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The sled transformed into an incandescent white flash of light. The explosion seemed to come from
ingde her brain. The ground heaved, lifting her into the dust and rock-filled air, throwing her backward.
Sheflew, spinning, propelled by the shock wave. Sharp, flying rock chips stung her face and hands,
ripping & her. Pain knifed her legs, arms and back. And abdomen.

Shelanded against arock spur, knocking the wind from her. Vision blurred, breathing agony, she forced
herself to look back down the canyon.

Through the flying rock and tumult, Anna saw an orange-and-yellow firebd| climb thewadlslike athing
aive. Atop thefireball, suspended as though afloat on water, an object burned and twisting. A man.

She knew it was Martin, not one of the gang, athough they must have aso been incinerated. She didn't
know how she knew it was Martin, but she knew.

A sudden sharp pain stabbed through her belly, and Annaknew something €l se had died, too; but she
didn't know what it was. For afraction of a second, she understood that if she thought about it she might
identify the source of the pain. Something—no, someone—other than her, other than Martin, had been
hurt in thefire. Not one of the Familia. Someone else.

With ddliberate cunning, asthough erasing adate or computer file, Anna shut down the part of her mind
she knew could identify the—the what?

Something—something bad—has happened. | don't know what it is.
She dammed another door shut in her mind, and forgot that there had been anything to forget.

Then sheforgot that.
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Lisan Navarroclan

Lisan Navarroclan had just filled the water pouch from the well afew meters outsde Holy Mother Anna
Devlin's dcove when she heard the old woman cry in pain, asharp-edged groan piercing the night. Lisan
set the pouch beside the well and ran the few short steps back to the alcove.

“Holy Mother Anna, are you—"

As she pushed through the woven-whipgrass gate in the d cove's low mud-brick wall—high enough to
keep the goats out—she saw the old woman on hands and knees in front of the stone bench where
they'd sat together amoment ago. The Holy Mother's sapbam pouch lay on the ground, an indistinct
black splotch in the dim starlight, like a dead hedge chicken. A few yellow thumb-sized balls of waxy
sapbam lay where they'd fallen from the open bag mouth, glowing. The Holy Mother'slong blond hair
hung like a curtain over her face, so scarred on one side that many of the children had been terrified when
they first saw her.

“Holy Mother,” Lisan muttered—a prayer, in part—as she ran to the woman's side, knelt and clutched
her bony ribs. The narrow ribcage rose and fell in spastic arrhythmia. Lisan could fed the old woman's
body heat. One stick-like hand groped for the nearest sapbalm ball. Just out of reach. The Holy Mother
groaned in frugtration.

Lisan grabbed the errant ball and put it into the old woman's hand. She popped it into her mouth and
gulped it down. In amoment, Annanodded thanks, head still bent low, hair still curtaining her face; and
Lisan heard her raspy breathing become less erratic and tense, felt her sides|oosen. The sapbalm did its
magic, asusud, and Lisan marveled.

“What happened? Areyou dl right now?"

Annanodded and tried to stand. Her knees quivered. Lisan let the gnarled old woman lean on her asshe
eased Annaback onto the bench. Not for thefirgt time, Lisan was astonished at how little Annaweighed.
Her bones must be hollow, like asawk's.

“Please...” Annagestured at the sapbalm balls scattered on the ground. “Please...”
“I'll gather them."

Lisan kndlt and gathered the waxy balls, counting them as she did so. She placed each one back into the
pouch, secured the drawstring and handed it back to Anna. She sat at the old woman's side.

“I counted three hands and two fingers of sapbam, Mother—"



“Seventeen.”

“| beg your—"

“Y ou counted seventeen, not three hands and—"
“I-I'm sorry, Mother, I..."

“Dont gpologize, Lisan Navarroclan.” The Holy Mother took Lisan's youthful, smooth hand in her bony,
aged one and pressed gently. Lisan liked it when she touched her—it felt like her own mother'stouch.

She fought back that memory; her mother had been dead only two hands and—no—twelve—nights.
“Seventeen,” she said, and returned the handclasp, warm skin againgt warm skin.

Lisan wanted to ask the Holy Mother what had prompted this sudden bout of illness. A memory would
surface, or somebody would say something, or sheld find something left over from the rebdlion in the dirt
in acollagpsed corridor. Or something. Always something preceded each attack.

The last one had been one hand—five—nights ago. The Holy Mother had visited Cousin Michael
Riosclan's dcove. Her unannounced vidit, no reason given, surprised Michad as he tended histomato
plant. When she saw the plant, the Holy Mother had collapsed in pain. Lisan tended to her, popped a
sapbam into her quivering mouth, and the episode passed. The Holy Mother |eft Michad's acove, left
him stunned, speechless, |eft without explanation.

It was asif the Holy Mother had never seen atomato plant, and Lisan redized maybe she never had. If
she had, it had been so long ago, was buried so degp in her memory that it hurt her physicaly to recall it.

She had tried to ask about the tomato plant, as gently as possible, but the Holy Mother seemed not to
hear. She sat for hours after the incident, silent, on the bench where they now rested, gazing out at the
empty desert grassand to the west, where her memories, Lisan knew, were not redly buried.

The next night, Holy Mother had asked for a cutting. She had her own tomato plant now, inits pot by the
door.

What if nothing now causes the attacks? What if—

Lisan scowled at the shadowy thought like she would at afurtive bist gnawing amea sack—What if the
Holy Mother Anna Devlin is...dying?—and pushed it away. Sheimagined, as she did so, that this must
be like the way the Holy Mother controlled her memories. Or, too often, didn't.

She put her arm around Anna and squeezed those warm, bony shoulders, as she would have done with
any Cousin. Lisan gazed out, too, gazed in companionable slenceinto the night. Theflat plain of
whipgrass below, a star-filled bowl of the sky above.

No questions, not now. Just her with me, just us, like Cousins. Together.

The Holy Mother's dcove had been chosen, by popular acclaim, to give her aview of thewest. It was
the coolest dcovein TierraNatd, the nearest to awell; and the First Grandfather himsalf used to occupy
it. First Gran was dead, aswere dl the other adultsin TierraNatal. He had died three nights ago, the last
of the adultsto go. The children, who numbered double-twice two hands and nine fingers—no,
forty-nine—decided to give the dcove to Holy Mother.

So she could look out toward the west, where her memorieslay. Or not.



Lisan again wondered about those days. Sheld heard too little about them, and then only rumor and
story. Fairy talesthe adults told before they died, and then with great reluctance, with bitterness, and
often anger. Stories about great huts that floated in the skies—spaceships, about villages on the stars so
far away you couldn't walk there in alifetime, about the nanofacted things they used to have, and about
the Familiaand the Authority and the rebellion that had torn Phoenix, their world, apart. Stories. Fairy
talesfor children. Nonsense.

Holy Mother said it was true, and who would deny her? So far, Holy Mother had refused to talk in any
detail about those days. Lisan or another child would ask, “How did you makewallsfrom thin air and
dirt? What wasit like when you lived in the sky? Can we make powerdeds, too, like you had in the old
days? Arethere any more fud cdllsleft?’; and the Holy Mother would start to answer, utter afew words
that added to the mystery then shake her head and change the subject. Or walk away to sit aone,
looking westward.

Lisantried to picturein her mind what Holy Mother saw.

Far acrossthe sparse, grassy flat plain surrounding the broken, makeshift town of TierraNata lay the
Barrens, hilly country bardly fit for grazing sheep and goats. Beyond the Barrens lay Goliath, the rock
wall risng akilometer straight up from the floor of the world and extending in an amost straight linefrom
the northern to the southern icecap.

Beyond Galiath, ble through narrow cracks that split thewall through in some places, lay abroad,
hot desolation the Holy Mother called Ghost Basin. Beyond, farther west, lay avast maze of hillsand
caves she caled the Confusions, where sheld lived most of her exile. Beyond that, farther away than
Lisan could imagine, lay the eastern fringe of the Great Eastern Sea, which spread its shdlow depths
across amogt haf the world—their world, Phoenix 1V—to the foot of Glacier Mountain.

Glacier Mountain rose in the opposite direction from where Lisan sat now with the Holy Mother. The
infrequently snowcapped mountain lay to the east, too far away to be seen even in the shimmering
daytime but accessible to a provisoned walker.

Lisan looked westward and tried to imagine it—the Plains, the Barrens, Goliath, Ghost Basin, the
Confusions, the Great Eastern Sea, Glacier Mountain and TierraNatal.

Phoenix IV. Theworld.

Michael Riosclan had crossed Goliath, had crossed Ghost Basin and had been asfar away asthe
Confusions. So he said, and Holy Mother didn't deny it. Only the Holy Mother Anna Devlin had seenit
al.

Lisan sghed. No, she couldn't imagine the vastness of their world, details of which the Holy Mother had
only hinted a and of which Michael had only seen afragment. Lisan had never been farther west than the
Barrens eastern fringe, that time she was out tending the Familiagoat herd when her brother Gabriel had
beentooill to go out. There, just as night ended, she stood on ahill, the highest she could find, and
squinted in therising day-hest to the west. She could barely make it out, the thin dark ribbon that was
Goliath.

It looked so small in the distance, ablack hair stretching from horizon to horizon asfar as she could see.

Boys had been to its foot, she knew. Some had even entered the Witch's Canyon. They told wild tales
Lisan knew werelies. The wallsweren't as high asthey said. Nothing was. Except maybe Glacier
Mountain.



Again, Holy Mother didn't deny the Stories, even when reminded she had been the witch—The
Witch—those boy sheepherders had dreaded, taunted, lied about.

Holy Mother AnnaDevlin refused to deny the stories about those times. Lisan got occasiond hints shed
drop in an unguarded moment. They confirmed, though vagudly, what she remembered the adults had
sometimes said before they'd died out.

Lisan wasn't interested in the wonders in those super-heated deserts beyond Goliath. She wanted to
know...

“Yes, child?'

Lisan hadn't been aware sheld tensed, cleared her throat.
“| waswondering ... | mean..."

A deep shuddery sigh.

Lisan turned toward the Holy Mother, heedless of her impertinence. “Weve asked you before. Me,
Michael, Gabriel, and other children. Little Dorothea. Y ou can't deny her, can you? We want to know.
Toknow."

A long silence, and Lisan thought, again, shed lost the Holy Mother'sinterest. Or annoyed her.
Findly: “Y our father. Y our grandfather. Y our mothers, and aunts. They told you. What they said—"
“They told usdtories. Lies. Asif wewere children.”

“Youare"

“But they're gone. Y ourethe only onewho cantell us... tell us...”

“I cantdl you that most of what they said—your family—what they said wastrue. Mostly."

Lisan suddenly became aware that she touched the Holy Mother in the manner her own mother had
taught her. The Familiaway, aritua gesture of greeting, blessing, fellowship. She pulled her hand away.
Holy Mother seemed to hate the gesture, as sheld hated the sight of the Familiaaround peopl€'s necks,
though she wouldn't say why. She'd been the Witch, and it had been Familiawho had branded her so.

Why?
“I-I'm sorry, Holy Mother. I'm just afraid thet ... that..."

The old woman hrumphed and stood. Lisan remained sested, head bowed, hands folded in her lapin
respect. She waited.

Slence

Lisan risked aglance up. Anna stood before her, Lisan's water pouch in her hand. How did she get the
water? | didn't hear her move. And the gate creaks.

Lisan took the pouch, offered the older woman asip first. Annatouched the spout to her lipsand
returned it to Lisan, who repeated the gesture, completing the sharing ritual, and set the pouch on the
bench.

“You'reafrad? The Holy Mother spoke so quietly that at first Lisan wasn't sure she'd spoken at dll.



She nodded.

Again, along silence passed before the older woman spoke. If there had been even awhisper of a
breeze to cool the night air, Lisan would have heard nothing.

“Will you say what you fear, Lisan Navarroclan?”

Lisan gulped in adry throat. She reached for the water pouch then pulled away. The Holy Mother stood
above her, facing her, one pace away, gaze fixed on her. Lisan tried to look away.

“Look a me,” Holy Mother demanded, voice aknife-sharp hiss. She bent down, her scarred face
centimetersfrom Lisan's. “Look at me and tell mewhat you fear."

Lisan looked up at the Holy Mother Anna Devlin. She took a shuddery breath and tried to speak. She
faled. Etiquette be damned, | need water. Lisan drank amouthful from the pouch and set it down
without offering it to Anna. The Holy Mother didn't seem to notice the affront.

“I fear ... | fear youwill ... | fear you will ... die.” Thelast word choked off.

The Holy Mother grunted, nodded and stood upright. She walked to the wall, four short steps, and
leaned againgt it. Her long blond hair seemed to glow likeaha o in the faint sarlight. She stood in silence
for solong...

Holy Mother spoke, but Lisan didn't hear. Shejoined Annaat the wall, looking westward.

Annaturned to her, smiled and gripped her soft hand. “I, too, fear. But nobody lives forever, you know."
“I-1 know."

“I heard—long ago—that aslong as somebody remembersyou it will be asif you are dtill dive."

“I could never forget you, Holy Mother.”

Annanodded, turned to sit on the bench. Lisan followed. “ So, inyou, I'll live aslong asyou live.
Remembered.”

“And the other children. They'll remember, too."

Annashook her head. “No. Memory is ... so fragile athing. So fragile.”

“What if—"

“Thereisanother way each of uslivesforever."

“What do you mean?'

Annasmiled, slent. A brief glance at Lisan's budding breastswas dl it took for Lisan to understand.

“Oh,” she said, cheeksred. Her mother had told her about the change seven nights before she died.
Lisan was dill trying to fathomiit. “Y ou mean...?'

“It'stimel told you."
“Ah. Mother dready told—"
“Not that. About thosetimes. Y ou asked. You fear. Asdo|.” Shetouched her belly, where the pains



gnawed from timeto time. “Now. | should tell you, shouldn't I”? Someone must know."
Lisan nodded, not daring to breathe.

“Oneday, long, long ago..."

Chapter One
“Affirmative”

Anna Devlin was pregnant.

In her womb, she nurtured a child, now smaller than aneedle tip but growing each second. She carried
new life; not aclone but one she and Martin had concelved the old-fashioned way.

Annalet out her breath—she hadn't realized sheld been holding it—as she waited for the computer to
answer her query. “ System pregnant?”

“Affirmative.” The glowing cursor blinked greenin the still air before her eyes. Her audio implant
confirmed in asoft metallic whisper ingde her right ear: “ Affirmative.”

She disengaged the hair-thin wire link between the nanomed interface plug behind her right ear and the
computer console on the desk. Thelink retracted back into the console with afaint snaky hiss. Then she
turned to look toward Martin's chair, heart pounding.

“Oh, Matin..."

For an ingtant, panic replaced joy as Annasaw in the dim light from the computer telltae that he wasn't
there. Then she remembered.

Hed gotten acall from Security Chief Captain Georg Jakes an hour ago, and held left for the admin
office. He hadn't turned on the lights as he dressed, adark shadow against the spacious room's deeper
dark, but Annahad stirred. He murmured an apology about admin business, reason for leaving early and
skipping their private breskfast together in their dcove, along-standing ritud.

“I'll call you for lunch,” hed whispered. “My office, not the Commons.”

Hedidn't sound agitated or concerned, but he'd long ago mastered the art of keeping histrue fedings
hidden, even from Anna

Shed mumbled agreement.

No surprise, the cal. Colony administrators kept no fixed office hours wherever they served. A cal from
Martin's security chief was aways an emergency, however camly he appeared to takeit. It had
happened severd times before since planetfdl ayear ago. In fact, Annarecdled, it had happened three
timesin thelast month. Thiswasthe fourth.

Peculiar, she thought, as she drifted back to deep. Had there been another argument among the small
contingent of police troops under Jakess command, a brawl, an accident? Anna had heard rumors of
theft. Unconfirmed.

She accepted Martin's musky-breath kiss on her cheek with aweak amile, turned over in their soft, warm
bed and gave hersalf back to deep.

She dreamed.



In the dream, she stood somewhere outdoors, knee-deep in thick whipgrass under the hot Phoenix sun, a
little girl in her arms. She cuddled the three or four-year-old asif she were the child's mother, but the girl
didn't look much like her or Martin. She had around face, jet-black hair, large dark eyes, and a broad,
flat nose. Her skin was tanned amost black, asif sheld lived dl her life under a hot sun. Both Martin and
Annahad blond hair, oval faces and blue eyes. Authority features.

The girl looked to be of Familiastock, yet in the dream, Annathought of the girl as hers, born of her
womb. Hers, yet born the Familiaway, not the Authority way.

In the dream, the girl touched Anna's face with afinger, agesture filled with innocent curiogity and
childlike tenderness. A golden, honey-like goo clung to the fingertip, which she pressed to Anna's cheek
below her right eye.

In the dream, Annadidn't fed the touch, yet even now she remembered the sharp pungency the stuff the
girl'sfingertip exuded—like cinnamon.

