Goddesses
by LindaNagata

I

In the birthing room of atiny clinic, in atown in Southern India, holding the hand of another man'swife,
Michael Fidding felt chaosrise quietly through the world. Like the gentle flood of an untamed river, it
seeped into hislife, dissolving the past, laying down the mud that would grow the future.

Jaya's hand tightened on his. Her lips parted, ruby-red jewels set against her cream-coffee skin, their
color that of atailored strain of bacteria cohabiting in her cells.

"Another's starting,” she whispered. Exhaustion fegthered her words. "Michad ... dl the old women lied
... when they promised it would be easier ... the second time.”

"You'reamost there," he assured her. Y oure doing terrific.”

Sheo's voice backed him up, speaking from the beige picture frame of the open portd, sitting on the
rickety metal table at the head of the bed. It was avoice-only connection, so the porta's screen
displayed a generic sequence of abstract art. "Michael'sright, my love. Y ou are wonderful.”

"Sheo?" Jayas dark eyes opened. She turned toward Michael, but she wasn't looking a him. Instead,
her gaze fixed on the lens of hisnet visor that concealed his eyeslike gray sunglasses. She seemed to
search the shades for some trace of her husband. Her expression was captured by tiny cameras on the
shades frame. Processors trandated her image to digital code, then shunted it to Sheo's mobile address,
across town or across the continent—M ichael had lost track of how far Sheo had progressed in his
frantic journey to meet hiswife.

Jayashould have been home in Bangaore, enjoying the services of the finest hospita in the country. She
did not belong in this primitive clinic, where the obstetrician was a face on amonitor, checking on her
through a stereoscopic camerathat pointed between her legs.

Of courseit was Michad'sfault. Hed been in-country two weeks, the new district director for Globa
Shear. It was an assgnment hed coveted, but with only five days notice before histransfer from the
Hong Kong office, he had not been ready for it.

Jayatook pity on him. Claiming her maternity leave might otherwise end in termina boredom, shetook a
train to Four Villages, to hdp Michad find hisway through barriers of language and loca custom.

He and Jaya had both interned at Globa Shear, members of afive-person training team so cohesive that,
ten years after the course work ended, four of them still met aimost daily on avirtud terrace to exchange
the news of their private lives and their careers. When Jaya stepped off the train to embrace Michael on
the dusty platform, it wasthe first time they had ever met in red space ... and it hadn't mattered. If they
had grown up in the same house, Michadl could not have felt any closer to her.

Now the baby was coming three weeks early.

Everything happened so much faster these days.

Sheo's voice crooned through the portal speaker, calm as aholy man preaching peace and brotherhood.



"Y ou're strong and you're beautiful, Jaya. And you've done this before. Our beautiful Gita—"
Fury heated Jaya's black eyes. "That was six years ago! Now | am old! And you're not here."

"I'vegot azip," he explained quickly. "I'm leaving the airport now. I'll betherein just afew more
minutes.”

"Hell be here" Michael whispered, fervently hoping it was true. With awhite cotton cloth, he daubed at
the sweat gleaming on Jayas forehead and cheeks. The clinic'sair conditioning had been shut off at
midnight. It would not be restored until after dawn, when the sun rose high enough to activate the rooftop
solar tiles. Windows had been thrown open to the night. In the distance, atrain murmured, base whispers
interrupted by rhythmic thumps that went on and on and on until Michael felt the train must surely run al
the way to Bangalore.

Jaya's eyes closed. The musclesin her face emerged in severe outline as the contraction climaxed.
Michadl dipped the cloth in abowl of water and wiped at her forehead, until she growled at him to leave
her done.

Down between her legs, the midwife, who spoke excellent English, sighed happily. "Ah, hesamost here.
Gently now, lady. Push gently, so he doesn't tear you."

"Where are you, Sheo?" Jayacried. "It's happening now."
"I'm herél" The camnessin Sheo'svoice had cracked. "I'm outside."

A screech of dirty brakes and the growl of wet pavement under tirestestified to the arriva of hiszip. "Get
your assin here, Sheo," Michael growled.

Jaya gasped. From the foot of the bed, the midwife cried, "Hereisthe head! Hes here ... just alittle
more, alittlemore ... therel” And Jayas breath blew out in along, crying exhdation. "There my lady,

now only his body to come, easy, easy."

Sheo stumbled past the curtain, struggling to pull an old set of surgica scrubs over hisbeige business
shirt. A nursefollowed after him, her face stern as she fought to grab the gown's danglingsties.

Sheo still wore his own shades, and as he cried out Jaya's name awhistle of feedback snapped out of the
porta on the bedside table. Michael leaned over and dapped the thing off. Then the baby wasthere. The
midwife had the child in her hands, but as she gazed t it, her happy expression drained away. Her mouth
shrank to a pucker. Her eyes seemed to recede within amantle of soft, aging flesh. The stern nurse saw
the change. She leaned past the midwife's shoulder to look at the child, and her eyes went wide with an
ugly surprise.

For adreadful moment Michael was sure the baby was dead. Then he heard the tiny red thing whimper.
He saw itsarm move, itslittle fingersclench in afiercefist. Wasit deformed then? Impossible. Jaya had
employed the best obstetric care. If there had been a problem, she would have known.

Sheo crouched at Jayas side. He whispered to her, he kissed her face. Neither of them had noticed the
midwife and her distress, and for that Michael felt thankful. But he had to see the baby.

At his approach, the midwife looked up warily. She pulled the baby closeto her breast asif to hide
whatever damning evidence she had seen.



"No," Miched sad. "Let mesee”
She seemed ready to resist, but then she sighed, and held the child ouit.

Thelittle girl was amess. White goop filled a sea of wrinkles. There were downy patches of dark hair on
her shoulders, and her face was flushed red. Michadl grinned. A typica newborn. He turned to Jaya.
"She'sbeautiful. A beatiful littlegirl.”

The doctor on the monitor agreed, and till Michad fdt asif ashadow had swum sinuous through this
night, drawing al of them alittle deeper into the haunted past.

Michael had been warned about the strangeness of this place.

It was not quite three weeks since thewall screen in his Hong Kong office had opened on an image of
Karen Hampton, smiling dyly from behind her desk, with the Singapore skyline visble through the
window at her back.

Sheld asked if he till had ataste for challenges, and held risen like ashark on blood scent.

Karen Hampton wasin her sixties, and Michad could only think of her as classy. Her skinwasfair, her
features petite, her manner of dress ftiff-Gotham-uppercrust; but when she laughed, Karen Hampton
sounded like atrucker bellied up to abar. She waslaughing now. "That's my Michadl! Still hungry.” Then
her face grew stern. No longer the sympathetic mentor shepherding his career, she transformed into the
unflappable director of Global Shear Asa. "'l want you to be the next site director at Four Villages."

He could not believe what he was hearing. "Karen! Hell yes. Y ou know |'ve wanted this from the
concept stage.”

Her gaze didn't soften. "1 know, but nevertheless, I'm advising you to think hard about it, Michad. Thisis
not so much afavor asachanceto ruin your career.”

Four Villageswas aquiet experiment that could change the path of development inimpoverished regions
throughout the world. Globa Shear had won aten-year contract as civil administrator in the district—and
not as aglorified cooperative extension service. They had been hired to overhaul afailed bureaucracy,
and to that end, many traditional government functions, from redl property inventories to taxation, had
been placed in the corporation's hands.

"Y ou aren't going to show a positive balance sheet for &t least five years," Karen warned him. "Maybe
longer. We have been hired to grow an economy. Within ten years, we must develop four essentia
aspects of asugtainable trade system: infrastructure, information, financing, and trust. | put trust last not
becauseit istheleast important but because it isthe most important. Only when trust isfirmly established,
and our presence here welcomed by amajority of residents, will we begin to see a profit.”

Globd Shear's contract would be financed partly through the World Bank, but primarily through a
carefully defined flat tax, so that the corporation'sincome would rise with economic activity. Inaregion
of sixteen million people, the profit potentia was enormous. So were the challenges, of course, but if the



job was easy, it would have aready been done.

"Wewill bewrecking traditiond relationships between farmers, landlords, and business people,” Karen
warned. "Wewill be sumbling through issues of rdligion, caste, and gender. We will be accused of
corrupting traditional culture and it will be true. To many, we will be the enemy. But & the sametime, if
we dedl honestly and enthusiagtically with everyone, salf-interest will convince the mgority that we are
performing aright and proper job. The poor are the mgority here, Michagl. Y our god isto change that
fact. Y our biggest challenge will be your own preconceptions.

"Y ouveworked in Sargevo, Kurdistan, Rangoon, Hong Kong, but nothing you've experienced will

leave you fedling as displaced as you will fed after afew weeksin Four Villages. This project isnot
about New Ddlhi. It's definitely not about Bangalore. It's not about the educated, westernized Indians
you have worked with in our offices around the world. It's different. Remember that, and you might make
it through your first month. It'saso utterly human. Remember that aswell, and you might outlast your
predecessor, who succumbed to culture shock in lessthan ayear.”

Karen had warned him, and after two weeks in-country, Michael knew she hadn't exaggerated. If not for
Jaya he might have been logt, but even Jayawas aforeigner here. How many evenings had they spent in
despairing laughter, trying to decode the bizarre demands of amerchant or afarmer or aloca police
officer? Or the medicd gtaff inarura hospita?

Inthe clinic'sdimly-lit halway, Michadl met the stern-faced nurse, pulling fresh sheetsfrom acloset. He
approached her, driven by aneed to understand. "Why did you look that way, when you saw Jayas
baby? Asif something about her frightened you?'

The nurse'sface was hard, like well-aged wax. "I don't know what you mean, Mr. Fidding. It'sasyou
sad, abeautiful baby girl."

"Please." Michagl moved haf astep closer. At six foot one, he towered over the nurse. On someleve he
knew he was using his height to bully her, but he had never had it in him to look away from abad
Stuation. "Y ou saw something. Pleasetel mewhat it was."

The moan of another woman's labor seeped from behind drawn curtains. Anger flashed in the nurse's
eyes. "l saw that sheisagirl.”

"Of course she'sagirl, but what'swrong with her?'
"That isenough.” The nurse dipped past him with her burden of shests.
"Wait," Michadl pleaded. "I don't understand.”

Shelooked back at him. Had her expression softened? "It is nothing, Sir. Just asurprise. Mostly, these
women have boys. When they have girls, it isusudly amistake.”

"A mistake?'

"l am glad it'snot amigtake thistime.”



Later, Michael waked the dim corridor with Sheo, while the nurses tended to Jaya and changed her
gown. "They were shocked you had a daughter.”

Sheo'slipspursed in along sgh, while outside, rain pattered in peaceful rhythm. "The old ways are dying
out, but change doesn't happen everywhere at once. Thisis my second daughter, and | would not wish it
any different. But for afamily living atraditiond life, adaughter is not an asset. For the very poor, she can
beafinancid disagter. llliterate, subservient, sheisof little use. It will cost her family to raise her, train
her, and then they will haveto pay another family to take her in."

"The midwife said mogt ladies here have boys."
"Did she? Wdll. Thereisdwaystak."
"Infanticide?' The word softened, set againgt therain.

"It startsmuch earlier, | think." Sheo shook his head. "But don't talk of these things now, Michagl. Not on
my daughter's birthday. She's beautiful, isn't she? As beautiful as her mother."”

Il
One more battle nearly won.

Cody Graham leaned back in the shotgun seet of the two-person ATV, tired but psyched following an
afternoon spent roving the thriving grasdands of Project Site 270. "It feels so good to get out of the
officel"

She glanced at Ben Whitman, hunched under his Green Stomp cap as he worked the ATV up the dope.
The kid was amiling. Enough of asmilethat Cody caught aflash of teeth. She congratulated hersdlf. It
was the most expressive response she'd managed to wring out of nineteen-year-old Ben. Not that he was
unfriendly, or even shy. Just abit reserved. Nervous, maybe, in the presence of the big-shot boss.

"You'vedoneagresat job here" she added, asthe ATV ploughed a path through waist-high grasses.
"Y ou keep saying that."

"Oh, and you do agreat self-check. Nice, clean toxin smears.”

"Oh, thanks. Clean pee. My specidity.”

Cody laughed. For six months Ben had been Green Stomp's only full-time employee a 270. Cleanup at
the hazardous waste Site was nearing completion. Staff activity had been reduced to adaily round of
detailed soil assays, with the occasiond application of aspray or injection of nutrient-fortified bacteriato
areaswhere microbia activity had declined. The bacteriaworked to break down toxic moleculesinto
safe and smple carbon groups—food for less exotic microbes serving as naturd decomposerswithin the
s0il. Aningpection tour of 270 by the federa oversight officer was scheduled in three weeks, so Cody
had set up atour of her own in advance of that, to ook for any outstanding problems. She hadn't found
any. Green Stomp would close out 270 as a showcase project.

Ben's hands tightened on the whedl asthe ATV bounced updope to the project office: agreen-gold,
wind-engineered tent anchored to an elevated platform. The graceful tent was a huge step above the ugly



mobiletrailers Cody had used eleven years ago when she and her partnerstackled their first
bioremediation project. Using both natura and genetically-tailored soil bacteria, aong with select plants,
they had set out to clean ahazardous waste Site contaminated with perchloroethylene.

PCE was a common—and carcinogenic—industria chemica. For many yearsit was believed that no
microbe could break it down to harmless components. Then, in 1997, researchers unveiled anew
bacterium found in the dudge of an abandoned sewage plant that could do just that. Genetic tailoring
modified the strain to work in dry land environments, and since then thousands of polluted sites had been
restored.

"Y ou know," Ben said, hisvoice strained and his knuckles showing white as he gripped the whed, "when
270 closesdown, I'm going to be out of ajob."

Cody's smile broadened. "That's the second reason | came down here. | wanted to talk to you about
thet."

While Ben prepped his soil samples for mailing to Green Stomp's central lab, Cody laid clam to the
adminigtrator's office. With acup of fresh coffee in hand, she leaned back in the chair, kicking her feet up
on the empty desk top. The office looked out on the lush grasdand of the project site. She could seethe
trail taken by the ATV, and—hazed by distance—she could just glimpse the glittering surface of the
Missouri River through gapsin the broken levee.

Three years ago Project Site 270 had been farm country—prime farm country, at least when spring
flooding was minimal and the levees held. In the spring of '09 the levees gave way. Floodwaters
destroyed the freshly-planted crop, a the same time spreading sewage, spilled petroleum products and
the hazardous waste from illega dumping across the fertile land. It had happened many times before, but
in'09 anew ingredient was added. Under the pressure of rust and water, severa abandoned storage
tanks cracked, leaking agrim cocktail of restricted pesticides into the muddy aftermath of the flood. The
disaster went undiscovered for weeks, until wildlife started turning up dead.

Cody scowled as adoe emerged from awindbreak of poplarsto the north. Animals were reservoirs of

fat-soluble pesticides; the stuff concentrated in their tissues as they ate contaminated plants. Fences had
been built to keep deer off the project site. Traps had been laid to contain smaller speciesthat could not
be fenced out. But no containment system was perfect. "Y o, Ben!" she called. "Lookslike you've got a
breach inthefence."

He appeared from the direction of the lunch room, asteaming cup of coffeein hand. "That doe again?'

"It'sadoe”

He looked out the window. "1 think she's getting in at the foot of the bluff by theriver. | swear she hangs
out there and waits until the motion sensors are switched off."

"Can you remove her today?"

"Sure. Beforel go home.”



Until the land was certified clean, Green Stomp's contract caled for dl large wildlife to be expdled.

Cody nodded at achair on the other side of the desk. "Have a seat, Ben. We need to talk about your
future”

"Then I've got one?"

He looked so anxious Cody had to smile. It was scary to be out of ajob. Unemployment benefits didn't
last long. No one starved, of course. Y ou could crunch government crackers until the next millennium and
never run short of nutrients thanks to the new mondo-wheats. But it wasn't fun. "Sit down,” Cody urged
again, and thistime Ben sat, cradling his coffee cup in hishands, staring a the steam that curled up from
itsblack surface.

"Y our supervisor speaks highly of you," Cody said. "Six months working aone, and you haven't missed a
day or screwed up asample.”

Ben looked up. He pushed his cap back on his head. " She said to talk to you about continuing with the
company.”

"Good advice. Areyou willing to move?'

Hefrowned over that. Cody suspected held spent hiswhole life here, dong theriver. "Sure. | guess. Like
to where?'

Cody looked up at the celling. She pursed her lips. "Say ... to Bdize? Or SierraLeone. Maybe even
Sheria?’

A look of despair came over Ben'sface. Cody dipped her feet off the desk, immediately sorry. "I'm
joking! Were just alittle company, strictly North American. The biggest adventure you could expect is
thewilds of Pennsylvania”

"I'll takeit," Ben said, with painful solemnity. "I'm not the smartest guy around, but | know how to work.
| don't get bored. | don't dack.”

"I don't hire grunt labor," Cody told him, "for anything more than short term. Y ou'd have to be willing to
go back to schoal. If thingswork out, Green Stomp could eventudly sponsor you for an online degree.”

Again he stared at the steaming cup clenched in his white-knuckled hand. "1 never did too good in
schoal.”

"Want to try again?"

Heraised hiseyestolook at her. She saw fear there, and hunger. A fierce hunger.

Say yes, sheurged him silently.

Benwasasmart kid. That was easy to tell after working with him only one afternoon, but it was equally

obvious someone had been carping in hisear dl hislifethat he was basicaly adumb shit who would
never amount to anything. It was hard to counter that early lifeinfluence.



"How much school ?' he asked.

Cody grinned wickedly. She had spent her own formative yearsin a private boarding school, as a charity
case on a corporate scholarship, seeing her mother only on rare weekends. Those had been the hardest
years of her life, but recelving the scholarship to attend Prescott Academy had aso been her biggest
break. She bore no sympathy for anyone out to shirk an education. "Oh, ten or fifteen years of college
should do it for you, Ben."

Hislipstwitched in aghost of asmile. "At entry-level wages?!
"Pay commensurate with experience. Say yes, Ben."

He nodded dowly. "Okay then. Yes."

Cody had made Green Stomp's reputation by tackling the toughest, dirtiest jobs she could find. The
harder the chalenge, the more sheliked it. Kicking gpart toxic "nonbiodegradable’ moleculeswasa
physicd thrill. In her mind, it was the same as kicking down the mental walls that fenced peoplein. Like
the one that said kids from bad neighborhoods couldn't makeit in life. Kick. Or the one that said
technology must eventualy lead to apocaypse, whether through war, engineered disease,
overpopulation, or pollution. Kick. Cody had seen alot of tough problems, but she hadn't seen theend
of theworld yet. Look hard enough, and problems could provide their own solutions. Green Stomp
aready held severd patents on specidized strains of bacteriarecovered from heavily polluted Sites.

She tapped her data glove, waking up the portal standing open on the desk. The collapsible monitor had
adigplay the sze of an eight-by-twelve-inch piece of paper. It was aquarter inch thick, and when not in
use, it could befolded into thirds and dipped into a briefcase. Now it stood open, leaning back on a
T-shaped foot. "Hark, link to Jobsite."

The portal opened acdlular connection to Cody's server. Seconds later the screen cameto life with an
image of Jobsite's bioremediation lobby.

Cody turned the portal around so Ben could see. " Green Stomp gets about athird of our projects
through Global Shear. Y ou've heard of them? No? A multinationa. We sold them atwenty percent share
of Green Stomp in exchange for expansion capita, so they like to drop businessin our direction. Plus|
interned there, and severd execs know and love me." She grinned.

Ben's smile was fleeting as he puzzled over the lobby architecture.

"Anyway," Cody went on, "another third of our projects represent repeat business from satisfied clients.
We're grateful for that, of course, but let metell you a secret. The most interesting jobs come off the
publiclink. Go ahead. Scrall through thelist. Check it out.”

The portal was keyed to Cody's voice. It didn't know Ben, so instead of speaking toit, he leaned
forward, tentatively pressing the manua keys on the frame. "Do you ever get scared?' he asked, ashis



gazeflicked over thelistings. "Do you ever worry you'l poison yoursef?!

