacetime, at least.”
 “How many of our library staff and local officials will be armed at the meeting?” Lowe asks.
 “Only a handful of the regular staff are comfortable with weapons. It surprises me how many people carry weapons after the Collapse, but don’t know how to use them.”
 “Well.” Looking around the room, Lowe seems to worry about spies. “Organize them all as well as possible. We need every man and woman to add a surprise for Yang, if he tries anything. What’ve you heard about his preparation?” 
 “Sister wrote that uncle’s bragging; that there’s supposed to be a meeting of cattlemen at Yang’s ranch this week. He’s asking for all of them to bring armed men. Don’t think we have to worry much about their unorganized supporters. The real danger’s from Yang’s trained fighters.”
 “Everything’s happening too fast. There’s not enough time to clearly think how I should proceed.” Lowe gazes intently at Rayen. “Do you think Yang took the book?”
 “No one knows,” Rayen doesn’t want to say. “All I know is that he began building his armed group. I’ll admit, it’s interesting that the two events happened at the same time.”
 Lowe warns, “Yang’s a fool, the end of us all. Any battle for library control here in the Southwest might bring war with the army. He knows it.” 
 Rayen thinks. But adds no more.
 “What can you do if you can’t tell me things I don’t already know?” A frown of anger creases Lowe face. “Even the farmers and traders can tell me that Yang’s building an army. I want to know who has the book.”
 “Our people are investigating all over. I’ll find out where it’s gone.” Rayen says with more certainty than she feels.
 Lowe taps on a volume on his piled desk. “Did you learn anything about cow riding?”
 “I searched the archives,” Rayen temporizes. “There’s very little in this library. We’ve found many books about bull or rough stock riding. But, cow riding’s hardly mentioned. I found, one.” She recites a title, still in her mind’s eye: “The Backyard Cow: An Introductory Guide to Keeping a Productive Family Cow, by a Sue Weaver. We don’t have many accounts of riding domestic cows.”
 Rayen doesn’t have a good answer. They both know well of the task of producing paper catalogs for the books held by the library has been going on for years. All electronic catalogs lost with the Collapse, to be redone with pen and paper.
 “No, we aren’t finished yet,” Rayen explains. “Once this crisis is over, we’ll allocate more resources to cataloging again.”
 “I need to get ready for what happens next. With proof that Yang stole the Book of Rules—” Lowe gives her a stern look. “—my position with the Committee’ll be strengthened.” 
 Rayen shows her embarrassment. “While the case with the book was in plain view, not locked or checked on a regular basis—”
 “—When the book is back,” Lowe orders. “I want it verified each day, and recorded in a log!” 
 “Yes, Manager. But, we have no idea when it happened. One person remembers seeing it two months ago.” Rayen tries saving the failure. She’s ready to end this conversation now. “Manger. This problem gives you an excuse to clamp down on the region. Once you have the power, the crime of stealing the book can be used to your advantage.”
 Lowe seems to want, through force of will and persuasion, to change Yang’s course. Because the Committee took a strong stand against scientists and engineers, people like Yang are able to gain advantage, saying the Committee is misguided, and that scientists hadn’t caused the Collapse. And with my uncle, I’m in the middle.
 Rayen and Lowe know the Committee’s doing the right thing, as people multiply now, there’s more and more pressure to return to old ways. “The dark times will return.” Lowe fumes. “Most Committee members seems to agree. Yang’s influence needs to be reduced.”
 Rayen worries, this struggle against Yang and the cattlemen must surely result in bloodshed.
 “It sure looks suspicious with the timing of the book being stolen.” Lowe looks troubled. “We look weak; no librarian and no Book of Rules. If Yang presents a unified front, he might win without a fight.”
 Rayen shows her worry. “It doesn’t seem likely the replacement book’ll arrive in time from the San Francisco runner.”
 “We need to be sure we can oppose anything Yang can try against us. Go canvas the Committee members and recruit as many as you can to bring armed retainers to the meeting.”


 ~~~
 Lowe stands in the back near the maps, as Rayen instructs the new class of library novices. Sloshing sounds drift in from a nearby room down the hall, where workers produce paper. Ink smells hit him as the students pull out their supplies. Lowe thinks, Rayen’s too close to others who aren’t my allies, like Jaroslaw, and he regrets some of his conversation with this staff member. Rayen brings valuable news. Like her disturbing clues about what the cattlemen are doing. 

But, I must be very careful what information’s shared with each group I deal with. He must use knowledge as a powerful tool to control the many different factions struggling against each other.
 “Today, we learn about how libraries changed the face of our world.”
 Lowe can’t stop worrying about Yang’s plans. It seems likely he’ll bring armed men. That will be a disaster. The libraries keep the world moving in the right direction.
 Rayen continues, “The region’s been peaceful for most of a generation. Most of you have been brought up in that peace. After the Collapse, people seemed to do everything they could to avoid large fights. Vilan, tell us what the libraries mean.”
 The boy pushes his hair from his face, and stumbles, “Ah… After all that the libraries have meant for humankind, some people still oppose them?” After a pause, he goes on, “People who accept the libraries know reality’s important, but hard to grasp. Knowledge and reason are important, but the mind’s only part of the equation? For understanding the world.”
 With a nod, Rayen clarifies, “Close. Staff in the libraries around the world believe the Collapse’s cause followed from people’s warped view of the world they live in. Too many think they see it the way it really is. But instead, understanding comes from interactions between the senses, the mind, and actions. People see weak reflections of the world, not the actual world. Pedro, what does that say about the world versus the libraries?”
 Lowe often wonders about this. He suddenly wants to know what the young man in the corner will say. He focuses and purses his lips, waiting for Pedro’s reply. 
 “Most people build up false images, expressions of personal desires and fantasies. These images of the world are meant to serve the wishes and desires of individual minds. Because people have limited perception of just some aspects of things, they’re misled about the reality around them. Libraries are rational, as opposed to those who cling to wrong ideas about the world. Trying to change things to fulfill their own base wants and lusts.” 
 Lowe thinks, Pretty good, for a novice. And Pedro goes on.
 “People attack others over wrong ideas. library code abhors violence. The big idea is that all ideas are wrong, and none are worth killing for.”
 “Sally, can you give us an example of wrong ideas?”
 “The Collapse. When millions died for political beliefs, a wrong conclusion of thought was shown in a stark and tragic form.” This one’s been studying, Lowe thinks. “The solution offered by the libraries is to accept that senses and minds result in skewed and imperfect versions. Of the world, but through diligent effort, the view of reality can be improved bit-by-bit. That’s our goal. Libraries know, perception and thought aren’t the same as reality.”
 “Yes.” Rayen then tells them, “Write that down. Good Sally. This world-view held by librarians isn’t a new thing. People. Bodies, minds, and consciousness, all serve to refine truth, but are never endowed with or imbued with truth.”
 At his Lowe tunes out. He’s heard the rest before: There’d been views approaching this before the Collapse. General Semantics was a view that the word wasn’t the thing, and word descriptions changed over time.
 A thing sensed as red and round in one moment could be different in another. And many thinkers back then suggested the objects apparent to the senses are often illusions or distortions… Rayen’s voice comes through again, “Malia, why is that?”
 “People with their fragments, they limit and distort, perceive things incorrectly or incompletely. Ordinary mental processes organize fragmented snapshots of the world into people-created versions of reality.”
 The girl, up front, with tightly curled dark hair framing her face, jumps in, speaking confidently. “The libraries believe that, with repeated sensing, and corrections, distorted pictures of reality can be improved over time bringing additions, and improvements until better versions of reality can be constructed.”
 Rayen warns, “Without constant diligence, minds don’t construct coherent, useful interpretations of the real world. Instead, it must always be remembered that the universe is a place of flow, change, and misinterpretation, where understanding is often mere deception and confusion.” Rayen gazes around at the young faces, as she continues, “But, the world isn’t just an illusion. Even fallible, limited, inaccurate views in the mind serve real actions. We libraries win because all our thinking is tested against real world experience.”
 “Manager Lowe, perhaps you could explain how we use our minds.”
 With a smile, Lowe tells them, “It serves our purposes. Though the mind mostly creates meaning which reflects the world. Consciousness still reflects, contains, and involves aspects of the real world. Our minds can lead to good things in the world, through the creation of purpose, meaning, and understanding that drives human action.”
 He wants to leave them with confidence in being librarians. “Librarians don’t feel paralyzed by uncertainty because of their world-view. While the mind is full of chaos in its view of the world, the mind is able to create useful perception and serves as a useful tool. People are able to walk in the world and act in useful ways, able to construct a livable, relatively coherent world for our actions.”
 Lowe reflects how he serves the purpose in the world of making a better place for us all to live. Seeks to increase the happiness and sanity of everyone in the Region. Can hardly wait until his duties will be accomplished and he can rest on his success, and everyone will acknowledge how he’s saved the library’s vision. 
 Lowe has devoted his entire adult life to the libraries and understands how the great minds view humanity and the world. Now, he thinks about what the future holds for these young novices. They, like him, will serve important roles by keeping business running and making sure there’s enough food each day.




16 – Wears No Sword


 After another inspection of troop exercises, Sampson and Yang talk as they head toward the big house. A guard from the front gate comes running, his feet slapping in his new boots. He salutes Sampson and reports, “A stranger’s arrived at the gate. Says he works for the library.”
 “Perhaps we’re now going to meet our scout,” Yang says, a grim look with those words.
 “What does this traveler look like?” Sampson asks.
 “Dark of hair and skin. Looks strong, like a fighter,” the guard responds precisely. “I’d guess maybe in his twenties. All scouts are swordsmen, but he doesn’t seem to be carrying one.”
 “Let him in,” Yang orders. “Have someone lead him to the meeting room.” Yang and Sampson continue walking.
Why didn’t my man stop this fellow at the crossing? Aloud, Sampson asks, “How do you want to handle this?”
 “I’ll talk to him, see what he’s about. Take his measure. Then we’ll lock him. Till we win next week. Be the best result. We don’t want the scouts unified against us.”


 ~~~


 As if planned all along, Yang sits at the table’s head. Sampson stands to the side. Their man knocks on the doorframe. When Yang looks up, he announces, “The traveler, Sir.” 
 Yang waves permission to enter. The scout steps in, wears no sword but still looking relaxed and at ease. He offers no greeting nor his name. “Cattleman Yang, I presume. I am glad to make your acquaintance.”
 “Welcome to my lands.” Yang gives a small head nod to the newcomer. “You’ve come a long way.” Yang surprises Sampson with his next words, “Who are you?” An obvious ploy, having tracked the man these past weeks.
 “Thank you for the welcome. I work for the regional library.” His hands meet, and he nods, Namaste, “William Way.”
 “Ah, I’ve heard the name. A scout?” Yang asks with a smile. 
 Sampson remains mute, waiting, the several armed guards he’s signaled have come, to block an exit from the room.
 Way ignores them as they crowd in behind. “Yes, I have that honor.” He shows a confidence and no concern about the new guards. “I travel the land on library business.” Sampson checks his boss’s demeanor. Knowing that Yang thinks how more impressive his little army would be, if he had a few like this traveler; it’s written all over his face.
 Still, their meeting is short. The last Yang offers is, “Surely you’re here not to fight since you came with no weapon. Please go with my men and be my guest until you and I can talk further. You’ll be called.” 
 The men behind the scout step closer.
 Yang turns to Sampson. “Sampson put him with Meredith. I’m sure they will bond, Scout and Reader,” Yang laughs.
 Sampson steps forward, and the head guard moves to lead the weaponless William out, he pauses when Yang speaks again, “Do make sure no harm comes to our guest.”
 With a bow, Sampson leaves the room, to Yang’s chuckles. 


~~~
 With two armed men in front of him and two behind, they lead William down a hall. William strides with the air of an honored visitor, being given a tour of Yang’s estate. “What a wonderful house your Master has here.” 
 Sampson frowns. He’s concerned with this overly confident powerless swordsman. “Where’s your sword, Scout? Lose it in a river somewhere?”
 “When visiting an important cattleman, I didn’t think I’d need a one.” He stops, looking past the armed guards circling him. “And, I certainly feel safe here. Surely, nothing could attack me, when you all seem to carry your own swords.”
 “You’re much too comfortable, I think,” Sampson accuses. He turns his back to this scout. “Walk this way.”


 They continue down one long hallway and turn into a shorter hallway. The doorways here are barred from the outside. Sampson stops in front of one and motions for the room’s door to be opened. The guard before Way reaches and lifts the six-inch bar across the door. And William steps forward, saying to no one and in particular, “I feel very welcome now.” 
 The room, like a normal bedroom with simple furnishing, and one window to the outside, sports only an oil lamp on a table inside. No other accommodations.
 Sampson waves his guest into the space. He nods to one of the guards who proceeds to light the lamp. “Your next door neighbor is a Reader. She’s been our guest for years. Now she’ll finally have some company. If you are well behaved, you may live as long as she has.”
 “Well, I shall certainly behave then!” William offers. As he enters, the guard steps back, leaving only the sound of the closing door and the sliding iron barring it.




17 – A Waste of Time
 
 William surveys the small bedroom. A second door to the side. A narrow stool-like commode sits in one corner with a jar below it. William walks over to the door and knocks. “Hello, reader? Are you interested in a visitor?” A faint sound through the wall. Slowly, Way tests the knob. It turns, and he steps back. “Hello, I’m William Way.”
 On the other side an older woman stands in the center of her room. He can’t miss that she seems weak and scared. It’s a face showing more than only unhappiness; she seems hungry. Her clothes appear unwashed. Her hair uncombed. Hearing him speak, she sits on her bed, rocking unsteadily.
 William bows to her through his side. “I understand you are a reader, I am pleased to meet you. Your name, ma’am?”
 “I am a reader. Or I was, now I have nothing to read,” she says looking up shyly at William. “Please come into my palace.”
 With a bow as he enters, “I, William Way am pleased to make your acquaintance…”
 “I am Meredith.”
 “Are you a guest of Yang’s as I am?”
 “I don’t feel like a guest,” she answers emphatically. She stares. “Why are you here? Are you going to force me to talk? They keep trying to trick me. I am so confused.” Meredith whimpers and William puts on a sympathetic expression. Seeing it she promises, “I would help them if I could. I just don’t have what they want. They want more powerful weapons.” 
 “May I sit with you?” he asks. And she pats the bed, nodding.
 “I am the number one expert in this region in biology and biochemistry. But, no one wants to know about that,” she says with a world of frustration in her voice.
 He nods back. “Yes. It must be maddening.”
 Her words rise to a higher tone, “They won’t accept that my knowledge is about biology. Ask me about genetics, chemistry, and clades of life and I can talk for hours. I just don’t know anything about weapons.”
 “Ah.” William wonders what will put her at ease, perhaps what she knows will do the trick.
 William looks her over. “How long have you been here?”
 “I don’t know anymore,” Meredith confesses. “The years merge together.” With a confused and embarrassed look crossing her face, she leans and grabs William’s arm. “We have to get out of here. There’s a plan to attack the library. We must get out before the fighting starts.”
 She starts crying and looks down at her torn shoes. William reaches a hand to her shoulder, with an assuring, “We should see what we can do. To escape.”
 She looks up then, with a hint of hope. “Do you think we can? That is, it is possible.”
 “We will see.” William says firmly, “Tell me something about biology.” 
 “It has been so long since anyone has asked.” She’s on the verge of crying again.
 “Well, I am asking now. Talk to me. Let’s get some of these hours out of the way, no? Now, about biology.”
 “OK,” she says after a pause, drying her eyes on her shawl. “All living cells are composed of molecules. The molecules are made of atoms. Because of the chemical,” she keeps talking, “and other reactions going on all the time, it’s a very dense, crowded and complex molecular world inside cells, I’m not going to quickly, am I?” 
 
 After an hour of sharing, Meredith’s expression is less nervous. More relaxed, she sits up taller, grasping for her shawl around her thin shoulders. Then, noises start in the hallway. The door opens, and Sampson leads guards in with two food trays. Simple fare, bowls of stew, big slices of bread. Some bits of fruit.
 Meredith grabs one tray, hands it to William, grabs the other and yells at the guards, “Good, I am hungry. Now, get out.” Sampson stares at the newly assertive Meredith but leads the guards out with a quizzical expression.
 Meredith eats as they again bar her door. “I wanted to do that for years. I finally got up the nerve to do it.” She pauses in her eating. “Now, if only I weren’t a prisoner. I could really show you some biology.”
 “You remind me of another person I met recently,” William says thoughtfully. “I suspect she’s a reader like you.”
 “Good, you know another reader,” she actually smiles. “The only people who know what’s happening in this world are readers.”
 “I think some people would disagree with you,” it’s with a disapproving tone, knowing what he does.
 She wags a spoon at him. “I know the libraries hate us. But without us, the libraries would lose their only reason to exist.”
 “What?” William cocks his head. “The libraries existed long before the reader movement began.” 
 “No, you are missing the big picture, Scout. In this return to an age of wood that the Collapse has brought us, granted, there’s less interest in books. The libraries’re about books, conserving and protecting certain books from the public. But, no one cares to read books now. People only want to use books as a form of meditation, or they exploit the knowledge in them to make weapons.”
 William chews thoughtfully. “So, you’re saying without readers or would-be exploiters there’s no need for libraries?” 
 “Exactly! Libraries should honor readers. Hold us in high regard! We understand the role of books. Now without computers and electronic storage, the wisdom of humankind is again held in paper books,” she pauses for a breath. “Readers understand the use of books. Books can be the bridge between people and the multiplicity of the natural system.”
 “Perhaps readers should give advice to the libraries about how to proceed,” William says, half-joking.
 “We can help, if only they would ask,” she says with a tone of desperation. Then with a sly look in her eyes, “I can help you right now.” She crooks her finger to gesture William closer. “I’ve been here years. Tell you, many a secret, about what they do here.” 
 Meredith continues whispering in his ear for hours. She tells him of Yang, Sampson, the cattlemen, the guards and how things are run. Describing the ranch layout, precisely, how buildings are constructed. And their fortifications from different vantage points.
 “Sampson was once employed by a library.” Either a scout or a scout in training.” She explains what she’s overheard, “He’s worked for almost a year, training men to fight for Yang. Traveled the region and farther, recruiting, who’d risk their lives with swords for the cattleman.”
 She tells about what she has seen of these cattlemen. Describing each one she’s seen at meetings here at Yang’s ranch. She gives details, what’s been observed or overheard about arguments, and stresses between the different leaders. She uses words like coalition and unsteady, in the same breath.


 William thinks about what this new knowledge means for his mission. He thinks about both Meredith and Eleanora. Two remarkable minds who view the world through their precise and direct filters. Listening to their tirades makes him think. It increases his understanding. Perhaps Meredith’s right, saying that readers have much to offer libraries.
 Thinking of the region’s future, now with all that Meredith has explained, William tries mapping out possible paths for resolving the coming conflict. Yang’s determined to direct the events around the next librarian’s appointment. There seem to be few possibilities of derailing that. Sampson’s the technical tool being used to impose Yang’s will on others. Way muses to her, “The only paths seem to flow through those two and the other cattlemen and their followers. How can we manipulate that?”
 It would help if William could address the cattlemen. They might play a role in transforming the coming conflict. 
 As William returns to his room, he continues thinking about what steps he might be able to take. To increase the odds of a successful change in this dangerous weave of forces.