For some reason she couldn't quite understand later as she pondered the dream, it felt as though she'd
been separated from the little girl, her own child despite appearances, for along time—thirty-five years,
to be exact. Y, the girl looked to be atoddler.

Then, Anna sensed she was about to lose the girl again.

With afedling closeto panic, an oddity in an dready weird dream, Annahad come full awake. She
bolted upright, the dream still vivid. She thought about the dream awhile, eyes closed, as she sat on the
edge of the bed. She couldn't remember ever having such adisturbing, vivid dream before.

Why thirty-five years? And the smell—do people dream smells?

The dream inspired a hunch. She and Martin had disengaged their contraceptive programs afew days
ago. Maybe it was too soon to tell. Still, she decided to check med for pregnancy. She plugged in
quietly, inthe dark, to avoid waking Martin.

“Query: System pregnant?"

Time froze, turned to molasses. Then med reported: “ Affirmative.”

If the odd dream had excited her, the med report had done so even more.
“Oh, Matin..."

But Martin had left earlier, and Annasat alonein their dcove. The room, though large, seemed to shrink,
emphasizing her loneliness. She wasn't done, knowing Martin's voice and image were an instant away
through atap of her comlink, that he was afew hundred meters away. Some thousand colonistsdept in
acoveslike hersor ate in the Commons or worked in offices or shops, al within afew hundred meters.

The room had speciad meaning. Here, she and Martin shared each other's company in privacy, dept
together and made love. Here, they had concelved a child.

But she found no comfort in the colony's hive-like nearness, or Martin's lingering musky scent. Not alone,
not exactly. Nonethel ess, loneliness, a sudden and bitter pang, wrenched her heart and pressed tearsto
her eyes.

She hated the room, hated its emptiness, its hollowness. She hated the livewall murals designed to hide
the rea walls behind Earthome scenes. She hated the ever-present hot-plastic odor, the rounded corners,



the seamless hardfoam walls, ceiling and floor—festurdess, unmarred by blemish or deviation from
design specs.

Programmed nanocongtructors had turned Phoenix |V's slicate-rich soil into hundreds of “living rooms,”
ascolonigs called the dcoves, dl dike, within afew hours after first planetfal. All the rooms measured
ten-by-twenty meters, spacious enough for alarge bed, four chairs and atable, alarge wardrobe,
persond hygiene module, computer interface console, food prep unit, air recirculator, light panels,
opacable ceiling, adoor, plants and whatever € se colonists might want to add to help givetheilluson
they weren't half-buried under an dien planet light-years from Earthome.

The acoves resembled those on the nullspace transport ship, part of the fleet that brought them from
Earthome, and like too many she had seen on Earthomeitself. Alike, but larger. The null-trangt

deepd egp pods on the huge transport were coffin-sized versions of the living room where she now sat
with such unease.

The acoves, haf-buried in the hard Phoenix 1V ground, were linked by anetwork of nanoconstructed
dreetsin ahdlix spird pattern. The design alowed ready access from any point to any other in the
complex, and for efficient colony expansion. Each room in the hive provided perfect insulaion againgt
temperature and weather extremes. Lightproof and soundproof, they offered perfect privacy.
Sdf-repairing, they were indestructible. Transparent ceiling panels admitted light from the Phoenix sunin
daytime hours but could be opagued for privacy and temperature control. No windows or other
accesses had been programmed though, with little effort, windows could be made.

Hygiene and food prep facilitieswere lavish, aluxury first-wave colonists enjoyed. Later arrivals might
haveto do with less. A smple modification of the living room nano-program created larger, smdler or
gpecidized rooms—family housing, offices, commons, labs, hydroponics, meeting and storage rooms.

Theliving roomswere auniversal congtant, an Authority engineering triumph, yet they represented a
compromise for the people who would most often occupy them. Since Familia had embraced the
Authority's colonization program in the | ast few decades, Authority officias bowed to Familia hierarchy
demands for modificationsin the nano-programs they'd have to live with wherever in the gdaxy they
went.

The result, Annacomplained to him as often as she thought Martin would tolerate, combined the worst of
Authority materiaistic regimentation and Familiadogmatic intrans gence. Government and the governed
worked together to create perfect disharmony, barren and unimaginative. And the Familiaexhibited a
growing resentment seeded by their restrictive cultural beliefs, most of which were a odds with Anna's
education and outlook asachild of the Authority.

Martin agreed but added little, often changing the subject. He didn't talk about some things.

The feding of being trapped in the a cove, despite its spaciousness and the illusion of even more room the
livewalls provided, wasn't new to Anna. It happened. When it arose, she plugged into the entertainment
net, the program source that provided aview of the Wind River Mountains of Earthome on the a cove
wadlls, or some other program that met the same god, and hid in fantasy for hours. Or she went to the
Commonsto eat. Most people there were Familia, and some shunned her, refused to touch her in Familia
ritual greeting; but at least she was among people there. It sometimes hel ped.

Less often, and when it wasn't deadly hot, she had time to go outdoors to stand under the broad, starry
Phoenix night sky.

Teaching provided her best and fondest outlet when shefdt trapped. Sheloved the children, Familiaand
Authority, loved seeing their bright eyes and their eager young faces.



Now, the trapped feeling arose again.
“'Living room,” she muttered. “Ha."

She gritted her teeth, closed her eyes and baled her fiststo fight back agrowl of frustration. The acove's
gloomy closeness didn't rankle. That wasjust amanifestation of the rea problem—the constant bickering
between Authority bigots and Familiazeaots. Or wasit the other way around? It put people like her and
Martin in the middie—a person not Familiaor Authority was suspect by one sde asbeing loyd to the
other. Neutraity had become an untenable position. Anna had heard the bickering produced riots back
on Earthome and on other colonies. Unconfirmed. She suspected the Authority hid such embarrassing
incidentswith itsusud militant diligence.

Martin administered Authority law fifty light-years from Earthome, doing the best he could. Sometimes,
he had to consult by nullwire with Government House advisers back on Earthome, advisers who often
monitored discussonsin hisofficein redtime. Themiracle of ingtant trans-null communication the nullwire
provided still left Martin done in administering decisions. Jakess command provided atoken forceto

back him if adecision met res stance. Sometimes Annawondered if he wasn't just abit afraid.
Stony-faced, he never showed it.

For dl practicd purposes, likeit or not, Martin was the Authority government on Phoenix IV.

And Anna, with adozen other teachers, was the Authority education system. Under law, dl colonia
children had to meet certain educationd standards, regardless of religious beliefs, politica affiliation,
economic condition, birthright heritage or other factors. Earthome children learned from the sametext as
did children on the farthest colony planet or station. Text revisons arrived by nullwire often.

Thedarmin Annasright ear buzzed, and the chrono flashed under her right eyelid—time to wake up and
facethe day.

Timeto teach her charges, mostly Familia children, thingsthey didn't want to know or couldn't use on
Phoenix IV. TheFirst Migration, the Fall, the Second Migration, Authority Heritage, Shipley's Argument,
the Code of Citizenship. Politics went hand-in-hand with basi cs such as compuitation, nano-technology,
lifeand physica sciences, math, logic and language skills.

After classes, Familia children went to Sanctuary, where they learned Familia doctrine, which often
contradicted what had been taught in government class minutes before.

A stupid system, Annathought as she went to the shower. Stupid and frustrating.

She dressed in alight one-piece pantsuit, the suit standard nanofacted, Authority-designed materia and
pattern. The suit was a bright yellow, a stark and deliberate contrast with the drab Familia earth tones.

She checked hersdlf in the mirror, brushing her long hair behind her ears. A flush on her high cheekbones,
accenting pale, trand ucent skin, made her face seem narrow, delicate. Thiswill change, I'm sure.

She plucked a small ripe tomato from the plant near the door and ate it. She didn't bother to program a
full breskfast, snce Martin wasn't there to help her enjoy it. Shewasn't hungry.

Anna checked her chrono. No hurry.

As she reached to pam the door open, something occurred to her. She hesitated and looked back at the
alcove, where amoment before shed felt claustrophobic. Now, she didn'.

Why?



A crease formed on her brow as she thought about it, and her lips pursed.
Then she amiled.
Because we're not alone anymore, Martin and 1. Now we are three.

With one hand pressed against the warmth of her abdomen, she pamed the door open with the other and
went on her way.

Chapter Two

A river of bobbing heads and shifting feet flowed aong the wide strest, the four |anes designated to
handle inbound morning commuiter traffic crowded, the two outbound lanes empty.

While colonigts cdled their acoves*living rooms,” they called the public corridors between the rooms
with each other and the rest of the colony “ streets.” The terms were psychologicd, asubtle
Authority-sponsored ploy designed to make the otherwise-austere colonial environment more hospitable.

Infact, though disguised by livewal murals, transparent ceiling panels and other effects, the rooms and
the streetslooked, smelled and felt dike—all one continuous piece, all nanofacted in the same manner
from the same native soil. The living rooms, however spacious, clean and well-lit, were caves, and the
Sreets were tunnels.

Annacould not for long accept the illusions meant to make the world something it was not, athough she,
too, called the corridors “ streets’ out of habit. At times, she attributed to her intelligence her ability to see
the blank walls behind theillusions, but it didn't dwayswork. She knew many people, Authority and
Familia, as smart as she and afew smarter, some of whom seemed naive. Now and then, she found
hersdlf just as gullible. At those times, sheld shake her head, step back and take mental stock, deliberate
and methodicd, of the differences between the redl and theillusory.

Surely, others did the same. Surely, most intelligent Familia believers must see through Familiadogma,
just asshedid, just as she saw through Authority propaganda

The homey namesfor the tunnels and caves, the murds and light pands dl manifested from the same
attempt to fool people into accepting theillusons. If Annacould seeit, others could.

Maybe they did and, like her, never talked about it. She wished she could discussit with Martin, but the
subject seemed to make him uncomfortable. Hisjob, Annaredlized, required him to accept some
sdf-deluson. An Administrator was often an actor, apolitician.

Then again, she sighed as she waked aone, maybe she created her own illusion, making—what wasthe
old saying?—making amountain out of amolehill. The people she passed in the corridor—the
street—seemed content if not quitejolly. If it helped to brighten their livesto cdl their haf-buried warren
something else, why should Anna object or care? Nor did it matter that colonists had chosen to name
many streets, commons, living rooms and other features after Familia saints, martyrs and prophets.
Harmless

Annashook off the flood of thoughts as she walked down familiar Madrid Street past the Redwood
forest, past the Florida Beach. She barely noticed they'd changed the Y elowstone Park sceneto the
Savannah, agrassy prairie with antelope and other animals grazing near awaterhole in the distance. The
dight flicker in the Gobi Desert depth-of-field didn't annoy her as much today. Her mind wandered.

She waked toward her classroom a haf-kilometer inward, alarge alcove caled Harvard Eighteen. It
was one of ten living rooms adapted to classroom usein acluster called Harvard Square. The



government school complex lay inward, toward the colony center from the general residentia section.
The complex dso lay closer to Martin's admin office, another living room adapted to its purpose, caled
by anirreverent few Little Government House.

Annafdt rebellious and giddy. I'm pregnant, she thought, smiling a passers-by, and you're not. Most
didn't notice her radiant happiness. Those who did looked puzzled or indignant. Most just looked
somber, with grave eyes and saggy faces. Few smiles.

Despite the large numbers of people who, like her, headed to duties outside their acoves, dl at the same
time and mogt at the colony's core near the Commons, the inward-spiraing street remained quiet. The
street walls, floor and ceiling had no sharp corners or edges. Sound soaked without echo into the
skin-like, corrugated rubbery surface. A necessity. Without the festure, even the smallest
noise—hreething or feet shuffling, let done talk above awhisper—would be magnified to titanic and
harmful proportions, especialy during shift commutes. Nano-systems resident in one'sinner ear could
compensate only sofar.

Engineers had made the streets wide enough to alow a powerded to turn around, if need be, though
need for aded insde the city should never occur. They made the streets appear even more spacious by
arranging changing livewal murds of Earthome scenes; frequent, open, public Sdeacovesor “ parks’
filled with Earthome plants, flowers and trees both red and synthetic and high cellings with transparent
panels. Theilluson that each Street lay open to the sky failed when it rained, ararity in Phoenix IV's
climate in this hemisphere. Otherwise, the bright Phoenix sun poured in heat and hedlthy, natura light.

Colonigts had voted to cdl their primary city, through which Annanow walked, TierraNatd. Familia
hierarchy prompted the name. It was said the term declared the colony's nature. The name aso had an
obscure historical etymology, Annadiscovered, rdating to the long-ago dawn of Earthome's First
Migration. Anna made sure her sudents knew the name's mundane aswell asreligious roots.

Three thousand people resided here, though only athousand were now present. Two dozen lived in

orbit, staffing the Fleet. Two thousand lived at several smaler temporary outposts scattered at various
stesaround the planet, mostly in Brasilia, the continental plate on which TierraNatal was centered.
Those posts, temporary sheltersfor exploratory purposes, might become towns. The two largest,
Cadlcutta Fallsto the north and Rock Springs to the south, each had five or six hundred people. They and
smdller posts scattered up and down Brasiliafrom the northern icecap to the southern icecap, and from
Goliath in the west to Glacier Mountain toward the east, were all nanofacted in the same fashion as Tierra
Nata. Natd, asafew had dready cometo call it in what Familia zeal ots might see as near-blasphemous
casuaness, would be the capital of athriving, populous colony when future colonists arrived. So Familia
and Authority officials hoped.

Government House on Earthome expected no export from Phoenix 1V. The Authority Diplomatic Corps
privately caled it a“termina colony.” Not expected to make an economic contribution to
Authority-governed planets closer to Earthome, it was meant as adestination, ahaven for Familiawho
wished to put worldly affairs behind them. A religious haven, yes, but Authority gpproved, funded and
administered.

Infact, the Authority had been quietly approving distant, peripherd and marginal planetsfor generd
termina colony statusin greater number in the last few score years. So Martin had told Annain the
privacy of their acove.

Annarecalled the conversation as she walked toward Harvard Eighteen, nodding to those scholars and
adults who glanced her way. The oneswho wore bright Authority service uniformslike hers nodded to
her. Few of the others, in earth-toned Familia garb, many holding hands, even met her eyes. Fewer il



touched her dbow intheritua Familiagreeting.

When Annalearned about termina colony politicstheir ensuing conversation soon prompted her and
Martin to decide to conceive.

“I don't think welll ever get off Phoenix IV,” he had said. “I've gone asfar in the Corpsas|'ll go.” He
hesitated and pulled her closer in their bed. “I'm sure of it."

“But you'reaColony Adminigrator.” Annalay in the warm security of hisarms, but she felt insecure,
even though their bodies touched from head to toe. “ That's rank. It's supposed to be a step forward,
upward. Isn'tit?'

For along time, Martin didn't answer. His sigh, the way he chose hiswords, the way he breathed—she
knew held been holding back something. Martin's respong bilities as Administrator often prevented him
from confiding in her. Annaaccepted it, and they made up for it in grester physical intimacy. She listened
to Martin, tenson knotting her muscles, congtricting her throat.

“I've put afew thingstogether,” he said. “ Gleanings from Government House dispatches, from Jakess
security briefings, his observations and dispatches, from the public net. Rumors. Talk | hear in the streets,
the commons. From First Grandfather Riosclan.” He shrugged. “Bits and pieces.”

Again he hestated.
“And?’ Annaprompted.

“The public perception has been that Authority and Familia are cooperating to open colonization to
Familia”

“A spirit of cooperation, yes. It's government policy. Right?”

Martin explained what he'd discovered about the Corps' private termina colony program. “I looked at
somefigures. The percentages of Familia colonies classed astermind. Characteristics of those planets.
Theratio of Familiato Authority on Earthome, Alpha, Mbutu's System, Espana and others. Not just
generd population figures. The economic divison between Familiaand Authority. Age differences.
Birthright grant figures. Educationa gtats. Crime stats. Other things even more subtle.” He paused again.

“Am?l
“I'm seeing trends, connections. Vague. | can't prove anything.” He snorted. “What good if | could?!
“Martin, youre being obtuse.” She gave him aplayful punch.

“Thepointis...” Hesghed again. He drew animaginary circle around her left nipple with agentle finger.
“Thepointis, | think the Authority is... exiling Familia. Deliberately. Promoting Familia colonization of
undesirable planets while giving better planetsto Authority interests. It ... it fedslikeit stopsjust short of
... of genocide..."

Annadiffened. “ Genocide?'
“...or something likeit. A dow, quiet bleeding of Familia power at the core."

“But, surdly, asan Administrator, you'd be told about such apolicy.” Anicy chill edged her words.
“Wouldn't you?'

Aganthedgh. “I knew about the terminal colony policy earlier, in generd terms. Just before | got this



pogt, | felt like I'd been declared personanon grata. No assignment. People wouldn't talk to me or touch
me. Y ou know why. Then, quite suddenly, | got this pogt.”