Cody leaned back in her chair, feding her chest pull tight. "It's something you aways have to keep in
mind."

In fact, she'd aready poisoned hersalf. Somehow, early in her career, sheld screwed up and atoxin had
gotten into her blood, into her flesh, into the growing embryo in her womb. She'd been so careful at
home: no acohol, no coffee, no soda, no drugs. It hadn't mattered. When the pregnancy was terminated,
Cody felt achip of her soul flushed out ong with her daughter. " These things happen,” the doctor had
assured her, but Cody needed to know why. She went looking for a causative event—and she found it
when abioassay of her own liver tissue revealed PCP contamination—the prime pollutant on every job
site sheld worked the previous two years.

"Didn't you say you grew up on the west coast?' Ben asked, his pae cheeks aglow in the porta'slight.
"A place caled VictoriaGlen?"

"YS"
"Well, guesswhat? It'sonthejob list."
Cody turned the portal back around, and frowned.

1

When Michad |eft the clinic, night still drowned the street, thick and warm, like the spirit of sometropical
ocean ghogting in the rain. Insde, Jaya was teaching her newborn to nurse, while Sheo arranged their
journey home.

Michael paused on the clinic's veranda, listening to cocks crowing the unseen dawn and the musical
patter of rain.

A headlight cruised the street. It hesitated just before the clinic, then it did into the pull-out. Diffuse light
from the clinic windows glinted on the narrow, beetle-shell chassis of azip, painted pink and looking
hardly large enough to hold aman. Powered by hydrogen fud cdlls, itsengine ran sllent, so thet itsarriva
was marked only by tire noise. Rain dashed through the beam of its dim headlight. The aerodynamic
canopy rose afew inches. A boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen years peeked out, fixing Michadl with a
hopeful look.

Michael shook his head dightly. He hated to disappoint such an intrepid entrepreneur, up so early to find
the fares that would pay off theloan on his zip, but his fedings were running high and he couldn't think of
queezing himsdf into the zip's Suffy little shell.

The boy shrugged, closed the canopy, and pulled away.

A cow lowed, and arat scurried across the street. Michadl hesitated, reminded that he was astranger in
this place. Still, he was not done. Hisright index finger curled, to tap apoint on the pam of hisdata
glove. A green ready light came on in the corner of his shades. "Send voice mail to the Terrace,” he
whispered. A mike on his earpiece picked up the command. " Start: Jaya and Sheo are the proud parents
of abeautiful and impetient littlegir ..."

Hefound himself amiling as he described the birth for their circle of friends. Then he touched hisgloved
palm again, sending the message to the Terrace.



Warm rain enfolded him as he stepped off the veranda, soaking hishair and transforming hissilk shirt into
atransparent film. The silk was artificia, spunin aloca factory financed by Globa Shear. Other grants
had gone out to farmers and small business ownersal over the digtrict, but could it ever be enough?

Jayas daughter had been born into aworld of nearly eight billion people. A billion of them lived in India
aone. Michad tried to imagine the scale of it, but he could not. We are ariver, flooding the world.
Inevitably remaking it.

A glyph blinked on in the corner of his shades, surrounded by apink query circle. Michadl recognized the
symbol of the Terrace and smiled. "Link."

"Michad!" Etsuko's soft, clipped English laughed in hisear. "l guessyou are a surrogate father now!"

"That'sright, old man," Ryan chipped in, his Australian voice loud and bold. ™Y ou do have some images
for us? Hash them.”

"Archived," Michadl said. "Sorry. Sort it out later, okay?'

"Hrg-timer," Ryan chided.

Etsuko asked, "Where are you now?"

"Walking home."

"Waking?' she echoed. "Isn't that dangerous?!

"Ah," Ryan scoffed. "He's acompany bigwig now, with hisown eyein the sky following after him."
Michadl groaned. "I keep forgetting about that.” Global Shear had assigned him a permanent guard in the
form of amini-drone aircraft with awingspan the length of hisarm. Powered by solar cdllsand a
lightweight battery system that could get it through the night, it tracked his movements, ever-poised to
raise an darm should anything go wrong.

"We're bored in our little cubbies,” Ryan said. "Give usthe scene.”

Bored? If Ryan got bored, it was only on weekends, before the Asian markets opened. During the rest
of theweek hetraded currencies under contract for alarge Austraian firm.

Etsuko worked in the calmer environment of a Cdifornia-based multinationd specidizing in online
education. She gaffed the East Asian shift, so her workday often began in the warm, hazy afternoons of
Santa Barbara.

Michael's day ran well behind theirs—afact Ryan tended to forget. He tapped his glove, activating the
cameras on his shades. Pan |€ft to right: one- and two-story stucco and plastic dwellings loomed out of
the darkness, squeezing againgt the rain-splattered street. A bicycletrundled pat, itsrider hidden
beneath an umbrella, two squawking chickens strapped to the handlebars. From afew blocks away, the
screech of wet brakes.

The video feed uploaded over cdlular links. On the Terrace, Ryan would seem to be Sitting at apatio
table in the shade of a pepper tree, Spping javain mild morning sunlight, fenced in by the dense foliage of



amature garden, or perhaps gazing out over a seascape with ahint of sdt tang in the air. Whatever
environment was running, haf of it had now vanished, replaced by Michad'sinput.

"God!" Ryan said, and Michael could hear hisfeet hit the floor. "It's till night there—and it's pouring.”

"Itsgrand, isn'tit?" Michadl asked. He dicked his hair back, tasting the water on hislips. Precious water,
faling like ablessing timed by forgotten gods. Rain had been absent for the two weeks hed been
in-country. As his census teams inventoried the tiny farms surrounding Four Villages, they faced farmers
more and more anxious over the success of this season's crop of rice or peanuts, and increasingly
unwilling to spesk to the officids responsible for confirming their landhol dings and setting their taxes. "The
ranwill help," Michadl said firmly. Rain would ease everyone's mood, and in the long run even the most
recalcitrant farmers would see that their interests were the same as Globa Shear's.

Right?

A dray breeze puffed from an dley, carrying the dilute but distinct scent of an open sewer. Global Shear
was responsible for developing infrastructure, overseeing environmental restoration, encouraging private
credit, and enhancing agricultura extenson services—all popular activities. But they were dso the tax
collector, and fairness demanded a thorough inventory of the district's landholdings, dong with a
clarification of boundaries and ownership—al the while smoothing the ruffled feathers of displaced loca
offidds.

(Diplomacy, Karen Hampton would say, isagrim necessity.)

So were cregtive solutions. More than one company official had lobbied for apolicy that would
encourage family farmsto merge into larger agricultural concerns so they could practice economies of
scale, but such schemes didn't take into consideration the dense popul ation.

Michad talked it over with Ryan and Etsuko as he made hisway through the waking neighborhoods.
"Hand labor still makes sense, for now. Replace the thousands of |aborers with machines, and where will
the laborersfind work?!

At firgt glance, the sheer numbers of people seemed an intractable problem, but the truth lay deeper.
When warfare and ethnic strife were kept at bay, birth rates plummeted. Four Villages was no exception.
Thetown itself was an accident of geography, grown up fast and ugly from the melding of what had once
been four separate hamlets. Mogt of the women here were having only two or three children. ...

Or wasit two or three boys? Michadl promised himsdf he would examine the Statistics when he went
into the office later in the day.

Lights were coming on in the houses, and the smell of cooking grud drifted out into the Street. "It'smore
than birth control," Etsuko was saying. "It's education, economic independence, asense of confidencein
thefuture...”

"Sure" Ryan agreed. "That and coveting your neighbor's success."

Michad burgt out laughing. There was plenty of ingpiration for the ambitiousin Four Villages. On every
dreet, affluent homes huddled next to shacks. Electric lights spilled from some windows, while others
held the soft gleam of candles. A mixed neighborhood like thiswas arobust place—in sharp contrast to
the cankerous hearts of the origind villages, where ancient buildings housed either fundamentaist Hindus
or fundamentalist Modemswho il went about life asthey had for centuries: in grinding poverty,



practicing and defending their faith in settings that barely tolerated the presence of a Globa Shear census
taker.

The warm rain dackened as Michael turned onto amuddy lane scarred by zip tires. Hisresidence was
third on the right—alarge house owned by Global Shear, its white-washed face abutting the street. The
house was built around an enclosed courtyard, where a neglected garden faced along, lingering desth.

As Michael approached, the old house detected his presence and awel coming light switched on. It
illuminated the dcove—and alarge, bundled object huddled against the heavy double doors.

"Hello," Ryan sad. "What'sthis?'

Etsuko hissed sharply. "Michead, be careful.”

He stopped in the middle of the lane, hisingtincts made wary by antiterrorism training. Hetried to seethe
anonymous object as some cloth-wrapped package stashed by a passing street merchant, perhapsto
protect it from therain. Hetried to seeit astrash.

Then the bundle stirred, faded cloth diding asde asahead lifted, turned, and the face of alittle girl
blinked at him, dark eyeswide with confusion and fear.

"It'sakid," Ryan said. "Chrigt, look at her face. Somebody's punched her around.”
Instead, Michael looked away from the bruises on her cheeks, wanting to believe they were only

shadows. Gray mud streaked her black hair. A nosering glinted silver. Her sari looked asif it had been
purple once. Now it was alifeless gray. Michaegl guessed her to be no more than thirteen years old.

Thegirl'sright arm did into view. No rings and no bracelets adorned that arm. It was afleshless bone
covered in light brown skin, so very thin there did not seem to be enough muscle mass even to raise that
fragile hand. Nevertheless, she pressed it againgt thewall. Shetried to stand, but her limbswould not be
controlled, her balance was absent. Michael had once seen adog taken by an epileptic seizure. The will
to move existed, but it only reached the musclesin fitsand starts. It was the samewith thisgirl. After
severa seconds, she sank back to the alcove'stiled floor. She bowed her head. She pulled her sari up to
cover her face while Michadl stood in the street, gaping, trying to find some precedent in hisworld for her
sudden appearance, cluelesswhat to do.

Hetold himsdf it was a dream. How was he supposed to get into his house?

Etsuko's voice wastense: "Michad, | am searching for aloca emergency number.”

Ryan: "Haven't you got one on file, mate?"

"Corporate security,” Michad sad iffly. "That'sdl. Etsuko?"

"| am contacting the police.

"Dont," Ryan said. "Thisisn't the sillicon coast. If the cops could help, she would have gone to them.”

Michadl stared at the girl. For Christ's sake, he was a businessman, not a charity worker, and it had
aready been along, deepless night. Let thisbe adream.



Thegirl tried again to get to her feet. Again, she did back to the ground.
"Jesus, Michadl," Ryan said. "Areyou just going to stand there? Mate, you've got to do something.”
Michadl's conscience screamed the same thing, yet ftill he didn't move. "What can | do?!

Some dark voice whispered that he could walk away, get breakfast in town, go straight to the office, give
the girl achance to disappear.

"Cdl| corporate security,”" Etsuko said crigply. "They will help. They will get you insde.”

"Bloody hell," Ryan said. "Boosting her to the next street over won't help her.”

"He'snot Mother Teresa.”

"Y ou could try cdling aneighbor, mate.”

Michael shook hishead. "No, | don't think s0." Tragedy was too common here. Sympathy wore thin.
Just yesterday he had seen motherly Mrs. Shastri brandishing a heavy stick as she chased abeggar out of
thelane.

Michad sighed. Shewasonly alittlegirl. Still, in her presence, he sensed again the ghostly inundation of
chaos. "Witnesses," he muttered. "Ryan, Etsuko—record everything, because you're my witnesses. Got
it?" Hefervently hoped the spy plane was active overhead.

Thegirl cringed as he gpproached. It was atiny gesture, but startling. "Hey," Michad said. "I won't hurt
you." Heknelt beside her. Gently, helifted her sari away from her face.

"Thedirty bastards,”" Ryan muttered.

The girl's cheeks were dark with bruises. Her sari was soaked and she was shivering. Next door, Mrs.
Shastri shouted at the servant who cooked for the family. Michael tensed. He didn't want the old gossip
to seethisgirl. "Comeingde," he said softly.

"That'sit, mate," Ryan encouraged him. "It'sthe right thing to do."

The confused look in the girl's eyestold him she did not understand.

The Shastri dog took that moment to run into the street, atiny, white-furred terror bouncing on short legs,
yapping afierce challenge. "Watch out, mate!" Ryan cried. "Attack from the rear.”

The girl gasped. The rat-dog took encouragement from that. It charged at Michad, its jaws snapping as it
darted about, working up the nerveto bite.

Michael didn't think that would take long. Operating in surviva mode now, he yedlled at the house to open
up. Thetriple bolts dipped in asmultaneous click, then the doors swung back. He launched akick at the
rat-dog. Then helifted the girl—she weighed so littlel—and stumbled with her into the house. Asthe
doors closed, he heard Mrs. Shadtri calling sweetly to her littleterror.



Ryan waslaughing. "Very smooth, mate. Y ou're ahero.”
"Shut up.”

Soft lights had come on in the house, faling across new carpet, designer furnishings, and wals paneled in
rich faux-teak. The air was dry and cool, amost gerile. "Welcome home, Mr. Fielding,” the house said in
itsmotherly voice. "Y ou have five messages.”

Michael stood just inside the doors, his shoulders heaving, more with panic than exertion. Looking down
at thegirl, hefound she had fainted, gone limp in hisarms. Oh, thislooked just grest, didn't it? Avaricious
foreign businessman kidnaps helpless girl. The loca tabloids could churn amillion hitsout of aheadline
likethat. Chrigt.

"Now you're committed,” Etsuko said. "Y ou must take care of her."

"Yeah." Michad carried the girl into the living room, where he laid her down on the western-style couch
... hoping she didn't havelice.

Shelooked so fragile. Tiny and breakable, asif her bones were thin glass copies of real bones, melting
away inthe heat of an inner fire. Her skinfelt hot and her sari was covered in mud. The drawstring of a
heavy cloth pouch was looped around her wrist. Michagl dipped the pouch off and teased it open, feding
likealout for abusing her privacy, feding stupid for feding like alout. After dl, hed brought her into his
house at no little risk to himself and she was hel pless and he needed to know who she was, where she
came from, and who to call. There had to be someone he could call.

He scowled at the contents of the pouch.

"What isit?" Etsuko asked.

"Dirt."

Wéll, not dirt exactly. Morelike adark, loose humus smelling of garden shops and greenhouses.

"If that's her idea of avauable" Ryan muttered. "Sheredly isin abad way." Michad closed the pouch,
leaving it by the French doors that opened onto the neglected courtyard.

"Michad, I've got to take off for awhile," Ryan said. "I've got an gppointment that can't wait."
"Sure. Etsuko? | know you have work to do too. The house can record.”

"You aresure?" she asked. "1 can stay awhile."

"No, it'sdl right."

Thelink to the Terrace closed.

Michadl looked at the girl. Her sari had falen away, exposing her shoulders, her arms, her bruised face.
Her skin was prickling, purpling in the air-conditioning. Of course—her clothes were soaked. He was



wet, too. The chill air bit at his skin. He headed for the bedroom.

Stripping off hissilk shirt, he pitched it into alaundry basket. Then he opened alinen chest at the foot of
the bed and pulled out a clean blanket. He used it to cover the girl, who was muttering now, though she
didn't wake.

Next, Michad started some teain the kitchen. The power meter was low, but the sun would be up soon.
Even with the rain, the rooftop tiles would quickly recharge the house batteries, so there was no need to
conserve. He pulled some leftover samosas out of the refrigerator. He heated some soup.

Sitting on astool, he watched the soup spin in the microwave. He was thirty-two years old, one of the
youngest managersin charge of amgjor digtrict contract.

So start thinking, doofus.

"Hey," he said softly. "I could cdl thedlinic.”

With curled fingers, Michadl tapped atrigger point on his dataglove. He was tempted to ask for Jaya,
but he was not going to bother her, not now. So he asked for the midwife who had seemed so relieved
when Jaya had not rejected her baby girl.

After afew minutes awoman's voice came on theline. "Hello?' Suspicion and fear huddled in that one
brief word. Her tone didn't change when Michad told her about the girl.

"Thisisacharity case, Sr. You need to cal acharity.” She gave him the number of an organization.
Michadl called the charity. Another woman answered. She listened to his story and blessed him, while
Michagl begged her to come pick the girl up. He would cover the cost of her care. Just return her to her
family. Please?

"Mr. Fidding, given the circumstancesin which this girl wasfound, it'slikely she hasno family."

"But she must have come from somewhere.”

"Surely. But please understand. A girl like thishas most likely been cast out of her homefor ... infiddity,
or gerility. These things happen, even in better neighborhoods.”

Michael did not think thisgirl came from a better neighborhood. " Can you care for her then?”

"Sadly, no. We have no beds |eft. We would have to tend her on the street. Please understand, her
circumstanceis not unusua.”

The microwave finished. Michael stared &t it, fervently wishing the sun would rise, wanting to see light
seep through the peach-colored blinds. "What's to become of her?"

"That isin the hands of God."
The woman promised to cal around to other agencies. In the meantime, she would send someone over

to check on the girl. Michad reminded her he would be more than willing to pay for the girl's care. She
thanked him and linked off.



He dipped off his shades and peeled off the data glove. He sat on the stoal, trying to visuadize where this
might go. He could not. He could not see even ten minutes ahead.

At least the soup was warm. He placed the bowl on atray, aong with a spoon, then he zapped the
samosas for afew seconds to warm them. They came out soggy, instead of the crisp, fried pastry they
had once been, but he put them a ongside the soup anyway. Then he carried the whole to the living room,
where the girl was sitting up, looking around with a dazed expression. Her eyes went wide when she saw
him.

Michadl was suddenly conscious of his bare chest, bronzy skin over hedth club muscles. He suffered a
devadtating suspicion that he was communicating inaccurate innuendoes. Christ. He set the tray down on
the low table fronting the couch, spilling alittle of the soup. The girl pulled the blanket up to her chin. "For
you," Michadl said, his cheeks hesting with a despairing flush. Then he hurried to the bedroom and got
out ashirt.

When he looked again, the girl was sitting on the floor, holding the soup bowl in her delicate hands,
drinking from therim, her eyes closed, asif she were privileged to taste some nectar of the gods. Michael
fet arush of rdief, thinking maybe, maybe held gotten it right. Then hisgaze fdl on the sofa, and he
shuddered at what Mrs. Nandy, the cleaning lady, would say about those streaks of gray mud ground
into the upholstery.

The house spoke English, but after some exploration of its options menu, Michael discovered it also had
persondities schooled in Hindi and Tamil. He activated the Hindi persondity, then set about introducing it
to the girl. That wasn't easy. She had said nothing so far, and the house needed avoice print aswell asa
visua imageto accurately recognize her.

With two hands, Michael beckoned her away from where she huddled on the floor by the couch. She
looked very frightened, but she followed him. When she stood in full view of thetiny cameras mounted in
the corners of the room, he held up his palm, asking her to stop, to wait. "Hark," he said. "In
Hindi-version, ask her to say hdllo.”

Lilting words spilled forth in the soft voice of the house. The girl hunched, trembling. Her gaze searched
thewalls.

The house repeated its request. Thistime shelooked at Michagl. He nodded encouragement. Hesitantly,
she placed her pdmstogether. "Namaste," she whispered.

Michad amiled. "Ask her name."

The house spoke again, and her eyes grew wide with wonder. In abarely discernable voice she said,
"Rgban."

"Rajban?" Michee asked.

She nodded. Michad grinned and tapped his chest. "Michadl," hetold her. Then he bowed. When he
looked up, her cheeks were flushed. Her lips toyed with a smile. She started to reach for her sari, to pull
it across her face, but when she saw the mud on it she scowled and let it go.

Michael asked if she wanted more food. She declined. He told her someone was coming to help her.
That brought a such alook of fear that he wondered if the house had trandated correctly. "Why don't
you sit down?" he offered, indicating the couch. Rgjban nodded, though she remained standing until he



|eft the room.

