
  CHAPTER 21   

        The   Clan   of   Gatherers   moved   methodically   through   the   resurgent 

  forest.   It   wasn't   a   stealthy   movement,  for   they  were   not   hunting   the   small 

  animals that had started to return during the first year of the Kingdom. The 

  Firstling  had   told   them, as  he   had  told   all   others,  that  there   would   be   no 

  killing   for   meat   during   the   days   of   the   millennium   of   peace   and   that   the 

  animals would cease to fear man. 

        Their  methodical  movement was in  search  of something  else; fruits, 

  berries and nuts, from which their appetites could be satisfied. If a tree was 

  found, laden and ripe for harvest, there would be a call on the clear air and 

  they would emerge from their search paths to converge on the prize. It was a 

  way of life left over from the days when the group had been much smaller and 

  when they had moved through the bitterly cold forests, hacking into the frozen 

  ground with their bare hands to find edible roots out of which to chew enough 

  to fill their aching bellies. 

          Those were days that remained only as a fearful memory. Now, they 

  ate   to   their   full   every   day,   for   even   the   cycle   of   growth   of   the   forest   had 

  changed, responding to the new laws of seedtime and harvest and producing 

  their   fruits   twelve   times   in   the   year.   All   of   the   Clan   gathered,   even   the 

  youngest children learned quickly to select what was edible.

        They   were   moving   progressively   closer   to   the   new   city   near   the 

  devastated capital, descending from the wooded hills that had been restored 

  so quickly from the ashen stumps of only a few months earlier. The nearness 

  of the city made Bordo nervous, it was closer than he had ever dared to lead 



  them. He had a lot of thinking and a lot of planning to do and it wasn't an 

  exercise  he found  easy.  The  discussions  around  the  communal fire  in  the 

  evenings were becoming more intense. The expanding community near the 

  site of the old capital was hard to define, it was an unknown quantity. 

        In the days before the world had been destroyed, they had lived in a 

  rural community. The distant fireballs over the capital had not touched them 

  directly, but it was only a matter of days before they had suffered pillaging 

  and rape at the hands of those who had fled before the fearful destruction. By 

  the simple accident of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, Bordo had 

  found  himself the unwilling  focal  point of a bewildered group, thrust into a 

  leadership   he   hadn't   wanted.   In   turn,   they   had   had   to   flee   before   the 

  voracious waves of refugees from the devastation. 

        It   was   hardly   surprising   that   now,   they   feared   slavery,   or   at   least, 

  absorption by the numerically stronger people in the city. In the end, it would 

  come  down   to   expediency.   Bordo   looked   at   the   group   nearest   to   him,  he 

  couldn't argue that there was a compelling  need to find new clothing. Like 

  himself,   they   were   nearly   naked.   The   clothing   that   had   lasted   during   the 

  period of cold, had finally become nothing but scraps of rag. 

        In the earliest days of the Kingdom, they had had the forest lands to 

  themselves,   but   lately,   as   they   gathered,   they   would   occasionally   come 

  across travellers who would be persuaded to join them in their evening camp. 

  They would listen to stories of the people of this new community, who  wore 

  fine   linen   and   were   increasingly   prosperous.   The   debate   would   be 

  reawakened   around   the   fires.   Why   did   they   have   to   remain   in   the   forest, 

  grovelling after wild fruits? The more pressing question was:  How were they 

  going to obtain some of the coveted cloth?  

          Bordo pricked up his ears, from some distance away, the signal call 



  from one of the other groups was sounding on the clear air. It was a sign they 

  had   found  something   that   warranted   the   concentrated   efforts   of  the   whole 

  clan.

        Dar had left the broken road that led to the north. He had travelled for 

  several days without seeing anybody. It had given him plenty of time to think 

  and even to consider returning to the city he had abandoned. It was the sum 

  total of what he knew and he had enjoyed his place in the community - until 

  Martha   had   increasingly   exercised   her   control.   It   was   reason   enough   to 

  escape but he regretted leaving the man who formed a connection with the 

  time when had had a family and a real home.

        He kept walking parallel with the road, just a few hundred yards within 

  the tree line. He was reluctant to lose sight of what he knew could lead him 

  back   to   Pringle's   Head.   It   also   stood   to   reason   that   the   road   must   have 

  connected   with   other   communities   in   earlier   times.   They   might   now   be 

  shattered ruins or be so badly damaged that they did not exist at all, but there 

  was a possibility that he would find someone like himself, or another group 

  trying to recover from the disaster.

        He had plenty to eat, even apart from that which he had brought with 

  him from Pringle's Head. He had hoarded a little each day from his rations, 

  gradually accumulating enough to last him for several days. The forest had 

  provided an ample supplement, fruits where hanging for the picking. He ate 

  as he walked, his thoughts wandering from one subject to another and then 

  he stopped abruptly.