Martin sat up in the bed, fidgeted, not meeting Anna's eyes. “Phoenix isatermina colony, Anna. Far off
the beaten path. No further exploration expected in this sector forever. No export planned. And the data
we got from the probes about the resources...”

Intheslence, Annasaid, “False?'

“Optimistic would be akind word. Oh, well manage. Barely. But prosper?’ He snorted.

Theicy edgeagain. “A covert conspiracy? But, surely—"

Martin continued asif he hadn't heard, asif to himsdlf. “ And therés Riosclan. The Familiahierarchy...”
Annasat up. “Never mind the old rabble-rouser. What about us? What about...?"

Sheread in Martin's sad, distant eyes the answersto her questions.

Martin would not advance in the Corps. He'd been exiled to Phoenix IV. Terminal meant the same for
his career—and Annas—asit did for Authority expectations of the colony. Terminal meant permanent
expatriation from Authority affairs. Covert or not, it didn't matter.

Annaknew why.

They'd driven to remain neutral when it came to the growing ideologicd rift between Authority and
Familia. They, and afew like them, dlied themsdves with neither belief, politicd or religious. Such a
stand had become more untenable as the gulf between the two worl dviews widened.

The clandestine conspiracy Martin believed held found—and Anna saw no reason to doubt
him—included exile of Authority officids, like Martin and Anna, whose loydty Government House
doubted.

* * % %

On her own time, Annadid some independent and illegd study on the matter in the days after the
conversation, using personnd files access codes Martin gave her for the purpose. She discovered those
on Phoenix IV in direct Authority employ—admin, police, ships systems, engineering, nanotech support,
al four hundred Authority—had in their files strong mentions of “ suspect loydty.” All had been
red-flagged.

That day, they decided to conceive.
“If we're never going to leave this planet,” Annahad said, “we might aswell make the best of it.”

Martin nearly wept. Then herevealed, “I suspected before we |eft Earthome about the terminal
conspiracy. But | didn't tell you becausel..."

“I figured that, too. Y ou did right. What would have become of your career—of us—if you'd refused the
assgnment?'

Martin laughed, and Annawas glad to hear it. “Y ou agree,” he said. “Make the best, then. Our own
baby. I didn't know how you'd fed about it, so | didn't—"

Annahugged him, loving histouch, hissmdl.



“Wed never get alicense back home,” she said. “Now we can do it our way."

More discussion followed, lengthy, intense and serious; and a consultation with the colony's medical
director, Dr. Lios Y ork. The doctor's concerns were based on Authority policy, policy shebelievedin.
Intime, she gpproved naturd fertilization as Annaand Martin wanted, but she opposed natural childbirth
as an unnecessary potential hazard to Anna's hedlth. Martin and Anna accepted her reasoning. They
would concelve and transfer the fetusto Dr. Y ork's professiona care within thefirst trimester.

They disengaged their contraceptive systems and made a baby. The old-fashioned way.

Annalaughed aoud as she stood before Harvard Eighteen, ignoring the few disapproving glances her
private outburst evoked from passers-by. Two minutes until class convened. Mot of her fifteen scholars
waited ingde. All but three were Familia, robed in the usud drab greens, Earthome browns, tans and
rugs.

She stood in the street and looked through the classroom door at the children bending over their dates,
reading, scrolling, chatting. Some played and stifled giggles over some childish jest or other.

Her scholars were five-year-olds. Almost old enough, Annathought, to learn how to suppress
gpontaneous laughter, avoid fun. Annawouldn't teach them how grim their world would become asthey
grew older. Shedd leave that to the Familia Sanctuary, the religious schoal that followed the children's
regular government class she conducted.

“Scuseme.” Ami Cohenclan brushed past, touching Anna on the elbow politely as she entered the room,
little head swaying to some inner music, her own or, perhaps, arec.

Annasighed as she went to her desk at the front of the room, one or two scholars touching her as she
passed their desks. In four hours, she would dismiss the children and walk over to Martin's office and tell
him the news.

She considered whether she should tell him as soon as shewalked in or play with him for awhile over
lunch, drop hints or make him guess.

She didn't want to wait. Should she dismiss class and go now? The scholars would be surprised, and
their parents would—

The hour chimed in her right ear.

Annastood at her desk and looked into her scholars' large and serious eyes. They sat, handsfolded on
their desks, watching, waiting for her to begin.

She fought back agrin and began.

CHAPTER THREE

Annahad just commenced her first lesson, the Twelve Goa's of Mankind, Shipley's classc argument for
the search for extra-terrestrid intelligence, when she began to consider quitting classfor the day and
going to Martin. A few minutesinto the recitation—she checked the time—she had to override Hector
Garciaclan's date when she monitored the boy doodling math problemsin the air above the screen
ingtead of following highlighted text. Experience made her sensitive to the sSigns; she noticed the attention
of other children beginning to wander and dropped the lesson midway. Her annoyance focused inward.
Her own concentration had wandered first, arare occurrence, alowing the children to drift.

“WEell continue tomorrow,” she announced, pleased to move on. Right or not, Shipley was a pedantic



bore, made al the worse by his opinion's being required recitation.

Some children looked relieved to be off the rote exercise. Others groaned, anticipating something worse.
They fidgeted.

As Annakeyed up amath exercise on the scholars dates, sherecdled Shipley's Argument would be
contradicted in Sanctuary anyway. Like the Shipley, Familiaindoctrination would undermine most of
what she taught.

Annaadored her little scholarsin their awkward, wide-eyed, pudgy-cheeked cuteness, but she knew she
gpokeinto avoid, filling it with little more than soothing chirpy noises. It hurt.

She ground her teeth in frustration. She'd fdlt frusirated often enough before and had suppressed it. Not
now—and she knew why.

Annatouched her abdomen again, caressing the life growing there.
What would happenif...?

Fifteen pairs of little eyesfocused on glowing numbersin neat rowsand columnsin thear afew
centimeters above their dates, and—fifteen times ten—a hundred and fifty fingerstapped virtua
keyboards, manipulating the numbers. Annamonitored the scholars' efforts from her master date
one-by-one and found no problems. Even daydreamer Hector Garciaclan focused—he liked math.

What if?

Except for a colony-wide emergency, no procedure existed for dismissing classearly. In the year since
planetfal, nothing had happened to justify doing so.

Wasit againg the law? Annaknew Authority education law well enough and didn't recdl anything about
it. She monitored her scholars—all busy, attention on the exercise—then checked the net, found no
reference.

Notillegd, but...

But it had never been done. What reason could Anna give for breaking routine, if not law? How would
the children react? Or their parents?

Annablinked her chrono on again. She ill had more than three-and-a-half hours before class would end
and she'd be free to go to Martin. She decided she'd spend some time exploring the issue.

Sheflicked on her date and typed “To Dismiss’ and “Not To Dismiss’ sde-by-side. She emboldened
the words, made them blood red and made them blink. The words hung in the air above her date,
blinking.

Then she began to subvocdize, listing reasons why and why not. In afew minutes, variations of the
phrase*“1'd get in trouble” dominated one column. “I don't give adamn” dominated the other.

Asno new permutations of the problem occurred to her, Anna stopped writing.
She started another list: “What trouble?”

A minute or two passed before she concluded little or no harm would come from dismissing class. She
found no Authority law againg it. Indignant Familiamight demand officid inquiry before an Arbitrator, but
Annaforesaw no dragtic punishment. In fact, she grinned, Arbitration might be afun diverson. Her



pregnancy, unusud for an Authority cohort, might prove anovel mitigating circumstance, sincethe
Arbitrator would be Familia, and awoman. Y es, it might be fun.

An officid Familia Shunning could beimpaosed. If that happened, it would mean little. It wouldn't change
thefrigid climate in which she and Martin already lived. Nor, she concluded, would her action embarrass
or annoy Martin or compromise his position as Administrator. A pregnant Administrator's wife might
even beahdp.

Could she and Martin be separated as punishment? Could their time together be limited?

Not likely. The Authority had laws about birth licensing, cloning, taxation and progeny care but none
about individua, persond liaisons made for romantic reasons. The Familia had intricate theoretical
treatises on the subject. Strict doctrine and detailed ritual accompanied marriage contracts, including
public ceremony and a coupl€e's pledges, man and woman, toward future generations and the Familia.

What Annaand Martin caled marriage had no meaning under Authority law or Familiadoctrine. They
lived in unofficid liaison by one standard and unsanctioned marriage by another. Eveniif officia and
sanctioned, trying to separate a pregnant person from his or her mate would be difficult, alegal
nightmare.

So, she concluded, both Authority and Familia could not harm her—or Martin—if she stopped class
ealy.

With asweep of her finger inthe air, she circled the phrase “I don't give adamn” in neon yellow, the
same color as her pantsuit.

A scholar spoke. She looked up from her date, aware she hadn't monitored the math exercise as she
should have.

“Pardon?’ she said. Severd children watched her, expressionless, fingers poised above dates, but she
didn't know who had spoken or what they'd said.

“Yes, Mom Devlin. ‘Pardon.” That'swhat | said.” Claine Elonzoclan, the nervouslittle boy in thefirst
row, smiled around cheeks puffed to hide his eyesin skin folds. Anna hadn't realized she'd spoken aoud.

“Oh, it was nothing,” she said, exasperated with herself, hoping it didn't show. Severa other children
looked up from their dates, puzzled.

Annasghed. Might aswell.
“Scholars, please put your lesson on pause and give me your attention.”
Fifteen heads came up from their dates and fifteen pairs of eyesfocused on her.

“Thank you,” Annasaid. She cleared her throat and took a bresth. “ Classisdismissed.” Shewas
relieved to note her voice didn't shake as she pronounced the words.

The children stared at her; and for amoment, she thought maybe sheld spoken gibberish, but the
expressions changed, little brows furrowed and lips pursed in bewilderment.

“Did ... did we do something ... um ... wrong, Mom Devlin?’ Job Lopesclan asked in atremulous voice.
Anna often wondered what happened at home to make the bony girl so fearful.

“It'stoo early.” EmmaJuarezclan piped up loudly before Anna could respond to the L opesclan girl.



“Sanctuary doesn't sart for another ... uh..."
“What are we supposed to do until, | wonder?!
“Mom Devlin? Mom Devlin?'

The scholars shifted in their seets, muttering.

“Scholars, scholars.” Annaraised her voice above the hubbub to regain control. “Nothing iswrong, Job,
Emma. No oneisbeing punished. | realize Sanctuary doesn't begin for another ... uh ... three hours. You
may stay in class until then if you wish and study. Y ou may return to your living roomsor go to the
commonsto play. Or go to Sanctuary early, if you want. But I-I haveto ... uh..."

“Y ou got—I mean, have—to go see Fat Dev—I mean, the Adminigtrator?” The question from Claine
Elonzoclan surprised Anna. Why had the boy asked that?

“Yes” shereplied. “How did you ... | mean, why...?"

Grinning, puffy eyes bright, the boy turned to his deskmate, Ami Cohenclan. “1 think Mom Devlinis...
you know,” he said in a stage whisper, “pregnant.”

Then he laughed, ahigh-pitched whistle.

The class erupted.

“Areyou redly, Mom Devlin?'

“A for-red baby?'

“How come you got to go early?| till don't—"

“Cause PaDevlin don't know yet,” Claine said. “Isn't that so, Mom Devlin? Do you got to go tell the
Adminigrator?’

“Y ou mean, the, the Father doesn't know? How can—"
“Mom Devlin, Mom Devlin—"
The scholars went wild, discipline shot. Annawas committed, no turning back now.

She made no attempt to stop the gaiety, the tumult of giggly conversation. All the children talked at once,
even the three usudly-quiet Authority boyswho sat in the back.

A pregnant teacher. The scholars knew, but the Administrator—the Father—didn't know. The novelty
dectrified them.

Annaturned aside the questions as she made her way to the door, each child touching her in Familia
greeting as she passed. She told them sheld make a public announcement and explain tomorrow when
classresumed.

It took awhile to leave the classroom through the excited gauntlet of loving touch. When she at last stood
in the street outside, she breathed adeep sigh. The children's giddy reaction—exactly how | feel
—vindicated her.

The children didn't |eave the room, their excitement riveting them al to their seets where they continued



talking after shed left.
It's like I'mthe first person they'd ever seen pregnant.

Annafet awarm glow. The children liked her. She'd believed so before, but now she knew for certain.
Their touch confirmed it. They liked her.

As sheturned onto Hernandez Street, which led to the admin office, she bumped into First Grandfather
Jose Riosclan, stalking in the opposite direction. Both stopped and looked at each other. Anna expected
the head of the Familiaon Phoenix IV to scold her for not being in class. The big man's eyes blazed
under thatchy brows, complexion fiery red. Sweat beaded on his high, round forehead, and he stank asiif
he'd skipped morning hygiene. Hisfingers clutched the large wooden Familia hanging around his neck.

Annahed her breath, heart hammering. She waited for the verbal assault she expected. Instead, First
Grandfather Riosclan growled in hiswattled throat and pushed past, somping bull-like down the street,
fistsbunched at his sides, toward the central commons where he kept his office, Familia headquarters.

Puzzled, Annawatched him go. Had the First Grandfather come from the admin office? Annaknew
Martin and the First Grandfather often argued, but sheld never seen Riosclan so angry.

She was twenty meters from the office door, her mind an emationa whirlpool, when the first bomb
exploded.

CHAPTER FOUR

The hot shockwave knocked the wind from Annas lungs, damming her to her knees. The explosion
came asamuffled thump, asif underwater. She felt it more than heard it, agiant fist pushing her forward,
and asharp, painful dap againgt her ears.

Nanos acted ingtantly to protect her eardrums from the sudden changein air pressure, attenuating the
sound as the shockwave swept down the street. The nanos did their job, and she could hear.

Still on her knees, shelooked back down the street. Her first thought: something had gonewrong in
Harvard Square and her children were hurt or in danger. She rose onto rubbery legs, leaned on the wall
as shetried to steady herself to run.

She blinked and quick-scanned the public net. Nothing unusual. Y et.
“Annd"

No, she decided, not the classroom, hers or the others clustered around it. Nothing there could blow up,
and the blast had been nearer.

“Anna"
The blast came from the power relay station.

Sheld just passed a street junction; the Side Street led toward the station, a hundred meters around the
bend. Black smoke and hot air billowed from that street to where she now stood, in Hernandez Street.

The livewadls had shut down aong Hernandez Street, goneflat, asfar as she could see. Lightsflickered,
dimmed.

“Anna, what are you doing?"



The power station.

Someone grabbed her arm, pulled her around. Georg Jakes, the security chief, towered above her, face
contorted with concern.

“Anna, can you hear me? What are you doing here?"

Lights stuttered, surged back on. The usuadly quiet air recirculators gasped spasticaly, overworked with
the effort to suck up the thick, acrid-smelling smoke. Black tendrils seeped into the ceiling ventslike
ghost tongues.

“Georg, what'sgoing on?"
“Power gtation. Explosion.”
“But it'ssolar. How can...?"

“Sabotage.” Jakes hissed through clenched, bared teeth. He looked scared. Georg never looked scared.
He shook his bullet-shaped head. “ Not your concern. Familiauprising.”

Hisgrip on Annasarm hurt. His gaze darted up and down the empty street as he spoke.
“ Sabotage? Uprisng?'

Jakes|ooked at her. He began to speak then noticed hisiron-hard grip and let go. Theimprint of his
blunt fingers remained in the fabric of Annas pantsuit deeve.

“Sorry, Anna. No timeto—"

“Arethe children in danger?’ The classroomswere back there, beyond the side street to the power
station. She couldn't see past the smoke.

“Familiakids.” Jakessthick lips curled in contempt. “Most of em, anyway."
“Georg, those are my—"

“Anna” Martin called out. Anna.and Jekes turned.

He stood in the admin office doorway behind them, ten meters away, eyeswild.
“Martin, what'sgoing on?” Annaasked him.

“She's safer with you, Dev.” Jakes pushed her toward Martin. “Lock in.” He turned and disappeared
into the smoke. “I'll send somebody,” he called as heran.

Annarushed into Martin'sarms. “Martin, what's going on?"

“Notime.” He broke their embrace and roughly propelled her inside the office. He shut the door behind
them after afurtive glance up and down the street then did the manua lock home.

“Martin, whet are you—"

“We're sedled in, Georg,” Martin tapped his right cheekbone and spoke into his comlink. “What's your
datus?'

Anna couldn't hear Jakessreply, of course, but abarrage of panicky voices erupted on her own



link—she'd forgotten to blink it off. The messages were garbled, full of atic. Distracting rather than
informative. She blinked off.

“Martin, tell mewhat's happening.” Her voice quaked.

He gave her aquick, pained look but didn't answer. Instead, he turned and strode across the Spartan
office to the computer console behind his desk. He tapped on his keyboard and spoke into the air, eyes
unfocused.