Returning to his bedroom, he took aquick shower, waiting al the while for the house to announce the
arrival of the charity worker. No announcement came.

"Link to the office," he ingtructed the house as he shaved. " Check Rgjban's name and image against
census records.” It wasn't exactly legd to accessthe records for persond use, but thiswasn't exactly
personal.

The house garted to reply in Hindi. He corrected it impatiently. "English for me," he said. "Hindi for
Rajban. Now, continue.”

"No identity or residence can be established from available census data,” the house informed him.
Michael swore softly. So Rgjban was anonentity, her existence unrecorded by hisintrepid census teams.
Which meant shewas either new in town or aresdent of one of the reticent fundamentalist
neighborhoods.

"What does my schedule [ook like?'

"Daly exercisein the corporate gym from seven to eight,” the feminine voice recited. "Then a breskfast
meseting with Ms. Muthaye La of the Southern Banking Alliance from eight-thirty until ten. A staff
meeting from ten-fifteen—"

"Can the SBA thing be postponed until tomorrow?"

"Inquiring. Please stand by."

Michadl finished shaving. He cleaned the razor, then reached for atoothbrush.

"Ms. Ld isunableto schedule ameeting for tomorrow."

"Damn." He tapped the toothbrush on the counter. "This afternoon, then?”

"Inquiring. Please stand by." The response came quickly thistime. "Ms. La isunableto schedulea
meseting for this afternoon.”

Michadl sighed. No surprise. Everybody's schedule was full. Well, Ms. Muthaye La worked with poor
women, through the SBA's community banking program. Perhaps she would have some advice for
Rajban.

After Michael dressed, helooked into the living room. Rgjban had falen adeep on the floor besde the
couch. Hetold himself it would be dl right if heleft for afew hours. The house would take care of her.
And if shedecided toleave ...

Hisjaw clenched. That would be the easiest solution for him, wouldn't it? If she just disappeared.

"Call the charity again,”" he told the house. Again, the woman on the other end of the line promised to
send someone by.

He waited an hour. No one came. Rgjban still dept. Michadl wished he was degping too. Hiseyesfelt



gritty, hisbody stiff. His brain was functioning with al the racing speed of athird-generation compuiter.
He wondered if Jayawas awake.

In the bathroom medicine cabinet there was abox of Synthetic Seep. Michael didn't often take
metabolic drugs, but hed been up dl night, and if he wanted to get through this morning's meetingsin
coherent condition, he had to do something to convince his body that he'd had at least afew hours of
rest. He peded open the casing on one pill and swallowed it with a glass of water.

"Take care of Rgban," hetold the house. "Teach her how you work. And call meif you have any
questions, any problems. Okay?"

v
Rajban woke with a gritty throat. Her muscles ached. Her joints ached. Her heart was besting too fast.
"Namaste?' she whispered.

The house informed her the man had gone out.
He had not hurt her. Not yet.

She looked around the room, unsure how she had come to be here, knowing only that it was shameful.
Mother-in-Law would never let her come home now.

It was Mother-in-Law who had sent her away.

She padded through the house, not daring to touch anything. She even worried about the carpet under
her feet.

Turning a corner, she found the great double doorsthat had sheltered her last night. Her heart beat even
faster. Were the doors locked? She haf hoped they were. Out there, the horrible street waited for her.
Nothing else. Y et she could not stay here. Hesitantly, her hand touched the latch, just to seeif it was
locked. She pressed on it—only alittlel—and the latch leaped out of her grip, swinging down onitsown
with multiple clicks. The doors started to open. A razor of light streamed in. Frantically, Rgjban threw
herself againgt the doors. She held them, so they stood open only a crack. The day's heat curled over her
fingers, while outside, women talked in cultured, confident voices.

Listening to them, Ragjban trembled. She did not dare show hersdlf in such company. Leaning forward,
she forced the doors to shut again.

Back in the living room, she stood beside another set of doors. These opened onto the courtyard. She
stared through their glass panes at a haf-dead garden surrounded by high walls. Potted bananatrees
stood on one side like dry old men. Bare skeletons of dead shrubs jutted between the weeds. Y ellow
leavesfloated on the surface of rain puddles.

There was no one outside, so again Rajban tried the latch. These doors opened as easily asthe others.
Steamy air flowed over her, laden with the smell of wet soil and unhappy plants. Cautioudy, she stepped
outside.

A paved path wound between the weeds. She followed it, discovering a servant's door in the back wall,



but it was locked and would not open.

The path brought her back to the house. She crouched in the open doorway, lost, not knowing what to
do. Why was she here?

Clean, frigid air from the house mixed with dense, hot, scented air from the sweltering courtyard, like
dream mixing with redlity. Rgjban struggled to separate the two, but they would not untwine. Hugging her
kneesto her chest, sherocked on her bare feet, seeing again the blinding flash of the morning sun
reflected on the meta circles sewn into the hem of her Sster-in-law's green sari. She squinted againgt the
glare, and hurried on. Hurry. Her skin felt so hot. Her heart scrabbled likeawild mousein aglassjar.
Her veil kept dipping from her face, but she didn't dare stop to fix it. Sister-in-Law's bare brown hedls
flashed beneeth the swinging hem of her sari. Rgjban struggled to keep up, fearful in the presence of so
many strangers. In the two years since her marriage she had not | eft the house of her husband's family.
The borders of her life had been fixed by the courtyard garden and the crumbling kitchen where she

hel ped Mother-in-Law prepare the medls.

Last year her husband went away.

In the months since, Rgjban had often been sick with feversand chillsthat no one dsein the family
shared. Her work suffered. Now Mother-in-Law was sending her away. "We have found afamily in
need of skilled handsto keep the house. They are arespectable family. Y ou will serve them well. Gather
your things. Itistimeto go.”

Therewasn't much to take. An extrasari. A necklace her mother had given her.

Before sheleft, Rgban dipped into the garden with acloth bag from the kitchen. Fruit treesand
vegetables thrived in boxes and tin cans and glassjars with drainage holes drilled carefully in the bottom.
It had not aways been s0. When shefirgt arrived in the household, the garden had been yellow and
unhappy. But Rajban tended the soil as her mother had taught her, on their tiny farm in the country. She
dug up patches of the courtyard with aheavy stick, mixing the dirt with chicken droppings and sometimes
with nightsoil, but only when no one could see her, for her husband would never take her to bed again if
he knew. When it rained, she caught the water that dripped from the rooftop, ladling it out over the dry
daysthat would follow, praying softly as she worked. She turned the soil until it became soft, rich black,
and sweet-smelling. One day as sheturned it, she found aworm. Lifefrom lifelessness. That day, she
knew magic had flowed in to the sail.

A sickly mandarin tree grew in the cracked half of an old water barrel. Rgjban teased away severd
handfuls of surface dirt, then gently she mixed the black soil in. Within daysthetreergoiced in aflush of
new green leaves.

Magic.

Rajban mixed the old dirt into her pile. She dug more dirt from the hard floor of the courtyard. She
dtirred the pile every day, and every few days she repotted another plant. The garden thrived, but it was
not enough to keep Mother-in-Law happy, so Rgban was being sent away. Quietly, shefilled her cloth
bag with handfuls of the magic soil. Then she smoothed the pile so no one would know.

A few minutes after following Siter-in-Law out the door, Rajban could no longer guess the proper way
home. Fearfully she watched the step-step of Sister-in-Law's hedls, the swing of her sari, the fierce flash
of the sun in the decorative meta circles. And then somehow the green sari dipped out of sight.



Rajban wandered aone through the afternoon, not daring to think too hard. Night fell, and fear crawled
in with the darkness. Respectable women were not found a one on the street at night.

Her fever saved her from rape. She's dirty, the boy who stole her mother's necklace growled to his
companions. A dirty, infected, dying whore.

Now Rajban crouched in the courtyard doorway, shivering on the border between warm and cold, light
and shadow, past and future, the dying garden on one side, the rich house on the other. An unexpected
fury stirred in her breast and flushed across the pams of her hands.

Aml dying?
The possibility enraged her. She did not want to die. Emphaticaly not. Not now.
| want ababy, she thought. | want my mother. | want my own garden and arespectable life.

These things she would never haveif shelet hersdf die now.

Rgjban isfifteen.

\

Michadl arrived by zip at the address recorded on his schedule—a European-style restaurant on the
ground floor of awell-maintained home. A woman greeted him, spesking lightly accented English.
"Welcome, Mr. Fidding. Ms. Ld hasjust arrived. Won't you comein?”

Air-conditioning enfolded him. He followed the hostess past widely-spaced tables occupied by
well-dressed patrons. At a corner table awoman in atraditional sari rose as he approached. His shades
caught her ID and whispered it in hisear. "Muthaye Ld, age twenty-seven, employed by Southern
Banking Association four years—"

He tapped his glove, ending the recitation.
"Mr. Fielding, so glad you could come.”

Coffee was poured, and awaiter brought afirst course of papaya, pineapple, and mango. Muthaye
tasted it, and smiled. She was not a pretty woman, but her dark eyes were confident as they took
Michael's measure. Her enunciation was crisply British. "1 will admit to some disappointment, Mr.
Fielding, when | learned Globa Shear had appointed another foreigner to head this district's office, but
your background speakswell for you. Are you familiar with the Southern Banking Associaion's
MiCroeconomics program?”

Michael spped his coffee, admiring the way criticisms and compliments twined together in her speech
like the strands of arope. Muthaye could have learned her negotiating tactics from Karen Hampton.
Michadl certainly had.



Riseto al chalenges, especidly if they've been promptly withdrawn.

He set the coffee down and smiled, choosing to answer the non-question firgt. "It's Globa Shear policy
to expand the international experience of our executives. Please don't take it personally. Y ou probably
know that seventy percent of our upper-level staff here at Four VillagesisIndian."

Amusement danced in Muthaye's eyes. "And that Globa Shear employs Indian executivesin officeson
three continents. Yes, | know, Mr. Fidding. Globa Shear isatrue multinationd, with, | trust, community
interets?’

"Of course. Culturd and economic vitaity go hand in hand. That's our belief. And the SBA iswell-known
to usfor its community endeavors. While I'm not familiar with the particulars of your microeconomics
program, | have studied severd others around the world.”

Microeconomics had begun in Bangladesh, where afew hundred dollars |loaned to acircle of
impoverished women could seed amicroenterprise that might eventudly grow into athriving business.

"Our programiswd| established," Muthayetold him. "We have over four thousand women participating
in Four Villages done. Each one of them has developed an independence, a self-rdiance their mothers
never knew."

Michagl nodded. To educate and empower women in underdevel oped areas had long been akey to
economic progress. Thewomen's livesweretied up in their children. Selflessness came easier to them
than to their men. "Globa Shear invests many millions of dollars every year in this cause, throughout the
world—and the returns have been impressive.”

"Ah. That would bein the form of taxesyou collect?

"A messure of economic vitdity."

"And your source of income."

"Doing well by doing good—"

"Benefitseveryone. Yes, Mr. Fieding, | do agree. | asked for this meeting to discuss with you yet
another opportunity for Globa Shear to do well by doing good. | would like you to sponsor aline of
debit cardsto be used by members of the Southern Banking Association. Most of our deposits aretiny,
you understand. A few rupees at atime. The money comesin as coinage, and generaly it goes out the
same way. If the coinage can be exchanged for debit cards, loss from theft would plummet.”

"|stheft such a problem for your women?

A frown marred her brow. "It's often the husbands, you understand?'

Michael flashed on theimage of an irate man confiscating hiswife's meager earnings, to spenditon ... ?
Drink, perhaps. Or other women. The microeconomic banks had long been convinced that women were
the financialy responsible members of most marriages, and so most |oans were made to women.
Muthaye signaled awaitress for more coffee. "There would, of course, be up-front costs should we

ingtitute debit cards. Thisis the reason we need a sponsor for the program. Our depositors smply do not
possess the capital to acquire adebit card through norma routes. The economic scale we ded withis



meaninglessto anyonein the middle class, whether they livein Indiaor the United States.”
Michael nodded. "Weé're talking about account activity equivaent to afew dollars aweek?'

"Exactly. Of course, with debit cards, tax collection for Globa Shear would be smplified. Taxes could
be paid directly out of the eectronic accounts, so that no time would be lost collecting and counting the
rupees owed.”

Michae reflected that most of Muthaye's clientswould fal far below the threshold income for tax
collection. "Do your depositors have the math skillsto understand thiskind of abstract system?”

"Educetion isarequirement for permanent membership inthe SBA, Mr. Fidding. Also, the math we
teach will be supplemented by bar graphs on the debit cards.”

"Oh." Graphic cardswould cost far more than those with asimple magnetic srip. "Well. I'll be happy to
assign adtaffer to this project. Well assess costs, and give you an indication of the possibilitiesin afew
days."

Asthey continued to discuss details, Michagl's thoughts returned to Rgjban. He wanted to call the house,
to seeif shewas till there. He felt guilty about leaving her alone.

Asthe minuteswore on, he felt certain Rgjban would take advantage of his absence and leave. He
realized now that he didn't want that. For where could she possibly go? Back home, he supposed. It
would be better if she went home. Wouldn't it?

"Mr. Fielding?' Sharpness touched Muthayesvoice. "Y ou seem distracted. Did you have another
gopointment?"

"Ah, no. Just asituation a home. My gpologies—"

Hefdt the vibration of acal coming in, followed by abarely audible, trilling ring. Vibrationvtrilling, the
combination repeating like a European sren. Michadl tapped his data glove.

Take amessage.

The shades would not accept the command. "Urgent, urgent, urgent!" the stealthy voice whispered back.
Muthaye was |ooking at him now with an amused expression. Michae gpologized again as he took the
cdl. Thevoice of Mrs. Nandy, his housekeeper, exploded in hisears. "Thereisavagrant in the house,
Mr. Fieding! It isawoman of shameful kind. | have her in acorner. Sheisfilthy! Vermin-covered! Mr.

Fidding, | will call the policel™

"No, no, no!l" His voice boomed through the restaurant, causing headsto turn. "Leave her done. Sheisa
guest. A guest, you understand? | have asked her in—"

"Mr. Fieding! Vermin-covered! Dirty! Thisisadirty woman! Y ou cannot mean to have her keep your
house—"

"No! Nothing like that. Y ou are my housekeeper. Why don't you take the day off, Mrs. Nandy?' he
added, trying hard for a soothing tone. "Vidt your grandchildren—"



"They areinschoal.”
"Don't frighten her, Mrs. Nandy."
"Sheisvermin-covered!”

"Please?' He looked at Muthaye, at her sharp, dark eyes. "Just |eave the house, Mrs. Nandy. Take a
holiday."

Shefindly agreed to go, though Michad didn't know if he could believe her. When the call ended, he
looked at Muthaye. "My apologies again, but the Situation at home—I redlly need to go." He started to
stand. Then he changed his mind. He sat back down. Muthaye worked regularly with poor women just
like Ragjban.

Briefly, hetold her about the girl he had found on his step. Muthay€'s expression hardened as he
described Rajban. Her lips set in atight line and anger gleamed in her eyes. "The charity worker will not
come," she said, when he had finished.

"What?' Michael spread his hands helplessly. "Twice she told me someone would be over as soon as
possible”

"And no doubt that istrue, but the possible comeswith many redtrictions. Y ou are dready caring for
Rajban. There will ways be cases more pressing than hers. Mr. Fielding, you have been very kind to
help thisgirl. Hersisan old story, in aworld that often despisesits women. My mother suffered asimilar

fate. She was abandoned by her family, but she became educated. She learned economic independence.
Sheinssted that | be educated, too. She devoted her lifeto it.”

Michael stared at Muthaye, trying to visualize her asastreet waif. He could not. Y our mother did afine
job."

"Indeed. Areyou going home straightaway?"
Thetwists and turnsin her conversation put Michagl on edge. "Yes. | need to check—"
"Good. May | accompany you, Mr. Fieding?'

"Wadll, yes, of course." Hefelt relieved at her offer, yet strangely resentful too. Muthaye would take over
Rajban's care.

Asif to proveit, she announced, "I will cal ahedth aide from the women'sleague to meet us" She
folded her portal and dipped it into her purse. "Ready?’

They found Rajban in the courtyard. She looked up as the French doors clicked open. Her bruised
cheeks were flushed, her face shining with swest. Fear huddled in her dark eyes. To Michael, she looked
like an abused little girl. Muthaye crouched by her side. They talked a minute, then Rgjban followed her



into the house.
The house announced the arrivd of avistor.

"That will bethe hedth aide," Muthaye told Michadl. "Please escort her in."
Michadl nodded, wondering when he had lost control of his own house.

The aide was a diminutive woman, yet intense as pepper sauice. With rapid gestures she spread acloth
on theliving room floor, then arranged her equipment on it. Muthaye introduced her to Rgjban. The three
women ignored Michadl, so he retreated to his home office. The workload did not stop accumulating just
because he was absent.

He linked into the corporate office, downloaded alog of tel ephone messages, postponed the staff
meeting, gave some cursory ingtructions about the SBA debit card plans. When he returned to the living
room, the health aide was just dipping out the front door. Michadl looked after her anxioudy. "Whereis
she going? s she done?'

"Yes, Mr. Fieding." Muthaye leaned forward and patted Rgban's hand. Then, with an unbecoming
groan, she clambered to her feet. She seemed older than she had at breakfast, her confidence burned
away. "Y ou have been very kind to Rgjban. Sheis deeply grateful .

“l,ah..."
Muthaye's smile was sad. "What else could you do? | understand, Mr. Fielding—"
"Cdl meMichad, please"

Muthaye nodded. "I know you didn't look for this burden, Michael, and | know the Situation is awkward
for you. | would ask though—and | am asking, not Rgjban—that she be alowed to stay the night.”

"lan't there—"
"No. All forma shdlterswill befull. But by tomorrow, | may be ableto find ahomefor her.”
"She'ssck, isn't she?!

Muthaye nodded. " She won't name her family. She doesn't want to shame them, especidly her mother,
who was very proud of the marriage she arranged for Rgjban. Her parents are destitute, you understand,
but women are becoming rare enough that even daughters with no dowry may find husbands. Rgjban's
husband isthe third son—"

"Shesmarried?’ Michad interrupted. "But she'sjugt alittle girl."

"Shesfifteen,” Muthaye said. " Child marriage has become fashionable again among certain fundamentaist
groups. Rgban has been married two years. She and her husband lived in his mother's house, but her
husband was sick. He went away last year and didn't come home. Rajban has never been pregnant, so
shebdieves sheisinfertile, and so of no value. She has aso been frequently sick this past year, and a
burden on thefamily.”

Michael felt the swesat of an old terror break out across his brow. "My God. She has AIDS, doesn't
she?'



"That would be my guess. No doubt she caught it from her husband. Her family must have suspected the
same, S0 they abandoned her.”

"But she can betreated,” Michagl objected.

No one had to die of AIDS anymore, not if they took control of their lives and lived the medica
regimen.

"Given money, given time, yes, the disease can be put into remission,” Muthaye agreed. Still, Michadl
heard resignation in her voice.

"Rgban hasno money," hesad.
Muthaye nodded. " Rajban has nothing."

VI

For Cody Graham, home was aluxury condo in the foothills above Denver. She caught atrain from DIA,
arriving homein late evening, at the same time asthe dinner for two she had ordered along theway. The
food went onto the table while her account was automatically billed. She took a quick shower. When she
emerged, she found Wade had arrived. He was pouring V enezuelan spring water into lead-free wine
glasses. "Hey," she said, toweling her hair dry. "Y ou remembered.”

"Of course | remembered." Wade arched an eyebrow in comic offense as he set the bottle on atray.

Wade Callin was president and chief stockholder of asmal but thriving biotech firm. His company was
hislife, and heregularly devoted seventy to eighty hours aweek ensuring its success. It was an obsession
that had brought his marriage to an end. "A good end for both of us," he claimed. "Marriage demands
moretimethan I'll ever bewillingto giveit.”