        He stood  very still  as the  clearing  he had been crossing,  filled  with 

  men, women and children, who emerged from the trees and undergrowth. He 

  had a small knife in his belt, but it could hardly be described as a weapon. 

  His kept his hand away from it, the newcomers didn't look hostile, but each 



  carried a small blade in their hands. He made a quick supposition that they 

  were harvesting the forest.  

          There were over fifty of them, easily half were children, some of the 

  mothers carried infants. Eight or nine of their men stood in front of the rest. 

  They stood silently and without menace, staring at each other - it seemed for 

  a long time. Another man emerged from the bushes, he looked breathless. He 

  joined the others. There was a further delay whilst he recovered his wind.

          "Greetings - "

          "Greetings of peace - "

        It was a response he had learned from Uncle Carl. It usually had a 

    tranquillising effect. Bordo eyed him silently.

        "Are you one of the special ones?"

        Dar answered carefully.

        "I am a traveller."

          Bordo eyed him speculatively.

          "You are a traveller from the new city?"

        Dar nodded and hoped they didn't have some feud that hadn't been 

  mentioned by his former fellow citizens at Pringle's Head.

          Bordo glanced at the sky.

        "It's time to camp - you can join us if you wish."

        It wasn't the most gracious of invitations but Dar nodded agreement.

          Bordo assessed the newcomer, he was clad in the new cloth. It hadn't 

  been expertly woven but he had heard the gasps of awe from some of the 

  women, as if it was some rare and costly material fit only for kings. It was 

  going to add fuel to the argument to press on to the new community, but first, 

  this newcomer was going to tell them all he knew. 

        They led him away from the road and deeper into the forest and he 



  knew he would find it difficult to locate the shattered ribbon of highway once 

  again. He dismissed the  thought  that his  lifeline  to  Carl  and  the  others at 

  Pringle's Head, had been broken. They made a fire, he watched with interest, 

  they used the time honoured method of twirling a stick in an indentation in 

  another and then fanning the spark created, into dry tinder. He marvelled at 

  the   adaptability   of   the   human  race,   how  easily   they  slipped   back   into   the 

  simple techniques of an earlier age, when the conveniences of modern living 

  were removed.  

          Around the fire that night, Dar was interrogated closely. He was quite 

  ready to tell them of the conditions at Pringle's Head and had been equally 

  frank about his reasons for leaving. What he had to say, confirmed their worst 

  fears - there would be elements who would try to coerce them. Dar tried to 

  reassure them.

        "If you are determined to go there, then there is another way - Martha 

  and her crowd don't have absolute control. They might like to think that they 

  have but the Firstling is still the King. If you go in to the town at the time of 

  harvest,  there  are  always  lots  of extra  people  coming  in  from all  over  the 

  place. You won't be noticed among all the others and if necessary, you can 

  appeal directly to him - "

        They had looked at each other.

          "You have seen the Firstling, surely?"

        Dar sounded incredulous. Bordo nodded.

          "You're talking about one of those we call the special ones. Yes, we've 

  seen him, he came to us in the first few days after the cloud went away. We 

  were   frightened   and   didn't   know   who   he   was.   We   hid   in   the   trees   and 

  watched him sit down in a clearing and wait. After a while, he started to call 

  each one of us by name, as if he knew us all, but at first, we held back. It was 



  Merle who went to him first."

        He   gestured   to   a   girl   sitting   in   the   front   row.   Dar   felt   suddenly 

  breathless, she was quite beautiful and was made more so because she had 

  blushed at the sudden attention. Dar found it harder to concentrate on the 

    conversation. His reaction didn't pass unnoticed.

          "When   Merle   went   forward,   we   all   followed   and   found   we   weren't 

  frightened anymore. It was hard to explain. We just felt that he wouldn't hurt 

  us and that everything was going to be all right from that time on - and so it 

  has been."

          "And - that's the only time he came?"

          There was a murmur of disagreement. 

          "He's been a quite a few times to us and each time he's tried to help 

  us.   on   the   first   occasion,   he   healed   our   sick   and   injured.   He   told   us   that 

  things would change and that we would find plenty to eat. He made us feel 

  good."

        Dar got to his feet.

        "Then - you must go to the town and ask for his help!"

          There was a lot more discussion that went on into the night. Merle had 

  felt his eyes on her and she  resolutely stared at the ground. On the following 

  day, when he was ready to go on his way, Bordo drew him to one side.

        "Is there some reason why you have to press on right away?"

        "I'm heading to the north - "

        "Any particular reason - can't you head west or east?"

        "Not for long, I'll end up in the sea if I go east!"

          Bordo grinned. 