“Government House, acknowledge. Government House?"

Hisface gleamed with swest as he repeated his nullwire query. He looked scared. Martin never looked
scared.

“Martin?’ Anna'slegswobbled. and she couldn't get enough air. She leaned on the desk near him, tasting
bilein her throat.

“Nullwiresjammed.” Hedidn't look at her. “I think we're not safe here.”
“Why, Martin?'

“Georg, the nullwireis down. What's your—" He seemed to hold his breeth as he listened to Jakes's
report in hisright ear. “Got it,” he said at last. “Well beready.”

“Martin?'

Heturned to Anna. Hetried to smile, gaveit up asabad job. “We've got to leave here.” He looked
pale, shaky. “ Georg is sending an escort.”

“Police? But why?"
“Anna, we don't have time—"

“Damnyou.” Annagrabbed histunic in clenched fistsand glared at him, nose-to-nose. “I'm not going
anywhere until you tel mewhat'sgoing on.”

Her uncharacteristic, violent outburst startled him, and he blinked. “Uh, Georg,” he addressed the air,
“how long till your man getshere?” He listened amoment then nodded. “ Thanks. Y ou, too."

Hetook aragged breath, gathered himsdlf and gently removed her figts, ill knotted in his shirt. He held
her handsin his, caressing her skin until the tenson in her eased abit, then he spoke.

“The Familiaarerevolting,” he said in aquavery whisper. “We didn't expect it, thought we'd prevented i,
but...” He shrugged, looked helpless.

“Revolution?But | thought—"

“Thereve been incidents on other planets, gations. Arrests—deaths, even. Increasing. Authority gagsthe
news, figures publicity will play into Familiaplans. Propagandato feed the fire. Wrong. Familiahad a
plan dl dong, abig plan. Big enough to include our little outpost.”

“But the Familiaaren't violent."

Martin barked amirthlesslaugh. “ That's what everybody thinks, what everybody was supposed to think.
Read their stuff again. Pay attention to what they don't say. Nothing in their philosophy precludesforce.



Remember, their roots are First Migration Earthomerreigions, reviva of the old ways the Authority put
down after the Fal. Updated, of course, for modern consumption, but still the same bloody mess of
sef-sarving, sdlf-righteous, hypocritical...” Martin shook hishead. “Y ou know. At first, they wanted
Authority to believe they didn't want afight. Later, Authority wanted everybody to believeit, too.
Authority thought if they kept theincidents secret the Familiawould fail. Everybody playing at secrets.”
Helaughed mirthlesdy. “Who fooled who, huh?*

“What do they hopethey'll gain? Are wein danger? What about the children? | dont—"

The room shuddered asif in an earthquake. Another explosion, deadened by the soundproofing. Still,
Annathought, heart in her throat, it must have been apowerful blast, or close, for it to shake the room.

Someone thumped on the locked door. She looked at Martin, alarmed and puzzled.

“Our police escort,” he said as he crossed the room to the door in long strides. Annamoved close
behind, feeling an acute need to be near him. He squinted through the door peeper, nodded as he
addressed the air.

“Our escort's here, Georg. Thanks.” He listened amoment, gave a grim-faced glance at Annabefore
nodding. “Right, Georg. Will do."

“Wereto go straight home,” he said as he released the manual lock and palmed the door open. “Don't
worry. Our escort's armed.”

Annagulped in adry throat. She knew police carried stunners, but they were discrete and nobody ever
mentioned it. Sheld never seen astunner drawn, let done used. Now, Martin had emphasized the escort
was armed. It gave no comfort.

The door did open. For amoment, for some reason she couldn't name, Annafelt relieved to seethe
stony-faced security officer in the doorway was awoman. Slight, blond, pretty. Her shoulders square,
shelooked confident, competent. She held her stunner in her right hand, hanging by her side.

Annawas on the verge of remembering the officer's name when the moment of relief vanished. The
woman opened her mouth to speak. Instead, a sharp snap came from behind her, and the woman
pitched forward off her feet asif shoved. Her eyes widened and her mouth formed a surprised O as she
fdl into the room.

“Damn,” Martin hissed as he pdmed the door shut, cutting off smoke tendrils cregping in behind the
officer's sprawled body.

From the street, before the door shut, sealing out the horror, Annaheard the sharp snap again and
remembered the sound from the entertainment net—yprojectile weapons. Illegd. Deadly.

Another sound came from the street, so familiar only through the net. An unred, chilling sound.
Screams.

On the floor, the woman security office—Opa Barrs, Annarecalled, too late—lay ill, agaping holein
her back, blood 0ozing black-red against her yellow pantsuiit.

CHAPTER FIVE

Bitter bile rose to her throat as Annagaped at the body, blood seeping from the wound in the woman's
back. So much blood. She'd never seen adead person. She inhaled a shuddery breath and with it a
putrid foulness.



Smoke wisps had entered the room when the door opened and floated like ghostsinthe air. The
recirculator whirred, straining to eet them away. The floor vibrated, booming drum-like with some distant
concussion.

Martin spoke, voice husky. “Weve got to go now.” He touched her arm above the elbow. Annaturned
away from the body to him, saw tearsin his eyes, hisface otherwise expressionless. She hadn't noticed
her own tears until he brushed them from her cheek.

“I'msorry,” hesad, barely audible. “I'm so—"

Something hit the other side of the door with a sharp, metallic crack two meters from where they stood.
The noise gtartled Anna. It gavanized Martin.

“Come,” hesaid. A command.

Hetugged her with him. He crossed the room in four long, quick strides and brought her behind the desk.
He stood facing the desk, bent at the waist, tapping on his keyboard. His fingers flew, a manic staccato.

Annawanted to ask what he was doing, but hisintense concentration stayed her. She stood at hisside,
close, his body warmth enveloping her. Shewas gtill, arms folded tightly across her chest, breething in

tiny gasps.

A grinding screech followed another sharp thunk on the door. Martin didn't seem to notice as he tapped
then stopped, waiting, fingers poised above virtua keys, then tapped again.

The grating grew more frantic, and the door abruptly shifted. It yielded afew centimeters. A thin, pointed
object projected through the narrow gap at the edge like a probing tongue. In from the street with it came
more smoke and sound—screams of pain, incoherent cries and the snap of projectile weapons.

Annasuddenly froze. Her mind collgpsed inward on itself, forming awall, sheltering her from the vicious
storm assaulting her senses. In adreamlike daze, she focused on Martin's clean, shiny desk, asif it were
al theworld and sheld never seen it before. The keyboard on which he typed sat in the center. A

hol ocube showing them embracing, smiling, the one taken at their marriage ceremony three years ago, an
unofficial celebration only ahandful of close friends attended, sat by the keyboard. To theright, balancing
the cube and the keyboard in a neat triangle, sat a potted miniature tomato tree. Two thumb-sized red
tomatoes, their scent spicy, dangled brightly among delicate green leaves.

Martin moved again, tugging at her arm. He spoke, face near hers.

Startled back into awareness, Annaredized shed momentarily gone catatonic, tried to stop time,
dreading itsinevitable progress, the nightmarish avalanche of events beyond her control. Sheld frozenin
an effort to avoid the next horror, whatever it might be.

She shook her head, shaking out cobwebs. No, | won't give up, damn it. Not now. | won't.
“...got to go now,” Martin was saying.

The grating from the door had grown more intense, frantic, and the screams beyond it continued.
Stinging, foul-tagting smoke boiled into the room, and Anna coughed.

Suddenly, Martin jerked her backward toward the wall behind the desk. But she didn't bump against the
wall—she seemed to sumble throughit.

She regained her balance, clutching at Martin, and stood in a dark space, looking back through anarrow



door into his office. Sudden comprehensi on—the featureless panel behind the desk hid accessto—
A secret door.
At the computer, Martin had opened that door.

The panel hissed shut, closing out the acrid smoke, the clamor at the outer door and from the street. And
light. Sudden silence and deep darkness engulfed them—Annafought back panic. She held onto Martin
asif drowning.

“Security access,” he whispered. His voice echoed—tinny, asif they stood in an empty vault. Or street.

Annareached out and pressed a hand to the wall on each side. Only wide enough for one person. She
reached up and found the ceiling centimeters above.

“Follow me,” Martin said.

He moved away, and she followed. They trotted in utter darkness, the only sound their echoed bregth
and soft tread. Annatouched onewall as she ran, the other hand extended forward, occasionally
touching Martin's back. Her eyes hurt from trying to penetrate the dark. She closed them and ran on.

“Where doesit lead to?"
“Tothearsend. Georg will meet usthere.”

Annafollowed in sllencefor afew minutes, head still spinning. “How long have you known about this?”
she asked et last.

“Georg thinks the Familiatried to burglarize the arsend three months ago—"
“I mean this street. | never knew about it."

Martin said nothing for awhile. Findly, “Georg programmed it, with my approva. Only two others know
about it, Georg's people. He has one like it between his office and the arsend..”

Martin and Georg must have suspected a Familiauprising since planetfal, or before. They'd planned
contingencies, programmed escape routes. But they'd said nothing.

“Not aword, Martin.” Frustration bordering on anger tightened Annas throat.

“I thought it best—"

“If wed had awarning—"

“| tried to meet them hafway, negotiate. | thought I'd succeeded. They fooled me.”
“You knew. Damn it, Martin, you knew."

Martin stopped abruptly and turned, gripping her shoulders as she collided with him. “I did what |
thought best for the colony.”

“My children may bein danger, hurt. If you'd told me—"

“About this street? My suspicions about the rebellion? What would you have done? What could you
have done?"



“Y ou could have done nothing, Anna. Nothing.” He relaxed his grip on her shoulders. “Neither could I. |
thought I'd settled with Riosclan. That'swhy | told you about the termind policy. If-if I'd known..."

Annaremembered why shed cometo hisoffice. “Oh, Martin, therésalot you don't know."
“What do you mean?'

Thefloor vibrated, boomed just asit had in the office; and the two froze, listening.

Silence.

“Where did that come from?” Annawhispered.

“No idea. We're dmogt to the arsendl, | think. Follow me.” He turned and set out again, Annaclose
behind. Soon, he stopped.

“Georg? Georg, areyou...?’ Then: “Damn. Anyway, we're here."

“Thearsend ishere? How can you tell?"

“Touchthewall."

Annadid so and felt the change in texture under her fingertips, rougher than before. “Oh, | see.”

Martin produced a penlight and scanned the wal with the wire-thin beam. “ Theré's an empty storage
cabinet behind here,” he explained, “big enough for usto fit into. We can seeinto the arsend floor from
there without being seen. A good thing, if they'vetakenit.”

“They?Y ou mean the Familia? Isthat where you keep the projectile weapons? | thought Authority
outlawed..."

“Yes, Familia. Georg thinks the explosion at the power station was adiversion. And, no, we don't have
projectile wegpons.”

“Somebody hasthem.”
“Familia. Not us. Well ask Riosclan about it when we arrest him."
“All right. Now what?'

“Thisis programmed to respond to focused light—here.” Martin pointed the pinprick light at adark
blemish highonthewall. “And here. And...” Heamed the light a athird spot ameter below thefirst two
spots. Responding to their cues, nanos programmed to the task dissolved the wall with afaint hissand a
burnt plastic odor. A narrow, rectangular opening manifested where a seamless wall had once been.

A bright light diver stabbed into the dark street from a space beyond the hole, and Anna squinted to see
in. It was a closet-sized room, little more than ameter deep and wide and no taler than the street. It was
empty, featureless, except for adoor opposite the holein the street wall. A thin horizontd dit in the door
admitted light from the arsend floor beyond.

Martin put hisfinger to hislips, sgnding for slence, and stepped through into the closet. Annafollowed,
pressing againg his back in the cramped room. She listened but heard nothing.



Martin moved close to the narrow dit and tilted his head from Side to Side, peering in. Swest bathed his
face, matted his hair. In amoment, he stiffened, hissed between clenched teeth, and pulled away. He
motioned Annaback into the dark street and, once there, turned on the penlight, flashing it in sequence at
the opening's top corners and aong one side. Like smoke seeping inward from the edges, nanos quickly
resedled the hole. Thelight from the arsend winked out.

“What'swrong?’ Annawhispered.
“Familiain there. A guard. Armed, | think. | think therewas afight. | saw blood. Lots of blood.”
“Where's Georg, then?'

In the ensuing silence, Annawondered if Martin had ever seen such violence, experienced such fear. She
never had. From all she knew, al hed shared with her before they met, she decided he must be as
traumatized as she was.

“Can't go back.” He spoke softly, asif thinking out loud. “Can't go through the arsend. Maybe Georg's
office"

“Cdl him. Find out what'sgoing on."

“Hegot ... busy ... lagt time we talked."

“I thought you said he'd be here.”

“Busy, likel said. The Familiaarefull of surprises. It's chaotic right now."
“All right, dl right. How do we get to Georg's office?"

Martin hesitated. “I'm turned around. Just aminute.”

Heturned on the penlight again and squatted on his hedl's, aiming the light at the floor, moving it back and
forth at their feet.

“What areyou doing?'

“Looking for little markers on the floor. They'll show the way to—oh, damn!” Martin'svoicerosein
dam.

“What? What?'

“Look at your shoe.” Martin held the light on Annas right day-dipper. She bent to look, puzzled at
Martin'sdarm at first, until she saw the dark smudge on the hedl.

Blood. Anna had tracked blood from the security officer's body across the office floor, behind the desk
and into the hidden street.

“Oh, no,” she gasped.

From the darknessfar down the street, they heard the distinctive sound of somebody trying to penetrate
astrest wall.

CHAPTER S X

They ran. Annafollowed Martin through the lightless street toward the security office, away from the
persstent, dim mechanica thumping behind them.



Her mind had gone numb. As sheran, breathing in tight gasps between clenched teeth, one hand lightly
touching awadl to guide her, she found hersdf thinking trivia thoughts, asif shedd goneto some safe
netherworld where fear was outlawed.

Shewondered if the explosions had interrupted power, if the tomato plant by their gpartment door might
wilt if it got too hot.

It might. The street is hot. Georg didn't provide for temperature control when he programmed it.
No livewalls, no lights. What about recirculation?

Salt stung her eyes and Annawiped at the perspiration sheen on her forehead. As she rubbed her
swesat-gticky hand on her hip, she redlized her pantsuit must be smudged where sheld come in contact
with thewalls.

No cleaning program, ether.

Annawondered if the children had finished their mathematics exercise before the explosions, and how
well they did. Hector Garciaclan had been as excited as the others about the pregnancy, but Annaknew
how math excited him and suspected his distraction wouldn't last. HE'll do well, as usual. Ami
Cohenclan will need help, but Claine Elonzoclan will be there for her. She frowned, remembered
shed left her date in the classroom and she hadn't keyed in for remote access.

Annadecided the children were safe. They would have gone straight to the Commons when they heard
the blagt.

But, Annathought, they might not have heard it in the classroom. They'd fed the vibrations, no doubt, but
they might not know what it meant.

Would the Familiarebels go to the classroom? Armed? What would they tell the children? How would
the children react?

Behind her, punctuating her worried thoughts as she ran, the banging continued with fierce precision,
unabated. Before her in the dark, Martin panted in rhythm with his stride.

“Martin, you say thiswasdl planned?’

“Yes Wdl-planned, lookslike."

“I don't think s0.” She bumped into him as he dowed. Then he stopped.
“Were here” hesaid. “What do you mean?"

Annadidn't ask how he knew where they were, breathless and shaky from her panicky run. “1 mean, |
think something went wrong. | think—"

Martin swore as he dropped his penlight, its wire-thin beam dancing along the floor. He picked it up and
begun probing the wal withit.

“What if they're here, too?” Annaasked.

Martin didn't answer as he pointed the penlight here and there on thewall, hisface amask of
concentration in the shifting light. Anna stayed quiet as he worked.

In amoment, the wall hissed, misted, dissolved into arectangular door, like the one at the arsend. Bright
light entered the street from the hole. Annaheld her breath, listening as Martin bent and peered inside.



No sound.
He stiffened, shoulders hunched, then abruptly stood back in the street, pressed back againgt the wall.
“Martin?’ Her voice trembled.

Helooked back down the dark street into silence. The banging had ceased. “We can't go back that
way."

“They've stopped. Maybe they gave up.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. They can't bust through nanofacted walls, but they can breach a program.”

They listened again, breathless. Silence. Martin licked hislips and glanced uneasily at the holeinthewall.
“Martin, what'sin Georg's office? Why aren't we going in?"

Then she smelled it. The same putrid dead-thing stench sheld smelled after the officer got shot. More
dead in there.

Voices echoed dimly from far down the Street.

“No choice now.” Martin sghed. He stepped through the hole, reached back for Annas trembling hand
and pulled her through. He did something with his penlight again, and the wound in the wall sedled behind
them, seamless.

At first, Annathought three bodieslay in the room. Sheredlized there were only two just before she
leaned against awadl and bent over, retching.