 ~~~


 Most of the next day passes with William and Meredith alone in their comfortable prison. She explains further about how the science of biology ties life together in extended networks, speaking of relationships and interactions. He tells of his travels around the world and service to the libraries. They find that they enjoy each other’s company. William praises Yang for locking them up. He also complains loudly, “I must travel to meet with the cattleman, Adebowale.” Sure the guards will hear and take this intelligence to neighboring ranches.


 About midday, the sounds of guards in the hallway increase to a roar. Then, the door’s unbarred. Sampson stands before them. “Get cleaned up, Scout. You’ve got two minutes. You’re to see Yang.” At his own words, Sampson’s hand vibrates on his sword hilt. 
 William rinses his face and straightens his clothes. In a few minutes, he’s ready and follows Sampson and the guards down the narrow hallway. He turns and throws a thumbs up to Meredith as he leaves. 
 She shows a nervous smile in response.


~~~


 Into the meeting room, William is lead, where Yang and others sit around the central table. Many look rugged, used to wrestling wealth out from arid landscapes in this eastern land.
 Yang sits with a hostile look, at the table’s head once again. A dark-skinned man opposite, at the other end. Way thinks, Cattleman Adebowale, as described by Meredith. 
 Three guards stop William and stand around him a few steps from the door. Light streams in the many windows. The morning light shines strongest through the windows in the long eastern wall.
 Cattleman Adebowale stands up from his chair and walks over to the library scout. He stalks around him and his guards, looking at Way from every direction. Adebowale turns to Yang, “Doesn’t look like much, to represent the most powerful fighting force in the region.”
 “I don’t think he’s dangerous to us,” Yang answers, but it’s a frustrated tone. “While it’s true, the scouts have a fearsome reputation as sword-fighters, I don’t believe they endanger our plans.”
 “What does he know of our plans?” Adebowale asks, looking at Yang.
 “Ask him.”
 Adebowale gazes at William, “What do you and the library manager know?” Bold, remaining within arm’s reach, for show?
 Way, wanting only to scare these men from going forward, tries honesty. “You’re training armed fighters. Here in this compound. The library isn’t looking only at Yang, you know. I’d suspect Manager Lowe would know about some actions taken by you cattlemen.”
 “I told you this meeting would be a waste of time,” Yang says with disgust.
 But Adebowale looks directly at William. “Will Lowe oppose us? With fighters of his own?” 
 Before Yang can bark again, Way answers, “No way of knowing Lowe plans.”
 Yang calls out, “This scout knows no more than any of us.”
 “Will the scouts fight on the side of Lowe?” Adebowale asks again.
 “The scouts serve the library. So, you see, it is the duty of each scout to defend library rules. If Manager Lowe will fight to maintain the library… “ William pauses, changing tact, “The scout’s prime goal is finding paths for resolving conflict. Without resorting to weapons.” He turns to show no sword lies on his back. “We practice arms, but it’s a clear understanding, the difference between the need for violence and for peaceful action.”
 “Very philosophical,” Yang complains. “I’d always heard scouts talk their enemies to death! Hardly have to fight.”
 William insists, his eye never leaving Adebowale, “Fighting is the failure of reason and communication. Any fool knows that.” 
 “How desperate is Lowe to hold on to power?” Adebowale risks a look to the table, at who’s asked this so bluntly. Jaroslaw. “Did he steal the book to help himself?”
 William thinks, the uncle. “I can imagine no reason to do so,” he answers quickly, then eyes back on Adebowale. “The Manager ranks higher than any other authority in this region. He’s entitled to make any decision he wants for the libraries. Seems unlikely he’d think hiding the book would be necessary.”




18 – His Nail Is Struck
 
 Yang, having none of this, demands, “Who took the book, then, Scout?”
 “Doesn’t sound like Lowe. I’d guess whoever did wanted to stretch out the process, of finding a new replacement.” A smile crosses his face.
 “It doesn’t matter!” Yang raises his voice. “We have men and the weapons. Most people will accept the decision we impose.”
 Adebowale raises his hand to stop everyone talking “Tell us, Scout, do you believe that, that no one will interfere if the cattlemen take over?”
 “You are wrong,” William says now looking only at Yang. “The libraries and those who support them will never stop fighting. If there’s a threat to the rules that prevent a future Collapse.” William slowly looks around at each face in the room. “Rules matter. And you all know that. If you threaten the library, you will all end in chains or dead.”
 Adebowale looks shocked. “You think you have the power to stop us?”
 “No, I don’t. Neither I nor anyone will stop you before you act. But if you mean to take these steps, you will meet forces you don’t understand. And you won’t be able to stand against them.”
 With his few words, the cattlemen’s resolve seems to have weakened. Yang stands and says forcefully, “No one in the region has the power to resist us!” encouraging the others around the table.
 “You promised us that the Committee and library would give in, without a fight, if we show enough strength,” Adebowale spits his accusation at Yang.
 “This was never going to be a peaceful takeover,” Yang’s tone rings through the room. “The only way to seize power is to be willing to fight.”
 Sanchez states sarcastically, “You don’t think we can fight the United States army.”
 “The army won’t come unless called.” Sampson breaks in, red in the face now with all this back and forth. “That is why we have to win quickly. Become the authority. Then the army will protect us, not fight us. They don’t care who rules this region, just that it’s ruled in their name.”
 The men around the table, doubtful and worried, at this new voice to the discussion, react in varying ways. Some call over their aides, others adjust swords. Toss glances around the table. William stays silent, noting that Yang seems concerned this conversation has led some to lose their nerve.
 Jaroslaw is next to opine, “We’ve no choice. We only want to be left alone. If we don’t fight, Lowe will rule us all. We’re arming ourselves to hold on to our way of life.”
 Sampson points a sword toward William, a threat from more than a meter away. William feels clearly warned against speaking.
 “Right, we don’t live in an ideal world,” Adebowale’s stepped closer to the table. “Lowe’s an ambitious man using the library to shape this region in his image.”
 “Now we cattlemen are part of the needed checks and balances.” Yang waves his arm around the room. “We here are determined to make sure the library doesn’t break the rules it stands for.”
 “I know what the library stands for!” Disdain drips from Sampson’s words. He clutches his sword in low guard and walks to within centimeters of William. “I worked for a library. The library’s beliefs aren’t as wonderful as you make them out.”
 William turns to face that sword. He holds his arms very still at his sides, opens his face, and waits for Sampson, who shakes with anger, to continue.
 “Tell them what you believe!” Sampson waves his sword toward the table. “Tell them how people in the library believe the mind cannot be trusted. That everything must be challenged and held in doubt!”
 William smiles at Sampson. “Swordsman Sampson is correct, as far as he goes.” He tries looking harmless. He nods to the fist with its sword, seeking a signal to continue. After a moment of holding his gaze, Sampson finally nods in agreement. “He’s referring to what we’re taught: that the Collapse was due to people believing what the prophets told them, that it should be acted out, in the world. And we know what that brought us too.”
 “Tell them what it means, Scout!” Sampson waves his sword.
 “He means that we now know that our beliefs cannot be trusted.” William smiles to take the sting from his words. “A person thinks they believe something that is the single truth. So, the next step is to reach for the sword or the gun if other people have disagreements about what is in their minds. But, what we hold in our minds must be tested.”
 Most people in the room sit confused, looks of doubt on their faces. Yang, Sampson, and Adebowale wear pretty steady looks, having heard these ideas before. The guards, Jonny and Fredrico, differ from each other. Jonny seems to consider some things from William, while Fredrico just frowns, angry.
 “They don’t understand you, Scout,” Sampson says sadly to William. “Tell them how we can’t trust our senses.” H gestures to the men at that table, and Fredrico frowns now at that. “Tell them how everything is uncertain!”
 He looks and shakes his head at Sampson in sorrow and regret, “The beliefs we hold aren’t depressing and restricting. Instead, they mean our choices are infinite. We find hope, love, and wonder when we look at the world.”
 “You are wrong!” Sampson yells. “Humans need certainty. When you say we cannot trust our senses and our minds, you doom us to madness and division and a life living in quicksand.”
 “We say there are evil mistakes in the mind, but we also say there’s beauty in the world and the mind,” William looks directly at him. “Both are true, and we embrace the real world’s duality.”
 “I think it would be a single truth if I run this sword through you,” Sampson slowly raises the sword tip to lightly touch William’s chest. “I think even you would have to agree that reality would leave no doubt.”
 “We will all die,” William smiles widely. “My death won’t be the end ideas that I share. Knowledge is hard to kill with a sword. That is one secret of the libraries.”
 “Are you saying you aren’t afraid of death?” Yang asks with his head cocked at the scout.
 “No, but I can face death with the knowledge that my death doesn’t make my killer right.”
 Like a knife, Yang slices the air. “This has been a waste of our time. Sampson take him back. First thing tomorrow morning, kill him. One less scout to oppose us. The rest of us need to plan to march on the Committee. We only have a few days left.”


 ~~~ 

 The guards hurry William back to his cell room. Meredith waits there. Sampson pushes William into the room, and gloats, “We’ll see how well your library philosophy prepares you for death. Tomorrow will be your last morning on this earth.”
 “I hope you’ll think about what I’ve said, after I am gone,” William shines a big smile on Sampson.
 Sampson draws his sword and jabs it. “I can kill you now, would you like that?” William stands in place and looks back at Sampson, without the smile. While Jonny grips his sword, Way remains still. It’s Fredrico who turns a smile on the scout. Sampson hesitates a moment before walking out.
 As the door closes, he shouts out to the guards, “Watch him closely, if he tries to escape, kill him!”
 “What did they want?” Meredith asks as the door is bolted.
 “They want to know if they’ll win in their coming fight with the Committee.”
 “And you told them?” Meredith seems somewhat distracted and desperate for new information and reassurance.
 “I tried to scare them. They have very little chance of winning with their plan, and I wanted them to realize that. 
 We don’t have much time,” William says to grab her attention. He smiles and points to his mouth to focus her. Then speaking softly, “This night will be the last in this cell. Do you want to leave with me?”
 “Leave?” Meredith looks stunned. She looks around the room as if trying to imagine how they can possibly escape these locked rooms. “How can we?”
 “I have an idea,” William say staring into her eyes, “Are you interested in risking everything to escape?”
 She hesitates for a moment. Then nods violently, “Yes, I want to get out and see the sun!”
 “It will be dangerous,” William says. “But if we take a risk, there’s a chance we can walk free. I need your help. We must work together.”
 “I can’t see how we can get free,” her eyes are wild. “There’s no way out of here.”
 “Can we break these walls?” William asks. “Tell me about the building’s construction,” 
 “No, they’re caliche blocks, laid together with mesquite wood for framing.” Meredith says dispiritedly. She does point out, “Those blocks are mostly limestone. Pretty solid.” But she begins to ramble, “If we had enough water and time, we could soften the walls enough to break through. The window’ is too narrow to climb through.” 
 “But these rooms weren’t designed as cells, right?” 
 Meredith looks thoughtful. “Our only impediment is the bar on the doors… if you don’t consider Jonny and Fredrico.” She then muses, “And those wooden strips nailed over the windows.”
 “Tell me about Sampson’s trainees, the guards, were they Yang’s workers first?” William continues, “How do they react to surprises?”
 “Many are superstitious.” She says, “They tell a story from years ago at another ranch.” Her face changes, it’s as if she’s now lecturing in a class. Her voice moves to a world this cell cannot offer, “There were four cowboys, down at the blacksmith’s shed. Drinking and playing poker, having a good time. As they were leaving, around midnight, one offered a challenge. For the others to drive a nail into the door frame of the ranch family’s crypt. All but one wants to, but he goes along.” William nods. Willing to hear this tale if it will help. “They put on their slickers,” she tells him, “long rain coats, you’ve seen the cowboys wear them?”
 “Scouts too.”
 “Yes, and they walked up to the family’s cemetery.” At a sound, she looks to the door, where the guard, Jonny has peeked in. She moves closer to William, and continues in a softer voce, “The first three drive their nails in; the fourth man up is really superstitious about such things, and doesn’t much want to, but he kneels, says his prayer, closes his eyes and in the wind and rain, he too finally drives his in. But…” 
 And Meredith turns to see the door is again closed. “After his nail is struck, when he turns to leave, he starts screaming, waving his arms. Shouting, ‘Someone’s hold of me! Something’s pulling me back into the grave!’ Suddenly the fellow falls! When they check him, he’s dead.” 
 “No.”
 “Yes! As they move his body, they realize that what had frightened him to death wasn’t a ghost, but in the pitch dark, he’d nailed his own slicker to the door frame.”
 “Amazing. Your story, it makes me think. We can get out of here,” William stands close. “You will have to trust me. It will take preparation. When we act, it must be decisive and to the finish. We will only have one chance.”
 “I’ve helped?”
 “Let’s bring all the furniture into this one room.” William gestures toward the other room. “As quietly as possible.”
 For the next few minutes, they work to move everything into the one room. Spending the next hour arranging the space as quietly as they can.
 Finally, they rest. William commands her, “Breathe deep. As you relax, close your eyes and imagine we have won.”
 Then the hours of the morning come, they try to rest as best they can within the torn up room and shifted beds. 
 Meredith finally breathes calmly, “I feel confident and certain, now.”
 There’s no window in the door, the guards surely don’t notice their work. The only way Fredrico can see in is to open their door. Just before dawn when it’s grown quiet in the building, William tells Meredith, “It is time, my friend. Can you do your part?” asked with intensity, Meredith quivers beside him.
 “I will do what I must.” She glances at the mattress propped up at the room’s left side.
 “This is the moment. It all counts.” In the flickering lamplight, William looks around. Walking over to crouch behind the mattress, he gives her a last encouraging glance. And whispers, “When they come in, run toward the window. Stay as far from the door as possible.” He ducks down. “Now!”




