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Ezekiel made his daily rounds watched by hostile eyes. They peeked out from tents and wagons where people did all the work they’d never had to do before, when life proceeded correctly. Everyone blamed him for the condition of The Archive. Life was supposed to be orderly, predictable, built from luxurious routine. Not this scrambling, improvised mess of manual drudgery. 

Envy grew from discontent, people needed a place to put their angry thoughts and blame was not enough. So they also grew jealous of those whose work assignments made them seem more fortunate. Those working to build and repair shelters envied those who stayed inside to cook. Those who cooked envied the ones that got to walk outside and forage for food. The foragers envied the teams that handled books, culling the crates of volumes that came up from the caverns, deciding which ones would move on for further preservation. And envied by all were those who got to descend into the caverns of The Archive and be among all the great high rising shelves of history and knowledge. 

Those who went down making those decisions and doing that work though had surrendered all hope and envied no one knowing they could never save it all. They were weary executioners of memory and it made them weak and sad.

Ezekiel checked on their progress often, watching anxiously for any chance to go below ground and be among the books with the only group who truly understood the gravity of what they were doing. Where he was really needed, though, was aboveground doing endless administrative duties, organizing and assigning every task, collecting the lists of engineering, medical, organizational, and historical questions to be added to the research back down in The Archive that went on constantly even as the full breadth of the collection receded further from memory with every day they were without The Network. 

He knew he was blamed and resented. Every time someone came up against an unfamiliar restriction, something they would have done easily before, it wasn’t Madeline or anyone else people thought of, it was him. He had sent her off. Her need to learn was set above their need to survive. He should have forced her. It’s what they thought; it’s what he thought. If only he had been the kind of ruthless leader his people needed.

Life had become fragile in two years, a frantic balancing act, a gauntlet to be run every single day. And as with everything The Archive had ever stood for or been, the primary concern was the books. Assigning importance to whole categories, which ones to move out of harm’s way deep in the moist and moldering tunnels, finding in those groups the individual volumes that should be made mobile to avoid weather threats above ground, assigning priority between utility and beauty, information vs. aesthetic. What was worthy and what merely an attractive burden.

There was no consensus on even the smallest question. Fights broke out and the collectors split into multiple camps. One group set its guard near the entrance to the caverns, sleeping under cover of the rocks. A second had moved out into a clearing to the south where the wind grew strong and a third lay to the west. Hairstyles and adornments distinguished the groups and it was only a matter of time before things would escalate beyond words and hostile glances.

So long as each camp sent a work force every day Ezekiel did not know what else he should do. He was not powerful enough to force them to like one another. Each camp had books they held and protected like sacred relics, developing ceremony and liturgy around each of them. It seemed like new factions split within the camps every few days. Division created division. He could not hope to get these volumes away from their devout followers but at least it meant more books could be saved the more groups fractured around their veneration. The collection was foremost on everyone’s mind and even as the work of survival became urgent people did not forget the names or faces of those they had clashed with over saving a volume of poetry or a technical manual, a collection of ephemera rather than a scholarly history. These were hard divisions that grew into grudges and they surfaced whenever the work slowed.

At first Ezekiel had assumed the gravity of necessity would eventually draw people back together, that facing hardship would create the need for unity and bring out their better natures, but it seemed to be doing the opposite. They came together every day for work but afterward there was less communication, more hostility, and always there were arguments over what books should come up and which should remain.

Perhaps fighting made them feel like they had some control. A disagreement gave the illusion of truth; the existence of a fight meant there could perhaps one day be a winner. Everything felt like an illusion though. The thought that by having the books nearby you could prolong their lives seemed hollow if one thought about it for too long. All was transient, including The Archive. No Network meant no continuity. Their way of life was a flame in a steady rain - eventually it would all be doused. Ezekiel walked the corridors of the unloved subjects, the books none fought for. They were already beginning to show signs of neglect. It reminded him that use and attention has its own special magic. It draws a thing into the stream of time, lying outside of which invites oblivion, even if none survives forever.