Martin muttered something Annadidn't hear as she fought back the dizziness following the nausea. She
didn't want to faint. She forced hersalf to stand erect, to ook at the room, at the bodies.

The entire area seemed awash in blood. Bone fragments, blood and gore splattered onewall in gaudy
streaks. One body lay behind the desk, another in the room's center. Anna couldn't see their faces,
couldn't tell their sex.

A cabinet dong one wall had been smashed open, doors hanging askew. It was empty. A dozen small,
white boxeslay strewn across the floor. They'd been torn open, emptied.

Near another wall, alightmap floated, glowing in colored, blinking lights and neon stresks. The map
showed Natdl, its Streets, rooms and commonsin blue lines. Big red splashes blinked here and
there—the power station, admin office, nullwire uplink, powerded garage, other places Anna couldn't
identify—and severd yellow dotsflickered. A rivulet of blood seeped down the wal behind the lightmap,
pardle to the neon-blueline of Hernandez Street.

Martin stood in the gore behind the desk, lips pulled back from clenched teeth, concentrating, trying to
call ascreen up on Jakes's computer.

“Georg, can you answer?"'
Slence.
“Martin, can we stay here? What are you doing?"

“Hdlo, Government House. Hello. Hdllo."



“Martin, what's going on?"

Martin sghed and rose from the computer, shoulders sagging. “ Can't get into his computer. Can't reach
him on comm. Nullwires ill down. Don't know how long it'll be safe here. | think we should get out,
leave Natdl. It doesn't ook good.”

“Leave? How? Where?'

Martin pointed to the lightmap. “ Powerded.” He waked to the map, the lights etching his face gaudily.
Annafollowed. “I'm guessing these red marks are explosons. One here at the garage.” He pointed.

“Then how do we get apowerded?’
Martin shook his head. “ Maybe the deds aren't damaged. Well check.”

“But if—" Annaswallowed the question. If the deds were damaged at the garage, if they couldn't get
there—fire, street blocked, somebody shooting at them, whatever—too many ifs.

Martin didn't seem to notice her trepidation as he continued. “We're here,” he pointed at the map, finger
bathed in colored light. “Weneed to get ... here”

“Then what?"

“CdcuttaFals. It'stwo hundred kilometers northeast. We can rdly from there.”
“We have to go down this street—DeSoto—to get there.”

“Not far, but it's open.”

“What are these ydlow flickering dots? Are they people?’

“Not enough. Maybe it's some code Georg uses to—no, wait. Look.” He pointed. “ Two dotsin the
Security office, here. One at the admin office. The bodies. How many other dots do you count? 1 think
these are his people.”

“Thisishow he keepstrack of them, then..."
“And by comlink."
“1 don't see any between here and the garage.”

“Look at this group here. Six of them. Two over here, and one here, here, and here. That'sit—his
people.”

“Thesix arein Riosclan's office, just off the Commons. Prisoners?”

“Maybe. Point is, if security ison the other side of the Commons—there, mostly, it looks like—the
fighting is over there and we should be able to get to the garage unseen.”

“Martin, aren't there any other options? What they did to that security officer, to these two. And the
screams. | don't ... | dont..."

“I know, | know. But eventually they'll come back here, seeif they can get into his computer. Anyway, it
won' take them long to do asweep of Nata, not find us and start looking more carefully. If we Sit, they
find us” He paused amoment.



“Everything will be okay. Y ou'll see” Martin'swords sounded reassuring, but Annaread theliein his
grim, tired eyes.

“So, werun,” shesad.
“For now. Sooner the better.”
Annanodded.

Martin looked around the room one last time. Then he wiped swesty hands on histhighs, pamed the
door open and peeked out. Anna stood just behind him.

In asecond, helooked at her. “Run,” he said.

The street was empty. The air seemed foggy. Smoke, Annathought, as she ran afew steps behind
Martin. In the distance, somewhere toward the Commons, faint shouts echoed. Annalistened but heard
no shots being fired.

Asthey ran, the air thickened with smoke and a burnt-plastic odor. Vishbility diminished, and they dowed
toawalk.

It didn't take long to reach the garage, where they found the inner doors twisted open and thewalls
charred and black. Through the choking smoke, Annamade out the husks of two deds, athird ill &fire.

“Now what?’ she panted.
From down the street, shouts echoed, coming closer.

“Wewak."

CHAPTER SEVEN

Martin wasright. The Familiawouldn't think to look for them in the bombed-out garage. Nor could they
find refuge anywhereinsde TierraNatd. The city wastoo smal. Eventudly, they'd be found.

Solution: leave, at least for now, until the Situation could be stabilized and order restored. But walk?
Outsde?

“Martin—"

Annatripped on something. It was a single work boot, heavy, blood-fringed and torn, smoking. Shefell
to her knees. Martin stopped, helped her up, and they moved on at arapid walk. She coughed, and felt
panicky—the thought of suffocation.

As she moved through the blackened garage, it looked like nothing she had ever seen before outside of
nightmares. Sheimagined herself indde agiant dead beetle or some primitive monster's shell, something
once dive but which had recently died in fiery agony. If the lights had been on and the air less
smoke-filled, she'd seeribs arching above her.

Something burned againgt the far wall fifty meters away acrossthe vast interior, possibly apowerded.
The flameflickered yelow and orange through a shimmery haze, smoke and shadow dancing amacabre
nightmarejig in the hot air. The acrid smoke stung her eyes and lungs, and Anna spent no time trying to
comprehend what little she could make out in the hellish darkness. Cabinets, machinery, partsand
storage bins cameinto view as she passed them, al twisted into phantasmal shapes. The footing became
tricky as she shuffled through smdl parts and hot, smoking metdl, ceramic and plastic scraps littering the



floor. Pops, cracking noises and hisses emerged from the volcanic gloom.
What happened here? Accident? A battle? Surely not deliberate destruction. That would be madness.
Madness? Not possible. It must have been an accident.

Martin tugged her through the bombed-out interior. “ The outer door should be over here,” he gasped
between coughs, his med-nanos overloaded.

The stumbling, groping journey from the smashed inner doorsto the garage's far end seemed to take
forever, and Annawondered again if shedd survive. At one point, shed considered willing hersdlf back to
the catatonic zone into which sheld momentarily escaped earlier just before running down the secret
street. But she fought back the urge to close out the wreckage her world had become.

Something intruded on the urge to retreat, something more important imposed itswill on hers, directed
her to remain conscious, dert.

I'm pregnant.

As shetrotted in staggering fits and starts behind her husband toward the garage outer exit, Anna
discovered she wasfiercely determined to live. At the same time, she noted with chagrin that there had
been moments, however brief, in the last—how long since the first exploson? Minutes? It fdt like
days—when sheld forgotten the lifein her womb.

The disturbing thought returned abruptly to the battering emotiona tumult assaulting her. Walk? Outside?

But when she asked, it seemed asif Martin didn't hear. Or if he did, the thick, choking smoke tifled a
response. Annaheard him now and then trying to comm Government House and Georg. His efforts
seemed perfunctory, asif held given up real hope, acting out of habit.

The garage was big, as big as the central Commons. Even so, it could accommodate at any onetimejust
afew of the two dozen or so powerdeds on the planet. The smdll, fast car-like deds, plusthe six larger,
expandable modular cargo skiffs and three multipurpose miner-diggers, were serviced and maintained
here. Parts, engines, tools and equipment, fuel cdls, nano-templates and matrix materidsal had aplace
somewherein the vast garage.

Annadidn't know how many people worked here, but thankfully, she saw no bodies as Martin led her
through the workspace.

She did know that most vehicles werein use e sawhere, based at the ten exploration sites—potential
future towns—scattered up and down the main Phoenix IV continent. Brasilia, as colonigs cdled it.
TierraNatd served asthe hub for the Sites, roughly in Brasilias center.

Abruptly, she bumped into Martin. They stood at the outer garage wall. They'd traversed the one
hundred-plus meter interior without incident.

Beyond thewall lay Phoenix 1V'sbad, burning skin.
Martin had said “Walk."

Summer daytime temperature on the surface outside TierraNatal averaged one hundred-twenty degrees
Fahrenheit. Annablinked and checked her chrono. Phoenix would be directly overhead now. She
blinked for the net, found static. She blinked off.



She coughed. They needed fresh air, soon.

Martin probed thewall with hisfingertips, looking for the airlock access pandl. “Don't worry.” He
coughed. “They keep exosuitsin thelocks. Well befine."

Annanodded and said nothing, till uncertain but unwilling to again interrupt Martin's concentration. He'd
been outside before.

He eased dong the wall to hisright, and she kept one hand on his shoulder. The air hung so thick with
smoke shefeared shédd lose him if she didn't touch him.

They found the big vehicle access door amoment later.

“Hereitis” Martin said. He palmed thelock, and the smaller personnd airlock door did back with a
grinding, metdlic shriek. A transparent pane at the airlock's outer wall screamed bright light, penetrating
the garage darkness. They stepped into the lock, and Martin quickly palmed the inner door closed.
Smokerolled in before the door creaked shut, but the air insde was fresher and cooler than it had been
in the garage. Anna breathed ardlieved sigh.

The chamber seemed big enough to accommodate five or Six people at onetime. It was empty, except
for arow of battered lockers, tall and narrow, against aside wall and a dozen exosuits hung on pegson
the opposite wall. Annafollowed Martin's lead, awkwardly worming into one of the single-sized, shiny,
rubbery suits—feet firg, then arms, then hood. Martin, with his greater outside experience, finished
before her and helped press her front seal closed from crotch to neck. Then he went to the window to
look out.

Annaflexed arms and shoulders and bent her knees, working the nanofabric, which adjusted, learning her
body symmetry, bagging at the elbows, wrists, and knees, tightening along her arms, shins, and thighs.
She adjusted the filters below her nose and inhaled cool, metdlic air. The suit coolant activated
automatically, and icy air brushed across her cheek and forehead, seeping up her legsand arms and
tickling her swesty crotch.

“Look at this” Martin squinted through the window.
Annawaddled to his side, the suit not yet fully molded to her lower body.

Outside sat apowerded. It looked undamaged. Annasquinted |eft and right across the bright, grassy
plain outsde. Asfar as she could see, there was no one, no activity.

“What'sit doing there?’ she asked.

“I don't know. If it'sfueled, wewon't have to walk. But maybeit'satrap.”

Martin's remark reminded Annaof something she'd started to say earlier. “Not atrap.”
Martin turned from the window and looked at her. “What makesyou say that?"

“Y ou said they planned this. | don't think so."

“Explan.”

“The children. This...” Her spread handsindicated the carnage now behind them. “...happened while they
wereinclass”

“I don't get your point.”



“Familiaadore their children, worship them. They'd have waited until the children were gathered in
Sanctuary before they started shooting.”

Martin frowned. “The children. Makes sense. Cregate a diversion, cut communications, secure the
arsend, nullify security. Protect the children. That call | got this morning—one of Georg's people caught
somebody tinkering with the arsena lock program. | called Riosclan in and—"

“I' bumped into him in the street seconds before the power station exploded. Just outside your office.”
“Did he say anything? How did he look?"
“Hedidn't say anything. He looked frustrated. Angry.”

Martin sghed, stifled a cough and adjusted hisfilters. “I'll tell you about my talk with Riosclan later, when
we have moretime. But | agree with you, now. | understand them.” He shook his head. “I'm sure you're
right. They jumped the gun.” He sighed again, and Anna sensed bitternessin histone.

“It meansthey made mistakes,” she said, “like not securing the ded. And maybe they weren't supposed
to blow up the garage, or the power station—no, Georg said that was adiverson—"

“We can figure the detail s later, once we get out of here. Are you secure?’

“Yes, | think...” Annanodded. The fabric pulled duggishly at the new movement. “Not entirely. A few
movements the nanos haven't learned yet."

“But the coolant's active?"
She nodded.
“Good. Y ou can teach your suit on the way."

Martin tried to comm Government House and Georg again, and again quickly gaveit up. He pulled the
exosuit hood forehead flap over hiseyes, nodding for Annato follow hislead. She pulled her hood
down, blinked rapidly; and the skin-like fabric adjusted for vision, eye patches turning transparent then
darkening to cut the oppressive glare from the white-hot land beyond the window.

Martin peered out again, cautious, his masked face bathed in harsh light against deep shadow as hisnose
and cheek pressed againgt the window. Over his shoulder, Anna saw nothing but the abandoned
powerded twenty meters away and the vast expanse of featureless whipgrass-spotted land extending flat
to the shimmering horizon.

He checked her suit, nodded and unsealed the outer door. For asecond, shefelt ablast of heat. She
imagined her nose-hairs burning, delicate lung tissue roasting, eyebdls drying and hardening like marbles.
The second passed, and icy air blasted over her skin as the exosuit nanos diligently fought the suddenly
hostile environment.

Stiff whipgrass stalks dapped at her legs as she ran behind Martin. Under her day-dippers, the ground
felt bone-jarringly hard, unyielding. Hot. Sheld forgotten to fasten her exosuit overshoes.

In amoment, Annawas shaded under the powerded's arching canopy. She climbed in, and the door
hissed shut automatically behind her, cutting off the blast furnace outside. She nestled in the cocoon-like
passenger seat as Martin snugged into the control pod to her left, snapping switches, activating monitors
and controls.



Power cells engaged, the low grumble of the engine rose to high pitch and the broad vibrations refined,
smoothed out. When the hum rose above hearing level, a soft beep emerged from the power console and
Martin grunted. He pressed the powerstick forward, and Annahad abrief weightless sensation asthe
ded levitated ten centimeters above the ground.

Hetilted the ded to the lft until it paraleed the garage wall then pitched it forward. The ded moved,
dowly at first. The ground lay smooth before them except for awater well; and they gathered speed,
gpreading the caf-high grassy clumpsin their wake.

Annaexamined the instrument cluster on the control console, recognizing afew of the indicators. Ground
gpeed, seventy-five knots. Fuel charge, sixty-four percent. Direction, north-northeast. A small lightmap
glowed in abox at her left elbow, between her pod and Martin's. In the map center, ared dot blinked.

“Isthat us?’ She pointed at the dot.
Martin glanced at the map for a second and grunted, quickly returning his atention to the land ahead.

Below the red dot on the lightmap, behind them, awhite spot glowed. TierraNata. At thetop of thetiny
luminescent three-dimensiona screen, another, smaler, white dot floated. Calcutta Falls. On the screen's
far right edge, asteep three-dimensional rise marked Glacier Mountain's western dope, its peek off the
screen.

Annaknew the generd lie of Brasiliaand Phoenix IV. She taught basic geography.

And geology. She looked through the darkened bubble curving over her side of the ded. Flat, mostly, dl
the way to the horizon. There, shimmering in the heated distance, avague purple shadow rose like adark
pimpleinto the blue sky. Glacier Mountain. So far away.

West through the window, past Martin's shoulders, Annasaw Goliath's long north-south wall, athin,
dark-brown dice across the horizon, separating the pale-blue, cloudless sky above from the
whesat-amber, flat land below.

A sudden tension in Martin's shoulders and arms, asharp hiss, drew her attention. She looked ahead
through the windscreen and saw nothing.

His eyes darted sharply between the map box and the windscreen. Hisjaw twitched, and his knuckles
turned white on the powerstick. Despite the cool air in the ded, sweat coated his exposed face.

In the box, Anna saw three blinking red dots. They hadn't been there when shed looked amoment ago.
They clustered northeast of their own blinking dot, between them and Cacutta Falls, and they seemed to
be moving toward them.

Compared to their own, the dots moved fast. Very fagt.
Martin tapped his comlink and started to spesk in an authoritative tone. “Who are you and what—"

An ear-piercing anima-like shriek exploded in the ded'sreatively quiet interior. The sonic blast sartled
Anna. Nanosin her inner ear ingtantly damped the amplified roar, and she reslized the sound was a
scream coming over the comlink. A savage war cry. The words, what few she could make out in the
rapid-fire, manic, multi-voiced barrage following her initial shock, weren't important. Their intent was.

A Familiagang had come out from TierraNatal, bent on intercepting them. Hell-bent on murder.

The words, their vicious, anima-like intensity, stopped Annas bresth, pressed tears to the corners of her



eyes.

As Martin abruptly brought the powerded to a stop, she saw the dust cloud boiling up ahead, not far
away. On the screen, the three red dots converged recklessly fast.

Martin turned the ded around, headed away from the gang.

They headed west, going fast. West, toward Goliath. A howling, murderous gang followed them. A
towering, two-thousand-kilometer-long wall lay ahead of them.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Martin snapped off the comm with a gesture he might have used to swat a buzzing puffer fly, and the
nerve-wracking shrieks coming from the pursuing powerdeds stopped. The ded interior went quiet,
except for the soft engine whine, the purring recirculator and Anna's heart beating loud in the close space.

“Martin, why arethey—"

“Therearethings...” He stopped and heaved a huge sigh. When he began again, he spokein athin
whigper, and Annahad to lean in toward him to hear.