19 – Not Prisoners Anymore
 
 At the door, Meredith cries out in a high, strangled voice, “Help, he’s getting away!” She keeps calling, “Guard! Guard! Jonny! Help! Quickly!” repeatedly until the door is opened. Then as Meredith runs toward the window, pointing and yelling even louder. They both step in, to survey the room. All the furniture has been piled up in strange lumps. Meredith points again. Fredrico looks but sees nothing but a blanket hanging from the window rod. As they’ve planned things, it can’t be seen whether the window’s broken or not. As he walks to inspect it, Jonny stands three steps from the door.
 Suddenly, William leaps and launches himself. Jonny holds his sword in low guard toward the left. William comes at him, locks his arm between their two bodies. In a moment, he’s used both hands to choke the man. As he falls, Fredrico spins.
 Jonny, beneath him, struggles less and less, finally going limp. But the other guard’s moved in their direction. With only three long steps between them, Fredrico will reach William in seconds. 
 Unexpectedly, that one gets a burning lamp wick against his cheek. Meredith’s grabbed the flame and used it as a weapon.
 In the near dark, Fredrico sweeps around, striking Meredith down. As his back is turned, William springs. Clamping Fredrico in a headlock, applying a second choke hold between forearm and bicep. After a few seconds, the man slumps down. The flickering lamp wick lies on the floor beside Meredith’s body.
 Picking up the damaged lamp, William quickly kneels to Meredith. She looks up at the feeble light he holds. 
 “You saved my life,” he says.
 “We can escape now?”
 “Yes, we’re not prisoners anymore.” 
 “Good… Good to be free.” Her eyes flutter closed. William feels her neck. 

No pulse.


 ~~~


 In the dark, leaving the ranch goes slow. William makes his way with his mind filled with their last moments, his hand still feels himself lowering her head. Gently. The echoes of him moving swiftly to the door, give cadence to his steps as he flees. Behind him, where Meredith lies, light fills the empty hall.
 Animal sounds fill the night, a lowing in the pens. Guards stand and move around, but the coverage is spotty, and the moon has yet to rise. Walking slowly and carefully requires time to work William’s way in the dark, in the direction he wants. Minutes pass, but not many. Way hears the alarm spread throughout the compound. Jonny must have come to. Several days’ journey to the library. Yang will surely send men to stop me. To avoid fighting Yang’s men, he must move faster, the whole way. Once, off the ranch, Way heads toward where he’s left Eleanora.
 
~~~


 Another hour later, William’s neared the campsite they’d established. Empty. No Eleanora. Only cold and covered ashes in the fire pit. He sits for a moment to catch a breath and plan his next steps. Guessing what Eleanora might be doing on this road by herself, he decides. Perhaps she’s running. Way’s acknowledged that she’d seemed nervous about libraries and the Committee. Or hiding. He still worries over her being a reader.

But, she’s more than just a reader. The fight with the bandit showed her facing a difficult challenge with calm inner strength. The girl has skills, Way can’t ignore that fact. She can track and has good woodcraft. If she worked for the library, she’d become a scout.
 Almost dawn, a sliver of a moon can be seen just above the mesa. Memories of Meredith come to him. The woman dreamed of being free from her cage. She’s helped William when he needed it most. It dawns on him. Some seem weak, but have depths of strength, with the correct motivations that can be tapped. She was an inspiring dreamer.
 He thinks about how this world has hope, because of people like Meredith and Eleanora. In spite of being readers, people will do what they can, in small ways, to keep things running. The ordinary people, what will really help them? We didn’t save and preach our rules if not for them. William determines to find a way to have them gain more respect.
 Whatever’s decided at the coming meeting, the leadership needs to remember who does the work in this world. Those are the ones in whose names the rulers rule.
 Hearing a noise, he readies himself. 
 Eleanora stands quietly two meters away, outside the clearing. Her voice comes low, through the coming dawn. “Welcome back, I was wondering if you would make it.”
 William smiles as he rises. “Thanks for waiting.” The moment of catching a breath now passed with her here now. “I’ll need my sword back from you. Afraid I’m bringing trouble, Eleanora. Armed men coming this way soon.”
 “Your sword. And I thought you came to see me. You left with Yang’s approval, right? Oh, well, the story of my life. Trouble finds me wherever I go.” Stepping forward, she hands him the precious bundle. “If they are coming this way, I guess we better start moving.”
 “Yes, let’s get on the road. As much distance as we can by tomorrow.”


~~~


 On the road where they’ve come to a halt, Eleanora walks slowly back and forth, feeling exhaustion and painful muscles. Her feet hurt with every step. After walking for hours, as the moon rose, they increased their pace, it seemed to her, with every meter. To make small talk, she tells him, “That’s a gibbous moon. Eleven days old.”
 Hours later, dawn begins to light the land more fully, while the moon remains in the sky, a waxing orb. With increased light, they’ve picked up the pace even more. No sleep and hours of moving fast takes a toll on them both.
 Stepping near the high point on the road, they stay hidden while taking views in several directions, both trying to steady their breathing. 
 “Can you keep going?” William asks. He must be tired. And sleep deprived, but at least he looks in better shape than I am.
 “I feel I’m making you go slower and slower. But I guess we should keep going,” she says weakly. “Now, we’re in no shape to fight anyway.”
 “Hopefully, they’ll be as weak, if they keep up with us.” Eleanora knows he’s only saying that to make her feel better. “Let’s go a few hours more,” Way suggests. “Then we can find a place to hide and rest for few hours.”
 “I’m afraid if I stop, I won’t be able to stand again!” Eleanora’s feeling dejection. “How long do we have to keep going?” she asks. “Perhaps it would be better to stand and fight now, while I still have some fight left in me.”
 “Our best option’s not to fight at all.” He’s moved from the viewpoint and back onto the road. “After we cross the river, it should be less than two days to the library. We’ll have help there.”

I can’t go on another step. 
 Yet she persists.


 They continue for two more hours. Conserving strength by moving silently, not talking. Before noon, they’ve moved off the road to make a dry camp, out of sight of anyone coming up the path. Eleanora sinks, exhausted, to the ground. William sits not far from her.
 “I’m almost getting used to walking all day and all night,” she jokes. “If I weren’t so dizzy, I think I’d prefer to keep walking, instead of sitting here in pain.”
 She feebly pulls out what food she’s got left in her pack. They both drink from their water flasks. “I’m hungry and thirsty. And in pain. Always heard bad things about the library.” She grins at him. “My experience with you proved those negative feelings. Redoubled, I think.”
 “Don’t say that,” he gets out tiredly. “I want you to trust the library. Trust me.” The scout tries to put on a winning smile, through his dusty, sweat-streaked face.
 “I can’t trust you,” she insists, swatting at a fly on her arm. “First you make me wait alone, in the desert for days. Then we’re force marched for more. I feel like a pack mule. A very tired pack mule!”
 “Do you want to go back home?” 
 She gives him a worried look. “I can’t.” Her exhaustion makes Eleanora too tired to censor herself. “I’m on the run.” This, with a defiant glare in his direction, her frown deepens.
 William returns her looks with ones of his own, bored and tired.
 “Guessed that. You don’t seem easily frightened. What amazing monster trails you?”
 “I’m a reader!” she announces. It comes out proudly, with just a trace of fear tingeing its edges. “I broke the library rules! I must stay away from authorities!”
 He cocks his head. “I think you have more in common with the libraries than you think.” With a curious look, he challenges her with this idea. 
 “I don’t! There’s nothing I agree with that the library says! Nothing!”
 He ticks off on his hand. “You recognize geological formations. You discuss the earth’s age. The moon’s phases. You’d fit in with us at a library.” William smiles, his hand still wide, at his evidence.
 “I have never fit in anywhere.” She’s defiant. His ilk’ll never understand. “Would the library want to convert me to think like others?” Eleanora asks this with a fervor. “I am a reader and I’ve been resisting attempts to strip me of that since I was a child.” 
 “Tell me what it means to you—being a reader,” William asks, as open and inviting as he can. As they sit, Eleanora spills a torrent of what she’s learned, from her parents. And what she does with her secret society.
 She notices. William does listen attentively; she appreciates his trying to understand her life. “Can’t you see? It’s probably different for you. Because you—growing up in libraries—” But, she can see in his eyes, he’s identifying with her unusual experiences of learning new things. Making new friends. Rebelling from lessons being taught, perhaps he knows of this too?
 Eleanora feels better after revealing her secrets. I’ve put myself in danger. After telling so much to a library scout, her concern now is her interest in William’s reaction. He waits a few minutes to think about what she’s said. Hopefully, he’ll respect my honesty. After some time, the scout answers, “I’m impressed. Thank you, Eleanora. For trusting me with your life. With your story.”
 “Do I have something to fear from you, Scout?”
 “No. Consider me a friend and ally. Your life is mine to protect and to respect.” Tears of exhaustion come to Eleanora’s eyes. She nods and stretches her hand in his direction.

Trying to restore my balance and calmness? “Can you trust us readers?” She gives him intense scrutiny.
 “I don’t know many. One died to save my life yesterday. You’ve helped me. Stood beside me in hard times. I trust what I’ve seen of readers I know.”
 She can’t stop herself, she must be sure. “I want you to understand what we believe.” I can be heard by someone in the library. It would be good to have such a powerful friend.
 “Readers are just as worried about a new Collapse as you are,” she begins. “If people believe there’s justice and fairness, then no sane groups would do anything like what was done back then.” She looks at William hopefully.
 William argues, “But saying scientific knowledge didn’t cause the Collapse, that’s like saying my sword isn’t the cause of a person being cut down.” 
 “I’ve heard this argument my whole life.” She lets out some frustration. “It’s a misleading reasoning, arguing whether your sword is guilty or some other factor. But—” she searches for the word. “—dissembling—completely just limits what people can think of this issue.”
 William responds, “The mind needs to be understood as well, if not better than knowledge of machines and the cosmos.”
 “Sounds like you’re talking about balance,” she jumps in. “Balance is important. We say the parts of a person must be understood and integrated. The Collapse—people were out of balance, wouldn’t you say?”
 “You believe balance is the most important thing, I agree with that.” William’s hopeful. “The libraries were never meant to restrict all that. But we library staff take our charge seriously, protecting knowledge. For the good of future generations.”
 “We readers know that the library’s been responsible for saving many books through bad times and chaos,” Eleanora agrees. “You must admit that the Committee warns readers are dangerous—but, we want what you say you want! A balance. Between people’s actions and technical knowledge.”
 “Thank you. Sharing your dreams.” William gives a wide smile, “I agree, Eleanora, we can be allies.”




20 – Catastrophic Challenges
 
 Two guards, without weapons, stand, their heads down, in front of Yang. On the ground under a sheet, before them lies the body.
 Yang looks directly at the two men, Sampson as witness. “A missing scout and a dead reader. Someone must pay for these mistakes.” Yang rocks gently despite strong emotions gripping him.
 They stand in the cramped hallway outside the prisoners’ rooms. Light leaks in from the barred windows and a skylight nearby.
 “Sampson, it was a simple assignment. Hold the scout. Kill him.” Yang turns his gaze onto his fighters. “What good are you, if two men can’t hold one unarmed scout and an old lady.”
 “But a scout is never unarmed,” Sampson tries. “They constantly train for difficult situations! For the unexpected and catastrophic challenges!”
 “Catastrophic challenges.” The venom fairly drips. “So, what you’re telling me is—a single scout is better—more catastrophic. All the men I’ve paid you to train…” Yang looks at his minion with scorn. “Am I wasting my money? Having you train men for me?”
 “No. But—perhaps—I didn’t defend against his resourcefulness, as I should have,” Sampson promises, “I will make up for it by capturing him.”
 Yang’s grip tightens on his sword. “Take these two catastrophic incompetents!” His voice rising, “If I have to look at their faces, I might not spare them.”


~~~


 “What’ll happen if we can’t catch him?” Jonny asks Federico, staring him in the eyes. As the pair trail after Sampson
 “The scout’s harmless,” Sampson insists over his shoulder. Tries fooling us, Jonny thinks. As Sampson keeps on, “He can’t tell Lowe anything he doesn’t already know.”
 “Don’t you think he saw the cows?” he asks Sampson. “Could be the reader, she may have told him—things.”
 “An empty-headed reader,” Sampson argues. “How much did Meredith know? And she’s dead now. Nothing for us to worry about.”
 Jonny asks, “Will we be able to join the troops tomorrow? March and fight when the time comes?”
 Sampson admits, with some hesitation, “Boys, riding cows is more art form than skill at this point. They’ll do the best they can to stay in rough formation.” 