        "Why not stay with us - you could help us get the new cloth - No! don't 

    misunderstand, we wouldn't ask you to go back into the city if you don't want 



  to. You could advise us - you know the Firstling better than us - you can tell 

  us how to go about things. Then, if you wish, you can leave us again. We 

  don't have a bad life, plenty to eat and we don't have to work hard for it."

        Dar hesitated but it didn't take much persuasion, the vision of the girl 

  at the  campfire, was firmly fixed in  his thoughts. The  Clan  continued  their 

  slow descent down the wooded slopes towards Pringle's Head. Dar wasn't 

  assigned   any   tasks   other   than   to   gather   enough   food   to   satisfy   his   own 

  needs.  

          Some   days   later,   Bordo   assigned   Merle   the   task   of   gathering   by 

  herself, it was unusual but he offered no explanation and she was used to 

  obeying the leader. He had also indicated the sector she was to forage, that 

  was again unusual and so was the directions he gave to the others that they 

  were to avoid her sector. The reason for all of this manoeuvring became clear 

  when   she   nearly   stumbled   over   Dar   laying   in   the   shadow   of   a   tree.   He 

  scrambled to his feet in a hurry and stood awkwardly in front of her.

        "I'm sorry if I frightened you -"

        She  stood  in  front   of  him  tongue-tied  and   witless  and   because  she 

  could find nothing to say, he expanded his apology 

        "I was trying  to make sense of life  - make sense of the Kingdom, I 

  suppose I should say. It isn't easy, I've been thinking about leaving Pringle's 

  head for months - ever since Martha got control and now I've turned round 

  full circle and I'm on my way back. I could have saved myself a lot of time and 

  energy and stayed put. Uncle Carl would have had the answer - he has all 

  the answers."

          "You're very fond of this, Uncle Carl, aren't you."

        It was the first time he had heard her speak, it had the effect of making 

  him speechless. He stared at her until she flushed crimson.



        "I'm sorry if I embarrassed you - you're very beautiful - "

          "You are very fond of your Uncle Carl?"

        Dar made a valiant effort to get the conversation back on track.

        "Yes, I am very fond of him, he's kind and loving and very wise and he 

  always knows what to say, he talks a lot to the Firstling - "

        "I like the Firstling, I was never afraid of him like the others were at first

        "I   know,   it's   a   wonderful   feeling,   isn't   it.   You   always   know   that 

  everything is going to work out fine. He has that effect on you."

        "So you should know now, that everything is going to work out just fine. 

  You've been led to us and that must have been planned. You wanted to leave 

  Pringle's   Head   and   now   you're   going   back   there   and   it   must   all   right, 

  otherwise it wouldn't have happened that way."  

        Dar grinned.

        "Are you sure you don't know my Uncle Carl, it's just the sort of thing 

  he would have said."

        "I'm flattered - I'd like to meet your Uncle Carl one of these days."

          "Perhaps you will - if you go down into the town with the others - when 

  they go for the cloth, I mean."

        She hesitated.

        "That won't be allowed, Bordo always keeps the women and children 

  back in the forest. He says its safer - "

          "He's still thinking in the old ways, when it would have been safer. This 

  is supposed to be the Kingdom of Peace - doesn't he realise that?"

        "Bordo doesn't realise a lot of things - "

        It   was   an   enigmatic   reply   and   she   didn't   add   to   it.   All   thoughts   of 

  gathering vanished until late in the day, then they scrambled around in the 



  failing light to find something to show for their day's efforts. At the camp in the 

  evening, the older ones looked at each other and said nothing. 

        A few nights later, they made their last camp, and after they had eaten 

  came the moment when the final decision whether to go down into the city 

  was to be taken. Bordo laboured over spelling out the alternatives. Dar tried 

  to be attentive but his mind and his eyes kept wandering to where the girl was 

  sitting in the shadows just outside of the glow from the fire. 

        The swollen moon had not yet risen, it was nearly full, they would have 

  been gathering the harvest down in the valleys. Up where they were in the 

  woodlands,  the   brilliant   sevenfold   light   of  the   sun   was  filtered   by the   tree 

  canopy, sending shafts of sunbeams down to the forest floor. Those stabbing 

  blades of light reminded him of the first day of the Kingdom and the beams of 

  glory that had touched the cloud and the cold and had melted them away, 

  banishing the nuclear winter and man's folly. 

        The Kingdom of Peace was established  and was evident all  around 

  them and the snow and ice had melted, but it would take much longer for the 

  hearts of men to come into tune with the creation. The will of man was the 

  impediment, it still persisted, whereas the creation had never been endowed 

  with a free will and was much more responsive to the manipulations of the 

  Creator. Dar listened to Bordo and began to feel exasperation.  