“It'seasy to dismissit aspalitics, | guess. But it gets complicated. Things you haven't heard, things both
the Authority and Familia... conspired, you might say, to keep off the net.”

“How do you keep information off the net?’

Heignored her as he resumed, speaking asif to himself. “ Oh, we offered compromisesthat didn't
fragment the structures, but they were intransigent. Talks broke down. Here, too. I-1 guessl ... grew
impatient. | don't know—"

“Martin, it sounds asif they want to kill us.”
Slence
“They're shooting a us, ydling like..."

Heturned to her, eyeswide and filled with sorrow, or perhaps fear—maybe amix of both. “They've
gonetoo far. They can't let uslive. Not now."

"What?"

Martin made as though to speak again, then fluttered ahand asif to grab the words from the air. He gave
it up and shook his head in frustration.

They traveled westward in Slence for severd minutes, the ded flying smoothly centimeters abovethe
ground. Anna studied the glowing lightmap, asmaler verson of the one she used in classto teach
geography. The situation stood out clearly; the three red dots on the screen's right sped westward toward
the one red dot on the screen's | eft. The gang—Annanow thought of their pursuers as agang—seemed
to be gaining, three dots closing on one.

Galiath's north-south wall loomed closer in the windscreen. It looked like they'd be under its shadow
soon.

“I think they'regaining on us."

Martin grunted then made an adjustment to the powerstick gripped in hiswhite-knuckled hand and



snapped a switch on the control panel. The engine whine lowered to agrowl. The speed indicator dipped
down to under fifty kilometers per hour.

“What areyou doing?'

“Power consumption.” He glanced between the lightmap and the windscreen. “ The faster you go the
more power you use. | don't know how much power they have. They're coming fast, using fuel. I'm
hoping they run low and stop or turn back. If they get close, think they've got us, maybe they'll get
reckless. Rough land ahead. The Barrens.”

Annanodded. The fud gauge read fifty-three percent.

She thought she understood Martin's strategy. Northeast of TierraNatal the land stretched flat dl the
way—two hundred kilometers—to Cdcutta Falls. They couldn't evade their pursuers going that way.
They'd been outflanked.

The nearest other town, Rock Springs, lay seven hundred kilometers south. Too far with the fudl they had
unlessthey proceeded at acrawl, in which case they might be overtaken. She didn't know if there were
extrafud celsaboard. If 0, stopping to ingtall them would till take too much time, leave them
vulnerable.

And whileit waslikely so, Annadidn't know for sure whether Rock Springs was Authority-dominated,
as Martin had described Cdcutta Falls. No matter—they couldn't go that way.

But the Barrens offered a chance to evade the gang. She knew the generd lay of the land well enough
from the geography lessons she taught. The Barrenswas a hilly strip with little vegetation paralding
Galiath. It rose from theflat, grass-spotted plain fifty kilometerswest of TierraNatal, becoming more
rugged and barren closer to Goliath's two-thousand-kilometer length. The Barrensvaried in width from
ten to thirty kilometers. Near Natdl it wasfifteen to twenty kilometers across.

There were places a stedlthy ded driver might hide in the deep gully shadows between the higher hills of
the Barrens. In other places, a careless driver might overturn aded.

Into the Barrens then.

Annafrowned, thinking as she watched the ground ahead and the lightmap. The surface began to riseand
fal, likearolling wave. The pervasive whipgrass carpet under the ded disappeared, gave way to
occasiond thornbush clumps and less-frequent small chokewillow thickets.

What to do? Find aplaceto hide. Wait until night. Wait until it got bearably cooler then head for Calcutta
Falls—or back to TierraNatd.

If necessary—and if they had enough supplies—they could stay in the ded for severa days, hiding under
Goliath's shadow while monitoring the comlinks. Waiting for word from Georg, waiting for the chaosto
subside.

If the comlinks were operating. Anna blinked the public net on. Hissy static. She scanned
channels—public, government and private lines. Static.

She blinked off, frowning. Twice since planetfdl the public net had been down for aminute, and
occasiondly, agovernment line might be down for upgrades for aminute at most; but she'd never
experienced, let done heard of, an entire system going static.

So many surprises.



Whatever the problem, the uprising doubtless caused it. Like the garage explosions, the power station
and elsewhere, maybe the blackout hadn't been planned.

Again, Annafdt certain everything wasn't going as the rebel s—the gang—had anticipated.

Asif reading her thoughts, Martin said, *'Y ou were right—about them jumping the gun. But therésmore,
| think."

“What?'
“Factions. | think it'swhy the talks broke down."
“Factions? What do you mean?"

“They aren't acting together. Riosclan's mood—you saw it. | think hetried to hold his Uncles and Fathers
back, but they went ahead anyway. Thetiming. That first explosion happened too soon after you saw
him, after heleft my office. Then dl the damage. | don't think Riosclan would waste resources like that.
And al the shooting we heard. | think they were shooting at each other."

“They shot Authority police”

“Yes, but I think they're shooting each other, too. We heard alot of shots. A lot. Projectile weapons, not
ours"

“That doesn't sound good."
Martin nodded. “I've oversmplified, Anna. Like | sad, it's complicated.”
“Tdl me I'll ligen."

Martin wiped ahand over his sweat-dick forehead. “ Later, after we get through this patch.” He nodded
to the land ahead.

The topography began to undulate more, rising and falling under them. Goliath disappeared from view as
the ded arched downdope into atrough and rose asit crested alow hillock. Ahead lay steeper, higher
hills and deeper gullies. The chokewillow and thornbush had given way to ground too barren to support
their kind. Here and there, stiff gray-green spikeweed tufts, like tangled, grease-matted hair, pocked the
hard ground. The desert-hardy vegetation huddled in the deeper clefts of the hills, asif trying to hide from
the hogtile sun.

Annablinked her chrono on. Not quite fourteen-hundred hours. She was surprised how little time had
passed since sheld decided to dismiss classto go to Martin and tell him...

“Damn.” She gasped in sharp anguish, suddenly remembering. Again, time had egpsed during which
sheld forgotten about her pregnancy. If Martin heard, he gave no sign.

She looked a him, watched amusclein hisjaw and throat twitch. He sweated profusely despite the
conditioned, cool air in the ded, and the cordsin his neck knotted like cable. She wished she could hold
him, comfort him, ease those tense muscles as he'd done for her earlier. She needed to hold him—and to
be held. Maybe later.

She glanced at the lightmap. The gang was gaining, seemed to be right on top of them.

Annaturned around, pulling against the restraints, to see if she could see the pursuers over her shoulder.
The ded's open stowage bed lay empty except for boxes lashed in place just below the rear



window—boxes whose |abd s she couldn't see—so the view behind was unobstructed. But dust kicked
up by their ded obscured it anyway.

Shelooked again at the lightmap. Closer.

The land rose and fell under them so sharply now that Annawas dternately pushed into her seet asthe
ded nosed updope and pulled againg the restraints when it plunged downward. The engine changed
pitch with each speed change and lurch in direction.

“Hang on,” Martin said, topping another rise. The ded went airborne then crashed down with amuffled
thump.

Until they reached the Barrens proper, Martin had driven in astraight line. Now, he fought the stick,
arching the ded left and right, trying to keep below the higher hill credts, trying to keep the ded leve,
keep it from turning over.

The dots on the lightmap, pursuers and pursued, dowly converged, closer and closer.

Martin cut hard right, rolling across ahill flank and up anarrow, twisting ravine. Through thetilted side
window, Annafindly saw them. Three hundred meters behind, adark brown smudge rose againgt the
sky, adust cloud. As she watched, the cloud widened, became three distinct clouds.

“They're spreading out,” she said.

Martin nodded, eyes on the rolling terrain ahead. The ded jerked to the left as he turned, and Annalost
sight of the gang.

Ahead, Goliath rose higher, asolid, dull-pinkish mass biting into the pale-blue western sky.
Smooth-seeming from adistance, closer up the wall looked like the bark of some dead Earthome tree,
vertica corrugations carving the rock into narrow, pardld light-pink ribs and dark purple crevasses.

They raced straight toward it.

Craning forward and looking up through the windscreen, Annatried to see the top of the sheer dliff.
Small black spots pitted the upper rock face. Tiny, barely visble sawkswheded, carving and dicing the
sky near the distant black spots—the birds' nests.

But she couldn't see the dliff top. Too high.

Goliath's massiveness seemed to press down on Anna, overpowering; and she fdt tiny, inggnificant, an
ant beside a skyscraper. The sght was awesome and humbling.

Suddenly, the hilly terrain they'd been traveling through flattened noticesgbly; and afield of rocks, some
bigger than the ded, littered the ground ahead. Martin dowed then zigzagged the ded among them. It
seemed to Anng, in thejostling, jolting ride, asif they were going to crash and overturn any moment
despite the lower velocity. Her breath caught in her throat, and she locked her fingersto the seat bottom.
She wanted to squeeze her eyes shut. Instead, she watched, hypnotized by shock, as Martin negotiated
the maze.

Then, so suddenly it made her gasp, they cleared the boulder maze, and the sun disappeared. They'd
plunged into Goliath's shadow. Their windscreen, darkened against the sun'srelentless glare, cleared to
admit the dusky light as Martin jerked the powerded to the right and headed north. Their new course
now lay under the narrow diver of early-afternoon shadow edging the wall's base, a hundred meters
broad and widening dowly asthe sun descended in the west behind Galiath's bulk.



Heart damming againgt her chest, Annafdt weak, dizzy from the harrowing ride. She concentrated on
contralling her bresthing.

At Goliath's base, erosion had formed forty-five-degree talus dopes where the cliff's ribs jutted out. The
dopes, no more than fifty to a hundred meters high and broad, were embedded with small rocks and
boulders and pocked thinly with spikeweed clumps. They, and Goliath beyond, now lay to Annas | eft.
The boulder field, ancient pieces of Goliath's flank ripped off by wind and wesather, lay now to her right.
Between lay aband of relatively clear, flat land, dmogt atrail. Martin steered the powerded northward
aong the narrow, winding gap. He increased speed dightly.

“Sorry | forgot to warn you,” he said. “ About that last stretch, | mean. | got busy.”
“I thought you were going to hit one of those rocks."

“I was going ow enough.” He shook his head. “We weren't in any danger. Remember, I've been out
here before.”

Twice before, as Annarecdled, with resource exploration teams. Martin didn't need to go out on
Phoenix's vag, blistering surface. He could stay in his comfortable air-conditioned office, taking in
comlink reports from field supervisors. He wasn't involved directly in resource exploration, extraction or
management. Not directly.

But he had. Unlike many others, he was a hands-on administrator; he took an active interest in
overseeing planning the future for the entire planet. So he went everywhere, pole to pole, saw everything,
asked questions. When he discussed resource and manpower allocation and coordination, budgets and
timetablesfor projects, priorities and other long-range planning aspects with project managers, he
understood better what was being done, what needed to be done. The big picture. He saw it asclearly
asany Colony Administrator could. His managers knew hisinterest in field activity and generaly
respected hispolicy decisons.

Y es, Annaknew. He'd be gone for days at atime, and often, too, on some field tour.
“Still scared me,” shesaid.
“Sorry. | hopel did the samefor our friends back there.”

Annalooked at the lightmap. Their red dot lay now at the top of the screen. Behind them, one dot had
found the easy trail they'd taken, while further behind, the other two seemed till mired in the boul der
maze.

“I think you may beright,” she said. “Now what?'

Martin glanced at the lightmap and grunted. “Y eah, looks better. Now we keep heading north until we're
west of CdcuttaFalls. They'll probably give up by then. In fact, look."

He pointed at the lightmap. One red dot, deep in the boulder field, wasn't moving. As Annawatched, it
became clear the other dot had gone back to the stationary one. The third had stopped on thetrail and
fdlen farther behind them.

“What do you make of it?" he asked.

Annathought amoment. “Maybe that one...” She pointed. “...crashed or something and that one went
back to help. This one here, on thetrail, has stopped to wait for them to catch up.”



Martin dowed. Conserving power. The gauge read forty-two percent.
“Isthere any way we can go opagque?’ she asked. “ Get off their screens?”

“Afraid not. They're using the same satdllite nav sysem we are.” He tapped the lightmap. “If you know
how to programiit, you can follow any moving vehicle on the planet.”

“Yousad‘moving vehicle?”
“Y es. When we stop and power down we go opague. | see what you're thinking. I'll haveto find..."

As he spoke, the pursuit clearly renewed. The dot aong thetrail started up dowly, while one of the other
two dotsin the boulder field moved even more dowly westward toward the trail to rgjoin the chase. The
third dot had disappeared. Stationary. Opaqgue to the lightmap sensors. Crashed, probably, as Anna had
guessed.

Martin bit off aFamiliacurse. “If we stop now, try to find ahiding place, they'll know right whereto
look. No good. We keep going. They can't keep thisup for long."

Can we? But Annakept the thought to herself.

Minutes passed, during which the ded farthest south sped up and overtook the nearest pursuer on the
trail. The ded that had been in the lead stopped as its brother passed it, going fast.

The action caught Martin'seye. “ Jadu,” he cursed between gritted teeth. “ They're stopping to replace
gpent fudl cdlsthen running at speed, in arday, overlapping each other.”

“Can't we stop, recharge, too?’” The gauge now read thirty-eight percent.

“If we stop they'll be on us—one of them, anyway—before we can get back up again. No, they got
smart. They're coming too fast now."

“If wecan't hide...” Annalet the thought go unfinished. Can't hide and can't outrun them.

The leading powerded closed on them in the lightmap and it was now as near asit had been earlier. Anna
turned around, again trying to see the gang through the rear window. A light glint, probably
headlights—Martin had turned on theirs—from the lead ded stabbed through the shadows. A hundred
meters back.

“Can't outrun them,” Martin muttered aoud, thinking. “ Can't evade them, can't hide, can't stop, can't fight
them. Maybe we can bluff them.”

“What do you mean?'

Martin dowed the ded as they rounded ataus dope and aimed it westward off thetrail, heading into the
deeper dark of one of the canyons between the wall'sjutting ribs.

“WEell go asdeep aswe can,” he said. “Up this crack till we find agood spot, turn around and face
them. They've got to think we've turned desperate, or maybe they'll think we have weapons. WEell be
hard to seein the dark. After awhile, they'll leave. Maybe."

Thewalls closed in steeply on both sides of the powerded asit inched forward into the inky darkness. At
the foot of the vertical diver of daylight to their immediate rear, Annamade out headlights shifting,
probing.



Martin drove further into the crack, which narrowed with each passing meter. Anna could have reached
out and touched the wall on her side. The dark, featureless surface glittered, sparkled in spots with some
unknown luminescence.

Various-sized rocks, some half asbig asthe ded, littered the otherwise flat canyon floor. Therocks
forced Martin to adjust the powerded'slift and thrust constantly; and the ride, despite their dow speed,
grew asrugged and jerky asin the boulder field they'd traversed afew minutes before.

“Arethey following?’ He couldn't manage a second to look back or check the lightmap.

The three-dimensiona image on the lightmap showed their one red dot at the bottom of a deep, narrow
cleft. It wasn't clear to Anna.on the map how far the canyon extended. She didn't understand the ded's
onboard imaging system enough to know if it could follow the fissure's exact dimensions.

Two red dots had penetrated past the lip of the canyon mouth. The gang still came. They were far back,
but inching forward, into the dark.

She turned to look behind. The narrow dit of daylight at the mouth no longer existed. They'd gonefar
enough in, twisted and turned enough, that they now rode in tota darkness. If light penetrated to them
from above, she didn't seeit—too busy to look.

The gang came on and on, relentless. They advanced—shifting, climbing and faling among, over and
around the rugged, boulder-strewn gully floor, just as Martin was doing. Closer, ever closer. Now, fifty,
maybe sixty meters back.

Annaturned around, facing forward. “ Closer,” she said. “Both of them.”
Martin said nothing, intent on driving.

The canyon gtarted to curve sharply, winding snakelike through the narrow, solid rock walls. Anna saw
only brief glimpses of the gang asthey closed. Forty meters now, maybe thirty.

“Martin, they're getting closer.”
“Doesn't matter. Even with project—"
A seriesof rolling banks and heavily boulder-cluttered curves demanded his attention.

“The ded is nanofacted, right?” Annaunderstood. Everything manmade on Phoenix 1V, including the
deds, was nanofacted, indestructible.

“Right. They can't touch us."
The ded suddenly rang like abdll. Startled, Anna at first didn't recognize the sharp clang. Rock?
Then it cameto her. Bullets. She turned to look back over her shoulder.

Light swords stabbed and dashed the darkness—powerd ed headlights. The closest ded tumbled over
the rock floor twenty meters back, the other behind it, both pressing on. Relentless.