So will we be with them? But there’s no clear answer.
 “The important thing’s how they operate against opposition,” Sampson reminds him. “Doesn’t matter if they work fine in practice. The true test’s when others are trying to hurt you. With me, you’re safe.”
 The two disgraced men share another glance. The stables are now in view.
 “I trained them as realistically as I could,” Sampson grumbles. “I trust they’re the best-trained in this region.”
 “That’s what we know,” Federico puts in, smiling at Jonny. “That number of swords, and mounted, no one should be able to stand against us.”
 “Scout’s halfway to the river by now.” Sampson shakes his head, out of Yang’s earshot, and grumbles more. 
 At the stables, four others wait.
 “You’ll have to work hard today, boys. Run fast enough to make up for a night and part of day’s head start.” Sampson scans his group of six. “Didn’t organize well. Only ten minutes. Then we mount up.”
 “I’m glad to use cows,” Jonny lies. “They’re no faster than a fast man, but we can travel all day and all night.”
 “Yes. But, remember Yang’s words. Make sure we succeed,” Sampson warns. A familiar tone.
 Their leader jerks his hand at the hills ahead.

 ~~~


 Out on the field, Manager Lowe points out to Rayen, how he imagines the coming meeting. “Votes’ve been lined up to make me the next librarian. Thanks for your work—on my behalf.”
 She pauses, looking over the field. Until her silence might be noted, then she speaks, “Yes, Manager, enough Committee representatives will support you.” Rayen risks asking, “Will the legal vote be allowed to stand? What of those who don’t support the library? Intelligence, I’ve told you, say part of the Committee must be—” She changes tactic, “Reports are coming in, people planning to bring weapons. The count’s complicated. With the multitude in this vote.”
 “Well, some support me, others have different candidates, and others…” His gaze returns to the field. “The library staff should help. They trained in weapons. To some extent. They’re my core of support. But, additionally, who do we have?”
 Rayen bites her lip. “It’s difficult, organizing possible supporters.” Her voice falls, though they’re the only ones to hear. “Without alerting enemies.” Lowe’s face changes but still she has to let him know these facts. “I’ve done the best I can, hiring folks who say they’re fighters. It’s been almost impossible. Perhaps a large enough group on our side will work keeping hotheads quiet.”
 “And the scouts?” His eyes are on the men, setting up the stage. Rayen knows he wants this answered most of all.
 “Still an unknown quality. Technically, we should be able to count on them. But, they’re always—”
 “Independent. Unpredictable. I know that! They’ve got that latitude, operating away from the cities.”
 Rayen, agreeing, nods. “You can see the problem. In the field, deciding with no consulting. Free agents. Less like regular staff to count on to fight.”
 “I was never a scout, unlike Serra. I can’t understand how they think.” A piercing gaze at Rayen. “Frankly, do they serve any use? Right after the Collapse, sure— But, today’s world’s eighty years from that, more settled. Scouts. More of the dangerous past, no?”
 Rayen smiles. Reading his words as easily as they might have read the missing Book of Rules. “The scouts will most likely side with you. They serve, as you do.” She reminds with a gentle, “Moving around among our people, testing their feelings. That’s directly in your support, at least.”
 “At least. Everyone knows scouts are tight knit. That’s another reason, the others come to her aid. But, they don’t spend much time at the libraries. We see them too infrequently.”
 Rayen points, anything to stop the grumbling. “The cattlemen, they’ll come from the east. Yes, scouts are strange, sitting around, talking philosophy, very useless.”
 Lowe shakes his head with a fierce expression. “Decisions must be made— whoever has the power. The scouts are just deceived children, not understanding that.” Rayen keeps quiet. He’s so wrapped up with the coming meeting. Believes his supporters and the scouts helping, means nothing should be able to oppose him. Lowe rambles a bit longer, “The region’s future direction will be decided in a few days. By accidents of location and timing, I’m in the perfect position to control the future to come.”
 Rayen expects Lowe wishes he could do things in simple ways like Yang. Probably thinking there’s no one he can trust. Likely thinks it’s all on him. Making the future come into being through his force of will and commitment.
 As they walk to where workers are erecting a meeting tent and speaking platform, Rayen’s the one who checks her itinerary and points. She does the managing for these workers, Lowe only watches. She then risks speaking some hard truths, “Yang’s his own master, he answers to no one. He must know he’ll have to live with the system for some time.”
 Lowe interrupts those thoughts. “Once peace and order can be restored, things might be able to move forward. In the future—” He slaps at his thigh. “Things can really change.” 




21 – Died by Mistake
 
 Eleanora and William start out in the morning; they see nothing on their back trail. Off in the distance ahead, Way points, spying a stream of smoke rising into the sky.
 Eleanora squints and blurts, “Oh, no! What is it… Is that the farm you visited?”
 “Several days ago,” William answers. “It doesn’t look good.”
 She turns with concern. “What do you want to do?” 
 “Let’s head in that direction. Stay alert, in case we need to fight.”
 As they move at a steady pace, Eleanora thinks more about her companion. They’ve been traveling steadily for hours, and Way appears ready to continue all day. But he also seems to appreciate everything around him. She mentions this, her words coming as their footsteps fall, “You seem in balance. With the world you travel through.”
 “It is a simple thing to do. But we ourselves, walking the path.”
 She quickens her pace. “Even a path heading towards the fire.”
 
 An hour later, they’ve arrived in sight of that small cabin. A small girl, up the trail from them, comes running. As they get closer, they hear her cries.
 “Henrietta!” William shouts and waves. She continues forward, blind and stumbling.
 Eleanora runs up. Stooping in the road, she enfolds the girl, clear and soft, “Henrietta, it’s all right, we’re here now.”
 In her arms, Henrietta quietly shakes. “They hurt Mommy—I think she’s dead!” It comes out strongly.
 Eleanora looks up to William. Paces ahead, up the road the smoke of whatever has happened trickles toward them.
 “Where is she?” Eleanora asks, holding tight. The girl turns in her arms. Points back. “At our house.”
 The trickle of smoke.
 “Henrietta—” William stops for a moment, between them and the smoke in the trees. “Remember meeting me a few days ago? I am the scout. Wait here with my friend, I’ll go look for your mother.” He turns and continues walking directly into the smoke.
 
 In a few minutes, Eleanora hears a whistle, one they’ve practiced: All clear, come ahead.
 They meet William at a scene of devastation. The cabin half-burned. The fire mostly out, but smoke still spreading. Household goods, strewn around the yard haphazardly, it makes reaching the porch a hazard. Henrietta points. “Our corral’s all smashed down. Where will our goats stay?” A body lies before the cabin. Blood’s pooled. That stops her. She stares. 
 He whispers, “Stay back.”
 But the girl walks up holding onto Eleanora, saying, “She’s not sleeping.” 
 William’s gone to the woman, and knelt. He meets Eleonora’s eyes, his head gives a small shake, Henrietta casts him a stunned look.
 She grips Eleanora’s hand even tighter. 
 “Did they arrive this morning?” he asks in the same soft tone.
 She bobs her head. More tears dripping.
 “When the sun came up,” she sobs out. “They took Zeno. And Gertrude.” William looks in the direction Henrietta stares. Eleanora follows his focus, examining the clumsy path these killers have taken. Heading northwest off the road.
 “Henrietta. What relative have you visited last?” William kneels down to be at her level.
 Henrietta gazes at him with puzzlement. “Auntie Julia near Porter. We visited. Last year.”
 “She’ll be glad of your visit once again.” William stands. “Eleanora and I will take you to your auntie.” He’s taken a kerchief from his vest pocket and laid it over her mother’s eyes. “First, I will go get your goats back. You’ll need them at your auntie’s home.”
 “Eleanora, can you wait with Henrietta, in case the goats come back on their own?” 
 She nods, still holding tight to the little girl’s hand. “After you finish here, start out on the trail to the west. I’ll catch up with you. There still may be some of Yang’s men looking for me. But they shouldn’t care about you. See you tonight, or in the morning.”
 “Henrietta, how many men were here?”
 “Four, I think.”
 “Eleanora, if you see Yang’s men, they may be riding cows,” he warns.
 “Cows?” She doubts her ears.


 ~~~


 For Henrietta’s benefit, William shows his teeth to Eleanora, then follows the newly broken path away from the pair. The sun beats down bright. He loosens his sword, keeping it on his back, but he maintains a fast trot. The trail of four heavily laden men and two goats stand out plainly through the dirt and weeds.
 In less than an hour, William’s come to the top of a ridge. Observing the bandits’ camp below, set up in a small shady grove. The mother goat tied to a tree and the young one wanders loose nearby. After watching the four men at their fire for some minutes, William strides down to their circle.
 Though they’ve jumped to their feet and pulled at their swords, William calmly stops his approach a few meters away. “I’ve come for the goats. I’m William, from the Southwest library.” Two stay by the fire, their companions, however, move forward, to menace him. “Henrietta will need them to help her live.” Standing between Way and the goats. William only states, “You killed her mother.”
 Abruptly, one complains, “It was an accident.” William focuses on him while he continues standing, relaxed, hands free.
 A man closest to the fire shows a sheepish expression, he rubs his scraggly chin with the hilt of his sword. “Quiet Zeb. She misunderstood us, Scout. We just wanted some food. She died by mistake.”
 After a long pause, with individual glances at each bandit. “I just want the goats. For her daughter.” The four exchange looks. Something passes between them. Way’s face shows fire and threat. They gather, out of his way.
 “Take them,” the same speaker continues. “We serve the people.”
 “How do you mean?” William looks his way, surprise in his query.
 “We help people survive.” He pulls a dog tag from inside his shirt. “Started during the Collapse.” And holds it up, for not only William to see. The others around him not. “Our ancestors worked for the local state government, and we helped people.”
 “Nat’lguar.” Zeb states. Speaking it as a prayer.
 William berates him harshly, “Help people? What are you doing now!”
 “We have to survive,” the bandit whines. “Our parents left us the charge! Our job continues the work of helping humanity survive. Who’d ya think put out that fire? We didn’t leave the girl to burn.”
 “I’m not here to judge—” He stops, frustrated. Out of sorts. “Or to forgive you.” William starts back over to the goats. “I’ll be on my way.”
 Leading Gertrude and Zeno, Way retraces his path back toward Henrietta’s uninhabitable home. His mind abuzz with the bandit problem.
 
 Traveling with goats, after an hour of hard moving, he comes upon Eleanora and Henrietta. He carries Zeno, with Gertrude straggling beside. The girls have traveled a kilometer on the road from the burned house, traveling westward.
 “Eleanora, you must take Henrietta and her goats to her aunt,” William commands quickly. “Yang’s men aren’t far behind.”
 “What will you do?” Eleanora looks to the goats then the girl, concerned.
 “I’ll wait here. Lead them away.” William smiles down at Henrietta, touching the top of her head. “Hopefully, my enemies can deal with each other.”
 “Should I meet you?”
 “Yes, please.” William looks thankful at her suggestion. “Meet me in Logan. There’s someone I want you to meet. And you can be a great help later.” Way tips his hat, and hands over the little goat. “Goodbye, Henrietta.”
 She stares up at the scout. “I’ll give your regards to my aunt.”




22 – Commanding an Armed Group
 
 Carlota meets Yang just inside the ranch door. The servants work around them, stowing bags for the trip.
 “Pack that into saddlebags,” she directs workers, over the din of them moving all around her husband, in a furious activity. “Stephan.” Pointing at a trunk. “That one goes under my seat.” Then, waving out the door, she chides Yang, “Well, Sampson’s reached the end of his usefulness.”
 Yang, making a face, looks sharply at Carlota. She glances down, reading what he’s thinking. Damn it, woman, not in front of the help! But his look does nothing to abate the haranguing.
 “I don’t trust him. He’s trained your troops. Why can’t you lead your troops?” It’s no minor inconvenience, wishing only to have all baggage in one wagon. Carlota barks at Stephan, “Get us situated.” Then turns to Yang. His mind’s on other things.
 The second inconvenience: one scout. Yang nods, launching into concerns of his own. “I’ve lost Sampson. Now, Way’s disrupted my whole plan. When it is time to marshal my men, ready to march.” 
 Another dig, “Strange that a scout and ex-scout are matching skills, and depriving you of last-minute assistance,” she continues at him, grumbling, as uncomfortable as rocks under a blanket. “I’d make sure something happens. If he comes back from this mission.”
 Yang shifts from the path of Stephan’s commands about bedding and pillows. He’s thoughtful, she sees. “Granted, dear, I should have trained more lieutenants.” 
 And that earns a smile. Who’d realize how difficult commanding an armed group is?
 “Everyone’s blocking my attempts.” Yang barks, “Stephan! Aren’t you done yet?” 
 She’s heard it before. First, the scout, then Sampson’s incompetence; three important people out of the equation. 
 “You have to do everything yourself,” Carlota agrees, letting go a martyred sigh. “You can’t depend on anyone else.” She smiles, a hand on his wrist. “Too bad you don’t have that, Scout.” Another sigh. “It seemed—he was very capable—managing men. I was impressed. Removing himself from a locked—” A hand swipes the air. “Don’t you agree, dear? Now he’s likely to get back, warn the library of what you’re bringing. I only hope Manager Lowe isn’t prepared yet.”
 “When we arrive at the library, we’ll deal with Lowe.” 
 Carlota gives a worried look. And Yang escorts her to the wagon. “He’ll be prepared now—to oppose us. With his devotion to the library’s cause… his dedication could spell trouble for our plans.”
 Carlota sees how Yang avoids biting his lip before the servants. “The library rules mean more to Lowe than power and wealth.” Carlota tries imagining it, knowing her husband is doing the same. She sympathizes, “He’s so tightly connected, he’ll see challenges to the library’s power as your personal attacks.”
 This goading leads to Yang’s next diatribe, servant’s listening be damned, “When the library’s put into a proper role, under our yoke, then Lowe’ll lose his reason for living.”
 “You’ll change the rules, give people a new future vision. With our wealth, we’ll plan for the long term.”
 Yang preens. “That’s best for humanity. Lowe hasn’t lost the fears from the Collapse. We’ll build all new rules.” 
 “Yang, yes, of course, they must understand that things have changed. You’ll rule brilliantly.” 
 The pride for her man, as she realizes he’ll be the one to change the world, makes her glow. Lowe, the scout, and everyone who opposes him must be swept away. 
 As Yang steps up into the bench, grabbing the reins, he announces softly, “We’ll still be able to accomplish our plan.”


 ~~~


 Yang’s guards had followed the scout for hours now. The sun falling low in the west. It seemed like a great job when I first started. Training with the sword for hours every day. A solid meal. Bed to sleep in. But, this type of work isn’t what I expected. Hours of my bottom chafing on this cow. And the need to fight at the end. I might quit after this assignment.
 He takes a tally: Cows weigh over five hundred kilos. At top speed, on the right ground, faster than any of us. But no endurance for long distance running.
 As they track Way, Sampson keeps lecturing, “Each cow carries a larger load than men can by themselves.” Sampson thinks the cows make a brilliant solution to the problem of transporting of any armed force. Jonny doesn’t bring up the what he thinks, but what of sources for more water and feed? In the arid terrain of this stretch of land, each cow carries a load of water on its back.
 As the group, Sampson and six other men, left the ranch, they set out at a steady pace heading to the west. The cows stretched out in a loose line just short of a meter apart. The ride chafes the rider’s legs and bottoms. Each man bruised after all these hours, awkwardly trying to grip their reins, shifting and complaining to find the best way to ride.
 Jonny remembers Sampson’s orders. The scout may head for the one easy ford on the river. If our cows can keep moving for two days, we should be able to catch him. With seven swords against one, it should be easy to cut him down. 
 Sampson keeps up his lecturing for hours. Now on the trail, not only when they rest. “We all exist in a very fragile place now. Making the wrong decisions—Someone needs to replace the library’s role. Someone who’s been trained by a library. Who knows how they enforce their vision on the world. That’s who’s the best to replace the libraries.”
 Jonny’s tired of hearing it.
 Sampson lectures keep going: On the outline of a new political order. One he’ll impose around the world. A group of leaders. To guide the people. A supreme place in the chain of life. More than tired of hearing it.
 “There’ll need to be a group, like scouts, the final arbiters of power.” The only response from those on the trail comes with the cows’ lowing. “Helping Yang build a small army started my mind to the possibilities. Think on that, the preeminent power in the post-Collapse world.”
 “Lose one useless reader. This is what we get,” Fredrico mutters.
 Sampson’s bragged, for kilometers, “I proposed the idea of using cows as mounts for you men. No one’s willing to part with a horse for gold or wealth, everybody knows that. I was the one who explained, slowly. Patiently. So, Yang finally agreed. They all accepted the good idea.”
 Yang’s swordsmen’re slowly getting closer to the single fighter. Way appears a dot in the distance. But he’s hardly dropped out of sight as the hours pass. 
 “Curious,” Jonny mentions. “Almost like he wants us to keep following.” 
 They should have nothing to fear from one man, if there’s any reason, Sampson would surely know what to do. “They say he used to be a scout,” Fredrico whispers, “Certainly seems to know how to use his sword. Knows more about fighting than any of these recruits.” It would be good to finally fight because that will mean the chase can end. And we can get off these cows for a time.
 Jonny feels it’s too bad, about the scout up ahead. Too bad he’s got to die. It’ll be good when this day’s over. Then we can rest.