In hismid-fifties, with two grown children, Wade was gill ahandsome and vigorous man. He and Cody
had been friends for years, and loversfor much of that time, brought together by need and by
convenience. It was dl ether of them had timefor. It was dl they would admit to needing.

He studied her face, and gradually, the humor in his hazel eyes changed to concern. "Cody? Areyou
getting nervous?”

"No." She sighed, tossing the towe onto the back of the sofa. "It'sjust been astrange day. | found out
that the neighborhood | grew up in has been designated a hazardous site. It's scheduled for remediation.”

Weade scowled as he uncovered the dinner plates. "Inauspicious. Will you take it?"

"I don't know. | picked up the download packet, but | haven't looked through it yet." She dropped into
one of the chairs. Fear was afine mesh wound around her heart. "Truthis, I'm not at al surel want to go
back there."

Going back would mean facing again the stuff of vanquished nightmares. summer heat and summer anger
and the urine-gtink of crank houses, transformed into blazing infernos when their clandestine labs caught

fire. And other, more persona things.

"Y ou are getting nervous,” Wade accused.



Cody shook out angpkin and grinned, hoping it didn't look too false. "Maybejust alittle,”" she admitted.
It had been six years since her horriblefirst pregnancy. Sheld waited al that time, living amedica regimen
whilethetoxin levelsin her tissues declined. "1 gill want my daughter.”

"Howling, screaming, smelly brats" Wade warned, sitting down beside her.
"Won't work," Cody assured him.

"Could beaboy."

Nope. Cody wouldn't say so outloud, but she knew it wouldn't be a boy.

She spped a the Venezue an water, imagining she could fed the babyjack in her womb. A dight pinching
sensation—that's the identity she gaveit. She hadn't told Wade it wasin there.

Uterineimplants were aform of selective birth control developed for couples with inherited genetic
disorders. After conception, they screened the embryo's DNA for a suspected defect. If it was found,
the implant would release adrug to block the natura production of progesterone and the pregnancy
wouldfall.

Though it appeared nowhere in the company prospectus, the most common "defect” the implants
screened for was the sex of the embryo. Cody's babyjack would kick inif it detected amale embryo,
causing a gpontaneous abortion within severa days of conception. That early in her term she might
experience adightly late, dightly heavy menstrua period. Nothing more.

Weade had waived parenta rightsto any child she might conceive. She had sgned documents freeing him
of obligation. They had submitted DNA samplesto an anonymous testing service, where their
chromosomes were sorted across alarge series of DNA chips. No mgor incompatibilities had been
found.

"Genetic maps,” Cody mused, "hedth tests, trust funds, lega documents ... am | neurotic? My mother
conceived mein an dley behind arave club when she wasfifteen. He didn't want to use acondom
because it wastoo condgtricting. They screwed for aweek, then she never saw him again.”

"So you both learned from her mistake.”

"And we've both been overcompensating ever since.”

He sighed, his sun-browned hand closing over hers. ™Y ou're agood person, Cody. Y ou deserve more
than this. Y ou should have had thefairy tae."

Sheamiled. | did.
She'd had the marriage, the handsome husband, the baby on theway, and it had al blown up in her face.

On somelevel, shed dways known it would. She'd dready made it out of the brutal dum of Victoria
Glen, and surely that was enough to ask of life? The castle on the hill could wait for the next generation.



VIi

Muthaye left the house, promising to return as soon as possible. Michael did not like the sound of that. It
reminded him too much of the woman from the charity, but what could he do? He had his own schedule
to keep. This afternoon he was due at apublicity event on aloca farm, thefirst to bring in aharvest of
genetically engineered rice devel oped by a Japanese company and distributed by Globa Shear.

Hetook another shower, and another tab of Synthetic Sleep. The pill's chemical cocktail was designed to
mimic the metabolic effects of afew hours of rest. Hisbody could not be fooled forever, but he should
be okay until the evening.

In the living room, Rajban was crouching on thefloor, staring out at the garden. Michael hesitated on his
way to the front door. Something in her posture touched amemory in him: for amoment hewas
immersed again in the hadf-dark of acity night, and the awful sllencethat had followed her cold
declaration: Theresnothing left, Michael. I'm leaving. Hefdt asif his chest was made of glass, and the
glass had shattered.

He shook hishead. That was dl long ago.

The house spoke in its soothing, feminine voice. "Y our car ishere.” Then it repested the newsin Hindi.
Rajban turned, her face an open question. Michad wished he could stay and talk to her. Instead, he put
on his shades and he | ft.

The company car bounced and lurched dong adirt road in dire need of scraping. The driver wasforced
to dodge bicyclists and zips, an assortment of rusty old cars converted to ethylene, and hundreds of
pedestrians. Fifteen miles an hour was atop speed rarely achieved, and Michael was twenty minuteslate
by the time he arrived at the demonstration farm. No one noticed.

A huge canvas canopy with walls of trangparent plastic had been set up in thefarmyard. An air
conditioner powered by a portable generator blew an arctic chill into itsinterior while, outsde, misters
delivered fine sprays of water over the arriving guests. Michad soon found himsdlf in conversation with
an |kedatech and areporter from CNN. "It'sanided grain,” the tech was saying. "Requiring less water
and fertilizer than any other rice strain, while producing a polishable kernd with ahigh protein content.”

"But," the reporter countered, "your opponents claim it's just this engineered hardiness, this ability to
out-compete even the weeds, that makesit athreat to the biosystem.”

Michadl doveinto the debate with practiced ease. "Out-competing the weedsis something of an
exaggeration. Ikedariceis still adomesticated plant, requiring careful farming practicesto thrive ..."

Most of the afternoon was like that. The event was a press op, and Michad'sjob was to soothe the usua
fear of genetically engineered food plants. Most wedlthier countries forbade the importation or sale of
engineered crops, fearing ecologicd disaster, or the discovery of some previoudy unknown toxic quality
inthe new food. At least, those were the reasons most often cited. Michagl suspected it wasreally afear
of shouldering any more respongbility. Already the land, the climate, and even the ecology of the oceans
had been transformed by human activity. If the formulaof lifeitsef was now to be rewritten, what would
be |eft outside the range of human influence? Not much. Every disaster outsde of seismic ingtability



would then fal squardly at the feet of technology.

For now it didn't matter that Ikedarice couldn't be sold acrossinternationa borders. Small farmers could
peddle their excess cropsto the villagers. Large farms could ship to the cities. Someday though,
internationa markets would need to open.

It was late afternoon when Michael dipped free of the press parade. He took afolding chair and set it up
beneath the spreading branches of abanyan tree. He had hardly sat down when a party of young men
emerged from the farmhouse. They laughed and teased one another, startling along-legged bird that had
been hunting on the edge of arice paddy. Asthe bird took flight, Michadl found himsalf surrounded by
sx smiling youths, each negtly attired in dress shirts and cotton dacks, sandals on their feet. One of them
introduced himself as Kanwa. He offered Michad a banana-mango smoothie obvioudy rescued from the
tent.

"Thisismy father'sfarm,” heinformed Michad proudly. Then he explained thet hisfriendswere dl from
nearby farms.

Michael was hafway through the tall glasswhen he redized it had been spiked. With vodka? That would
negtly counter the Synthetic Seep.

Kanwa proudly tapped hischest. "l am seventeen thisyear. | have finished my public schooling. My
father wantsto buy atruck. Hewill start abusiness delivering fruit to the cities.” Kanwa rolled his eyes.
"He says heis getting too old for farm work. He wants to drive atruck while his sons do the tough
work!"

The other boys erupted in laughter. Michadl grinned too. "Y our old man must think alot of you."

"Oh, I don't know," Kanwa said. "I think he just wantsto hit the road to look for anew wife."

The boys giggled and moaned. "He's old,” someone muttered, "but not too old!"

"Hewants usto believeit, anyway," Kanwa said. "But I'm seventeen! He should be looking for awife
for me"

"lan't that your mother's business?' Michadl asked.

Kanwal shrugged. "My mother is dead three years. My youngest brother does dl the cooking now."
"No sgers?’

Kanwa made aface. "No. Of course not. My old man wanted to get ahead, not raise a servant for
another man'sfamily. We are very modern here. We don't believein dowry. If | had asister, my father
would have to pay her dowry. Still, it makesit hard to find awife. My father was married when he was

fifteen. Look at us. We are sixteen, seventeen, eighteen years old. No one hasawife. Hey." He turned to
hisfriends. "Know who's making the most money these days? The marriage broker!"



The boys guffawed again, but Michael frowned. Kanwal noticed, and responded by rubbing Michadl's
shoulder inafriendly way. "Y ou have awife?"

Michael shook his head, declining to explain to Kanwal that though he'd been married at twenty-four, it
had not lasted two years. There's nothing left, Michadl.

Kanwa might have read hismind. "Divorced?' he asked.
Michael scowled. ™Y ou watch too much TV."

Kanwa giggled, aong with hisfriends. "American women like to have many husbands and only one
son.”

"We could use some American women here," one of the boys chimed in from the back of the group.

Michad fdt the vodkainside him, dissolving his diplomacy. "Women are not toys. They're people, with
their own dreams, their own ambitions.”

"Ohyes" Kanwa agreed with ahearty nod. "They are goddesses.” The boysal offered confirmation of
this.

Kanwa went on, "Thisfarm would be a happier place if we had awoman in the kitchen again. Hey, but
no one wantsto be afarmer anymore, not even my old man.”

Michael sat up alittle Sraighter. This sentiment had not been reported by his censusteams. "Why do you
say that? Thisfarm has had a profitable year, despite poor weather."

"Oh, were doing dl right,” Kanwal agreed. "But do you think it'seasy? Laboring al day in the hot sun,
and we don't even have atractor. The water buffalo are il our tractor. It's shameful! | want to moveto
Bangalore, learn computers, work in an office.”

"Ah, Kanwd," one of hisfriendsinterrupted. "Everybody wantsto work in an office, but it's the farm for
us, you know it."

Kanwa gave hisfriend adark look. "Not al of us. Every evening | walk al the way to town, just so | can
spend hdf an hour a the home of alink-wallah, exploring the net. Half an hour! That'sal healows,
because he has many clients, but haf an hour is not enough time to get any red training—maybeif | could
print out lessons, but | can't, because | don't have the paper. But | have aplan.

"I can read well. We dl can. I've read every book in the two library booths at South Market. Do you
know what were doing? My friends and |? We're putting our money together to buy our own termindl. |
have afriend in town who can get an uplink." Kanwa nodded, his dark eyes happy at hisinner vison.
"Thereisforma schooling online, from al over the world, and some of it a no cost. Y ou hear how well |
speak English?1 learn fast. Hey." Helooked at his friends again. "Maybe we're better off with no wives
yet. No children to carefor, right? Make our careersfird. It'swhat the Bangdore familiestdl their young
men." Heturned back to Michadl. "Y ou have children, migter?'

"No," Michad sad, feding asudden tightnessin hisgut. There's nothing left, Michadl. I'm leaving.

Kanwal's brows rose in surprise. "No children? Not even from the wife who divorced you?'



"No," Michadl repested firmly, his cheeks heating with more than the torrid afternoon. She had not
wanted to try again. I'm leaving.

From the back of the crowd the anonymous heckler spoke. "Hey, Kanwal, waiting afew yearsfor awife
doesn't sound too bad, but | don't think | want to wait that long."

The boys again erupted in laughter, while Michagl's cheeks grew even hotter. He was only thirty-two, but
to be thirty-two and without children ... did that make him afailurein their eyes? It was astunning
thought, and one he didn't want to examine too closely.

Quickly hedrained his vodka smoothie while Kanwa went right on massaging his shoulder, hisdark eyes
shining with confidence, and ambition. "That's right, mister. Y ou watch us. In two years, we will al be
middleclasslikeyou."

VIII

Two in the morning, and deep wouldn't come. Cody listened to Wade's soft snoring. She could just
make out his slhouette in the faint amber glow spilling from the bathroom nightlight. Maybe new life had
begun in her womb tonight, maybe not. It would be afew days before she would know.

She got out of bed, feding alingering stickiness between her legs. She groped for anightshirt and pulled
it on, then padded into the living room, where the curtains stood open on asweeping view of Denver's
city lights.

She awaystook on the toughest jobs.

So why was she so damned scared of the project at Victoria Glen? Sheld looked over the specs after
dinner. They'd been nasty, but Cody had dealt with worse. Kick. Kick! No swedt.

Except she was swesating. Her palmswere dick, and the soles of her fet.
So0? Sheld been scared before. The only thing to do was face it down.

Shetook along swalow from the bottle of Venezuelan water, then she got her VR helmet from a closet.
Sitting on the sofa, she pulled the helmet on, encasing hersdf in asafe black vault. Nice, smple
environment. She dmost felt she could go to deep.

Almost.

She ingtructed the wiredless system to link with her server, where she'd stored the download of the
Victoria Glen Site, prepared by aredevelopment company caled New Land.

She gazed at a menu, then, "Document three-seven-zero," she whispered. "Go."

The menu faded as aworld emerged, creeping in like sunrise over atired city. New Land had recorded a
full sensory wak-through. Cody's helmet trandated the digital record, synthesizing sight, sound,
temperature, and encoded odors. Her lungs filled with sun-warmed air, brewed over old wood and
oil-stained asphalt.

She found herself afl oat, afew feet above an empty dreet. It ran Straight, like acandized river cutting
through alandscape of vacant lots and boarded-up houses. A few sparrows popped up and downin
brush that sprouted around a chain-link fence. Warning signs glared from the abandoned buildings:



KEEPOUT
HAZARDOUSMATERIALSSTE
DANGER—NO TRESPASSING

It took her aminute to redize thiswas Victoria Street, and that first house, with its sagging porch cuddled
under asteeply doping roof, that was Randi's house. It had been the upper limit of Cody's permitted
territory, and asafe placeto run if ever she needed shelter. The house next to it had been arental, with a
fleet of showy cars perpetudly drifting in and out of the front yard. Only arusted hulk was eft now,
crumbling in the shade of alarge tree leaning over a gap-toothed fence from the yard next door.

Looking at the tree, Cody felt hollow inside. Jacaranda, sheredlized. Asakid shed never known its
name, just enjoyed gathering the purple blossomsthat showered from it in the spring. She and Tanya
would have pretend weddings and toss the fallen flowersin the air. Where had they |earned that? Cody
couldn't guess. Neither one of them had ever seen awedding.

The tree looked so much bigger than she remembered.

Pushing the trackbd | forward, she went gliding down the street, aghost returned to haunt the old
neighborhood.

She drifted past the fence. She hardly dared to |ook, but thereit was: atiny block of ahouse, built close
to the ground like abunker. The roof had gapsin it. Head wounds. The windows were boarded up. It
didn't matter. It wasdl there. All of it, still lurking insde her mind. She closed her eyes, and redity
thickened, like flesh on the bones of the past. Little Tanyafrom down the block was knocking on the
door, jJump ropein hand. It was ahot summer evening. Cody got her own rope, and they practiced
together on the sidewalk, singing seashells, taco bells, easy, ivy, over. No way they were supposed to be
outsdethat late, but mamawas il at school and Tanya's big sister was deeping.

They sang very softly, seashdlls, taco bells, so Passion wouldn't come charging a them out of his
girlfriend's house across the street, screaming dumb-bitches-shut-up. His motorcycle was there, but his
fuck-this-fuck-that music wasn't pounding the neighborhood, so she guessed he was adeep.

They were practicing cross-arms when atanker truck came rumbling into sight from the direction of
Randi's house. They stopped jumping to watch it go by. It was a big truck. The tank had been painted
gray. It didn't have the name of any gas station onit.

"Look," Tanyasaid. She pointed at the truck's undercarriage and giggled. "It's peeing.”

A stream of liquid ran from benegth the truck, splashing black against the street. Tanyawaved at the
anonymous bulk of the driver. Across the street, Passion was screaming What the fuck isthat noise?

Cody snatched the hemet off. Her heart felt like it had melted into her arteries, apounding sarfishin her
chest. Oh no, oh no. She stared at the looming shapes of furniture in the dimly-lit room. She hadn't
remembered the truck in years and years. Maybe it had felt too dangerous to remember. Oh God, oh



Jesus. Her pams were swesting.

Just afew seconds after the truck had passed her eyes had started burning. Sheran into the house and
threw up. Passion was screaming outside, shooting his gun. Cody lay on the broken tiles of the bathroom
floor and cried, she felt so sick, until mama came home and moved her into bed. She didn't say anything
about the truck and its stinky pee, because she should never have been out on the sdewalk.

Carefully, Cody lay the helmet on the cushion beside her. Wade was snoring softly in the bedroom. The
antique clock on the mantle wasticking, ticking.

What had gone into the street that night? And on other nights, what had spilled from the kitchen drug
labs? From the ubiquitous activity of auto repair? From the city's fights againgt rats and roaches? What
had trickled through the s0il, into the ground water, returning through the faucet of the kitchen sink?

Splash of clear water into aplastic cup held in alittle girl's hands; the dry tang of chlorinein her throat.

There had been toxinsin her body that killed her daughter. Cody had always assumed it was her faullt,
that she'd been incautious on ajob, that somehow she had poisoned hersdlf; but what if it wasn't s0?

Her lips pressed together in ahard line. Any hazardous substance report generated by the cleanup of
Victoria Glen would be kept confidentia by the redevelopment company. She'd be able to gain access
only if she could offer compelling evidence of on-gite injury, and that was doubtful. Sheld only lived there
until shewasten, until Mamagot her the scholarship to Prescott Academy. Cody had |eft for boarding
school and never had come back.

So there was only one way to learn what ten years on Victoria Street had done to her. She would have
to take on the job hersdif.

IX

Rajban was up early. Michagl found her in the kitchen when he woke, peeking into cabinetswith dl the
stealth and caution of akid looking for treasure but expecting to find atiger. "Good morning,” Michael
said. Shejumped, and the cabinet door banged shut. Her hands were aready soiled with the gray dirt of
the courtyard. Michael sighed. She certainly had an affinity for gardening.

Ignoring her fright, he beckoned to her to come to the sink, where he showed her how to dide her hands
under the soap dispenser. The sensor popped a spray of soap onto her palm. She lathered it, carefully
imitating Michadl's every gesture. Water came from thetap in atepid spray, like a stolen column of soft
rain. Michadl dried his hands, Rajban dried hers, then together they made a breakfast of papayas, bread,
and yogurt.

After they ate, Rgjban disappeared into the garden while Michael readied himself for work. Last of dl, he
picked up his shades. The Terrace glyph waited for him, surrounded by a pink query circle. Helinked
through. "Anybody there?"



No one answered. He left the link open, confident someone would check back before long. Next he put
acdl through to Muthaye, but she didn't pick up either. A moment later, the house announced avigtor at
the door.

"Ooh, company,” Ryan said, asthelineto the Terrace went green.

Etsuko sounded puzzled. "Who isthat?"

"NoID," Ryan muttered. "Pupils dilated, skin temperature dightly elevated. HE'S nervous.”

"Or angry," Etsuko said. "Be careful, Michad "

"Hey," Michad said asthe house repeated its announcement, thistimein Hindi. "Good morning and dl
that. Back again, huh?"

"Been waiting al morning for your shadesto activate," Ryan agreed. "Y ou have to understand—your life
is so much more interesting than ours. Now hurry up. Go find out what he wants before my next
gppointment.”

Michael summoned an image of the visitor into his shades. "So | guessit's not Muthaye at the door?”
"No, mate. No such luck. A loca gentleman, | should think. Looks alittle stiff, if you ask me."

Etsuko snorted. "By your standards, Ryan, anyone could look stiff."

Rajban dipped in through the French doors. Michael sighed to see that her hands were dirty again. Some
of thedirt had gotten on her face. Still, shelooked a Michad with eyesthat were brighter, fuller than
they had been only yesterday. Then she looked at the door ... hoping it was Muthaye too? Come back
to visit her as promised.

"Say," Ryan said. "Maybe she knowsthe guy.”