          "...And   so   we   are   confronted   with   the   dangerous   option   of   risking 

  everything for the sake of covering  our nakedness. On the other hand, we 

  stay up here in safety and go back into the forest."

        One of the other men interjected.

          "Can't we use something else for clothing?"

         Bordo looked glum.

        "I suppose we could try a few alternatives.



          "You don't sound very confident of the outcome, Bordo - Why not try 

  fig leaves? Adam and Eve thought they would be a good idea, but then, they 

  must have had a couple of needles, for it says in scriptures that they stitched 

  fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths."

          Bordo eyed Dar morosely.

        "I had hoped you might have a few sensible ideas!"

        "I thought the whole idea of coming this far towards the city, was to go 

  down and ask the Firstling for cloth. Now, you've got cold feet - I suggest, 

  unless you show a bit of courage, a lot more of your anatomy  will start to feel 

  cold!"

        "So, you're saying: Go down into the city."

        "I'm saying: You came this far, now carry it through. Look! If you're so 

  worried   about   going   down   into   the   city,   let   me  go.   It   would   help   if   I   had 

  someone to help me to carry the cloth back, but if no one has the courage, I’ll 

  do it by myself!"

        Dar knew the girl was looking at him. He began to regret his offer as 

  soon as it was said, but there was no way that he could retract it. 

        "I'll send one man with you - who'll volunteer?"

          There was not an overwhelming response. The men of the tribe stared 

  stolidly into the flames. Bordo's voice rose anxiously.

          "Well!"

        "I'll go - "

          Bordo looked at the girl. Dar's heart started to race.

          "You'll go?"

          "Since our menfolk are all too busy - I can carry as much as any man!"

          Bordo shot a look at Dar.

        "Are you agreeable?"



        Dar nodded silently.

          "Then, you can set off at first light."

        The descent through the forest was uneventful. They travelled for the 

  most part in silence after the first greeting. Dar had searched for something to 

  say but the girl  seemed subdued  and had answered in  monosyllables.  He 

  wondered if she was regretting the impulse to accompany him. He had spent 

  half the night trying to work out why he had volunteered in the first place and 

  the other half in anticipation of the company of the girl.

        They   came   to   the   point   where   the   forest   ended   against   cultivated 

  fields. It was late in the day and the sun was already plunging into the west. 

  The   first   ruined   houses   of   Pringle's   Head   were   across   an   expanse   of 

  harvested ground. He anticipated no problemsother then that they would be 

  conspicuous. It was certain that they would meet somebody who would know 

  him and it was equally certain that the girl would invite a lot of attention. She 

  wore the minimum amount of clothing that decency decreed and she looked 

  as if she lived in a forest and survived on berries and fruit.   

        He pulled off his tunic and handed it to her.

        "You'd better put that on."

        She blushed  again  and slipped  it  over her head. He grinned  at the 

  result.

          "Very fetching - but I think you'll attract less attention."

        "What about you?"

        "It's pretty usual for the men to wander around without tunics - now, if 

  I'd given you the trousers and kept the tunic, we would have both attracted 

  attention!" 

        They crossed the field and moved in through the broken houses. The 

  girl walked closer to him.



          "Where is everybody?"

        "In the town centre, I would expect. The Firstling will be there."

        She stopped and shivered.

        "Are you cold?"

        "I don't like this place."

          "You're not used to it. No one will harm you - and I'm here with you."

        He felt suddenly very protective, it was a natural thing to put his arm 

  around her shoulders. She didn't draw away.

        They caught up with people moving in the same direction  and soon 

  they were in a steady stream moving towards the town square. So far, they 

  were not challenged  by anyone  who knew Dar. The population  had grown 

  enough for them to be anonymous in the gathering crowd. They came to the 

  square and were swept along by those around them. Dar didn't resist, he had 

  a feeling of inevitability. It had been planned that they should be there. 

          Suddenly the revelation hit home, the whole event of his journey had 

  been  planned  and  had  nothing  to  do  with  his  own  desires  to  be  out  from 

  under the thumb of Martha and her crowd. It had been planned that he should 

  leave the road when he did and that he would be walking in a certain glade in 

  the   forest   and   that   the   Clan   of   Gatherers   should   be   harvesting   in   that 

  particular sector of the woods. Everything was planned and the fact of where 

  they should now come to rest in relation to the position of the Firstling, was 

  irrelevant. Dar felt elated, he tightened his grip on the girl clutched to him and 

  let   the   sequence   of   events   unfold.   He   felt   no   reason   to   resist,   he   felt   no 

  surprise   when   the   crowd   eddied   and   swirled   about   him   and   they   were 

  suddenly thrust into the front rank of the circle that surrounded the flat rock 

  upon which the Firstling was standing alone. He looked into his eyes and felt 

  washed over with love and he sank to his knees, dragging the girl down with 



  him.