 ~~~


 William thinks back to their departure, how Eleanora took up the lead for Gertrude and Henrietta hefted up Zeno in her arms. Her small, shy smile aimed at William. Her nod in thanks. How he turned, watching them, head back up the road as they moved on their way. These little scenes help, as the pursuers gradually gain on him.
 After Eleanora’s group moved on, out of sight, William retraced his steps back toward the burnt farmhouse. 


 Soon, he sees the cow-riding group. But he remained in place, as they approach. Ready to lead them to the bandit’s gang, Way started off slowly, moving them off the trail in the direction he’d followed earlier.
 Over a broken mesa stretching north to south, he crosses the Llano Estacado, to the west. Foothills mask the Canadian River just north. At almost 1000 meters high, this mesa offered the means for them to keep him in sight. Far to the west is the Mescalero Escarpment, Way’s feels sure Henrietta and Eleanora will be safe with this ploy. 
 To occupy his mind, William thinks of the riddle he’ll tell Henrietta the next time he sees her. Why is the Mescalero Escarpment such a great plateau? Because it’s a huge flatterer.
 At his back, the pursuers increase their speed, gaining on him.
 
 About the importance of timing for this chase and fight, Way understands how his followers must catch up with him at exactly the right moment. Must not leave them too far behind, or let them get so close that they may start shouting. 
 Bandits must be caught by surprise.
 William considers many aspects of his task at hand. I could move faster, head for terrain where cows can’t follow.

Here on the mesa, finish them? Way debates with himself. They’ll wander, a danger to me and others. And, I might have to fight them again at the library. That decides it, Way continues; moving on foot, slowly—so they follow.
 Finally, he reaches the clearing he’s been steering for all day. Knowing that his silhouette is probably clear as day to them. Moving slowly over the last rise, Way drops down out of sight.
 Creeping forward, surveying, down to where the bandits camp lay. Fortunately, they’re still there. Lazing around as the light goes down. Booty spread on the ground around their fire. Good, they won’t run if it means leaving property to Yang’s men.
 As he bides, William kneels in the brush. Patient. A short time later the first cows come plodding along over the rise; just a few meters away. The scout stands and moves down into the bandit’s dell.
 Time has come.


 The mounted men spot him and the fire at the same moment. They kick the cows into a gallop. William speeds up, heading straight into the camp, where the ruckus brings several gang members to their feet.
 The next few events happen very fast. 
 William, running, hands empty, startles the bandits into grabbing for their swords. Now in a disorganized way all have risen to their feet. The cows come, as fast as a steam train, giving hardly anyone time to react. Brilliant. I see the logic of cows for mounted troops. 
 It is a fearsome thing seeing a 1000 kilo animal charging at speed.
 William rushes past the scattering bandits before they can react or attack. Stopping just past the camp’s rim, an insane confused skirmish begins. Always the scout and tactician, Way notes how the bandits, while surprised, apparently have a lifetime of prepping and partaking in battles. While Yang’s men, trained with swords, don’t come naturally to charging atop livestock. No match for these bandits.
 Slipping off the cows, deploying their swords takes up valuable time.
 The bandits work together as a team, pincher style, running to attack each of Yang’s men as they try dismounting. Most drop in moments, their feet touching ground for just a second. 
 After a brief flurry of furious fighting, only six are left standing. Two bandits face Sampson. Two face Fredrico, the last of his men standing. William notices Jonny clutching at a leg wound. Sampson attacks. The two facing, try buying a chance for his lone man. In a few strokes, the last of Yang’s group drops and only Sampson remains, now against the four.
 Sampson’s attack intensifies on his original foes, to eliminate before Fredrico’s two join in. In a few strokes, he’s able to disable and cripple them. With a twist, Sampson then faces the next pair. It takes longer, but as the shadows grow, closing in, only Sampson stands alone.
 Now, William walks forward while unslinging his blade. “Sampson,” he calls, to the ex-scout, “You can live. I’ll allow you that.” 
 Sampson, blowing heavily after his supreme effort, bellows something unintelligible. 
 “All you have to do is abandon your sword. Promise to leave the region.”
 “You are a fool, Scout,” Sampson leans, hands on knees. “Words mean nothing. I came here to kill you. Now it’s you who can’t run anymore.”
 Sampson has brought up his bloody sword in a guard. Sadly, William shakes his head and attacks without further words.
 “Die, Scout!” Sampson yells, his words his strongest weapon. “Your life will end. No one to appreciate you. Or find your body.” Way’s swipe deflects his sword, held lower than intended. “I fight for the one thing that matters. I’m looking out for myself…” Sampson’s breath runs out… “don’t care about anyone else…”

Poor Man. It’s you who’ve wasted your life. Taking care only for yourself, you miss most of life.
 The scout’s sword moves to forward guard. Sampson cuts aim toward his middle. William parries and shifts right. Sampson feints for his head but then swings low. William blocks and turns into a side cut.
 Sampson uses all his waning strength, attempting, pushing down William’s guard. Now it only takes a few moments for the scout to wear him down further. So weak, Sampson’s guard grows slower. And slower. Finally, it’s William whose stroke gets a past, and a spray of blood signals the fight’s end. Sampson’s knee hit the sandy fire pit, Sampson falls forward. Dead.
 The smell is overwhelming in the camp. William walks from body to body adding up results: blood sprayed everywhere, men’s bowels released, even urine covers the ground around the fallen. William debates breathing shallowly through his nose, or deeply, reducing his adrenaline high. 


 Way’s jailers survive. Jonny and Fredrico. William patches up Yang’s men as best he can and instructs them, “Ride back to your mistress. She may be willing to patch you further.” 
 As they set off, he turns to the last living bandit. Who barely seems able to rise. William reminds him, “Well, we meet again.” 
 “I remember you, Scout. You who took them goats,” He gets out weakly, with no intention of standing as he discusses this. “I’m Joseph.”
 “I regret using you, Joseph. And your friends. But, I needed help. You were here.”
 “Pay us back…” Joseph gasps. “Gather them tags for me,” he pleads.
 Way reaches into his pocket, asking, “You mean like this?” In the dimming light, William holds up a tag. “It has the name Juan Ramirez on it.”
 “Oh, that belongs to Bruno,” he looks shocked. “Dead?”
 With a nod, “Yes.” 
 “Give it me, I’ll see his next of kin get it.”
 “I have a better idea,” William responds. “I will take all these tags. Meet me on Tuesday at midday, at the big clearing, southwest of the regional library. And you’ll have them. It is time to bring you bandits back into society.”
 Joseph looks at him hopefully. “Why should we be trusting you?”




23 – Beautiful Display of Power
 They stand beside the roaring waterfall in the morning light. Eleanora holds Henrietta’s hand. They’ve stopped at the small girl’s begging, “Let’s look at the water.”
 It’s lovely, as cascading droplets let them breathe in moisture. As the drops touch everything, they’re transfixed by the beautiful display of power. Reflecting light in amazing ways throughout this clearing, leaves all around them glisten. Tiny rainbows fill the air.
 “You’ll see your aunt today,” Eleanora smiles down squeezing her small hand. “This place is so near for you to spend time. Less than twenty minutes away, now, I think.”
 With a glance to the east, comes, “Will you get back in time to help the scout?” Henrietta’s looking serious.
 “No worries,” Eleanora assures. “I can make it back to the library in a day of running.”
 “A day?” Half uncertain, “The library’s a long way?”
 “I’ll come back.” Eleanora casts a gentle, attentive gaze her way. “We’ll visit, come to visit you and Zeno. Perhaps we can travel to the library together.”
 “I’d like that,” Henrietta murmurs, patting Zeno’s head. The kid takes the pat as an excuse to butt her softly. “Let’s go see my aunt.”
 
 A short time later they follow a narrowed path through tilled cotton fields toward a large house. As they walk closer, Henrietta points. People of all ages bend, working nearer the house. The smallest of the children runs up to them first.
 “Hello,” the young boy announces. “Who’re you?”
 “We’re looking for Aunt Julia,” Eleanora tells him. “This is Henrietta. Are we at the right place? This is the Santos family farm?”
 “We don’t got no aunts here,” the boy challenges. “But my momma, she a Julia,” Amazement in his voice, “You want I go fetch her?” With that, the child’s run off, back to the house.
 “That’s Michael,” Henrietta announces. “He was just a baby when I was here last.”
 A strong looking woman comes from the house before they reach the porch. She looks twice at Henrietta, and once at Eleanora and the goats, before rushing forward. Sweeping her niece up, she gives the girl a firm squeeze. Michael holds fast to Julia’s skirt.
 “Child, how you’ve grown! Where’s your mother?” 
 Henrietta, stoic for so long, starts crying.
 “Greetings, Ma’am. I am Eleanora. I’m afraid I’ve brought bad news.”
 “Bandits?” Julia grips Henrietta even tighter to her.
 “They’ve been dealt with. A scout tracked them down. We were lucky, to have the goats back.”
 “Thank you for bringing Henrietta to us,” Julia isn’t circumspect, looking Eleanora over, it’s not a short glance. “Will you stay? We have a guest room.”
 “Thank you. No. I must be getting back to Logan. I’ll take a drink. Some water if you’d oblige, for my flask. Say my goodbyes to Henrietta. Then, be on my way.”
 “Momma?” Michael butts her like Zeno had.
 “Shush.” She offers him a half-serious swat. “Well, my family owes you.” Julia gives a sincere smile now. “Thank you.”


 ~~~


 Leaving Logan, the scout drives them at a fast pace. Aiden, the youngster, walks beside William. Eleanor listens to Way’s lecture.
 She’s fascinated by his story. Growing up in India! As William spins his tale, he shows humor, an ability to appreciate the fortunate turns his life seems to have taken. Next to me, his tale’s full of compassion. Would I risk, exposing such a deep personal tales? Show this much intense feelings? He’s open to new things. New ways of looking at the world.
 “As we learn, becoming a scout for the library, we have a great deal to master.” William describes his training, and Eleanora cannot keep from grinning. She nearly misses how he keeps checking the path ahead, for our progress toward the library? Though it’s obvious his next is meant directly at Aiden, “We have to learn some skills all at once, while others come to us at different times, individually.”
 “Which skills?” The eagerness in Aiden’s voice tells Eleanora what he wants.
 William ignores his query. “I required about eight years to feel my training was mostly complete. We must become expert in the sword or some weapon. Yet acknowledge within ourselves that each person learns slightly differently. After all, we come to training with different skills, different potentials.”
 Aiden lightly bounces with his steps now, equally enthralled. “Must a scout be prepared to resort to the final decision path? To restore balance?”
 “The highest goals for scouts are to avoid using force.” Eleanor nods. 
 Aiden doesn’t. “But while we’re doing that? Being reminded of our highest goal. Shouldn’t we face reality?” Aiden sounds like a reader. “That in the world, sometimes force’s the only way toward balance? Or moving some events into a different path.”

 Yes, just like a reader. The scout is having none of it.
 “We are taught that we must be able. Interacting with people along a continuum of behavior is paramount for what we stand for,” the scout explains, ever patient. “Some we work with are polite. Some assertive. Some people attack.” He gives Aiden a direct stare. “Some people resort to killing. Our response needs to be appropriate to who we meet. By being willing, by moving up or down the continuum.”
 William’s words strike something within Eleanora, a realization dawns, can she put it into words? Why can’t more librarians be like William?
 Aiden’s lost some of his excitement. He rolls his eyes at Eleanora, then scans the countryside around them. His expressions fairly shout: Tired of these lectures!
 “Aiden, I’m engaged in the highest form of being a scout. Walking beside you on this trail. Seeing how the people live out here. How animals live, and plants grow. I work to restore balance in the land.”
 Eleanora challenges. “But, you haven’t talked about obedience to the library. What do you think of the Committee? You serve them don’t you?” Eleanora points at the scout. “We’re told we must obey library rules or be punished.”
 “No!” Way exclaims. “Eleanora, a scout doesn’t swear to obey the library or the government. We swear to work for balance in the world. I serve the weak. Confront the strong. Our goal’s to prevent another Collapse. That’s our highest responsibility. We scouts, via the libraries, aren’t bent on implementing rules or enforcing laws. We want people to understand how to make good decisions.”
 Eleanora feels more confused; she likes this scout, but library’s rules—well, there’s a different matter. “But, you work for libraries.” 
 “And the Committee,” Aiden adds. “Everyone knows scouts enforce library rules.”
 “Well yes,” William answers them. “Formally, scouts are a part of that structure. But, as I said we swear to work for balance in the world so the people can survive.”
 They conserve their energy, walking for a time in silence. She thinks about what the scout’s said.
 ~~~