"Right." After al, someone had to be looking for Rgjban, regardless of what Muthaye said. A brother,
perhaps? Someone who cared. Michael dipped the shades off and handed them to Rajban, motioning
that she should put them on. Tentatively, she obeyed. For severa seconds she stared at the scene, while
her mouth twisted in asmall hard knot. Then she yanked the shades off, shoved them into Michadl's
hands, and ran for the courtyard.

Ryan said, "Women react that way to metoo, from timeto time."

No one laughed.

Michadl stared after Rgjban, dread gnawing like arat at his chest. Despite Muthay€e's words, he had
envisoned only ahappy reunion for her. What would his role become, if her family demanded her back,
and sherefused to go?

Stop guessing.

He dipped the shades back on and went to the front door. "Hark. Openit.”

The stranger in the dlcove wastal and lean, like adice taken off afuller man, then smoked until it



hardened. His black hair was neatly cut and combed. His dark eyes were stern. They remained fixed on
Michad through adow, forma bow. "Namaste."

"Namaste," Michae murmured, fedling the hair on the back of his neck rise. There was something about

this man that set him on edge. Theintense stare, perhaps. The unsmiling face. The stiffness of his carriage.
Smoked and hardened.

"l am Mr. Gharig" the stranger said, in lilting but well-pronounced English. "And you, | have been told,
are Mr. Fielding. | have cometo inquire about the woman.”

Michadl felt stubborness descend into his spine, aquiet, steely resistance learned from the heroes of a
hundred old cowboy movies. "Have you?"

Vaguely, hewas aware of Etsuko muttering, "Gharia? Which Gharia? There are dozensin the census,
gpproximate height and age ...."

Mr. Ghariaapparently had astubborness of his own. He raised his chin, and though his head came barely
to Michad's shoulder, he seemed tdll. "It isimproper for thiswoman to be resding within your house."

Michael had never taken well to instructions on propriety. Remembering the look of fear and distaste on
Raban's face as she fled to the courtyard, he ventured a guess, and dressed it up as certainty, "Thisis not
your woman."

Mr. Gharialooked taken aback at this discourteous response; perhaps alittle confused, but by hisreply
Michael knew that his guess had been correct. "I am afriend of the family, gir.”

When Michadl didn't respond to this, Ghariastonerose. "Sir, awidow deserves respect. Thiswoman
must be returned immediately to her family."

A widow. So her husband was dead. Muthaye had said held left home afull year ago. Michael had
assumed held gone for treatment, yet now he was dead. Did Rgjban know? Had anyone bothered to tell
her? Thinking about it, Michael felt an anger as cool, as austere, as shadows under desert rock. "This
womean hasno family."

"Sir, you are mistaken.”

"The family that she had cast her out like usaless rubbish.”

"I have cometo inquire about her, to be sure she isthe woman being sought.”

"Sheisnot that woman,” Michael said. "Sheisadifferent woman atogether.”

lls‘r_ll

"Y ou would not have me put her on display, would you? Now sir, good day." He stepped back, alowing
the door to close.

Gharia saw what he was about. "1t doesn't matter who sheisl" he said quickly. "Any Hindu woman must
be shamed to be kept asawhore. It isintolerable! It—" The door sedled, cutting off Gharias tirade with
the abruptness of atoggled switch.



"Chrig," Michad muttered.

"Nice show," Ryan agreed, but his voice was somber. "Michadl, thisisn't agame you want to play.
Etsuko's IDed this Ghariafellow. Hes ardigious activig—"

Michadl's pam diced through the air. "I don't care who heis! The Indian congtitution promises equa
rights for women."

"It'sapiece of paper, Michagl." Etsuko's voice was softly sad. "In afar-off city. Women like Rajban are
subject to an older law."

"Not anymore. Muthaye said she would come up with a shelter for Rgjban by today. If the bastards can't
find her, they can't hurt her."

But if they did find her? Ragjban was dready awoman ruined, smply by being inside Michadl's house.
He jumped asthe lights flashed, and a soft alarm bonged through the residence. Locks clicked. The
ar-conditioning system huffed into silence. "Perimeter intrusion,” the house informed him. "Michadl
Fielding, you will remain secured insde this resdence pending arrival of Global Shear security. Arrival
estimated at three minutes fifty seconds.” It was the same feminine voice the house dways used, yet it
didn't sound like the house anymore.

"Whereis Rgban?' Michad shouted.

"I dentify the person in question”?”'

Thiswas definitely not hishouse. "Rajban. A girl. She'sbeen ... she's stayed here for aday or so—"
Ryan'svoice cut in: "The courtyard, Michadl."

Michael dashed for the courtyard doors. His hand hit the latch, but it would not move. Hetried to force
it, but the door held.

Through the glass, he saw Rgban crouched on the path beside afreshly worked bed of earth, thelittle
hoe in one hand. She gazed up at the courtyard wall. Michael looked, to see Gharialeaning over the top.
It was eight feet of smooth concrete, but somehow he had climbed it, and from the Shastri courtyard,
too. Now heleaned on his chest, the breast of his shirt smudged with dirt, his dark brows pulled together
inan angry scowl. Michael had only aglimpse of him, before he dropped away out of sight.

Agan Michad tried the latch, damming it with al hisweight while the house ingtructed him to " Stay away
from all doors and windows. Retreat at onceto the interior—"

"Who the hdll am | talking to?' Michad interrupted.
"Easy," Ryan muttered. "Cool under fire, boy. Y ou know the chant.”

The house answered a the sametime: "Thisis Security Chief Sankar. Mr. Fielding, please step away
from the door. Y ou must remove yoursalf from this exposed position immediately—"

Raban had seen him. She was running toward him now. She threw herself on the door latch, while
Michael tried again to forceit from theinsde. It would not budge. Rgjban stared at him through the glass,



her dark eyeswide, confusion and terror swvimming in her unshed tears.
"Sankar!" Michael shouted. "Unlock thisdoor. Let her insde now—"

"Mr. Felding, please remain cam. The door will not open until the Situation is secure. Be assured, we will
be on-ste momentarily.”

Miched bit hislip, swearing silently to himsdif. "Is Ghariatill out there, then? He's after thisgirl, you
know. Not me."

"Negative, Sr. Raman Ghariahasfled the scene. Heis presently being tracked by avigil craft—"

The drone aircraft that watched the house. Of course. The security Al must have seen Ghariaclimbing
the Shastri wall....

"Wl if Gharia's gone, then you can open the door. Sankar?'

A helicopter swept in, no more than fifty feet above the wall. Rgban looked up at it, and screamed.
Michael could not hear her through the sound-proofed glass, but he could see the terror on her face. She
pressed hersalf againgt the door, covering her head with the new sari Muthaye had given her while her
clothing licked and shuddered in the rotor wash. First one man, then a second, descended from the
helicopter, diding down acable to land in the courtyard garden.

"This probably qualifiesas overkill," Ryan muttered.

"Sankar!" Michad shouted. "What the hell are you doing?'

No answer.

The helicopter pulled away. The two men on the ground were anonymousin their hdmetsand
shimmering gray coverals. Thefirst one pulled aweapon from athigh holster and trained it on Rajban.
The second sprinted toward the wall where Gharia had appeared. Crashing through the half-dead plants,
he launched himself at the concrete face, and to Michad's amazement, he actualy reached the top, pulling
himself up to gaze over the Side, in aweird echo of Gharias own posture. He stayed there only long
enough to drop something over the wall—oh, Mrs. Shastri was going to love this—then he dipped back
down into the garden, landing in acrouch. A weagpon had agppeared inhis hands, too.

"Net gun,” Ryan said. "Launches asticky entangler. Nonlethal, unlessit scares you to death. Michad, |
had no ideayou were thiswdll protected.”

"They're bored,” Michadl growled.

"Dosay."

"Explosves negative," Sankar informed him, through the voice of the house,
Now both net guns were trained on Ragjban.

"Leave her done," Michagl warned. "Sankar, | svear—"

"Situation clear,”" Sankar announced.



The man by thewall stood up, diding hisweapon back into its holster. The other did the same. He
dipped hisvisor up, revealing adelighted grin. Michael recognized Sankar's handsome face. "Quite an
adventure, eh, Mr. Fidding?'

The door lock clicked. Michagl dammed the latch down, yanking the door open, so that Rajban half fell
into the living room. He started to reach for her, to help her up, but she scuttled away with alittle moan of
terror. He turned to Sankar, ready to vent hisfury, but he found the security chief praising hisman for a
job well done.

"Absolutdly by the book!" Sankar was saying in asuitably masculine voice, quite ajolt after the feminine
voice of the house. With his gaze, Sankar took in Michadl, too. "Mr. Fielding. This hasturned out to bea
minor incident, but we had no way of knowing that when the perimeter alarm sounded. It is essentid that
you remain ingde in such situations, away from doors and windows. If explosives had come over the
wdl—"

"Then Rajban would have been killed," Michael said softly. "All | asked was that you unlock the door to
let herin.”

Rajban had gone to hide behind the sofa. Michadl could hear her softly weeping. Sankar frowned at the
noise, asif it did not fit into any scenario he had ever practiced. "Thiswoman, sheis not the housekeeper
registered in our security files. Have you changed employees?’

"No. She's not an employee. She'saguest.”

"A guest? All guests should be registered, Mr. Fielding. Without a profile, we have no way of
discriminating friend from enemy." He said this matter-of-factly, without ahint of judgment. Well, Sankar
was a modern man, educated in California, Michael recdled. What the boss did was the boss's business,
no doulbt.

Michael sghed, letting the edge of hisanger dip away. "Y ou'reright,” he conceded. Globa Shear
security protocol was dtrict and effective. " So take her profile now. Shesawaif, just alittle girl, without
home or family. And that'sall sheis, Mr. Sankar. | want you to put that in your profile too."

X

Rajban plunged her hoeinto the hard earth of the garden bed, prying up chunks of clay. Grief sat in her
stomach like heavy black mud, but it was not grief for her husband. It was for hersalf. Now she was
widowed. She had no home. She would have no sons. Brother-in-Law had sent her away.

So why had Gharia come after her?

She hacked a the earth, and thought about it. Gharia had been afrequent guest at Brother-in-Law's
table, where they discussed the foreign issue, and the influence of nonbdlievers. At timesthey would grow
very angry, but when the talk |apsed, Gharia's eyes often found their rest on Ragjban's backside as she
worked in the kitchen with Mother-in-Law.

Mother-in-Law would notice the direction of Gharias gaze, and her words to Rgjban would be angry.
Rajban remembered these things as she crumbled each chunk of clay in her hands. She picked up the

hoe again and dug deeper. The soil here was bad. There were no wormsin it. No tiny bugs. It looked as
derile asthe soil in Brother-in-Law's courtyard. Even the weeds were yellow.



No matter.
She would use the magic soil. With love and prayers, itsinfluence could be worked into the ground.

A winged shadow drifted dowly over Rgban's hands. She paused in her work, squinting against the
noon sun. There! She spied it again: A tiny planethe color of the sky. It was very hard to see, yet if she
looked long enough, she could dways find it floating above the house.

The door latch clicked. "Rgjban?'

Rajban smiled shyly when she saw the kind woman, Muthaye, looking out between the glass doors.
"Namagte," she murmured softly. "Y ou came back.”

"Namaste," Muthaye echoed. "Will you comeingde? The sunishigh, and it isvery hot."

Rajban obeyed. She stood on iff legs, taking amoment to brush the soil from her sari. Insde, shewas
sartled to discover other women. They were four, Sitting in ahalf-circle on the carpet. They were not fine
women, like Muthaye. Their sariswere worn and their faceslined. All of them were older than Rgjban.
She felt surethey were dl mothers, and she felt ashamed.

Twicein her first year of marriage she had thought herself pregnant, but her hopes were shattered by a
late, painful, and heavy flow of blood—asif a baby had been started and then had died.

Rajban remembered the midwife who had cometo visit on the day she arrived in her husband's
household. This midwife had not looked like the village hedth aides Rgjban had seen at her father'sfarm.
This onewas young and findy dressed, and she wore an eye vell, like Michadl. " She will make your
womb hedthy," Mother-in-Law declared. " So hedlthy you will bear only sons.” Rgjban had bit her lipsto
keep from wailing in pain as cold, gloved hands groped inside her. She had not felt hedlthy afterwards.
Her abdomen and her crotch had ached for days—and she had never conceived a baby. Or maybe ...
she had conceived only girls?

Muthaye had joined the circle of women. Now she smiled a Rajban. "Please won't you sit?" She patted
aspot at her sde that would close the circle. Rgjban did as she was asked, though she would have been
happier to disappear into the kitchen. She sat with her hands folded nestly in her lap while Muthaye told
astory that did not sound like it could betrue.

"My mother was anilliterate country woman,” Muthaye began. Her gaze sought Rgjban. "That means she
was like you. She could not read or write or speak any language but the one she was born to. At
fourteen she was married to ayoung man only alittle more educated than she, the third son of acrud and
sdfish family. It was agreat struggle for my grandfather to gather the large dowry demanded by her
husband'sfamily. Still, he paid it, though he was forced to mortgage hisland. Severd months later there
came aterrible ssorm. Theland was flooded, the household of my mother's husband was destroyed, and
aong with many othersin the village, he died of disease. When afterwards my mother gave birth to a
daughter, she was driven out of the family. She returned to her father's house, but he refused to receive
her, so she went without food and shelter, and her baby girl died.

"My mother became angry.

"Sheremembered that in the year of her marriage, she had met an agent from the women's cooperative.
She went to that agent now, and was given ajob sewing embroidered scarves. She earned enough to



feed hersdlf, but she wanted more. With the help of the women's cooperative, she taught herself to read.
Sherecelved asmal loan—only two hundred dollars—but it was enough to buy books and start her own
lending library. When the |oan was paid back she took out another, and eventually she started a school
just for girls. Intime she married again—"

Therewasamurmur of surprisefromthecircle.
"—the son of alongtime member of the women's cooperative. No dowry was paid—"
Again, awhisper of astonishment arose from the gathered women.

"—for dowry isevil andillegd. She dtill runs her school, and through it she has earned more money for
her family than she might have ever brought as dowry. Sheis middle-class, Rgban. Y et when shewas
fifteen, shewasjust likeyou.”

Rajban stared down at thelines of dirt that lay across her palms, knowing it wasn't true. "She had a

Muthaye's tone became more gtrict: "It is not unexpected that a husband dying of AIDS gave you his
disease ingtead of achild. That does not mean you will never have a child—or another husband.”

"My brother-in-law will not dlow it."
"Y ou do not belong to him anymore.”

Raban consdered this. Sheturned it over and over in her mind, wondering if it wastrue. At the same
time, she listened to the other women talk about themsealves. These women were dl learning to read.
Three of them had businesses. One made sandas. Another drove azip. Thelast cleaned houses. The
fourth member of their group was building afruit sand. All of them had started their businesses with small
loansfrom Muthaye.

"Not from me," Muthaye corrected. "These are |oans from the Southern Banking Association.”

Theloanswerefor afew hundred dollars a atime, enough to buy the tools and suppliesthat would let
them work. Together, the women ensured that each one of them made their weekly payments. If any
failed to do so, dl would lose their credit. Thiswas the "microcredit program’” administered by Muthaye.
Three of the women in thislending circle had been involved for severd years, onefor only afew months.

"A lending circle should have five women," Muthaye explained. "Thefifth lady of this group has moved
away to join her sonin Bangaore, so thereisaplace for you here. | havetold you the story of my
mother. This can be your story too."

Rajban bowed her head. Her heart fluttered, like abird, seeking to escape its cage for the peaceful
serenity of the sun-seared sky. She stared at her hands and whispered, "'l don't know how."

One of the older women patted her mud-stained hand. She asked if Rajban could sew or cook. If she
could keep ahouse clean or carry aheavy weight. Rgjban didn't know how to answer. Her mother had
raised her to do the things women do. All these things she had done, but surely no one would pay her to
do them?

"Isthere anything you are so good at?' Muthaye asked. "Isthere akind of work that blossomslike a



flower in your hands?"

Rajban caught her breath. She glanced out at the garden. "I have abag of magic soil that makes a garden
strong and happy.”

This brought ashower of laughter from the women. But why? Hadn't Rgjban believed al their tales? And
yet they laughed. Their kindly faces had al become the face of her Mother-in-law, laughing, laughing, and
endlesdy scolding her, Stupid girl!

Shefdt atouch on her hand, and the vision vanished, but even Muthaye's warm eyes could not chase
away thepain.

"Magic isthe comfort of old-fashioned women,” Muthayetold her. A modern woman has no need of it.
Think on what we've talked about. Think of abusinessyou might liketo do. Think hard, for you must be
settled before the AIDS treatment can begin.”

Xl

Word of the morning's misadventures got around quickly. It was still early when Michael stepped from a
Zip into the shade of the portico at Global Shear's digtrict headquarters. The five-story office cube was
newly built, Stuated hafway up ashalow, rocky risedividing two of the origind villages. A temple
occupied the high ground, while apig farmer kept hisanimalsin adusty pen on one side of the
landscaped grounds. Laborers shacks made up the rest of the neighborhood.

A nervous community relations officer greeted Michael even before he entered the building. "Shal we
issue apublic statement, Mr. Fielding?'

"Not unless someone asks."
"There have been severa inquiries about the helicopter.”

"Then gate the truth. Intruder darms went off and security responded. Play it down, though, and add that
we're reviewing our proceduresto seeif our response might be tempered in the future.”

"Yesgr."

Glass doors dipped open, and Michael stepped into the air-conditioned paradise of the public lobby.
The receptionist looked up, and smiled. "An exciting morning, Mr. Fielding! That helicopter raid must
have shaken the dust off anyone still doubting our diligence.”

"Sol hear."

He met more compliments on the devator ride to the fifth floor, but the tenor changed when heentered his
corner office, where Karen Hampton waited for him, her image resdent in an activewall screen. "A most
interesting report appeared in my queue thismorning. Talk to me, Michad. What the hell isgoing on?"

Michael sat down in the chair behind his desk, swiveling to face her. Nothing to do but tell the truth. He
explained the Stuation, but she did not look relieved.



"Michadl. | can't believe youve involved yourself with thisgirl. Do | have to remind you that trust isthe
most important asset we are building in Four Villages? | don't give adamn how innocent your actions are,
stop for aminute and ask yoursalf how this must ook to those people whom you are there to serve—not
to explait. If you can't find her a shelter, then buy her one. For the sake of your reputation and the
company's good name, rent this young woman her own house and then stay far away from her.”

"What if Ghariacomes after her?'
"Thisisn't our busness—"

"Karen, it might be. I've checked the census figures, and there's agrowing imbalance in the sex ratio
here. There are far fewer young women than men. Rajban may be awidow, and she may beill, but
Gharids not exactly akid. She could sill be the best prospect he has.™

"If that's S0, why did her family get rid of her instead of marrying her off?"

"I don't know. Maybe they didn't want to pay a dowry. Maybe they don't give adamn. Maybe they're
grict Hindus and don't believe in remarriage for women."

"Listen to yoursdf! Thereare cultural complexities here that you haven't begun to grasp. Thisisnot why
yourein Four Villages."

"We're hereto build astable, diverse, and functional economy, and that can't exist wherethereisdavery.
| won't send Rgjban back into davery.”

"I'm not asking you to do that. Just get her out of your house. | want you in thisjob, Michadl. | redly do.
Show me my confidenceis not misplaced.”

Michadl called in the personnd officer, and she promised to hunt around for an available resdence,
though she wasn't hopeful. "There are very few rentalsin town, and most landlords will dedl only with a
certain class of clientele. | might be able to obtain aroom, or perhaps a shanty, but that would amost
certainly bring about the eviction of acurrent resident.”

"We don't want that. Do what you can."

The day failed to improve. Near noon, Michael looked up from his desk to see Pdlava Sen, his second
in command, coming through the open doorway, a hdf-page of neon yelow paper in hishand. "Michad,
we have aproblem.”

Leaning back in his chair, Michad dipped off his shades, laying them carefully on the desk. "How bad a
problem?”