Martin came to asmooth, flat sretch, and time seemed to freeze. The demonic headlightsfixed on Anng,
level and unswerving now, for the moment blinding her. She felt the next impact. A bullet crashed againgt
the thin, transparent membrane afew centimeters before her eyes. The sound deafening. Thelight
blinding.



She blinked, watched something flat, round—abullet—fall away from the unmarred window. Her head
jerked in automeatic reaction away from the impact, and she took in a breath to scream.

Instead, she blacked out.

CHAPTER NINE

Annacameto with agtart, jerking against the restraints, gasping for air asif she'dd been drowning. She
was denied the luxury of disorientation. Before she could focus, or wonder how long sheld been
unconscious, another bullet dapped hard againgt the rear window centimeters from her neck, so loud it
seemed to explode inside her head; and she knew where she was, what was happening.

“Martin—" Her head whiplashed again, cutting her off, and the restraints bit into her shoulders and hips
asthe powerded lurched and bucked over alarge boulder in their path. The jolt was so severe her teeth
clacked, and she tasted blood where she'd bitten her lip.

Martin grunted beside her. His head jerked and spittle flew from his bared teeth. He, too, was being
dammed about as he drove.

The engine complained in an arrhythmic, throaty growl. The ded stank of fear, sweat ... and something
dse

Annawiped sticky, warm blood from her swollen lip with the back of her hand and |ooked down. Bile
stained her chin, neck and chest, awatery sheen on the rubbery exosuit. While she was unconscious,
however briefly, her somach had rejected whet little remained in it, what she hadn't vomited in Georg's
office over the dead security officer. Her own stench made her choke.

She blinked her chrono. Surprisingly, less than twenty minutes had elapsed since they'd cleared the
boulder field and entered Goliath's walls, just under two hours since they'd left TierraNatal and lessthan
three since thefirst explosion.

Exhaustion swept over her, and she felt heavy, her bones|leaden. Annabelieved that, despite her current
adrenaline-charged darm—or maybe because of it—she could fal adeep if given afew seconds of

peace and quiet.

It was early afternoon, yet little light penetrated to the narrow, deep canyon's bottom. Their headlight
beams diced erratically through the darkness, bouncing from boulders and walls as the ded heaved and
pitched over rocks, did and flew around bends. Annawondered how Martin could seein the darkness
let aone drive through the nightmare obstacle course.

At times, the canyon walls seemed to squeeze in, making the track ahead narrower and narrower. Anna
imagined the ded being pinched to ascreeching hat then pulverized as the walls closed, crushing them
likeacaninthejawsof avise. Severd times, sparks flew from the rock beside her asthe ded banged
agand it.

They advanced onto awinding, flat and rockless stretch of canyon floor, and the constant jolting eased

for awhile. Annawas able to focus on the lightmap. Three red dots floated in arow, evenly spaced. Too
close

The map showed the canyon floor twisting snakelike along the screen. Annadidn't see Goliath's eastern
wall, the entrance to the canyon, on the right side of the map. She saw no end to it on the I ft.

She didn't know how far they'd come, or how far they could go into the defile before it ended and they
were trapped.



Trapped.
“Martin, do you know where we are?’

“Not redly. Been out here, the general area, once or twice, but—these canyons. Nobody's explored
them much."

“Youdon't know if it'sadead end, or..."
“Mogt of them are pretty shalow."
“Do any go dl theway through?"

He gave her aquick, sharp glance, and Annalost hope the canyon they were in might go through Goliath,
however far that might be, leading to escape on the other side. More desert lay west of Goliath.

Thereéd been no manned exploration west of Goliath snce planetfal, and she had paid little attention to
that areain her class lessons. She concentrated her scholars' attention on the vast grass-spotted plains of
Brasliaeast of Goliath and west of Glacier Mountain, where the new towns lay and where Phoenix [V's
future growth was expected. West of Goliath was unknown territory.

She shook her head, exasperated with herself. Whether the canyon was adead end or not didn't matter.
With the gang shooting & them, al they could do was run.

She looked at the fuel gauge. Eighteen percent.
Maybe the gang would give up and go away.

No, shewas certain they wouldn't give up. Recalling their manic anima howling on the comlink and their
relentless pursuit, she couldn't anticipate rationa behavior from them; and she had the chilly feding thét,
for dl it mattered at the moment, they were incapable of rationa thought.

Another dense boulder fidld cameinto view, seconds away asthey turned a sharp bend in the canyon
floor. Annatook the brief opportunity left before their flight became a bone-rattling ordedl again to look
behind her. Just before the ded jerked up and over thefirst obstacle, she glimpsed thefirst pursuing
ded's headlights, amonster's probing yellow eyes.

It happened so fast she wasn't certain, but thought she glimpsed aflash of light, atiny nova, erupt from
the pursuing ded. A second later, thewall by Martin spouted a geyser of fine dust and smdll rocks.
Shattered rock fragments clattered againgt the ded's roof and side. Martin winced, shoulders hunched.

Another shot fired. Annawondered how much ammunition the gang had. Lots, she decided, if they could
waste it on apowerded, an invulnerable and, in this case, erraticaly moving target. She wondered how
they did it. Maybe they leaned out of the cab side, or they'd dissolved the windscreen, or the canopy. If
one of them leaned out the Side or stood up to fire over the top, maybe she and Martin would get lucky
and the shooter would fal out when their ded hit abump.

Maybeif they dll fell ou...

A weird and stupid thought. Anna snorted in disgugt. It was madnessto try to find anything rationa,
predictable or otherwise useful about their stuation. The only thing she and Martin could expect seemed
to be the unexpected.

Shetried to look behind her again a the deds. Her own vehiclesjolting lift and plunge as Martin



maneuvered it over and around obstacles frustrated her ability to see clearly, but sheld become, to a
degree, used to it. What she now saw was that as they rounded a sharp bend in the canyon their pursuers
disappeared from sght for aminute. When the ded cameinto view again, it appeared to dow, even stop,
and somebody would fire a shot. Then they'd come on again until the cycle repeated at the next bend.

Now and then, the canyon widened enough for two or three deds to have traveled abreast for a short
distance. Those stretches were straighter and the ground seemed more level, less rock-studded.
Sandy-bottomed, like an old riverbed. When the terrain presented the chance, Martin sped up, tried to
gain distance on the gang, get around the next bend before the pursuing ded appeared. Anna guessed he
must also be aware of the gang'stactics, had been aware long before she caught on.

S0, at least something about the gang was predictable. Annawatched behind her again, neck sore from
turning at an awkward angle and from trying to hold her head as the ded bounced aong.

Y es. Round aturn, dow or stop, fire ashot or two, then speed up to repesat the process again.
Predictable.
Somehow, she thought—that ought to be something they could turn to their advantage.

Again, Martin rounded a bend and sped up into a stretch of relatively flat and straight, unobstructed
canyon floor. The stretch looked wider, too, and Anna noticed something € se twenty meters up the
canyon wall—shadows. She craned her neck and caught a glimpse of blue sky high up.

Either they'd climbed in the past minutes or the walls were now low enough to alow the sun to penetrate
again to near the canyon bottom.

Annarecaled her geography lessons. Goliath rosein ahigh vertical wall onits eastern flank. It tapered
westward and was haf as high and less stegp on its western side. The land farther west was unexplored,
desert except for ahilly region far to the west. Then the shallow Eastern Sea spanned the rest of the
globe, dmogt two-thirds of it, and lapped againgt Brasilia's eastern edge, east of Glacier Mountain.

They must have crossed the entire spine of Goliath.

Their fud had dwindled to fifteen percent. The going had become less hectic and bumpy in the last few
minutes. With their re.emergence into sunlight, the ground had grown tamer, amost as easy to traverse as
the narrow strip between the rock field and Goliath's wall where they'd sped northward earlier. Straighter
stretches occurred more often now, making for longer periods before the canyon curved and itswall
protected them from bullets,

Nerves on edge and her mind at fever pitch, Annaknew the changed conditions—more light; smoother,
flatter and Straighter terrain—weren't hedthy. The gang till pursued, and would be ableto get closer in
the open stretches, get clearer shots at them. At one point, they came two abreast, and the rattle of their
gunshots againgt the back of the powerded sounded like an avalanche of rocks.

That gill bothered Anna. If the powerded was imperviousto their bullets, nanofacted like Nata'swalls,
why did the gang keep shooting? Maybe they'd gone mad.

A bullet hit the canyon wall high up and forty meters ahead of them. It didodged a shower of rocks,
some quite large, and Martin swerved—the floor was wide enough at the spot—to avoid the tumbling
debris.

That's what the gang had been trying to do. The shotsthat hit the ded had been erratic ones—the
canyon wall above and in front of them had been the redl target.



Martin swore, voice anguished.
Annaeyed him fearfully. Now what?

She watched his glance dart between the road ahead and a gauge on the control panel in the maze of
diasand monitors. A colored bar had grown verticaly until it topped its scae, jiggling there asif it
wanted to go higher. Blue at the bottom, red at the top.

Something wrong there.

Suddenly, sheinhaed a sharp, pungent odor—not fear, Sweet or bile, but something else. Something
burning.

Likethe lung-searing smokein the garage.

The gauge, itsindicator pegged at the top. The odor. Martin's desperate concern. Smoke in the air,
ghostly wisps.

Engine temperature. That's what the gauge shows. The rough handling. They didn't design thededsto
take such abuse.

“We have aproblem,” Martin said. The words came out choked.

“| seeit. What now?"

“Desperate people..."

Annastared at him, mouth agape, petrified at the thought of what lengths he'd been driven to, what would
happen in the next few seconds.

A long, flat and wide stretch of canyon came into view around a narrow-walled curve, bright sun
beaming into it. Beyond it, a hundred meters distant, the canyon pinched into a narrow neck, through
which only asingle ded might pass at once.

“...in desperate times..."

Hetensed and jammed forward thrust to the max, leaning on the stick, propelling their ded toward the
bottleneck at the other end of the straightaway. The engine whined asif in pain.

Without knowing how, Annaknew what Martin had planned. She braced hersdlf, armslocked, held her
breath.

“...require desperate measures.”

An instant before their ded reached the bottleneck, Martin jerked the stick back, and the ded heaved
nose downward, dmost capsizing. He danced on the stick and foot controls, an intricate juggling act,
balancing thrust and lift to keep the ded upright as he turned it around.

Dust and sand exploded into the air from their thrust, and for amoment Annacouldn't see anything. The
ded jerked and twisted like something adive. When the dust settled enough and she could see again
through the windscreen, she was, as she'd expected, as she'd dreaded, |ooking back down the broad,
long canyon through which they'd just traveled. They were jammed into the bottleneck facing back
toward their pursuers.

The first ded whipped around the bend at the far end of the canyon and hated. No shots came.



Watching the motionless vehicle, Annathought of aclever predator pausing, sniffing theair.
It backed out of view around the bend.

Stillnessfollowed. Into that tillness, agroan rose from deep in the bowels of their ded, ametdlic,
mechanica moan that sounded remarkably human and agonized. Something dying. It took Annaawhile
to figure out what it was.

Shelooked at Martin. She didn't haveto ask.

“Likel said,” Martin whispered, asif the gang might overhear, “wewalk."

Chapter Ten

The dying powerd ed engine groaned on and on. Sick machine parts serenaded from an unseen
compartment below Annas seat. The humanlike voices dipped and rose in pitch, faded and resurged,
became awavering chorus of doomed, hellbound sufferers lamenting their fate.

The cacophony of mechanica agony climaxed with abony rattle, like an orgasmic shudder, adeep
vibration Annafdt under her legs and back. Then, with asigh, the engine died.

Silence—hanging over her, aheavinessin the tangy, smoky air. She breathed in shallow gasps.
Martin spoke, and athough he whispered, it sounded explosive in the dead silence and tartled her.

“What?’ Her nerves had become frayed wiring, amplifying every sensory input; and when he spoke, she
heard noise, not words. He'd shattered the dense quiet to which her neurons had become hard-wired.

“Wehaveto,” he said. He unfastened his restraints and they retracted, alowing him to turn and begin
fumbling with hers

“Haveto? Haveto what?'
[13 Run.ll
“Run? Where? Why?'

“Damnit, Anna, snap out of it,” he barked, loud in the close space. Anna had never heard him shout
before. At her or anybody. She looked at him and blinked, wide-eyed, startled.

“Sorry,” he said, sheepishnessin hisvoice and eyes. Her restraintsfell away.
“Martin, Martin...” A sob bubbled up in her throat.

“It'll be okay.” He stretched to put hisarms around her, an awkward move in the confining cockpit.
1] Ok@/."

Annaclung to him, fingers digging into his shoulders. Shetried to speak. Her throat seemed coated with
ash, and her dry tongue rasped againgt her teeth. She couldn't breathe; her chest heaved. Shefdlt dizzy.
Cool air seeped between the exosuit and her skin, but her exposed face, between chin and eyes, felt hat,
feverish.

Martin'sface looked mottled and sweaty, his eyeswild. He looked worn out, asif held run the distance
from Nata through the Barrensto this street deep in Goliath. Annaredized she must look as beaten and
spent ashedid.



Shetried to concentrate on what he was saying.

A shiny drop of swest on the end of his nose quivered as he spoke. It grew, jiggled then gave up itsfight
agang gravity, splashing on hisarm, shattering into glistening fragments.

Concentrate on hiswords.

A diredt, yes, she thought. The canyon was like a Natal street, only narrower and with the top ripped
open, exposed to the Phoenix sun. But nothing could rip open a nanofacted street roof.

She watched his pale lips move and tried to concentrate. Gradually, his noises became distinct words.
“Anna, you've got to snagp out of it,” he said. “Y ou've got to listen to me, do what | tell you.”

Heleaned closer to her, sdt-swesat odor stinging her nose. That and the drifting smoke—she wanted to
neeze.

He touched her abdomen, just below her belt buckle. Annalooked down at his hand. She wasn't sure
why Martin had touched her abdomen, but it triggered amemory.

For amoment, sheld tottered on the brink of falling into the deep, quiet poal in her mind where shed
briefly found refuge earlier in the day, in his office. She'd returned to redlity from that safe haven because
she carried lifein her womb, and staying dert was the best way to protect thet life.

Again, the sren song of insanity had called to her. Again, sheresisted.

I'm pregnant.

“All right.” Annatried to smile. “I'm dl right. Now."

“Good. Stay dert. Well need to move fast when we go.”

“What can we do? We can't fix the ded, can we?'

“It'sshot. | figure we run. Or we stay here. Or we could give up. Or we could attack.”
“Y ou've thought about this."

“A lot.” He glanced out the windscreen back up the canyon, saw no activity from the gang and turned
back to her. Heticked off hispoints on hisfingers. “We could wait until they comefor us, give up and
take our chancesthey'll stop screaming like wild animals and shooting at us and decide to be nice.”

Annasnorted.

“Or we could stay inside, lock down. Itl take awhile for them to pry us out of this can. Itll be hard
work, too, and hot. Maybe they'll get tired and go."

Annaenvisoned apack of angry Familiahowling like dogs, banging on the ded with rocks and their
weapons. Theinsde of the ded would be like the insde of adrum. The racket might drive her and
Martin crazy long before they gave up and went away. If they went away.

For some reason, she pictured the attackers dirty, with wild, matted hair, naked.
“Not much of an option,” she said.

“Other thing wrong with that one—did you see us dodge those rock falls back there? We amost got



buried acouple of times. All thisrock over our heads—I don't likeit. Maybe they could blast the walls,
bury the ded then forget us."

“I wondered about their shooting."

“What about attacking them?"

“With what? Rocks?"

He shrugged. “It would sure surprise them.”

“They'd stay surprised two minutes. Then—bang-bang.”

“Tell mewhat do you make of that.” He pointed through the windscreen with his chin toward the empty
expanse of wide, flat canyon floor. At the opposite end, secreted in the bottleneck a hundred meters off,
the gang still lurked unseen. Quiet. A rounded shadow rose againgt the far wall—the nose of aded.
“Why aren't they rushing us? What are they waiting for?"

In unconsciousimitation of him, Anna composed her thoughts aloud. “Maybe they're out of ammunition,
or their wegpons have mafunctioned. Wonder how many they have. And whered they get them? Made
them, do you suppose?’

“WEell ask them. Later. After they attack. After they realize we don't have any weapons.” Martin paused
then added, “ Get it?'

“No wegpons. We don't have any, but they think we do, it lookslike. But why?" Sudden redization:
“Martin, those boxes lashed in the back. Do you think...?"

“Weagpons, maybe. It looks like they think so. Maybe this rig brought in Familia conspiratorsfrom a
mining Stein the Barrens or somewhere ese. With wegpons. Or maybe those boxes are drilling supplies.
There arefive mineswithin aday'stravel of Natal. Anyway, we haveto find out.”

“So, what are we waiting for? Why haven't we checked yet?'