 
 When they break for a spell, she jumps back into it again, “Readers want knowledge that works with nature,” she finally argues. “We have a chance to do it right this time. The problem’s the people who use science and technology. We need to be trained to think clearly, and not be slaves to bad ideas.”
 “You just made an argument for the libraries,” Aiden adds with a gentle smile.
 William chides, “When I leave you perhaps the two of you can discuss this more.”
 A minute before she agrees she’s thoughtful. “Yes.” But still insists on getting in the last word, “But, isn’t time that we just let people act like those working for the library? As exceptional as librarians? While still free from the library?”
 Aiden interrupts. “When can I learn to fight?”
 As they return to the punishing pace, without talking, Eleanora again thinks. Future generations will adopt their knowledge of the old ways.


 ~~~


 After a half day of a steady land-eating pace down the road, the scout has pointed them on before his departure, 
 “I’ll leave you here.” William shifts his pack. “Meet me at the library meeting spot.”
 “But…” Aiden sputters. “What about my training?”
 “Ask Eleanora.” Without another word, William strides off.
 Aiden and Eleanora practice during a break. She trains him to use the staff. They borrowed one from a farm. Not as cleanly turned as hers, but he should be able to defend himself with it.
 “When you gonna show me attacks?” he whines again. Eleanora misses William’s ability for keeping Aiden distracted.
 “Too much to learn.” She attacks fiercely with her stick, teaching him defense. “Key against swords, is staying upright so one of us can come to your aid.”
 More complaints. “Scout Way says you’re to teach me.” 
 “No. William said I’m permitted to teach you. That’s different.” She aims for Aiden’s head as he tries puzzling that out.
 His swing blocks hers. Good! With his fast hands, he picks up the needed moves quickly.
 “Why’d you help, anyway?” The puzzled look hasn’t left his face. “You don’t like libraries.”
 She thinks, why am I helping William? In her mind, Eleanora sees the last few days. The scout reacting to every animal or new plant. Full of wonder. A right way to view the world. The world’s beautiful and complex, she thinks, I used to be more like that. 
 Between whacks, and Aiden’s thrusts, it comes to her, “William wants to prevent a war,” she huffs, then pauses, lowering her guard. “Cattlemen against librarians. After that genie’s freed from the bottle, it’ll be work to put it back.”
 “What bottle?”
 “No bottle. It’s a saying.” Her guard comes up again and she advances. “What I mean is we must help the librarians. Even though they’re against me.” Thwack!
 “When we see Scout Way again? Ouch.”
 Eleanora knows what Aiden’s doing. “Defense Aiden. You heard him. We meet all the scouts just north of the library clearing.”
 “Why we didn’t go with him?”
 “He told us. And our job’s to meet up with the others.
 “You trust the scout?” Another Thwack.
 “Well, look. William’s from the library,” she bestows a smile, despite stinging knuckles. “But I don’t fear him. Even when I told him I was a reader, he didn’t do anything against me. I want everyone to be that way. Everyone needs make judgments on how to act.”
 Now Aidan’s guard is lowered; his brow shows he is serious about this question. “The scout told me before the Collapse, a group decided to developed a virus that killed millions. At the fateful moment, they decided they’d not received the proper respect— for their beliefs— so the world had to die…and the Collapse happened. Could they really be that crazy?”
 “Are our leaders in the Committee and the library any smarter or stable than 100 years ago? I don’t know if our understanding’s improved.”
 “Teach me fight’n, then!” 
 That’s what that was all about! “I’m teaching you,” Eleanora answers lifting her staff once again.
 “I mean attack’n!” The boy looks wistful. “Way told me he’s a terrible and swift force. I should be like that. Leaders can be that, right?”
 Eleanora decides he’s learned enough. “You’re very good. You can help us.” She shows Aiden how to tie the staff over his shoulder. “Now. Let’s get moving. We have a war to stop.”
 




24 – Hours of Preparing
 
 Yang brushes dust off his jacket. 
 Carlota complains, “Sand, dust in everything!” It’s true, even the food they eat tastes gritty. The task of moving a small army across these foothills has been a nightmare.
 Yang brings up an important issue, “Maybe Sampson’s dead out there in the hills. Perhaps he’s underestimated that scout one last time.”
 Yang’s been planning to get rid of the ex-scout, but he certainly would’ve been a help on this march, a lieutenant organizing this damn column. Every step on the trip has been confused and difficult. The cows aren’t easily managed on these narrow roads.
 The amount of dust thrown up chokes everyone in the group. Starting them and stopping them is always a major operation that takes hours. Breaks for water end up being their enemy.
 Each day’s journey is bringing them only a fraction closer toward their aim. They won’t be able to sneak up on a deaf and blind person with the noise and dust they’ve thrown up.
 “Jaroslaw,” Yang calls over Sampson’s second. “How’s the column moving back there?”
 “Spread out for miles.” Jaroslaw bats his hat against his thigh, and barks, “It takes hours for me to get reports from its backend.”
 “Been worrying— about our order of march,” Yang calls, hating having to say this in front of Carlota. “Not organized!” 
 Jaroslaw nods, “At all, the way we’re moving. Anyone wanted to stop us, they could hit with a small force. Flank and separate the column. Fight us in pieces.”
 “Yes.” Yang nods, my thoughts exactly. 
 Carlota leans in, “But, what can we do about it?”
 Yang’s prepared this in his mind for kilometers. “It sounds crazy but I’ve decided. We’ll split up the march!” he points out the logistics with his hat, loud over the brisk winds. “You fall back with the mounts. Join us later. The rest’ll move faster with me. Get to the meeting early. We can fool’m, thinking we’re all I’m bringing.”
 “You’ll fight without us?” Jaroslaw asks, Carlota’s grip on his arm asks the same thing.
 “The fight started when we left the ranch,” Yang answers, hat shoved back on his head. “This’s just the final step in our plan. We’ll start with what we have. I expect you to arrive to make a difference, when it is needed.”
 Jaroslaw nods in agreement, wheeling his mount, he’s gone. 
 Carlota frowns. “Don’t say what you are thinking.” He holds up a hand. “The men we have here with us can be trusted and will fight to win.” Yang shakes his head in frustration.
 “I still worry about that scout,” she insists. “An unknown equation. Unsettling. And don’t you tell me, ‘What can scouts matter? There’re no more than a handful’.”
 “If one can stop Sampson and six of my men, he’s something to worry about,” Yang responds. “Well, it won’t matter. Either they fight for Manager Lowe, or they won’t. And once dead, they won’t bother us anymore.”
 “After the meeting, everything changes,” she wiggles in her seat, confidently. “You’ll be the region’s most powerful person. No one could stand against the Yangs. We’ll be free to remake this region in our own image.”
 He agrees, “But, I’ll have to go slow at first. Can’t upset people so much. My hundred men’d be wiped out in less than an hour by the real army from the national government.” Yang looks over at his wife. “Will you have the life you want then?”
 “Yes, dear.” she answers softly. “But, when we are the region’s supreme leaders, no one can stop us.”
 ~~~

 “Almost time for the meeting.” Lowe stands with Rayen near at the field’s edge, talking louder than usual, pointing at things that she’s already filled him in on, about all her current tactical plans. He wants mostly to make sure any nearby doesn’t mistake his role in this effort.
 And it gripes him hearing her opine, “Hard to believe, we’ve been without a librarian a fortnight now.”
 Lowe thinks, Not enough time to do what needs to be done. He ignores her comment, “The weather’s beautiful for it. If nothing else.” While quite warm, as usual for this time of year, he waves an arm, expressively. “There’s the smell of water in the air.” 
 “Not as hot and dry for Santa Fe, as usual.” Rayen echoing Lowe’s thoughts, Good, he thinks. 
 People of all ages cover the area. Children, dogs, even a few chickens wander around. In a vast sea of people, the clearing swims with activity. It looks more like a festival than a serious regional meeting. The weather feels cool, advantageous he thinks, many a wispy mares’ tail cloud break up the blue sky.
 A small stage has been built in the clearing. Chairs are set in a semi-circle facing the tiny riser.
 “Our armed men are staged in pre-planned locations.” Rayen announces, “They should appear harmless. Act casual and wait for your signal to assemble.”
 Examining the plain Lowe looks around the scene, he thinks, What’s still to do? A great deal of work? Men still to organize? He tries predicting what the day will bring. It’ll take her hours of preparing. If this meeting ends up as I fear.
 Beside him, Rayen, surveying the space, seems calmer than expected, she lifts a hand to shade her eyes. “It’s so unfair, we’ve prepared. Where’s Yang?”

 Getting ready to resist an attack from us, I wager. “He’ll be along.” 
 Rayen admits, “Not much information coming in about now. He’s definitely left his ranch, my runners reported, with a large body of men. Not clear how far they might be, or if anyone’s joined.”
 Lowe unfolds Rayen’s plan. Studies it: for a possible beginning of a fight, if needed. It’s so hard predicting. No one has any experience, fighting in groups like they’re planning to.
 “Damned scouts. Advising a peaceful resolution.” Lowe’s hand shakes with the paper. “How ironic, scouts go everywhere with swords, practice fighting every day. But, no. Won’t help us.”
 She takes down a note, then flips through her book to a new page, some data there.
 Lowe thinks on all this. No one wants to take Yang’s attack threat seriously.
The fools. Wait for the inevitable, when Yang’s men come up with swords. “It’ll be necessary to fight or die.” He interrupts her note taking, sotto voce, “Rayen, are the group leaders lined up?” He waves the plan.
 “As well as we can be.” She pauses, “We’d need another month to prepare the way we should.”
 “What we really need to know is if Yang stole the Book of Rules.” Lowe frowns. “Wonder if he could try using it? To back up his overthrowing the Committee?” Damn scouts. If I can get the book, then I will be the librarian. No one can nay-say that.
 “Still,” Rayen answers. “It doesn’t seem anyone’s claiming responsibility. It’s as if it’s gone for good. Perhaps some insane person took it. And we’ll never see it again.”
 “You’re sure?” Lowe asks. “The scouts’re searching still?” 
 “I am beginning to doubt that,” Rayen responds, flipping through more of those damn pages. “They did spread out and cover different quadrants. But no. No one’s reported back that scouts are asking about the book.” Finally, she snaps it shut, and he has her full attention. “They are asking people whether they support the libraries.”
 Lowe lets out a growl of sorts. “If only someone would rid me of all damn scouts.”
 She makes things worse, “The ones I’ve talked to say we should wait for William. That he’ll have an idea to stop this. It doesn’t make any sense. As far as I know, Way’s no different from the others. He doesn’t lead them. His only difference, is that he’s originally from a region over the ocean.”
 “Oh well,” Lowe’s hands slip deep in his pockets. “I can’t worry about that now. They’re no threat to our plan. I hope they’ll join into our troop dispositions. But, it won’t affect the outcome either way. Remind me to get rid of them when this conflict ends.” They obviously don’t understand that they are supposed to be working for me.
 Rayen nods, “Try to find out where Yang is.” 
 But, Lowe continues speaking, “We must know if our guesses are correct. This plan depends upon Yang having a certain number of men and beasts. His placing them in certain positions.”
 “Yes Manager,” Rayen agrees. “That many people can’t move across the foothills without leaving a trace. The cows sound scary. Big mindless monsters. And fast.”
 “How many are prepared?” Lowe asks holding up the plan again. “Are we ready, to defend? If we can’t, we’re wasting our time.”
 “We have the numbers,” Rayen responds. “Over a hundred men that we can count on.” A hand spreads. “All here.”
 “Their work’s important,” Lowe’s gravely tone betray exhaustion. “This day decides the region’s future. We’ve got to create what we want. The most important decision rests in our hands. We must rise to the occasion. Strike confidently.”






25 – Our Flame Arrow
 
 Representatives to the Committee meeting, milling around the stage, talking to one another, catch up on gossip, making appointments and deals.
 Rayen grows tired already, watching Lowe’s face as his mind reviews the formalities of waiting for Yang. Starting. The tenseness comes across in his voice. “I see many cattlemen have just now arrived.”
 Rayen gives an opinion, “They obviously waited until the last moment to make the trip. Yang’s sure to arrive soon. My watchers observed a cloud of dust to the east, all morning.
 With even more than the hundreds of bystanders she’s accounted for, more than half this crowd wanted to be present at this gathering. Their milling around makes the site’s clearing seem to be filled. 

 How many of them realize their fodder? That today’s not a once yearly, full Committee, meeting? An impromptu market, has sprung up on the clearing’s edge nearest to town. But, by accident, this mass will do much of our work for us. 
 People call, hawking fruits and vegetables and colorful shawls and clothing.
 Again he breaks her train of thought, with something new that dawns on him, musing, “I’d prevent those people from setting up at the edge of what might become a battlefield, no?”
 “No, Manager. If you do, questions will be asked.” Rayen signals to some supporters, she kneels at the edge of the dais, offering some orders so softly Lowe won’t quite catch them. Before turning back and assuring, “You want everything to appear normal. We’re not prepared to answer embarrassing questions.”
 They fall silent. 
 
 Finally, Yang and his people move into the field from the east road, it does appear that an army has arrived. But this isn’t something she says aloud.
 Lowe’s devoting all his attention to the group as it enters. In his mind, is he comparing the number of people and my locations with his earlier plans?
 “None mounted on cows, huh!” Lowe observes.
 “But that’s a vast host: animals, carts, carriages.” 
 As the train moves out into the open, it breaks apart into flanks, which spread around the area’s eastern side. Some large banner near the procession’s beginning marks Yang’s position.
 “Our plan still seems sound.” Lowe’s finally pulled his hands from his pockets. A few less armed men than we expected.” Rayen notices he’s ignoring the lingering clouds of dust on the far horizon.
 She nods. “The cows may arrive later.” Not great news. To assure victory.
 She and Lowe estimate the numbers. He’s the one to speculate that, “Both sides about evenly matched.”
 But Rayen’s done her reading, victory goes to those who’ve checked military strategy. The report recommend at least two to one odds. Perhaps— is it possible still, to avoid this fight? For all I know he’s thinking the same thing.
 “Now…” Lowe pauses. “I’m coming around to the idea— it’ll be a horror, if all these men start slashing at each other. What with the livestock in and the children and all.”
 But Rayen signals her people. They continue moving into assigned positions around the area.
 ~~~

 Dusting off his clothes, Yang’s stopped hundreds of meters from the stage. Adebowale points out Manager Lowe.
 “There’s about half the Committee voters there near him,” Adebowale tells Yang, who stares at the families. 

 What the hell? This’ll be a bloody circus! “So, we were right to think the fix is in,” Yang declares, to Adebowale. While the guidon carrying the banner beside him, nods grimly, too.
 The two glance around the field, observing the festival atmosphere. Yang also spots the armed men sprinkled around the stage area. “So. Today will end in violence and death. Some writer from the old days said, ‘swords, by different means, are a continuation of diplomacy.’ Unfortunate, but so be it.”
 Carlota, has stepped down from their cart, next to Yang. 
 Adebowale withdraws to organize the group of supporters. 
 “Today could be a close-run thing.” she glances back to the dust behind. “Will Jaroslaw arrive in time? With his damned cows.”
 “We can wait till the right moment,” Yang responds, “There’s no reason we have to play Lowe’s game.” Looking at her. “I trust Jaroslaw. He’ll be here before the day ends. We can start this fight when we choose.”
 “I don’t see that scout,” she crows.
 “Yes,” Yang smiles. “If the scouts don’t attack, we’re much better off. Sampson says they could launch a—’sweep straight through any number of our men.’ A matter of seconds.” 
 “So, if we don’t see them you’re not going to worry?” Carlota scolds. “You should send someone back. Look for Jaroslaw, the remaining men.” The guidon shifts behind Yang’s woman. “Don’t leave the timing to chance. We win because we control when and where events transpire.”
 “You’re right.” Yang agrees and motions Adebowale back to him.
 “Send a messenger. Find Jaroslaw. Tell him, for our attack he’s to hold until he sees our flame arrow. That’s his signal.”
 “I wish I’d walked over this ground,” Yang returns to Carlota. “The sun’s behind us, at least for the rest of the morning.” 
 “Fine for a vote… But does our position feel good enough for more?” she suggests. “It’s a worry. But, was it ever going to be under our control?” 
 Yang’s inspection scans the field. “Oh, we will win, today!”
 He’s imagining the coming battle. With our number of fighters, probably a direct approach makes the most sense. “This’ll likely be an old-fashioned slugfest,” Yang announces to no one in particular. Yang’s daydreams about how he’ll prepare an army in the future. He thinks about how the core fighters should head directly toward Lowe’s leaders. Then when they’re captured or killed, the battle ends around them.

This’ll be a day decided by my straight and simple actions. Villagers and farmers. Group fighting. Most on both sides inexperienced. They’ll understand it all after my troops show them. It’s Carlota’s expression that sharpens his thoughts. Quick, not confused. After this victory, I’ll create an army that sweeps through all the West. No one will defeat it.

Well, all that must wait until we finish this day. With a snap, she eggs him on: “You know your job. Command. I’ll be waiting.”
 Yang calls Adebowale over and repeats his plans for the day.