Pdlavarolled hiseyes, asif casting aquick prayer up to the gods. With his portly figure and balding
head, he looked like ayouthful version of the little buddhas sold in Japanese tourist markets. "Not so bad
a the moment, but with significant potentia to get much worse."



"Wonderful "

Pdlava handed him the yellow paper. "These have gppeared dl over thetown. They are being read
aoud, too, so theilliterate will be informed.”

Michad scowled at the notice. It waswritten in Hindi.

Pdlava settled into the guest chair, agrim smile on hisface. "It iswritten as anews report, by the
Traditiona Council of Elders. Y ou've heard of them?"

"NO.”

"Neither has anyone ese. They do not say whose eldersthey are, but they do tell us some interesting
things. Here'—he leaned forward, pointing at the headline—"they say that Globa Shear has poisoned the
people of thisdigtrict.”

Michael had been so fully set to hear how he had kidnapped and raped a good Hindu woman, that it
took him amoment to shift modes. "... Poisoned?'

"The argument follows. It saysthat independent testing of well water throughout the district has reveded
severe pesticide contamination. The wells have been regularly tested, and for many yearsthey have
produced only clean, unpolluted water. Now they are suddenly contaminated? The only plausible
explanation isthat the groundwater was deliberately poisoned.”

"That'sridiculous"

"Oh, theresmore." He leaned back, lacing hisfingers together in anervous, unsettled bridge. "The notice
does not name specific chemicals, but it claims those present will suppressthe birth rate of the didtrict's
women, and in many caseswill cause monstrous birth defectsleading to early miscarriage. Thismay be
one reason so few girls have been born this past year. Girls are weaker than boys. They die more
eedly.”

He said thislast in a deadpan voice that made Michael's eyes narrow. "The notice saysthat?' he asked
cautioudy. "Or isthat your interpretation?”

Pdlavas face hardened. In the same low, flat voice, he answered, "I would not say that. | have awife
who, | am proud to say, is stronger and smarter than | am. | have two brilliant daughters, asister, a
mother, agrandmother. We are not al that way, Michad.”

Michadl felt his cheekshest. "I know. I'm sorry.”

Pdlava shrugged. "Y ou understand the implication? That Globa Shear isusing chegp birth control ?*
Michael nodded.

"Thearticleisaso circulating as an Internet message.”

"Chrig."

"And Shiva. It has not, mercifully, appeared yet on cable TV ."



"We need to dispatch crewsto field-sample some wells.”
"l have dready sent them.”

"Good. Get me the results as soon as possible.” He drummed his desk. "Better test some crop samples
too. The harvest isjust coming in on the demondgtration farm. Check that, especidly. Dammit! We have
to counter these accusations today—and on cable TV, too."

It was an hour later when Palava Sen walked back into Michadl's office, collapsing once more into the
vigitor's chair. Globa Shear had used paper, Internet, cable TV, messengers, and paid goss p-mongers
to vehemently deny the alegations of the Traditiona Elders, and to announce their intention to
immediately investigate the condition of the well water.

Pdlavadidnt spesk right away. He frowned, his brow wrinkling in linesthat made him look old.

"How bad isit now?' Michad asked.

Pdlavas sigh waslong and heartfelt. "Mega-bad. Giga-bad. It seemsthe dander was at least partly right.
Weve fagt-tested a sample of wellsfrom across the district and everyone of them shows extensive
pesticide contamination.” He shook his head. "Thisis not something that could have happened overnight,
not even if it was deliberately done, which | don't believe. We arelooking at the results of
years—probably decades—of seepage into the water table. It's quite obvious the water quality reports
weve been using have been fasfied. Ddliberatdly fasfied.”

Michadl bresthed dowly, trying to calm the fierce pounding of his heart. Don't panic, but don't hide from
thetruth either. Thefirgt thing to do is get ahandle on the problem. "Let's be specific here. Weretalking
drinking water?'

"Drinking, agriculturd." Palavaspread his hands hdplesdy. "It'sdl the samething, and judging from the
spot samples, we have to assume thereis pesticide contamination in every well in the didtrict.” His hands
laced together as he stared at a spot beyond Michadl's shoulder. " The Ikedarice crop is contaminated
too. The sample we tested came out so bad the stuff can't be legdly used even for anima feed.”

"Chrig."

"And Shivatoo."

No pesticides had been used on the Ikedarice. That was, after al, amajor benefit of genetically
engineered crops—natural insect and disease resistance could be spliced in—but Ikedarice had not
been desgned to flushitself free of chemica contamination.

No more assumptions, Michad swore. "Tel menow if Globa Shear had anything to do with developing
the phony reports.”

Pdlavastraightened, his eyeswide with surprise. He had been in on the operation here from the opening
day. "No! No, of course not. Global Shear had nothing to do with preparing the reports. Water quality



monitoring has been agovernment function. Our mistake was relying on the test results we received.”
"Why would anybody want to fake these reports?’

Pdlavashrugged. "There are many possible reasons. The wells were agovernment project. To find fault
with them would not be patriotic. To find them dirty must mean the money spent to build them was
wasted, or that those who built them didn't do sufficient background work, or that more money would be
needed to clean the water, and where isthat supposed to come from? And will those who built the wells
be punished? Those who built the wells aso report on their functions, so you seg, it's not so hard to
understand how it could happen. It's not thefirst time."

"And 4ill, it's our mistake for trusting the datawithout testing it."

"Yes. Ultimatdy, it will come back to that.”

"Miched?'
It was Jayas voice, issuing from the shades he'd I eft lying on the desk. She spoke softly, asif hewerea
deegping child and she reluctant to wake him. Her priority link let her open aline at any time.

Michael grabbed the shades and dipped them on. "Jayal How are you? How's the baby?' He transferred
thelink to his portal screen, and Jaya's image replaced the document held been working on. Shewas as
lovely as any magazine mode and, not for the first time, Michad thought of Sheo with atwinge of envy.
"Weredl fine" Jayaassured him. Then she hestated. "Michadl, I've been talking to Ryan.”

He grunted, sinking back into hischair. "Y ou've heard about Ragjban, then.”

"Yes. | think it's sweet, what you're trying to do for her." Jayatouched her ruby-red lips. What a perfect

aliance she had made with the colorful, symbiotic bacterialiving in her cells—yet most people, upon
hearing the source of the color, would respond in revulsion: Y uck. | would never do that.

It took practice to keep the mind open to new possibilities,

" Sheo told me about the reaction of the nursesto Elasbirth,” Jayasaid. "I didn't notice, really. They were
very kind to me. The older woman, though, was concerned that | have a son next time. Shetold me she
had been trained in these things."

Michad scowled. "What things?!

"That'swhat | asked. It seemsthere isauterineimplant on the market, which can be used to sdectively
abort femae embryos. It isn't legd, but the nurse was quite casua about it. She offered to set me up with
one before | left the hospitd, for asmall fee of course. Sheo thought you might like to know this.

Michadl grimaced. " Sheo wasright.”



A uterineimplant was better than infanticide—Michael even found himself admiring the ingenuity of such
adevice—but what of theimbaance it would generate? He remembered Gharia, and the ook of wrath
on hisface. "How long do you suppose this has been going on?"

Jaya shrugged. "In one form or another, for hundreds of years."
"Though it's gotten easier now."

"Yes"

But who would bear the cost?

Tengonsin Four Villageswere not readily visble, yet Michael had sensed them anyway, in the
whispering of the nurses on the maternity ward, in the hest of Rgjban'sfever, in Kanwal's chearful lament
over dowry and women and net access. The people here were experiencing a strange, sideways tearing
of their culture, like raw cotton being combed apart, the pieces on their way to anew order, while till
clinging helplesdy to the old.

"Thisfdllow Ghariais supposed to be ardigious actividt,” Michag said. "I'm starting to wonder if it'sonly
coincidence that this attack on Global Shear followed so closely on hisvist thismorning.”

"Rabanisjus onelittlegirl,” Jayareminded him.
True, but afuse was small compared to the explosivesit ignited.

Jayamight have read hismind. "Michad, please be careful. These things have away of getting out of

Xl

After aday spent researching abid on the Victoria Glen project, Cody found she could not deep. So at
3 A.M. shepulled on her VR hemet and joined her mother on astroll in the Parissunshine. That is,
Annette strolled, through tourist crowds dong ariverwalk, beneath agrove of ancient trees. Cody felt as
if shewerefloating, aballoon gliding a her mother'sside.

"Of dl theusesof VR, | likethisbest,” Cody said. "Being able to step out of the awful three A.M. hour,
when everything's so dark and cold and hopeless—step right out into gorgeous sunshine. It'slike dipping
free of your fate, flipping afinger at the cosmos. Hal"

Annette laughed. Cody waslooking out of her shades, and so she couldn't see her mother's face, but she
could fed her presence. It was astrange, tickling fedling, asif she might see her after dl if sheturned just
alittlebit more....

Cody had not lived with her mother since leaving Victoria Glen for boarding school, and still Annette had
been an indefatigable presencein her life, through phone cals and e-mail and brief visits severa timesa
year asthey both worked toward their degrees. It had been so hard. Cody felt scared even now when
she remembered the loneliness, the resentment she had felt for so many yearsliving on the charity of a
corporate scholarship, in aprivate school where almost everyone el se had money and ahome and ared
family. But even at her worst moments, Cody had never doubted Annette'slove.



Now Annette was forty-nine, adataandyst on vacation in Paris with her husband of many years. She
had hel ped him raise his son and one of their own. "Doing it right thistime," shed joked with Cody. It
had only hurt alittle.

"S0, girl. Y ou've been up to something, haven't you? Hurry up and tell me before Jm gets back.”
"Up to something?" Cody echoed, disquiet stirring near her heart.

"Something's put you in amood,” Annette said. Up ahead, Jm waswaiting by aflower sand. Annette
waved to him. "Are you working yourself up for afight?’

"Oh." Cody had promised hersdf she would not mention VictoriaGlen. Her mother didn't like to think
about those days. She didn't even like to acknowledge that time had ever been red. And still, Cody
found hersdlf confessing. "I went back to Victoria Glen—"

"Cody!"

"InVR," she added, hoping to appease her mother's scathing tone. "I'm bidding on ajob there. | spent dl
day developing the proposd. | guessI'm wound alittle tight.”

"Why there, Cody?" Annette sighed. "I know you're doing well. Y ou're not desperate for the job. Are
you?'

"NO."
"Then why go back there?"
"I don't know. Or ... maybe| do know. [—"

Annette stepped into abookstore, leaving Jm waiting beside the flowers. Cody watched her hands touch
the spines of arow of English-language guidebooks. They were strong, long-fingered hands, golden as
teak, each nail painted in milk-chocolate-brown. "Cody, do you know the greatest difference between
you and me?"'

Cody laughed. It was the only reaction she could think of. "Oh, you're smarter than | am.”

"No. I'm moreruthless. | have never let the past own me. If | don't likeit, | cut it out. | throw it away. It's
not an easy thing to do, but it's needful. | don't think about VictoriaGlen, and | don't muse over the boy
who was your father, and | don't apologize to anybody for |etting Prescott Academy take you away.
Holding onto al that would have made my soul so heavy | couldn't get up inthe morning. | havetolive
lightly. | haveto do dl that | can with what | have in my handsright now." Shelooked up a the
bookstore door. Jim had just comein.

Annette's voice grew softer. "Brace yoursalf for amother lecture,” she warned. "Cody, you need to learn
to livelightly too. Y ou don't have anything to make up for. Let the past go. Let it dip away, and find your
joy here, today."



But what if the past islooking for you? Rising in your life like aflooding river, climbing past your ankles,
past your knees and your thighs, flowing into your secret places, nesting in your womb?

Cody let thelink close, plunging herself back into the darkness of her VR helmet. Not absolutely dark. A
cdl-waiting light glowed amber in the corner of her vison.

When had that come on?

She tapped her glove, cdlingup alink 1D.

Confirmed identity: Miched Fielding.

"Oh God." Shefdt asif aheat lance had plunged through her, diving in abeam between heart and
stomach and out the middle of her back. Michagl. "Why now, baby?' she whispered. All the lines of
forcethat guided her life seemed to beintersecting tonight.

Shelaid her pam againgt her flat belly. Wasthere a baby there? Still asingle cdll, moving toward her
womb, and the judgment she had built-in. She'd blamed herself for the loss of that first pregnancy, but
had it been her fault? Or had she been poisoned oh so long ago, in Victoria Glen?

She bowed her head, laughing, crying—some strange mix of the two, her gutsfeding like jdly. "Baby,
why areyou cdling tonight?*

Easy to find out.

She wiped her eyes on the hem of her shirt. She drew a deep breath to steady herself. Where did helive
now, anyway? Hong Kong, wasn't it? She'd gotten acard from him last Christmas.

Her finger curled. She tapped her dataglove.
Link.

Just like that, he was there, his head and shoulders drifting in an ill-defined space only an arm'sreach in
front of her. He looked surprised to see her. "Cody?*

She smiled. "Come on, baby, | don't look that old.”

He blushed. Blesshim. "Old? Not at dl. Hey, it'sbeen awhile. And | know its an outrageous hour. |
meant to leave amessage, but then | thought 1'd query your status, and you were avake—"

"How areyou, Michael ?' she asked. He had dways talked too much when he was nervous.

"Oh, I'm good. Thejob, though ... I've got asituation here. I'm working in southern India. Did | tell you
thet?"



"NO,"

That flustered him further. A rosy blush heated his bronze complexion. He looked down at hisdesk a
moment, then grinned. "'l sound like I've got afew too many crosdinksin the old wetware, don't 17"

"It happensto the best of us."

It was on her lipsto tel him what sheld remembered in the VR last night, yet she couldn't doit. It had
been her decison to end their marriage. In the long, dark months after the abortion she had watched their
union rot, until she could kick it over with one cold clutch of words: There's nothing left. I'm leaving.

How could shetdl him now, "Oops. Sorry. | made amistake'?
"How's your schedule?' he asked. "Are you busy right now?"
"Atthree AM.?'

Hisbrowsrose over acrooked smile. "Well, yeah. Sorry. | wouldn't be bothering you, but we've just
stumbled over acritical groundwater problem—and a possible political stew, to make things exciting.”
Quickly, he explained the details. "'l caled you firgt. Y ou're the best. And, basically, you're a pushover.”

Don't smile at melikethat, she thought. And breathe, girl.

Thank God thiswasn't afull-sensory link. She didn't want to smell him, or fedl the heat off hisbody. That
smilewaslikealight shining into her soul.....

She asked, "Are you looking for a professiona reference?”
"If you think that'swhat | need. | was wondering, though, if you could handleit?"

"An operation that Size?' She shook her head, uncomfortable with the idea. " Green Stomp has only done
domestic work. It would take time for usto hire the extra personnel and mobilize." And besides, ther€'s
another job | need to do. "Y ou'd be better off with aloca outfit. | could ask around for
recommendations.”

He nodded, but he looked tense and unhappy. "I realy need afavor, Cody. Could youdoaVR
consultation now? | mean right now. Thisafternoon ... oh hell. Thismorning, whereyou are. | need a
specialist to survey thewells. | need solid answers for the people who live here. It's abad Situation, and it
could get out of hand so easily, especidly ..."

Shedidn't like the awkward guilt lurking in hiseyes. "What, Michad ?"

Hetold her about Ragjban. Cody listened, unable to completely suppress adark spear of suspicion, of
jealousy, but when he finished, she shook her head a her own tumbled existence, knowing she had
thrown away something preciousfor al the wrong reasons. It was all she could do not to cry.

Xl

Cody'sworkday had been Michadl's night. While he dept, she studied the test results from the sample
wdlls. While he dreamed, she ordered sdlect strains of geneticaly engineered bacteriafrom New Delhi,
along with case upon case of the nutrient broth that would stimulate them to rapidly reproduce. Near 3



A.M. thefrozen vials and seded boxes arrived in Four Villages, after aquick trip on asouthbound jet.
When Michad cdled into the officefirgt thing in the morning, Palava Sen reported that everything wasin
place to run ademongtration trestment on awell at Kanwal's farm.

"Gregt! I'll betherein half an hour.” It was dready eight o'clock.

It was avibrant morning. Rgjban was in the courtyard, working at the soil with the little hoe shed found.
The ground around her was wet, and the air steamy. The eastern sky had turned itsdlf into afluffy
Chrigtian postcard. Columns of light from the hidden sun poured down between tearing rain clouds, like
radiance leaking from the face of God. In apatch of blue sky between the towering cumulus, two tiny
white cloud scraps drifted on the edge of vishility. Angels, Michael thought. They looked like angdls,
gliding in dow raptor circles on the threshold of heaven.

Was this how myths got started?

Rajban looked up at him as he approached. He pantomimed eating food. She smiled tolerantly, then
went back to her work. Michagl frowned, troubled at her lack of appetite. Then Cody's glyph winked on
inthe corner of his shades and he forgot to worry. He tapped afull link. "Good morning!" It felt so right
to beworking with Cody again.

"Or good night," Cody answered, her voice husky and tired. "I'm going to catch afew hours deep
beforethedemo.... Isthat your waif? Shelookslikealittle girl."

"Sheisalittlegirl. And she hasn't been eating much. Muthaye was here yesterday, but she didn't leave
any messages. I'm alittle concerned, Codly. It's past time her AIDS treatment was started.”

Rajban'swork had dowed; Michadl guessed she was listening to him. What did sheimagine he talked
about? He shook his head. Shelooked so log, alittle girl caught on anidand inthe midst of arising river,
her spot of land steadily shrinking around her.

"She hidesinsde her work," Michagl mused. "Just likewe do.”

The house pre-empted any reply. "Mr. Fielding, please step insgde immediatdly.” The french doors swung
open astheinjunction was repeated in Hindi. Rgjban scrambled to her feet. "Air survelllance has
identified the intruder Raman Gharia gpproaching the premises” the house explained. "Please return
immediately to the safety of theinterior.”

"Michadl, what isit?' Cody asked.

"A local troublemaker, that'sall." He beckoned to Rgban.

They went ingde, and the doors swung shut behind them.

"Hark, give me adtreet view," Michad said.

A window opened in his shades. He looked out on the lane, and saw Gharia approaching in the company
of aportly older man with salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed about aface so dignified it was almost
comicd, asif hewere possessed by dignity, asif it held him together, so that if he ever let it go hisbody
would crumble to helplessdust. A Traditiona Elder? Michael wondered.

A link camein from Sankar. " Security forces are on their way, Mr. Fidding. Please stay insde.”



"Sankar, | trust you won't be sending helicopter shock troopsthistime?'
"Uh, no sir. As per our discussion, we will be striving for an gppropriate response.”

"Thank you." In their discussion, he had aso inssted he have voice override on any house functions. He
wasn't going to be locked up again.

The house announced visitors. "A Mr. Ghariaand Mr. Rao to seeyou, Mr. Fidding." Michad glanced at
Raban. Her chest fluttered in short little pants. Her eyes were wide.

"Hark. Ask her if she knowsthisMr. Rao."
The house trand ated his question to Hindi. Rgjban closed her eyes, and nodded.
Michael strode toward the door.

"Michadl, what are you doing?" Cody's voice was sharp and high, reminding him of another time. It'sal
gone. Can't you see that?

"Mr. Fidding," Sankar objected. "Perhaps you have not seen my report. These two men are deeply
involved—"

"l only want to have acivil discusson with them." And learn what it would take to get them to leave
Rajban aone. "Hark, open the door."”

The door swung open to reved Ghariaand Rao, shoulder to shoulder in the alcove. Gharialooked up in
surprise, then, "Namaste," he muttered. Rao echoed it, and introduced himsdlf. Michadl was unsurprised
to learn that this was Rajban's brother-in-law, the head of the household, the one who had rejected her
after her husband died.

"You look at mewith anger," Rao said, hisvoice deep, hisdignity so heavy it seemed to suck the heat
out of theair, "when | am the one who has been shamed. Return the woman you hold, pay adowry for
her shame, and | will not involve the palice.

Behind his back, Michadl could hear the house whispering a string of Hindi asit trandated Rao's words
for Rgban. He drew himsdlf up alittle straighter. "Sheisnot my prisoner.”