The farmers would be arriving soon. The power had failed two years previous, just days before their departure. The air stopped moving and the lights had gone out. He would be forever grateful to Tabitha and Honorius for their steady handling of these people. They lit torches and made an immediate exit. They assigned group leaders from among those they trusted. Neighbors in life became neighbors in crisis. They ran sweeps of the tunnels to retrieve the missing and kept spirits high by knowing who among the people were capable of joy. He wished his own people were so disposed to a sense of community.

Their return the first year had been messy. The Archive was still finding its feet. But the farmers’ presence actually served to help establish order. Their ability to use what was available and improvise went a long way toward helping Ezekiel find the patterns in these new circumstances. Perhaps their return this year would help ease tensions among the book factions. The need to survive would somehow have to overcome the relentless march of self-interest.
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Madeline’s family still looked forward to the winter though it was no longer joyous. Her father Andrew felt the loss more often than anyone. She had been a maniacal worker with a restless mind and a tendency to wander off. He often recalled the first time they’d lost her. She was two and a half and when her mother turned her back while doing chores the child was gone like a puff of smoke. They’d searched the house and were nearly frantic by the time they’d found her in the fields, trying to hitch the plow like she’d seen her father do. It was three times her height but she pulled where he pulled grunted the way he did while working.

They were not really surprised then the day she disappeared down the tunnels and never came back. Unsurprised, but still not prepared. They had spoken often as she’d grown up about what could be done with her and the answer had never really come. Yet they still didn’t feel like she was entirely gone. It always seemed as though she might appear again, particularly when they were back at the Town. There were the bitter cold nights spent in the largest cavern, tending fires to keep warm. The vast tunnels would echo away in the distance and sometimes, when his mind wandered during a song, he’d expect to see her there, drawn to his singing again like she had always been.

Another season had passed and the family was packing to return to The Town. He had been a strong advocate for keeping the old ways intact even though The Town did not offer the same refuge it once had. The amenities had fallen away rapidly until it was just a large hole in the ground. But The Collectors needed what they brought and, like he had tried to explain to Madeline the day she disappeared, community is how human beings thrive, whether they are enveloped in comfort or struggling, being together remains important.

He was interested to see if the whole community would arrive. Many were grumbling as they’d left at the end of their Absent festival the previous year. He tried to make the case in word and in song that it does no good to compound loss with loss. When his daughter disappeared he held the rest of his family closer and now that The Town could not warm and shelter them they needed one another all the more.

Their wagon was packed and out of habit he went to lift his son into his spot. But the boy was twelve years old now and just a head shorter than his father. He pushed the hands away and climbed up himself, sitting proudly at the back where he could watch the scenery recede behind them. He was as dreamy and thoughtful as his sister had been driven and focused on work. Both had great imaginations, for which Andrew blamed himself, but where Madeline could not be pulled away from the field this boy might never lift a finger unless coerced with the promise of more stories and more songs.

“Which one shall it be for the start of our journey?” Andrew called back to his son who was starting to strum at the guitar. The boy began a jaunty tune his father had taught him and from the front Andrew smiled and began to sing,

The stars that guide the winter winds

Down to the whistling way

Are creeping nearer to the farm

So we must away

The family we hold so dear

Is gathered safe around

So fast my horse and fast my heart

To dwell within The Town

They made camp that night and the clouds were thick in the sky. Madeline might’ve told him easily what those clouds meant by their shape and motion, by the scent on the air and the way the animals behaved. She had such a mind for patterns and could hear the rhythms of nature the way he picked out a melody on the guitar. He felt confident at least that there would be no rain.

His family were all sleeping as he sat up tending the last embers of the fire, keeping a sleepy eye on the horizon. The coyote howls were far off and they were well away from the lands of bears or wolves. Still he had trouble sleeping on these journeys. He strummed his
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