 ~~~


 Noticing where Lowe looks, Chairperson Rodriquez strides over; Yang’s surrounded, talking to several of his people.
 “We better get this meeting over with before someone gets the idea to attack,” Rodriquez worries.
 “Look what Yang’s brought with him.” Lowe shakes his head. “I’m afraid this day can’t end without violence.” 
 “His army. Well. We’ll have to show we can rise above the need for it.”
 “Our hopes for peace aren’t going to be enough,” Lowe warns. “Nothing’ll spare us from unpleasantness this day.” 
 “There’s not been a fight in this region for more than ten years,” she pronounces nervously, “Surely, if we don’t respond to Yang’s provocations…”
 “I’m with you Rodriquez,” Lowe promises. “But, it would be worse to not be prepared. Than to be sure it won’t happen.”
 “Well.” She repeats with a frown. “We’ve waited long enough. Let’s start. I’ll call us to order.” Rodriquez steps over to the raised stage and climbs. “Everyone! The appointed time has arrived. Let’s us begin to reason together.”
 As some people shift and respond, settling down and moving to stand or sit before Rodriquez, she continues speaking. “All of us! Come now. As you know, we’ve called this special meeting to decide one issue. Our librarian has stepped down. We’ve been granted the regional authority to appoint a librarian.” Rodriquez’s look is like a torch held high, sweeping the crowd. “With the understanding that, if the libraries have cause, they can overrule our choice.”
 Yang and his men roam the periphery of this group. Listening.
 “I first want to thank Librarian Serra for guidance through many challenges over these past few decades. Our region’s richer, safer than it has ever been. Much praise for that, is due to the calm and wise leadership provided by the libraries and our last librarian.” Rodriquez pauses and looks around the front rows.
 She holds up a handful of papers and shakes them. “Today an important decision rests before us,” she continues scanning the crowd. “The appointed representatives for the region have been confirmed. There are twenty of us now, selected to make this decision for the region. Those of you, please raise your right hands.”
 As these people do so. Rodriquez counts. Reaching twenty hands, she calls out, “Please all, repeat after me: I swear to serve as a representative to the Committee in the Southwest region. I will vote in the manner that best serves the survival of all people.”
 Twenty voices repeat her words. Once the count and pledges are done. She starts in, “All officials are sworn now. There was a time, just after the Collapse, when it was a real question of whether our people would continue to exist.” Heads nod, and some hats are removed. They know Chairperson Rodriquez for her sermons. 
 “We affirm!” Comes the standard reply from the Twenty.
 “That brief time made for a unity among people from that vastly remote place that’s unimaginable now. Now, when people have enough to eat, and they trade and travel safely, some among us are ready to fight and kill each other.” She leaves those words hanging in the air. No reply is required.
 “Thank you all for being here together,” she greets the newly sworn in representatives. “I hope you all think first of the region today. Let’s begin the discussion.”
 Rayen’s proposal comes first, “Lowe should be appointed to the position of librarian!” Her call floats out over the crowd. And from the Twenty a new representative seconds her proposal. Debate starts for and against.
 Chairperson Rodriquez stands and watches. All too aware that armed men stand in evidence outside the central group. Less obvious than Yang’s men. These, shift from place to place. Sometimes they separate. At other times, group together, leaning in. Sharing words.
 With only this first proposal, and it still not agreed on; tempers rise. People are unwilling to compromise or change their positions, though Committee members mostly seem supportive of Lowe. The hours pass without a decision. 
 
 Hours, Rodriquez asks for attention. She looks around the group, and into the bright sky. “We vowed we’re making a decision today, you twenty affirmed that.” she pauses. “I’m calling for a one half-hour break. After, we’ll reconvene. And hold the vote.” She insists, “Whatever the majority decision is, we’ll all accept it. Don’t think anyone can force a change.”
 “That is a good idea,” Lowe speaks out. “However the vote comes out, I personally will ensure that the decision is enforced and obeyed.”
 Yang, on the group’s far side, frowns at Rayen, Rodriguez. Then Lowe.
 “I have men here to ensure the rule of law,” Yang speaks out. “My men and I are here to ensure the region’s intentions will be honored on this day.”
 Such bold statements from opposite camps has everyone starts talking at once. Yang walks off, back to his camp on the east side.






26 – High Noon
 
 Chairperson Rodriquez returns to the stage a few minutes before the deadline. Waiting, as the representatives begin to gather again, neither smiling nor frowning. They assemble at the stage. Many faces looking long and sad. In her mind she admits, sadly, Here’s a shared understanding that this coming decision will be tragically divided.
 Rodriquez watches Yang, a few meters away with his wife, and the other cattleman, Adebowale. It puzzles the meeting members, observing a young archer of his bend his bow, sending a flaming arrow high up over the eastern side of the field.
 Yang gives a big smile before he walks back over to the meeting. Rodriquez sees his scores of armed men. But now, on the opposite side, she finds that men representing Lowe and the Committee have gathered too. It strikes a cold dread in her. For a moment her mind races seeking some way out of this maze.
 She had been hopeful when this day began. Rodriquez speaks up, “I was going to reconvene the meeting by calling the question. But, perhaps someone can offer some alternative way to proceed.” She looks around with a fading glint of hope.
 Even though she knew yesterday that Lowe had armed men, planning, preparing to fight today, still she’d refused to believe it come to this.
 The armed men, to her left and right, show determination on their faces. Normal people ready to kill and be killed for one idea or another. “It is crazy that the peace which has held up for ten years will be broken over a simple vote.” 
 No one moves; left, right, or center. If only the scouts could save us, she thinks. And so Chairman Rodriguez offers a pause before she berates them, “Have we none who’ve realized that better ways exist for resolving conflict?”
 Out in the grass, voices are raised in support, “Yes.” 
 Her sermon continues to the twenty and those listening on from further away. “Today it looks as if those old ideas were just in hiding. Has the ugly side of humankind just been resting? Just sleeping? Or waiting for the right moment to awaken?”
 Still. No one raises a hand or stands to speak.
 “Now the nightmare is ready to come to the fore. The strongest will win. Until the weak find a more powerful weapon.”
 Rodriquez realizes she doesn’t have the power nor wisdom to change this day’s outcome. When she’d spoken to Alejandra, the scout had told her, “William will stop the battle.”

Is it possible, someday wiser minds can tame this wild beast, this human drive to violence?
 Rodriquez decides. My influence reaches only just enough to delay. I’ll postpone the inevitable moment. She feels it might save lives. The only thing she knows to do.
 Rodriquez speaks up, finally. “Let’s have a vote on paper. We’ll pass them around and gather them for a secret count.” She motions to an aide. “Vote yes or no to appoint Lowe to the position of librarian of the Southwest region.”
 All too soon, the votes are collected, tallied and handed to Rodriquez. She takes her time to read the papers to herself. She looks up with a steely determination in her face, “The vote is concluded. Lowe is our new librarian.” Her other words are lost with the sounds from the meeting, “By a vote of ten to six with four abstentions. I would like to be the first to congratulate you on your appointment.”
 It’s not until they are all nearly hushed, that Rodriquez adds, “I hope we can all agree that we must accept this decision for the good of a—”
 Yang, to her right, lifts his hand in signal. It’s visible across the field. Suddenly men in the eastern section of the field whip out swords; congregated groups of armed might. Rodriquez stops, a stunned look on her face.
 As the representatives look around in surprise, Lowe stands up and motions with his arms. Several men near him draw out weapons. “You have made a mistake Yang!” he shouts across the meters that separate them.
 “I expected you to try something like this. Only you could sink so low.” The Manager says. “You won’t be allowed to take us back to the thinking that caused the Collapse.”
 On the west side of the field, men begin organizing, forming up into lines. Bystanders grab their wares, laid out for a festival, and begin hustling toward town. In just an instant, there’s a sense of panic. People go running for their lives.
 “The region deserves true leaders!” Yang shouts back.
 “How arrogant,” Lowe yells. “I will lead the people! Don’t listen to this selfish rancher!”
 “Tell yourself whatever fantasies you need to believe,” Yang’s eyes shoot daggers at his foe. “Would I be here if I couldn’t win? This argument will be ended by the sword!”
 ~~~


 Rayen yells to her men, tries making them go where she’s waving. Nothing’s going right. Yang’s stalking back to his men, forming in the east. This plan’s been meticulously deliberated, why do they refuse to follow my orders?
 Rayen’s squads, armed men, haven’t advanced as drilled.
 “Join up with your leaders,” she shouts over the crushing din. Groups mixed up, It’s a mess. And growing messier as she screams to them. At least two complete squads missing!
 Rayen feels amazed, disheartened, then confused at how the field has altered. The whole point of their plan was to prevent flanking moves. Yet it’s Yang’s people in flanking positions, while Rayen and the top cadre stand pinned deep in the center.

Damn! How is it this field’s no longer as we’ve planned?


 ~~~


 Adebowale surveys the armed men around Lowe’s heading. That core of fighters just two meters from where he stands. His focus on Yang as he reaches him.
 “Lowe outnumbers us two to one.” Loudly, swords zing from scabbards. Shouts rise into the air. Behind them a call draws their attention: men mounted on cows. Most of them quickly dismount; they move swiftly to join the rest of Yang’s force.
 Yang tries talking over the noise on the confused field. 
 Just then a small group leaves the straggling bystanders, still gathering goods on the far-left side of the field. 

Scouts. Adebowale curses. Seven figures move into the center of the field. 
 They form a line between Yang and Lowe’s group, three women and four men. Their line anchored on the small stage where Rodriguez’s meeting just happened. All but two have swords still hanging from their backs.
 Half the group faces Yang’s forces, the other half faces Lowe’s side. The woman, closest to the stage, and the tallest of the others carry meter long staffs. Casually held at rest in front of them.
 Yang looks on, puzzled. Adebowale asks. “What’re they doing?”
 “No idea,” Yang responds. “Stupid position if they want to help Lowe. Not enough of them to stop either of us. Certainly can’t think to stop us both!”


 ~~~


 Lowe looks to Rayen. “You said no scouts would join us.”
 “I don’t think they have.” Rayen points. “Look where they stand. Half face us.
 Scout Way walks past the woman with the staff and jumps up on Rodriguez’s stage, “No one gets to fight today!” He announces. Then pivots to reiterate to Yang’s fighters, “There will be no battle today!”
 Yang steps forward. “It’s too late. To stop the fight, Lowe must step down as librarian!”
 Lowe walks forward, away from Rayen. “You heard Chairperson Rodriguez! I’ve been voted in. I’ll leave now only when I die.”
 “Then so be it!” Yang raises his arm for his men.
 “Stop!” William shouts. And with that, every scout moves into guard stance.
 Yang insists, “There’s no Book of Rules for him to be sworn in on!”
 It is then that William pulls a book from his tunic. Holding it high above his head. He turns in a circle, drawing attention of all in the field.
 “The book is here!” he speaks out amid the resulting hush. “The librarian commanded me to seize it. The rules must be used to help the people survive. The library swears to do what must be done to help them.”
 “We must fight to help the people!” Lowe shouts.
 “No. You fight to preserve your power!” William warns, “I won’t allow it.”
 “Who are you to stop anything?” Yang yells. “Only seven of you? We don’t have to listen. You can’t stop anything!”
 William only looks calmly to Yang, unstrapping his sword is his reply. The other scouts follow apace.
 “We don’t have to stop everyone,” William calls. “Only two men on this field must be stopped.”
 Yang steps back. Unconsciously. 
 Rayen glances to her superior. “You wouldn’t dare!” Lowe shouts. “I am the librarian!”
 A voice from the crowd calls out, “As a dead one, you won’t wield much power!” 
 William says with a serious tone of voice, “If the only way to prevent this war is killing you both, then it will be so!”


 ~~~


 Carlota gloats, as Lowe’s face grows pale staring at the scout. His eyes dart from that one to the others standing there armed, looking for doubt or hesitation. He sees the same as Carlota, implacable stares directed his way. But it’s Rayen who steps in front of Manager Lowe.
 “I’m protecting us from another Collapse,” Lowe argues. “The people must be safeguarded. From power-mad people like Yang.” 
 Carlota thinks, Hope he kills you first! 
 “No, the people can’t be protected!” Way stands stock still with these words. “They must be taught ways of protecting themselves. To prevent mad rulers. The people must be unwilling to be ruled by the mad!”
 From behind the scout, her husband shouts, “It doesn’t matter what you think!” Yang’s men echo that, and some small smattering of the crowd follows that lead. Yang’s next, “Resist, and you’ll be dead,” is met with less approval. “In this region, you and the scouts will be a footnote in history, Way!”
 “I brought friends!” The scout waves his sword north to the low hills, rising above the field.
 As Yang and the others follow the sword’s point, men appear. Striding over its top. All bearing swords. Men, rugged and raggedy as they stride closer. 
 The Yang’s exchange a look, Of course, the scout would cheat!
 “Bandits?” Lowe shouts from the dais, as Rayen yanks at his arm, dragging him out of range, comes one last imprecation, “You’re insane!”
 “Lowe. See what comes? And also you, Yang! There’s no victory today!” Way threatens. “Only death for people staying on this field.”
 As the bandits advance down the hill, the crowd turns. No one now shouting on either man’s side. Lowe’s people start melting away. Toward town. Carlota bites down hard, Adebowale speaks low to Yang, “Looks to be near a hundred. What should we do?” Yang touches his wife’s arm.
 She gazes to Rodriguez’s stage, the Scout Way. Then to how he stands, sword in one hand… Adebowale nearly misses it, “You can take him. It’s just two meters away. Seize the book! We can retreat, back to our land,” Carlota says quickly to her husband. “We can still win.”
 Yang measures the distance the bandits still must traverse, eyes nearly sure at what she’s urging him to do. Most of Lowe’s supporters, unlike those backing the Yang’s, cast about for what to do, most, moving off the field.
 Still as statues, the six scouts remain between the book and the Yangs.
 “Let’s go!” Yang shouts, drawing his sword. He runs toward Way.
 Scout Way jumps down from the stage. Moves behind the other scouts. They take guard positions, allowing her Yang to barrel through. Carlota’s shocked, if only I were a man!
 As Yang’s men attempt to follow, they confront the defender’s weapons. The sword wielding scouts, in ranks—the two staff bearers, form a ring— blocking them from Yang and Way. After the first few attackers fall before the scout’s weapons, Yang’s men hold back, eyes to Carlota, abiding beyond those weapons’ reach.
 Carlota watches behind their ring of steel and wood as Way accepts Yang’s charge. Her man swings at Way. He’s blocked, then knocked to the ground. But Yang leaps to his feet, to Carlota’s cheer, then starts wildly swinging. 

Oh, no. He’s got to be good as Way! At her side, Adebowale remains mute.
 Way gives ground, saving his strength. Will my man tire himself? Carlota knows adrenaline drives his savage strokes. She appreciates his practiced sword kata moves that still show. Way blocks those, staying away from the savage charges when. If only he had his men at his side! Yet still, Adebowale won’t move a muscle.
 Even the Carlota can see that Yang’s scared, that Way’s showing no dint of fear from the attack. This realization seems to lead to wilder swings.
 Finally, Way allows Yang in close, then hacks her husband’s arm. Yang’s grip weakens. Way steps in even closer, delivering a second, stronger side blow. Yang’s head snaps back. 