The house uttered a brief linein Hindi. Rao waited for it to finish, then: " Sheis my brother's widow.
Perhaps you don't understand what that means, Mr. Fielding. Y ou are aforeigner, and your modern
culture holdslittle respect for awoman's dignity. Upon my brother's deeth, | was prepared to alow his
wifeto livein my household for the rest of her life, despite the burden thiswould place on me. Rgban
rejected my generosity. She desired to marry again. My wife also counseled thiswould be best, but | am
anold man, and | believein the old ways. A widow should be given respect!” He sighed. " Sometimes,
though, awoman will not have respect. Theimmorality of the world infected thiswoman. Carnd desire
drove her into the sireet.”

Michael felt hisbody grow hard with abarely contained fury. "That's not how shetold the story." Rajban
hadn't even known her husband was dead until Gharias visit.

Ghariaglared a him. Michagl watched his hands.



Rao done remained unruffled, glued together by dignity. "1 am learning we must dl bend with thetimes”
he announced. "I have found a new husband for Rgjban. If you will pay the dowry and the medical
expenses of her rehabilitation as the pendty of your shame, | will dlow thismarriageto go forward.”

"What an evil old mercenary,” Cody growled, while Michadl traded stareswith Gharia. It was quite
obviouswho the intended hushand wasto be. "Tell him to shove off, Michadl. She'sjudt alittle girl."

Rao could not hear her, and so he continued laying out histerms. "If you do not pay the dowry, | will
return the woman to my household. With the help of my wife and son, we may yet protect her from the
weskness of theflesh, for aslong assheisliving.”

"Which won't belong," Cody said savagely, "when Rao refusesto buy treatment for her AIDS."

"She's saying here" Michad said.

"Then | will summonthe police.”

"Shel's staying here! It'swhat she wants."

"Have you asked her that?" Gharia demanded. "No woman wantsto be achildlesswhore.”

"You dirty son of a—"

Michadl broke off, startled by awash of cold air at his back. He turned to see Rgjban, her face veiled by
the hem of the sari Muthaye had given her. Her eyes were wide and frightened as she squeezed past
Michadl. "Rajban, wait!" She dipped past Rao too, out of the acove and into the street. Michadl stared
after her in astonishment, but Rao, he didn't evenlook at her. She might have been a shadow.

"Jesus, Michad!" Cody shouted. "Don't et her go."

Rao nodded in satisfaction. "'l will send aservant with the bride price.”

Ghariawas amiling. Hisgaze did past Michad on afilm of oily satisfaction. Asif to himsdf, he murmured,
"Every woman desires repect.”

"Michedl, stop her!"
"Rgban! Don't go." She would not understand hiswords, but surely she would ken the meaning?

Rajban looked at him, with doubt in her eyes, and fear, and a deep sadness that seemed to resonate
through millennia.of suffering.

"Rgban, please stay."
Her gaze fell, and docilely she turned to follow Rao, who had not even bothered to look behind him.
"Michadl! Damn you. Go after her. Stop her."

"Cody, she's made her own decision. | can't grab her and force her back into the house."



"For God's sake, Michael, why not? For once in your life, go out and grab somebody. Stop her. Don't
let her make the decision that will wreck her life. Michadl, she's hurting so badly, she'sin no condition to
decide." To hisastonishment, he could hear her weeping. "Cody?' Her glyph winked out, as she cut the
link.

XV

Something had changed in the house, though Michad couldn't decide exactly what. All the furniture
remained in place; the lighting was just the same. Mrs. Nandy had not been by, so the mud stains
remained on the couch, and Ragjban's bag of soil—half empty now—still sat by the glass doors. Maybe
the house was colder.

He sent acall to Cody, but she didn't answer, and he declined to leave a message on the server.

So Rgjban had left! So what? Why did Cody haveto act like it was the end of the world? Rajban had
chosen to leave. She had walked fregly out the door.

Michael wished she had not, but wishing couldn't change the decision she had made.

He wondered what her reasoning had been. Perhaps she preferred whatever smdll life Rao might offer
her to the strangeness she had glimpsed here. Illiteracy was abarrier that kept her from a knowledge of
the wider world. Access to information was another hurdle. So she had returned to the life she knew. It
was probably as smple asthat. Rao's messenger arrived at the door after only afew minutes. Michael
listened to the price he quoted, then he put acall through to his bank, adjusted the worth on a cash card,
and handed it over, |etting the house record the transaction. He had promised to pay for Rgban's AIDS
treatment, after al. And she was better off with her family, wasn't she?

Hetold himsdlf it had all been amisunderstanding.

Onthelong wak back to the house of her brother-in-law, Rajban could fed the sickness growing inside
her. It was a debilitating weakness, apollution in her muscles, dirt in her joints. By the time she reached
the house she was dazed and exhausted, with athirst that made her tongue swell. As she crossed the
threshold behind the men, Mother-in-Law glared, first at Gharia, then a Ragjban. She asked Rao if it had
been agreed that a dowry should be paid. Rao shrugged. He sat at atable, ignoring everyone, even
Gharia, who stood by looking confused and alittle angry. "Wewait," Rao said.

Inside the house the air was very till, apuddle of heat trapped under the ancient, seeping walls.
Mother-in-law turned on Rgjban. "No water. No!" she said, cutting her off from the plastic cube with its
spigot, that sat upon hollow concrete blocks and held the day's supply of water. "Out! Y ou have work.
Thereiswork, you stupid girl."

Rajban fdlt dizzied by the swirling motion of Mother-in-Law's hands. She stumbled back astep.

"Won't you let her drink?" Ghariaasked softly.



Raban cast him aresentful glance. Oh yes. He had an interest in her now. Or heimagined he did.
Michael's house had told her what was said on the doorstep. She blushed in shame again, remembering
the words Rao had spoken.

He had painted her with those words. He had painted her past. Dirty whore. Her polluted body testified
toit. And why ese would al this have happened to her? What Rao said had felt just like the truth.
Michael would not want to look at her now that he knew, and Muthaye could never cometo vist her
again—but Rao had offered her sanctuary.

Of course there would be no dowry. She thought it strange that Gharia didn't understand this. Rao
scowled a him. Then he scowled at Mother-in-Law, standing guard by the water cube. "Women's
business," he growled.

"Get out!" the old woman screeched at Ragjban, now that she was sure she had permission. "No one has
done your work for you, foolish girl." Under the assault of her flailing hands, Rgjban sumbled into the
courtyard. She looked around. The courtyard seemed strange, asif she had dreamed this place and the
life she had lived here.

Heat steamed from the moist ground. The plants were wilted in their containers. She shared their thirdt,
and, using the dirty wash water stored inasmall barrel by the door, she set out to dlay it.

Michael took azip to the office to find Pallava Sen waiting for him in the lobby. "Good morning, Michag!!
Our bioremediation consultant called afew minutes ago to say she will not be able to attend today.”
"Cody caled?" Michadl's voice cracked with the force of his surprise.

"Y es. Of course I've been consulting with her throughout the night, so I'll have no problem directing the
mediagig.”

They matched strides through the security sensors. Armored doors opened for them. An eevator stood
waiting on the other side. "Be assured, everything isin place," Pallava continued, as the doors closed and
the elevator rose. "We have technicians from New Delhi to handle the bacterid cultures. Severa media
teams are dready at the airport, and within afew hours an international task force will be here to examine
the complaints againgt us, and our countercharges of fraud against the loca water commission.”

They stepped out into the carpeted hallway on the top floor, greeted by the scent of fresh coffee. "When
will the water purification units be here?* Michael asked.

"Thefirgt shipment isdueto arrive within the hour. They'll be set up in stations throughout the district.
Peoplewill be ableto withdraw five galons a atime—enough for drinking, anyway."

"Excdllent." At least people could start drinking clean water now, today, for thefirst timesince ...

He sghed. Probably for thefirst time ever.



Someone had |eft a steaming cup of coffee on the desk. "Pallava, thank you. | know you've been up most
of the night with this Situation. It sounds asif you have thingswell under control." Then, because he
couldn't help himself, he added, "When you talked to Cody just now, did she ... sound al right?"

Pdlavafrowned, hiseyes narrowing suspicioudy. " She sounded tired, but then she has worked through
the night aswell. There's no need to worry, Michadl. Let her rest. | can handlethe gig.”

"That's not what | meant. Pallava, | know you can doit. | want you to handle the press conference, too.
It's your scene now."

Rajban crouched in the shade just outside the kitchen door, patting dirty water on her cheeks and breast.
Insgde, Ghariaand Rao were tdking heatedly. Ghariawas saying, "Fiding will pay. Y ou'll see. Hewants
the woman to have medicine so that—"

Gharia broke off in mid-sentence. Startled, Rajban glanced over her shoulder to see if someone had
spied her, resting in the shade. No one looked out the door. Instead, she heard a stranger speaking from
insde the house, crowing about the cleverness of Rao's demands. Thiswas the messenger sent to collect
the dowry.

"Givethe money to my son,” Mother-in-Law interrupted, her old voice tight and frightened, asif she
feared arebuke for her boldness, but couldn't help herself nonetheless.

Rajban peeked around the edge of the doorway, to see Rao il seated at the table, Gharia <till standing.
Both he and the messenger stared hungrily at the cash card Rao twirled in hishands. Then Rao'slong
fingers closed over the card, hiding it from sight. His face was fleshy, and yet it was the hardest face
Rajban had ever seen. "Y ou may both go now." Gharialooked confused. "We need to discussthe
finances, the wedding, and—"

"Therewill be no wedding," Rao announced. "My brother's widow must be subjected to no further
shame.”

Rajban dipped back behind the wall. The garden looked so queer, asif she had never seen it quite so
clearly before. Insgde, Gharias voice wasrising in indignant anger, but Rgjban did not listen to the words,
knowing that nothing he might say could change her fate.

Pdlava Sen had hardly left when Muthaye's glyph winked on in the corner of Michad's shades. He
tapped hisglove, transferring the call to awall screen. Muthaye snapped into existence. She stood in
Michad'sliving room, her stern face framed by a printed sari, which she had pulled over her head like a
scarf. In her hand, she held Rgjban's haf-empty bag of soil.

Michad's gaze caught on it. "Rgban has gone."



Muthaye'slips pursed petulantly. "1 am at the house, Michadl. | can see that. Where has she gone?”

Michadl fdt inexplicably guilty as he made his explanation. He did not fedl any better as he watched
Muthaye's expression darken. Her eyesrolled up, beseeching the heavens for patience, perhaps. Then
she spoke: "Mr. Fielding, | would be interested to someday engage you in adiscussion of freewill. What
doesit really mean? Y ou tell methat Ragjban chose to leave with this Rao character, her brother-in-law
who treated her asless than human even as you looked on. Mr. Fielding, can you tell mewhy she fredy
choseto gowith him?"

Michael scowled, feeling unfairly impeached, by Muthaye and by Cody, too. "I suppose shefelt torn
from her roots. Most people are, by nature, afraid of change.”

Muthaye's scowl deepened. "Rajban did not suffer afallure of nerve, Mr. Fielding.”
"l didn't ssy—"

"No, of course. Y ou wouldn't say such athing. Y ou are akind person, Michael, and obvioudy you've
donewdl inlife. It'sonly natural that you believe opportunity isomnipresent, that weall riseor sink
according to our talents and our drive—but the world is more complex than that. Talent is meaningless
when we are schooled in the belief that change iswrong, when we are taught that we are worthy of
nothing more than the ironbound existence fate has given us. Believe me, Rgban has been well-schooled
in her worthlessness. She knowsthat she lives at the sufferance of her husband's family. Obedience and
acceptance have been drilled into her from babyhood. To expect her to freely decide to defy her
brother-in-law would be like expecting adrug addict to freely decide to stay sober at acrack party.
Thereisno difference.

"And it ispartly my fault, too, for | laughed yesterday when she suggested this soil had amagic." Muthaye
lifted the stained cloth bag. "Perhapsit does. | have talked to ahorticultura specidist and heisintrigued.
Hetedls methere may be vauable microorganismsin thisdirt. | will haveit tested, and | will not laugh at
naive optimism ever again.”

"Muthaye—"

Sheraised her pam. "Michad, | gpologize for lecturing you, but you must begin to see that to dreamiis
itsdf alearned kill."

Stop her! For onceinyour life...
Michadl sghed. "I gave Rao money to pay for the AIDS trestment.” That was something, at least.

Although from the way Muthaye glared at him, it might have been worse than nothing. He scowled,
irritated now. "Was that wrong too?"

"Therewill be no treatment.”

Michad felt his patience snap. Redlly, hed had enough. ™Y ou don't know that. She wasto be married
again—"

"Did Gharia pay the dowry?"



"No, but it was understood—"

"| expect none of you understood the same thing. Y ou each heard only what you could tolerate.
Understand this, Michad. Rgjban isthe childless wife of adead man. Rao can gain nothing by letting her
marry. He will refuse her the AIDS treatment and keep the money for himsdalf. Mark my words: If we do
not find Rajban and get her out of her brother-in-law's house, then she will diethere, most likely ina
matter of days."

Cody linked into the Terrace on afull sensory connection. The private VR chat room had been designed
as aflagstoned California patio, embedded in a garden of pepper trees and azaleas. Everyone had a
personal animation stored on the server, an active, three-dimensiond image of themselves that reflected
their habitua postures and gestures, so they would seem to be present even when they weren't fully
linked through aVR suit.

Cody'simage looked agood dedl younger than it ought to—a sharp reminder of how many years had
gone by since sheld visited the Terrace. The last time had been during those nebul ous months between
the abortion and the divorce. Not the best of days, and returning now made her fed abit queasy.

Still, she had come with a purpose. She set about it, sending aglyph to Etsuko, Ryan, and Jaya, asking
them to comeif they could—and within aminute, they were dl represented. Etsuko wasinvolvedina
meeting, o she sent only apassiveimage of hersdf to record the chat: an dabaster statue dressed in
forma kimono. Her flirtatious eyes and the cant of her head as she looked down from a pedestal gave an
impression of sharp and regd attention.

Ryan and Jayawere ableto interact in red time. Their images lounged in the French patio chairs behind
steaming cups of coffee. Jaya had a half-smile on her face. Ryan looked uncertain. He and Michadl were
very close, Cody knew, and questions of loyalty were probably stirring in hismind.

She drew adeep bregath. "Thank you for coming. Jaya, Michael told me about your newest daughter.
Congratulations.”

"That was an adventurel” Jaya said. "I don't know what | would have done without Michagl. HeEs a
wonderful man."

Cody fdt hersdf gtiffen. "Heisagood man, but he made amistake this morning when he let Rgjban
return to her husband's family.”

"The girl who's been staying with him?* Ryan asked. "But that's good, isn't it?'

“No," Miched sad.

Cody turned, to find Michad'simage standing afew stepsto the side.

"Cody'sright. | made amistake. | didn't want to believe this was an abusive Stuation.”

"I'm afraid for her," Cody said. "Michael, we need to find her as soon aswe can. | came hereto ask the



Terracefor help. | know | have not been part of this group for many years, but | still trust you al more
than anyone, and you're dready familiar with Rgjban. Will you help?I've rented two drone planes. |

know you're busy, but if you could rotate shifts every few minutes, the three of you might be able to guide
one plane, while | inhabit the other. We don't know where she lives, but we know some things about

her."

Michael said, "I'm opening up the Globd Shear census data. That'll speed things up. When we do find
her, Muthaye and | will go after her on the ground.”

Inside the house there were oranges on the table, and clean water, and sweetened tea, but no one invited
Rajban in. She stole a half-ripe orange off one of the trees. Itsrind was swirled with green and the flesh
was grimly tart, but she ate it anyway, her back to the house. She wondered at herself. She had never
gtolen fruit before. In truth, she did not fed like the same person.

The orange peds went into her heap of magic soil.
Muthaye had laughed at the ideaithat it might be magic.

Rajban picked up adamp clump. It was soft and warm, and smelled of fertility. If magic had asmdl, this
would beit; yet Muthaye had laughed at theidea.

Rajban rocked back and forth, thinking about it, and about Muthaye's mother and her dead baby girl. It
was better the baby had died. A girl without afather would only know hardship, and gtill it must have
been aterribly painful thing. For amoment, she held the baby in her arms, acutely aware of its soft breath
and warm skin, its milky smell. When she thought about it dying, grief pushed behind her eyes.

Muthaye's mother had married again ... and had another daughter. Not a son, but the school she owned
earned money, so perhaps she could afford a daughter.

Shewasjust like you, Rajban.

What did that mean? Ragjban did not fed at adl like the same person. There was an anger inside her that
had never been there before. It felt like a seed planted under her heart, and it was swelling, filling with all
the possibilities she had seen or heard of in the last two days.

Her fists clenched as the seed sprouted in aburst of growth, rooting deep down in her gut and flowering
in her brain, thriving on the magic soil of new idess.

Cody was a point of awareness gliding over the dleysand lanes of Four Villages. Linked to the GS
census, the town became aterrain of information. Addresses flashed past, accompanied by statisticson
each building and the families that owned them—occupation, educetion, income, propensity for paying
taxes. At the same time the drone's guidance program spun atiny cameralense, recording the peoplein
the streets, sending their images to the GS census, where a search function matched them against
information on file, spitting back identificationsin less than a second.

No way this search could be legal. There had to be privacy strictures on the use of the GS census data.



What did privacy mean anymore?
It didn't matter. Not now. Cody only wanted to find the combination of bits that would mean Rajban.
Rajban was a nonentity. She did not appear anywhere in the census—and that was acluein itself.

Some heads of households refused to answer the census questions, forcing the field agent to guess at
their names and family members. Michael had used that fact in his search parameters. It waslikely such a
house was in afundamentalist neighborhood and that it had an intensdly cultivated private courtyard,
where ayoung wife could be hidden from an agent's prying eyes ... but not from the eyes of adrone
arcraft.

The plane was powered by micropumpsthat adjusted itsinterna air pressure, dlowing it to sink and rise
and glide through the heated air. The pumps were powered by solar cells on the plane's dorsal surface,
backed up by tiny batteries built into its frame. It could stay aoft for months, maybe for years. Itsonly
drawback wasthat it was dow.

Cody'sfingernails had dug crescent impressionsin her data glove by the time the drone cruised over the
first household on Michad'slist. A woman was hanging laundry in the shade, but she was older than
Rajban, with two children playing near her feet. At the next house the courtyard was empty, and the
garden it contained was yellow and sickly. Cody tapped her glove, sending the plane on.

Recorded names and faces did past her, until findly, the camera picked out afamiliar face. "Gharia" The
GS census confirmed her guess.

Cody ordered the drone lower. It hovered over the street as Gharia stumbled along, head down, each
sandaed foot ramming into the mud like a crutch, while chickens scurried to get out of hisway and
children ran indoors, or behind their mothers until he passed. Rage and hel plessness were twisted into his
posture. Cody's heart rate tripled, knowing something terrible had happened.

The dron€'s shadow was a cross in the mud. Gharia saw it and pulled up short. He looked up, while
Cody let the plane Sink lower.

She had expected to hate him, but now, seeing the pain and confusion in his eyes, she could fed only a
desperate empathy. The old ways were dissolving everywhere. Her own tangled expectations negtly
echoed his.

Then Ghariacrouched. Still staring at the plane, he groped blindly, clawing afistful of mud from the
street. Cody's eyes widened as he jumped to hisfeet and flung the mud at the plane. Just alittle extra
weight could upset the plane's delicate balance. She started to order it up, but the guidance Al
responded firgt, activating micropumps that forced air out of the fuselage. The plane shot out of reach,
and Ghariabecame alittle man.

Hethrew his head back. He opened his mouth in a scream she could not hear. His shoulders heaved as
he looked around for some object upon which to vent hisrage. He found it in the white cart of awater
station being set up at the end of the street. The startled technician stumbled back severd steps as Gharia
attacked the cart, rocking it, kicking at it, but it was too heavy to turn over. Even the plastic frame would
be very hard to dent.

After aminute of frantic effort, Ghariagave up. Chin held high, he walked away through a crowd of



bemused spectators, asif nothing had happened.

Cody touched her belly, wondering if therewaslife growing in there, and if it was aboy or agirl—if it
would dig, or live.

What difference isthere, between me and this unhappy man?

Both of them had |et antique expectations twist the baance of their lives.

A winged shadow passed over the courtyard. Ragjban looked up from where she crouched in the shade
of the mandarin tree. Her handsleft off their work of pulling tiny weed seedlings from the mossy soil.
Squinting against the glare, she searched the sky. There. It wasthelittle airplane that had flown over
Michael's house, blue like the Sky and very hard to see. More like athought than any solid thing.

She reached to touch the necklace her mother had given her, before remembering it was gone. Thelife
sheld lived before was fading, and she was not the same person anymore.

When shefirgt cameto her husband's house this thriving mandarin tree had beeniill. The soil inwhichiit
was rooted had been unclean, until she tended it, until she prayed the magic into existence. A worm had
hatched from the barren dirt, and the mandarin tree had been reborn, no longer the same tree as before.

Rajban felt that way: asif she had been fed some potent magic that opened her eyesto undreamed
possibilities. Perhaps Muthaye's mother had felt this way too?

Rajban rose ungteadily to her feet. The hest of her fever waslike adow funera fire, made worse
because she had been alowed no water. Her mouth felt like ashes. No matter. Like Muthaye's mother,
she was ready to step away from this empty round of life.

Michadl waited with Muthaye in the cramped passenger sest of an air-conditioned zip. The driver had
parked his vehicle between two market stalls set up under a spreading banyan tree. Y oung men lounged
in the shade, eating flavored ice. Michad idly watched threetiny screens playing a oncein his shades.
Two were the feeds from the searching drones. The third was the bioremediation demonstration out at
Kanwa'sfarm.

There was Kanwd, hungrily watching Pdlava explain the activity of the technicians gathered around the
well. Kanwal's ambitions were an energy, waiting to be shaped.

"Miched!"

Cody's tense voice gartled him. His gaze swept the other two screens, and he caught sight of Rgjban,
gazing upward, her golden face washed in the harsh light of the noon sun.



"Michedl, we've found her."
Hewhooped in triumph. "Shelooksdl right!"

Muthaye squeezed hisarm. "Why is she outside at noon? It's so terribly hot. Look at her cheeks. Look
how flushed they are. We must hurry.” She leaned forward, to tell the addressto the driver of the zip.

The driver's eyeswidened. Then he laughed in good humor. "I no go there. Too many of the politics
there. Don't like any new way. Throw mud my zip."

Muthaye sighed. "He'sright. It's abad neighborhood. Michadl, you won't be welcome there.”
"If it'sthat kind of neighborhood, you won't be welcome ether. Y ou'll be asforeign asme.”
A ghost of asmileturned her lips. "Maybe not quite so, but—"

"I can't send a security team in, you understand? Thisisn't company business, and I've aready stretched
my authority by using the census. But | can go after her mysdlf.”

"We can both go after her," Muthaye said. She used a cash card to pay the driver. "l only hope sheis
willingtoleave”

The silent drone floated above the courtyard. From this post, Cody |ooked down and saw that something
had changed. Rgjban had moved out of the shade of the little potted tree. She stood in the sunshine now,
her back straight, no sign of timidity in her posture. Her gaze was fixed on the house. She seemed in
possession of hersdf and it made her adifferent person. Thetimorous girl from Michagl's garden was
gone.

Cody swdlowed againgt adry throat. Clearly, Rgjban intended something. Cody feared what it might be.
A woman who has been cornered and condemned al her life should not protest, but Rajban’s obedience
had been corrupted—by the whisperings of Muthaye, by her glimpse of adifferent life.

Cody fet asif shewatched hersdlf, ready to burst in the close confines of Victoria Glen. She wanted to
cry out to Ragjban, tell her to wait, not to take any risks ... but the plane had no audio.

Rajban stepped toward the house with aclean, determined stride.

Cody ordered the drone to follow. The micropumps labored and the plane sank, but with excruciating
downess. It was only hafway down when Ragjban disappeared insde.



Muthaye hid her face with her sari. She walked a step behind Michael but no one wasfooled. Change
had risen in adow flood over Four Villages, dissolving so many of the old ways, but here was anidand.
The people of Rao's neighborhood had resisted the waters, throwing up walls of hoary tradition to turn
theflood away. It was asif history had run backward here. Girlsreceived less schooling every year, they
were married at younger and younger ages, they bore more children ... or at least they bore more sons.
The sex sdection implant was an aspect of modernity that had worked its way insde the fundamentaist
quarter. It was abreach in the walls that must ultimately bring them tumbling down ... but not on this

day.

Michael walked at afast, ddliberate pace, following the directions whispered to him by Jayaas she
watched from the second drone aircraft. He felt the stares of unemployed men, and of hordes of boys
munching on sweets and flavored ice. Tenson curled around him like abow wave.

A link camein from hischief of security. "Mr. Fidding, | dont likethisat dl. Let me send some people
in"

"No," Michagl muttered, keeping hisvoicelow, trying not to move hislips. "Sankar, you send your
peoplein here, you're going to touch off ariot. Y ou know it."

The brand of fundamentalism didn't matter, and it didn't even need areligious affiliation. Michael hed
encountered the sameirrationa Situation as aboy when he'd gotten off the bus at the wrong stop, finding
himsdf in ahousing project where the presence of a prosperous mixed-race kid was fdt likeadap
againg the hip-hop culture.

Fundamentalism was S0 frightening because it taught the mind to not think. Such belief systems cramped
peoplée's horizons, sabotaging rationd thought while virulently opposing al competitiveidess.

Michael heard Muthaye gasp. He turned, just as aclump of mud hit himin the cheek. A pack of boys
hanging out &t the entrance of a TV theater erupted in wild laughter. "Keep waking," Muthaye muttered
through gritted teeth. Mud had splashed across her face. Her sari was dirtied. More clumps cameflying
after them. Michael wanted to take her arm, but that would only make things worse. Boysjeered. They
made kissy noises at Muthaye. A few massaged their crotches as she passed.

Jayawas watching over them from the drone. "Turn here,” she said, her voicetight. "Thereishardly
anyoneinthedley to your left. All right, now go right—walk faster, some of the boys arefollowing
you—keep going, keep going. Turn again! Left. There. Now you're out of their sight.”

"How much farther?' Muthaye whispered into the open line. Michadl glanced back over his shoulder, but
the boyswere not in Sight.

Mother-in-Law looked up as Rajban stepped across the threshold. Surprise and anger mingled in
herwrinkled face as she scurried to guard the water cube. Rao pretended not to notice. Women's
business.

Rajban drew adeep breath. Thelittle airplane had been asign, pure asthe searing sky, that the time had



cometo follow Muthay€e's mother into another life. So, without looking at Mother-in-Law again, she
waked past her. She kept her face calm, but inside her soul was trembling. Rgjban passed the table. She
approached the door. Only then did Rao admit her existence. "Stop." His voice ever stern. "Get back to
your work."

Her insdesfelt soft and hot as shetold herself she did not hear him. She took another step, then another,
the concrete floor warm and hard against her toes.

"| said stop.”

The doorway was only five steps away now, ablazing rectangle, like aporta to another existence.
Rajban walked toward it, her steps made light by the tumbling rhythm of her heart.

Rao stepped in front of her, and the light from the doorway went out.

Rajban made no effort to dip around him. Instead she reached for her sari and pulled it farther over her
head, so that it partly concealed her face. Then she stood motionless, in silent protest.

Atlast.

The drone dropped to the level of the doorway. Through the cameras, Cody gazed into the house—and
could not believe what she was seeing.

Rajban was walking out. She was heading straight for the door. Cody watched her pass the flustered old
woman, and the table where Rao sat. It seemed certain she would reach the door, when abruptly, Rao
roseto hisfeet. In two steps he stood in front of Rajban, blocking her exodus. Rajban stopped.

For severa seconds nothing more happened. Rgjban stood in calm serenity, refusing to yield or to
struggle. It had the flavor of a Gandhian protest, an apped to the soul of the oppressor. Rao did not
seem to like the taste of guilt. Outrage convulsed across hisface. Then Cody saw adecision congedl.
Warmth fled her gut. What could she do? She was hdf aworld away.

"Michad," she whispered. "It would be good if you were here now."

"Two or three more minutes" Jayasad. "That'sdl."

It was too much.

Cody ordered the drone forward. The autopilot guided it through the door, its wingtips whispering scant
millimetersfrom theframe.

She could not defend Rajban, but she could let Rao know that Rajban was no longer aone.

Rajban kept her head down, knowing what would happen, but so much had changed insde her she
could not turn back. Her heart beeat faster, and still the expected blow failed to arrive.



Cautioudy, sheraised her eyes—to encounter a sheen of unexpected blue. Thelittle airplane! 1t hovered
at her shoulder like adream image, so out of place did it seem in the hot, cloistered room.
Brother-in-Law stared at it asif he faced his conscience.

Thetiny plane had summoned Rajban with its color like the searing sky. Wordlesdy, it now advised her:
Timeto go.

So she straightened her shoulders and stepped to the side, circling Rao until the doorway stood before
her again. She walked toward it, through it, on unsteady legs, out into the mud of the street. Thelittle
arplane cruised past her, floating dowly back up into the blue. Brother-in-Law started shouting ... at
Mother-in-Law? Ragjban didn't stay to find out. She stumbled away from the house, not caring where her
feet might take her.

"Rgban!"
Sheturned, startled to hear her name. "Michad ?'

The street was crowded with women moving in small, protective groups. Hard-eyed men lounged beside
the shop fronts across the street, watching the women, or haggling over the price of goods, or Sipping
sweetened teas. Flies buzzed above the steaming mud.

"Rgjban.”

Michael emerged from the crowd, with Muthaye close behind him. She called out Rgjban's name, then,
"Namage."

"Namaste," Rgjban whispered.
Muthaye took her arm. Above her veil, her eyeswere furious. "Come with us?'

Rajban nodded. Some of the men around them had begun to mutter. Some of the women stopped to
stare. Muthaye ignored them. She stepped down the street, her head held high, and after they'd walked
for afew minutes, she tossed back her sari and let the sunlight fall upon her face.

XV

Cody relinquished control of the drone, leaving it to return like a homing pigeon to the renta office. She
lifted off her VR helmet to find hersdf seated in her darkened living room, the lights of Denver and its
suburbs gleaming beyond the window. Shefelt so scared she thought she might throw up.

There was aticking bomb ingde her.

Sheimagined afertilized egg descending through one of her falopian tubes, itssingle cell dividing again
and again asit grew into atiny bundle of cellsthat would become implanted againgt thewall of her
womb. With afew hormond triggers this nascent life form would change her physiology, so that her body
would serveits growth. Quite aheady power for an unthinking cluster of cells, but asit reordered its
environment, it would begin to shed evidence of itsidentity. Very early in gestation the uterine implant
would classfy it desirable or undesirable, and would act accordingly.



Cody laid her hand against her lower abdomen. She imagined she could fed him insde her, abundle of
cdlswith the potentia to become alittle boy. She remembered Gharia standing in the street, looking up
at her with utter confusion, with helpless rage. He had tried too hard to hold onto the past and the world
had gotten away from him.

Livelightly.

Shefdt asif she could hardly bresthe. Her shoulders heaved as she struggled to satisfy her lungs. Air in,
air out, but none of it absorbed. Shefelt asif she might drown, trapped in the close confines of her
apartment. So she found her shades and called a cab.

If we are lucky, life shows us what we need to see.
Cody snorted. It was one of the many inspirational aphorismsdrilled into her at Prescott Academy. And
how had that particular pearl of wisdom concluded? Ah, yes.

If we are brave, we dare to look.

Cody was not feding terribly brave right now, and that was why she was running away. The cab took her
to the airport, and from there an air taxi took her north. Upon landing, she picked up arenta car, arriving
at Project 270 just before dawn.

An ocean of cold air had settled over the land. Though she wore boots and blue jeans, athermd shirt
and a heavy jacket, she dtill felt the bite of the coming winter as she sscumbled through the darkness. A
flash of her company badge soothed the security system. Ben would not be by for two or three hours, so
she made her way aone to the upper gate, where she found the card dot by fedl. The gate unlatched and
shedippedingde.

The sky was agrand sweep of glittering stars, and in their light she could just make out the dope of the
land. A few house lights gleamed far, far away acrosstheriver. Leaving the ATV inthe garage, she set
out down the long dope of the meadow, ssumbling over clumps of sod and seedling trees. The meadow
grasses were heavy with dew, and when their seed heads brushed her thighs they shed freezing jackets of
water onto her jeans, so that in less than aminute she was soaked through. She kept walking, listening to
her socks squish, until she reached the bluff above the river bank.

The sky wasturning pearly, and dready birdswere ftirring in alazy warm-up song. At the foot of the
bluff, adoe hurried dong the narrow beach, while the river itsaf grumbled in adow, muddy exhalation
that went on and on and on, asigh lasting forever. Cody shivered in the cold. Can't run any farther.

It was time to discover what she had done, get the truth of it.

So many chronic problems came from not facing the truth.

She dipped her shades out of her jacket pocket and put them on. They were smart enough to know
when they were being used. A menu appeared against the backdrop of theriver. Tapping her dataglove,



she swiftly dropped the highlight down to "U." Only onelisting appeared under that letter: UTERINE
IMPLANT.

"Upload status report,” she whispered. "And display.”

Even then, fear held her back. Shelet her gazefix ontheriver, itssurface sivery intherising light. Steam
curled over it, phantom tendrils possessed of an dien motion, curling, stretching, writhing in adow agony
lovely to watch.

Lines of white type overlay the prospect. For severa seconds Cody pretended not to see them. Then she
drew a deep breath, and forced her gaze to fix on the words:

Status. No pregnancy detected.

Action: None,

She stared at the report for several seconds before she could make sense of it.
No baby. That madeit easy ... didn'tit?

Her body did not feel the same. Somehow it had become hollow, forlorn. She stared at the water,
wondering how something that had never existed could have felt soredl.

The doe gave up its stroll on the beach to climb the embankment, stirring ahead of it aflight of blackbirds
that spun away, trilling and peeping, noisy leaves tumbled on a ghostly wind. Cody remembered the
painful confuson on Gharids face as he stood in the street, looking up at her. She had seen hersdf in his

eyes, asking, why?

A figment of mist curled apart and she laughed softly, at herself and at the strained script she had tried to
writefor her life.

Gharia had wanted a scripted life, too, except half the cast had vanished.

It wasthe same dl over theworld. Virtualy every culture encouraged loydty to socid roles ... but why
wasit done that way? Because there was some innate human need to eiminate chance? Or because it
saved conflict, and therefore the energy of the group? Even asit wasted intellect and human potentid....

Theworld was evolving. Energy was abundant now, and maybe, the time had cometo let the old ways
go, and to nurture asocial structure that would unlock the spectrum of potentia in everyone.

Starting here, Cody thought. She looked again at the menu, where UTERINE IMPLANT remained
highlighted. "Shut it down," she whispered.

Thelettersthinned, indicating an inactive status.

Cody started to dip off the shades, but she was stopped by the sudden appearance of Michad's glyph
within an urgent red circle, meaning Please please please talk to me NOW.

Her throat had begun to ache in the cold air, but she tapped her data glove anyway, accepting the link.
Michad's glyph expanded until it became hisimage. He stood in the open air beyond the bluff, remote
from her, though she could see every detail of hisface. "Michadl? Has something happened to Rajban?!



"Rgban'sal right." He squinted at her. "'l can't seeyou."
"l just have shades."

His scowl wasferocious. "Then | borrowed thisVR suit for nothing." She waited for him to get over it.
After amoment hisbody relaxed. He turned, to look down at the silvery path of theriver. "We did the
right thing, Cody. Rgjban is set now, in ahouse with two other women. Shelll probably do garden work.
Y ou know the bag of soil she carried? Turns out to be anatural bioremediation culture, acommunity of
microorganisms fine-tuned for the pollutants particular to the soil around Four Villages. Muthaye thinksiit
might be possible for Rgjban to sdll live cultures, or &t least to use it to enhance her own business”

"That'sgood. I'm glad.” Shefelt afresh flush of wonder at the adaptiveness, the inastence of life. She
toed aclod of exposed soil on the bluff. Contamination had been rampant in thisland, too, but it had
been chased away, broken down in a series of simple steps by microorganismstoo small to be seen. The
scars of the past were being erased.

"Where are you?' Michad asked. "It's beautiful here.”

"At aproject site. It ispretty, but it'saso very cold. | should head back to the car.”

He stiffened. "If you're thinking of running away from me again, Cody, | might have some objection to
that. It's been suggested to me that | give in too easily to other people's choices ... when | know those
choices are bad."

Her fingers drummed nervoudy againgt her thigh. A Canada goose paddied into Sght, leaving aV wake
unfurling behindit. "I redly said thet, didn't 17"

"Cody, | never wanted you to leave. Y ou chose to go. Rgjban chose to go. Should | have forced either
oneof you to stay?"

The goose had been joined by another. Cody's hands felt like insensate dabs of ice.

"l don't know."

"If we each can't be free to decide for ourselves—"

"I have used the same uterine implant you discovered in Four Villages, only it was my choice, and |
wanted adaughter.” She said it very quickly, the words tumbling over one another. "I've shut it off now,

and ... I'm not pregnant.”

He gtared at her. His stunned expression might have been funny if she didn't fed so scared. "Say
something, Michad."

"l ... wish | wastherewith you."

She closed her eyes, feding some of the chill go out of the dawn.



XVI

Michad finished the day in his office, facing Karen Hampton on thewal screen. Outside, the sunwasa
red globule embedded in brown haze. Its rays cast an aging glow across his desk as he leaned
forward—tense, eager, and alittle scared—the same way held felt on hisfirgt flight out of the U.S.

Heknew it waslikely Karen would fire him. He didn't want it to happen, but that wasn't the source of his
fear. He had done only what was needful, because trust comesfirst. So it wasn't Karen hefeared. It was
himsdlf. He had lost some of histolerance for the foibles and foolishness of human culture. He had
learned to say no. It was aterrible, necessary weapon, and that he possessed it left him elated and

afraid.

Karen stared at him for several seconds with eyes that might have been made of glass. "Y ou have a
unigue conception of the repongbilities of aregiond director.”

Michagl nodded. "It's been aunique day."

He watched the lines of her mouth harden. "Michadl, yourein Four Villages because | felt it was an ided
setting for your creativity, your energy, and your ambition, but you seem to have forgotten your purpose.
Y ou are there to grow an economy, not to rescue damselsin distress.”

Michadl no longer saw aclear distinction between the two. "Damsds are part of the economy, Karen.
Everyone matters and you know it. The moreinclusive the system is, the more we al benefit.”

"How does offending a significant sesgment of the population expand the system?”

"Because doing anything ese would bresk it. Y ou said it yoursdlf. Trust comesfirdt. If people can't trust
usto support them in their enterprises, then we've logt. If we come to be known as cowards, then wefail.
I'm not hereto fall."

Four Villages was amicrocosm of theworld and it faced formidable problems—poverty,

overpopulation, illiteracy, environmenta degradation, and, perhaps worst of al, the poison of old
ideas—but none of these challenges wasinsurmountable. Michadl sworeit to himsalf. Nothing was
insurmountable. Terrible mistakes would be made, that was inevitable, but the worst mistake would be to
pull back, to give up, to give in to the dead past.

"It'sfear of change that's holding us back.”

Change was coming anyway. The old world was being washed away, and soon there would be no paths
|eft to follow. Then everyone would need to find their own way, like fishes or deek edls, tracking
ever-shifting currents, trailing elusve scents, nosing into the new possibilities of undreamed of futures.
Karen shook her head. "I love your thinking, Michadl, but the hard fact is, this project isfloundering.”
Michadl smiled, asthe sun'slast gleam finaly vanished from the horizon. "No, Karen. It'sjust learning to

svim.

The End