No! 
 A cut dug deep into his skull.
 Dropping his sword, Yang’s stares over at Way. Stunned. Frozen. As he sways, weakly, pivots to Carlota, his eyes seek her out. 
 He reaches out a bloody hand before crumbling to the ground. 
 Rushing forward, Carlota thinks nothing of the scouts or their swords. For their part, two step aside. Letting her move through to her husband’s side.
 Holding her man’s bloody head, Carlota faces the others of her party, staring back between the scouts and the mass of bandits advancing down the hill. Way moves his sword into guard position, he glances at Adebowale pale countenance, at the Yang’s milling supporters. 
 As a group, they move: melting back to the field’s eastern side, where the baggage and animals wait.
 Way cleans his sword, strapping it on his back, then walks to meet the coming bandits, with the other scouts besides him. 
 Carlota’s grief rises to the sky.
 




27 – An Optimist To Lead


 
 A week on, and in the bright morning light, Eleanora doesn’t want to enter the library. Aiden’s tried inviting her in.
 “So, they let you work in here?” She tries a smile.
 Aiden’s grin seems boastful. “They said I’m to start working with food and cleaning. I’m to learn about books.”
 “Well. No more training in fighting?” She thinks back to the short, sharp conflict on the field. Noting the small bandage on Aiden’s arm.
 His eyes linger on his wound, then rise to meet hers.
 Such a youngster. 
 “That battle was different than I’d imagined,” he allows.
 Eleanora thinks. Not so excited to learn swords, now.
 “Rayen says I’ll be taught gardening next, then animal husbandry.” A hint of a smile follows. “And simple machines.”
 “That sounds great.” She’s happy for his smile. And sad for my own choices.
 “I asked about training to be a scout.”

So he hasn’t given up. “Is there a chance?”
 He mimics, “William says, ‘Boy, you must learn to calm the mind,’ even when the body’s moving.” Aiden shrugs.
 With a hopeful tone, Eleanora brightens, “Well, you have something to look forward to.” She hopes to make him feel good.
 “Are you going to stay?” Guess he means at the library.
 “No.” Giving another smile. “I want to get away from here.” Another smile to take away the sting, seeing Aiden’s frown. “Anyway, I’ll be helping the library. William’s convinced me.”
 She thinks about how William pushed them both to see the world differently. Now, Aiden’s found a place to be. When I was a child, I saw the world with wonder. Every experience can bring joy and wonder—seeing a new creature or plant, smelling a new herb or seasoning. That’s a great way to wake up every morning and see the world. Even with it being a library.
 Aiden keeps his smile, retreating up the library’s steps. “Guess we’ll see you when you come back to town.”
 “I can give you another staff lesson, then.” Eleanora laughs. 


 ~~~


 Rayen, with Chairperson Rodriquez, points to half-empty shelves in the storeroom. He turns back to the scout, noting, “We’ll need hands to help with replenishing our food supplies.”
 William looks to the list he’s creating and offers, “I think the young man, Aiden, may be of some help.”
 “Now that Lowe’s out, who’s in charge?” Rodriquez inquires. “Of managing the supplies?”
 “Rayen?” William gives her a half smile. “Are you willing to continue?”
 Giving her the option leaves a chance she’ll decline.
 “I’d be honored to continue to serve.” The young woman beams. “Cattleman Yaroslaw claims to want to help now. And Adebowale”
 With a rueful headshake, Rodriquez gives her opinion on that, “They’ll have to prove it to me.”
 William thinks on the losses this month. Meredith dead. Before he truly had time to know her. Henrietta’s mother. Bandits. Yang. And his fighters. All dead. 
 So much in just a few days.
 Rodriquez notices Way’s lapse into silence, breaking it with a question. “Rayen? Are there others that would help?” 
 “Perhaps—” Way begins. 

Meeting Eleanora did provide a boon. Perhaps he can continue to work with her. She’s proved enough to show him they share many dreams and hopes.


 ~~~


 Before the library building in the town square, Eleanora stands speaking with Way.
 She asks, “So, they did it? Made you librarian?”
 “They figured it was the best way to keep me under control,” he answers. Adding ruefully, “I think they are afraid.”
 “And does the Committee approve your agreement with bandits?”
 William’s eyes move to the storeroom. “It costs them nothing.” Then back to Eleanora. “We will call them guardians, work to re-integrate them. Back to useful employment.” 
 “I saw the agreement signing, Joseph taking the tags from you,” she says, her eyes down at her feet. “The pen you used looked old. I might not have risked it, handing it over to a bandit.”
 “And yet still useful for daily use.” He holds up Serra’s pen. Across the courtyard, Ryan and Rodriguez have stepped from the stockroom and wait for him meters away.
 But Way feels he must get this across to Eleanora before she goes. “I promised, they won’t have to be outlaws anymore. Asked them to trust me to get the leadership to welcome them back to society.”
 “Will such an agreement hold? What can we offer them?”
 “No more raiding lonely farms. Hurting defenseless people. They can work again to defend and help all survive. As our histories of the nation’s guards show, they did in the past.”
 “Such a bold step. And you retrieved your pen back, too. Quite a negotiator.”
 “And yes,” he responds. “That pen of Serra’s. I finally repaired it, so it writes again.”
 “Are you going to be able to work with Lowe?” she asks with a twisted smile.
 “I’m sending him to refurbish a branch library on the Rio Grande.” William gives an answering smile. “I think it is best for both of us to have some distance. Where will you go?”
 “The plan is to travel. Meet readers throughout the region,” Eleanora waves her hand beyond the grasses in the field. “You don’t fool me with your asking. It’s known that you’ve offered a partnership between readers and the library.”
 Now it’s his turn for a twisted grin. “Just like with bandits.”
 “Fine. Still, I’ll spread the word. Organize my fellows. I want to reach out to the Apache. See how we can work more in the region. Will we have peace?”
 “This week has shown there’s still more work to be done.” William’s eyes say, regretfully. “People seem to have made some progress toward understanding how to rule themselves. To make a peaceful world…”
 “But, there are some additional steps needed? Are you afraid of another Collapse?”
 “Humanity still has other tests to pass,” he warns. “The people must be able to judge truth. Not be fooled by anyone who lies to them.” One foot comes up on the library’s step. “I have to be an optimist to lead,” he insists. “It’s a dream, but I won’t let it go. When will I see you next?”
 “We’ll meet again.” She gives him a big smile. “After I’ve traveled through the region.”




What to Read Next
Here are several titles you might be interested in if you enjoyed this book. 


 The next in the series with William Way years later is In the Horde’s Way.
 Another book in the story of the future without modern technology is Asante’s Gullah Journey.

 Another series set in the same universe with an appearance by William Way ten years earlier begins in Pratima’s Forbidden Book which is available now.
 Steerswoman by Rosemary Kirstein is a series about a young woman who has to travel through a primitive countryside to find the secrets about the world she lives in. Steerswomen are respected as keepers of the knowledge about the world. 
 Hellspark by Janet Kagan is about an investigator on a distant planet who solves crime and brings peace through her understanding of language, linguistics, body language and what drives people apart. 
 Satori by Dennis Schmidt is about a young swordsman who travels across the land and brings peace to a dangerous world. 
 Uplift War by David Brin is about several allies who are very different but who must work to survive on an alien planet. 
 The Hidden Queen by Alma Alexander is about a young girl who has to flee from those who would kill her and usurp her kingdom. 
 The Emperor’s Edge by Lindsay Buroker is about a young woman who has to act to save the new emperor from the powers who would destroy him. 
 These Broken Stars by Amie Kaufman tells the story of a young man and young woman from different social classes who are stranded after a spaceship crash and must learn to work together to survive and uncover the secrets of the planet. 




Appendix
Aikido - This martial art was developed by Morihei Ueshiba to combine his martial studies, philosophy, and religious beliefs. The Aikido expert seeks to avoid harming opponents. For more information, see bookae.org/Aikido.html
 


Apache - This label for a group of First People in North America is used for several culturally related groups in the United States who mostly were based in the Southwest United States. These indigenous peoples of North America speak a Southern Athabaskan language and are mostly distinct from Navajo. For more information, see bookae.org/Apache.html
 


Checks and balances - This represents a philosophy of governance also known by the terms separation of powers or the trias politica principle. This principle involves a rule of law that is divided into branches, each with separate and independent powers and areas of responsibility. Some characters including William Way believe this is the best form of governance available. For more information, see bookae.org/checksandbalances.html
 


Conflict resolution - These practices involve methods and processes seeking to facilitating the peaceful reduction and redirection of conflict. For more information, see bookae.org/conflictresolution.html
 


Cow riding - Cows have been ridden for all the time that domestic cows, cattle and steers have existed. Some traits heard about cows include stubbornness and calmness. Most experts suggest cows are better mounts when training begins when they are young. For more information, see bookae.org/cowriding.html
 


Dog tags - These are pieces of body adornment issued by governments to military staff for identification purposes. “dog tag” is the informal name given to these identification tags. For more information, see bookae.org/dogtags.html
 


Ecology - This is the study of the relations between different living species on earth. The term is also used for a movement by people to be more concerned with changes in natural environments and conditions for living beings. For more information, see bookae.org/ecology.html
 


Farming - This method of cultivation uses an area of productive terrain to produce food and other products, including fruits, grains, fibers, and fuel. In the last few thousand years this has been the main production source of food production. For more information, see bookae.org/farming.html
 


Fighting - Acres of false information have been printed about the causes and effects of human fighting. One author who attempts to describe fighting as it occurs in the world is the author Rory Miller. For more information, see bookae.org/fighting.html
 


Forbidden books - The libraries around the world have collected books since the Collapse and held special collections that aren’t shared with the public. These forbidden books detail information about petroleum mining, production, refining or use in combustion machinery. For more information, see bookae.org/forbiddenbooks.htm
 


General Semantics - This collection of practices originating with Alfred Korzybski in 1933 with the publication of Science and Sanity: An Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantics. These practices are meant to regulate and better control human thought and emotions. For more information, see bookae.org/GeneralSemantics.html
 


Goats - The domestic goat is related to the sheep and is one of the oldest domesticated species, and have been used for their milk, meat, hair, and skins. For more information, see bookae.org/goats.html
 


Gunpowder - Effective use of gunpowder requires milling and other chemical processes to be carried out. Gunpowder was heavily developed in the European arena from the 15th century on. For more information, see bookae.org/gunpowder.html
 


Libraries - The libraries are loosely affiliated groups around the world that enforce restrictions on some books. For more information, see bookae.org/libraries.html
 


Listening Way - “Many a man would rather you heard his story than granted his request.” – Phillip Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield. Much of the conflict in the world today results from the inability of people with different opinions to listen thoughtfully to one another in an effort to find common ground. Each person has a different worldview and beliefs about events, politics, family, and lifestyle both in their immediate environment and the world around him or her. Because of preconceived beliefs and growing tribal polarization, many individuals want to have their particular points of view verified and embraced by others. Over time, conversations become one - way dialogs wherein a person has already made up their mind about an issue and is merely defending a position with the end desire being to convert the other party. In this case, the tools of persuasion used to convince others may, in fact, fuel increased disagreement and lead to unintended consequences. One approach to talking with people who have different opinions is to use a method labeled Listening Way. This method foregrounds the task of listening in dialogs with people who differ. For more information, see bookae.org/ListeningWay.html
 


Llano Estacado - This is a region in the Southwestern United States that encompasses parts of eastern New Mexico and northwestern Texas. It is composed of large mesas with elevations from 3,000 feet (900 m) in the southeast to over 5,000 feet (1,500 m) in the northwest. For more information, see bookae.org/LlanoEstacado.html
 


Meeting rules - In the United States, many organizations and groups employ rules of order to run meetings. There are different rules used by different groups. One well known set of rules of order is Robert’s Rules of Order. The Committee in the Southwest region doesn’t use a full Robert’s Rules method of meeting. For more information, see bookae.org/meetingrules.html
 


Military arts - The military arts involve many different topics which have been used by people for the purposes of war. Two key topics studied of years are strategy and tactics. For more information, see bookae.org/militaryarts.html
 


Pens - Before typewriters and computer word processing, there were ink pens. Recently, pens have usually contained ink reservoirs built into each pen. In past times, pens used stationary reservoirs through the process of dipping. For more information, see bookae.org/pens.html
 


Permian Basin - The Permian Basin is a large basin in the western part of the state of Texas and the southeastern part of the state of New Mexico. It holds the world’s thickest deposits of rocks from the Permian geologic period. The Permian period dates from about 298 to about 252 million years ago. It was the last period of the Paleozoic Era, and followed the Carboniferous Period. For more information, see bookae.org/PermianBasin.html
 


Prison isolation - This involves treatments including solitary confinement which is a form of imprisonment in which a prisoner is isolated from any human contact. Many studies have pointed to these conditions leading to severe mental and psychological effects on prisoners. For more information, see bookae.org/prisonisolation.html
 


Ranch life - Information about ranch life in the Southwest is partially derived from a dissertation about ranch life: The Institution of the Spanish-Mexican Ranch and Its Culture in South Texas by Mary Anna Casstevens Texas A & M University-Kingsville, 1997. For more information, see bookae.org/ranchlife.html
 


Shortgrass - The shortgrass prairies of North America were formerly part of the ecology of buffalo. The dominant grasses in this environment are blue grama and buffalograss. These semi-arid climates receive on average less precipitation than that which supports the tallgrass prairies. For more information, see bookae.org/shortgrass.html
 


Stick fighting - This type of weapon use uses simple hand-held, generally wooden ‘sticks’ for fighting such as a staff, cane, walking stick, baton or similar. For more information, see bookae.org/stickfighting.html
 


Woodcraft - This is a term for woodlore which involves skills and experience in living in the woods through hunting, fishing, and camp building. Often woodcraft relates to subsistence lifestyles. For more information, see bookae.org/woodcraft.html



Author Page
S. A. Gibson is a doctoral candidate in the field of education and has studied communication and computer science. He has lived in Northern and Southern California. He has published articles and book chapters relating to computer science, artificial intelligence, mediated intelligence, and human communication. His Facebook page is ProtectedBook. His website is at http://bookae.org



Artist Page
 All artwork in this book was originally hand drawn by David Steele. David is an artist and storyboard artist specializing in cover work and illustrations for books.
 He has worked as a storyboard artist for films and television commercials also as well as designing artwork for computer game apps. David is currently working on many different projects ranging from commissioned portraits, tattoo designing and other film projects.
 To check out David’s portfolio of work please have a look at his site www.davidsteeleartworks.com or search for him though Facebook under David Steele Graphic Art.







 You have finished A Dangerous Way, 
 book 2 in the After the Collapse series.
 
 I hope you enjoyed this book.





Table of Contents
PREVIEW
1 – There Must Be More
2 – Gibbous Moon
3 - Highest Authority in the Land
4 – An Angry Torrent
5 – Keep the Knowledge of the Books Alive
6 – Zeno the Goat
7 – Building Strife on Shore
8 – You Will Obey
9 – The Scent of Humans
10 – Old Books
11 - Response to the Tragedy
12 – The Right Development
13 – 225 Million Years
14 – Powerful as You Think
15 - Investigating all Over
16 – Wears No Sword
17 – A Waste of Time
18 – His Nail Is Struck
19 – Not Prisoners Anymore
20 – Catastrophic Challenges
21 – Died by Mistake
22 – Commanding an Armed Group
23 – Beautiful Display of Power
24 – Hours of Preparing
25 – Our Flame Arrow
26 – High Noon
27 – An Optimist To Lead
What to Read Next
Appendix
Author Page
Artist Page


cover.jpeg
ADANGEROUS

adY

AFTER THE COLLAPSE

- BOOK 2

ST B SUN





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
i

,m{{s

i






images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00005.jpg
ADANGEROUS

adY

AFTER THE COLLAPSE

- BOOK 2

ST B SUN