Martin gripped Annas ebows, turned her toward him. He held her eyeswith his, demeanor grave.
“Anna, | need you with me on this. I've done military courses, somefield exercises. Part of my training.
Combat environment, leadership emphasis. Y ou haven't. It's already been along day and it isn't over. I'm
not sure what's going to happen in the next few hours or days. If we get out of this. If we're going to
aurvive...” Hiseyes narrowed, lips barely moved. “If were going to survive, you haveto do as| say, no
guestions, no hestation. Understand?’

She nodded.

“I may haveto ask you to do thingsthat ... you might not want to do. But you'll do as| say.” Hehit into
hiswordsoneat atime. “You must do as| say.”

Annarealized with a shock that he meant he might tell her to shoot at the gang. He was right—shed
never used aweapon before, didn't know if she could do it. Unless Martin told her to. Then she could.
Maybe.

Maybe.
Sheld been hysterical. But she was okay now.
“I'm okay.” She nodded vigoroudy. “Now | am. Redlly."



Martin returned the nod, stiffly, tight-lipped. “Whatever | say, you do. Good. Let's go, then. Out my
sde”

Martin had backed the ded into the bottleneck at an angle so itsleft sde lay in deep shadow beyond the
narrow mouth. The other side would open into view of the gang across the canyon floor.

After aquick look through the windscreen—still no movement from the gang—he palmed the door open.
Pressure released with a hiss, and the door clunked back aong its track. The soft mechanical noises
sounded like bombs to Anna, and she was sure their enemies could hear.

Martin glanced out the windscreen again. “Don't know how long before one of them gets brave.” Then
he stepped out.

Annafollowed, crawling awkwardly over the lumpy console between the passenger and pilot seet, her
head pressed againgt the roof, knees knocking the control panel.

“Hurry.” He extended a hand to help her out.

She stepped into an oven. Even in the shade, the air seemed to suck moisture from her exposed cheeks.
Sheinhaled, and fire coursed down her aready parched throat. The exosuit countered afraction of a
second later, and an icy breeze caressed her covered skin from forehead to ankles. It provided no
comfort for her burnt mouth and throat.

Her feet burned on the ground. Glancing over the low ded back as he worked, Martin pulled the exosuit
dippersover hisfeet, slanding on onefoot at atime. Annacovered her feet, too. Her toesimmediately
felt cooled but sticky and dirty, asif coated with oil.

“Keegp an eye out for them,” he said. “Let me know if you see anything.”

Annaleaned on the ded then pulled her exposed fingers away from the hot surface. As she watched for
movement from the gang, she flexed her fingers and wrists. The suit deeves responded, growing up her
wrists onto the backs of her fingers. She flexed more vigoroudy but the suit refused to extend over her
fingertips and pams. Programmed that way.

She wondered what the miners and others who worked outside did to protect their hands. Gloves,
probably, programmed to different specialized tasks.

Martin knelt and peeled apand away from the side. It separated with atinny rasp, exposing alow
section of the stowage bed. He tossed it aside and grunted, stretching an arm into the exposed bed,
trying to get at the boxes. It would have been easier to climb into the bed to release the tie-downs from
there, but he would have been exposed to view.

Annawanted to help but feared sheld just get in the way. The access looked too small, her arms were
shorter than Martin's and she wasn't as strong. She didn't know how to release the tie-downs. She'd help
best by keeping watch.

Stll, shefelt usdess, hdpless.

She saw a shadow flicker, adight movement on the far canyonwall. A shape came and went just above
the shadow of the gang's ded. Somebody moving.

A noise. A keening, or ashout. Martin hadn't noticed.

“Martin..."



He grunted again, atriumphant sound thistime. He'd pulled a box free and opened it—a weapon.

Annarecognized it, having seenitslike in encyclopediaentries, history of the Fall. A projectile wegpon, a
meter long. The hollow tube opposite the butt end expelled deadly, solid bullets. Crude but effective.

Martin held it up in onefist and grinned wickedly. In that instant, he looked to Annalike the mentd image
sheld formed, of the gang assaullting the ded, banging on it like predators smelling the kill. That look in his
eyes both frightened and saddened her.

“That'sa—"

“Gunnison assault rifle, point thirty-eight gee-vee,” he said, an unfamiliar ferocity in hisvoice. “ Standard
issue during the Fall. Asan Alliance, but everybody had these, East and West. Lightweight; hest, cold
and water-resistant; rugged. Wouldn't jam. They'd take near-direct artillery hits, easy to fix inthefield. In
fact, these things were designed to be so basic that troops could build their own in thefield if they had to.
Guerrillawarfare Suff.”

“I recognize it from books, but it looks new."
“Nanofacted. They've been making these in secret.”
“You didn't know?'

“Didn't know.” Martin rasped bitterly, knuckles white as he gripped therifle in both hands asiif to bresk
itintwo. “Didn't know, didn't know—damn it to hell—I didn't know."

A faint noise echoed off the canyon walls. They both turned to look.

Two Familiaappeared from out of hiding a hundred meters away, sneaking from shadow to shadow,
hugging the canyon wall. VVoices rose from behind the adventurous pair, chalenges echoing off the high
wdls.

“Comefight, you!” they taunted in high-pitched screeches. Or they may have said “ Can't find you,” or
even something ese. As before when sheldd heard their animd shrieks on the amplified comlink, Anna
couldn't make out the words. Nevertheless, the tone and intent were clear.

Sawks nesting hundreds of meters up the wallswhedled into the air away from their rookeries at the
noise. Dust and pebbles cascaded down the walls with their echoing cries. Martin did something to the
rifle, made some adjustment to it Anna didn't understand. It wasn't working. He repested the movement
severd times.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”
“What?'

Hedidn't answer. After aquick glance at the staking Familia, fill ninety or so meters out, he propped
the weapon againgt the ded and kndlt at the box. He poked around, looking for something, muttering,
tossing aside three weapons. He hurled the empty box aside and reached into the stowage bed for
another. Heripped it open, upended it. Four riflesfell out, but Martin ignored them. He examined the
empty box, looking for something that wasn't there. Teeth grinding, afrustrated keening in histhroet, he
looked back into the bed.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”



“What? What?"

No answer. Martin stood and looked grimly over the ded at the Familiapair, still coming, now seventy
meters away. Both had wegpons like the one he held.

He examined the side of the ded, looking for something—something other than whatever held been trying
to find in the boxes. He stood in the opened door, facing the gang over the top of the ded so they could
see him from the waist upward. Annagasped & the incautious move.

He held therifle above hishead, jerked it up and down in hisfist, and shouted, “1've got a Gunny, you
sonsabitches! Another step and | pump you. Y ou hear me? | have a Gunny!”

Then, to Annasrelief, he jumped back down, removing his body as atarget, and crouched behind the
ded. They both peeked over into the canyon.

A loud snap echoed, and a sudden white light blossomed and died from a shadow where one of the gang
crouched. Gunfire. The shot pinged against the rock high and behind them, deeper in the canyon.

The two adventurers had stopped snesking forward, lay huddled in shadows fifty meters away. Beyond
them, two others entered the broad canyon. Annathought Martin might fire awarning shot, keep them at
bay. He didnt.

“Martin, if you fire ashot maybethey'll back off."

He shook his head. His gaze flickered aong the ded, aong the canyon wallsin front and above them and
back down the dark depths of the canyon west of them. A musclein hisjaw twitched. Anna recognized
the symptoms—he was thinking fast, desperate, and she dare not interrupt.

The gang continued to close in. Two others joined the four aready edging closer and closer, shadow to
shadow, screaming and howling. If they were saying anything coherent, Annano longer cared.

What's wrong? Why doesn't he fire a warning shot?

The vanguard pair had regained their bravado, urged on by the four—no, Sx—others behind them.
Another pair had arrived, and now four teams of two approached, each about twenty meters apart.

The closest pair was thirty meters away, still hugging the shadowed walls, but still approaching.

Instead of firing, Martin kndlt at the side of the ded, set therifle down and jerked open a compartment
below the stowage access held opened earlier. Anna saw machinery, wiring and pipes. On the access
plate, sheread: caution—activefud cdls.

Martin suddenly stood, gripped her elbows so fiercely she knew they'd be bruised. Theintenselook in
his eyes—haunted, like that of alost boy—stayed the cry in her throat. He seemed forlorn, sad. Anna
recognized the look that had, from time to time, revealed thelittle boy insde the man sheloved, one she
hadn't seeninalong time. A logt, hurt ook that pressed against her heart.

“I'm sorry.” He barely whispered. “1 waswrong, | made mistakes. I'm so sorry.”

“Come fight now!” or something likeit the gang shrieked in ragged chorus. They were closer, bolder,
louder.

“Martin, they're coming.”

“I know.” Hereleased her, kndlt, put his hand in the compartment, grunted with the effort to jerk or twist



something. With aripping noise and an airy hiss, vapor poured ot.
He stood. Again, he gripped Annas elbows, eyes now blazing with intengty.

“Listen, now, and do as| say. Run down the canyon. That way.” Hetilted his head toward the dark rift
behind them. “Run asfast and asfar as you can. Don't look back."

“But what are you—"

“No questions.” He shook her, fingersiron. “Run.”
B

"Run." He pushed her, hard.

She fel then rose on shaky legs and turned to run, as Martin had commanded. He knew what he was
doing. Had to know. Obedient, but with her head filled with questions and dread, Annaran.

Something's wrong.

She hadn't gone fifty paces when shefigured it out. Martin hadn't fired the Gunny because he didn't have
any bullets. That'swhat he had looked for so franticaly in the boxes. He couldn't find them. He stood up,
showed the gang the Gunny and waved it, bluffing. It didn't work.

S0, he quickly found a backup plan, a desperate spur-of-the-moment one—blow up the ded. That was
what hewas doing inthefuel cell bay. Safeties could be bypassed, and the cells could be overloaded,
forced to critical.

Hed told Annato run to get her away from the explosion he intended to cause. But he couldn't overload
the cdlls and get far enough away himself before—

She skidded to a hdt, sumbled.
“Martin, no!"

She turned to look back. Through the narrow, vertica light diver at the canyon end, she saw him again
menace their attackers with therifle. He shouted something. The gang, maddened, surged over the
ded—two, then three. Four. Five. They were on him.

“No!” Annashouted, and started running back to him.

The ded transformed into an incandescent white flash of light. The explosion seemed to comefrom insde
her brain. The ground heaved, lifting her into the dust and rock-filled air, throwing her backward. She
flew, spinning, propelled by the shock wave. Sharp, flying rock chips stung her face and hands, ripping at
her. Pain knifed her legs, arms and back. And abdomen.

She landed against arock spur, knocking thewind from her. Vision blurred, breathing agony, she forced
hersdlf to look back down the canyon.

Through theflying rock and tumult, Annasaw an orange-and-yellow firebdl climb thewalslikeathing
dive. Atop thefirebdl, suspended as though afloat on water, an object burned and twisting. A man.

She knew it was Martin, not one of the gang, athough they must have aso been incinerated. She didn't
know how she knew it was Martin, but she knew.



A sudden sharp pain stabbed through her belly, and Anna knew something else had died, too; but she
didn't know what it was. For afraction of a second, she understood that if she thought about it she might
identify the source of the pain. Something—no, someone—aother than her, other than Martin, had been
hurt in the fire. Not one of the Familia Someoneese.

With ddliberate cunning, asthough erasing adate or computer file, Anna shut down the part of her mind
she knew could identify the—the what?

Something—something bad—has happened. | don't know what it is.
She dammed another door shut in her mind, and forgot that there had been anything to forget.
Then sheforgot that.

Like adow-moation livewdl, the canyon wals came down, rumbling, groaning. Annafdt but didn't hear
thewalls collgpse. Nanosin her inner ear had shut down. Or she'd gone desf.

Sheran. Hurt insde and out, she ran. With her back to the fiery tumult and falling rock, sheran, asfast as
she could, lifting swollen feet, pumping aching, bruised arms and scratched legs, breathing acrid air
through razor-dashed lungs, putting distance between her and the explosion. She hurtled dong the
rock-studded canyon floor, stumbling, getting up and running onward, running long after her breath had
given out, after her body had become numbed to its many unnamed pains and the constant running.

Long after sheforgot why she was running, sheran.
Andran.

And ran.
Lisan Navarroclan

For amoment, Lisan thought the old woman had merely paused in her story, gathering her memories
before continuing. It was, after dl, an incredible tde.

Living those events, she decided, must have required some strength of will or character not availableto
ordinary people. Describing the circumstances must aso draw from within the Holy Mother certain
strengths and capabilities Lisan could barely understand, let alone name.

She had heard bits and pieces before, of course, as had most of the children. But she'd long suspected
the fragmentary, distorted and reluctantly told tales were exaggerated. At times, she had even suspected
the adult's memory had faded with age and infirmity—and the plague—Ieaving vague shadows behind. At
times, she believed some adults hid some secret shame about events back then.

The adults evaded questions about those times, grew annoyed, sullen or angry when pressed, until
children generally avoided asking. But, now and then, somebody would |et something dip; and Lisan had
concluded more had happened than anyone let on. She'd long wanted to find out what those missing
pieceswere.

Now she knew. And she marveled at the Holy Mother once again—that she had not only had the
strength—the courage—to live through those times, but to recall those memories, and tell the story.
Amezing.

The Holy Mother sat, head down, face shadowed by a curtain of long blond hair, handsfolded in her lap.
Still. Then she snorted, the sound like aboxard in heat. She'd fallen adeep where she sat. She snored.



Lisan sighed. She wanted to hear more, hear it al. What happened next? But the storyteller had found a
natural placeto pause for the night, her weariness dictating the spot; and Lisan had no choice but to take
abreather hersalf and appreciate how long she'd been listening.

Behind the alcove, to the east, the night had started to fade from black to deep blue. Morning's hest
would be upon them in afew minutes. The Holy Mother had talked the entire night away, and Lisan had
neglected her communa duties at thewell. A dozen pouches till waited there to befilled.

No one, she knew, would scold her. There were no adults to do that anymore.

She quickly filled the pouches—haf-filled them, rather; it would do for one night—and brought them into
the shadowed cooling pit cut low into the Side of the wall afew meters away from the Holy Mother's
acove. By the time sheld finished the eastern sky was pae blue, and the blazing sun an inch from pesking
over the dcove back wall and broiling her alive where she stood.

Lisan retreated from the well into the relative cool of the open-sided, western-facing acove, where she
stood and panted in the rising heat. She forbade hersdf adrink of water in self-punishment for shirking
her duties. Insteed, shetilted Holy Mother Anna Devlin's deeping head back, brushed afringe of hair
aside and splashed afew drops of water from her own pouch on the Holy Mother's dack lips.

The Holy Mother dept on, undisturbed. Snoring.

Lisan gathered the stick-figure old woman in her arms, marveling again a how light she was—and how
loudly she snored—and descended the dirt rampart to the deeping chamber deep below ground, into
which the day's heat could not penetrate through the layers of packed soil. She arranged Anna Devlin on
her deeping cot and gavethe air recirculator atwirl. The wide, curved blades caught on their wooden
ratchet, spun; and a cooling breeze sucked into the room through the door then out the cooler-tube,
lowering the temperature another few degrees.

Lisan tightened the whipgrass rope controlling the fan flywhed . The gear-rope was becoming frayed,
making it necessary to rewind the flywhed by hand. She pinched her shoulder to remind hersdf to return
before noon to rewind the blades. She pinched herself again as areminder to ask Cousin Bever
Francosclan to weave another rope for the Holy Mother's deeping chamber.

Then sheleft, retiring to her own chamber. Seep came dowly. Fitfully. Lisan had many dreams.

* * % %

“You must haverun alongtime.” Lisan sat again in the Holy Mother'sacove. It was alittle after darkfall,
the western sky till blue and starless—such was her eagernessto hear the rest of the ssory—and the air
dtill seething, shimmering with the day'sresidud hest.

She had resolved to hear some more of the story first, before filling her quota of water pouches. Later,
she promised, she'd do her duty. Later.

“I ran, yes,” Holy Mother said. They sucked on tubes of goat milk, their breakfast, asthey sat on the
stone bench facing west over the alcove wall. Surp, durp. They sounded like darters feeding.

“And?’ Lisan prompted.
Holy Mother shook her head. “Finish your dutiesfirg, then I'll tell you what happened.”
“But | can—"

“Y ou neglected them last night, and | am to blame. Y our Cousins are annoyed with you for their



half-filled pouches, and with me. They won't say anything to you—out of respect for me, perhaps—but
we shouldn't annoy them further. And you don't need to be lectured about duty to one's family.”

Chastened, Lisan bowed and silently went about her chores. Shefilled water pouches as quickly as she
could drop them into the well and draw them up again. At last, after storing them in the cooling pit, she
returned to Holy Mother's side, her eagerness unabated.

A sp of water shared between the young girl and the old woman, and, at last, Holy Mother AnnaDevlin
sad, “Yes, | ran. How long did | run? Forever. Forever."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Asghelay in the foggy, time-duggish territory between deep and wakefulness, Annadecided it must bea
holiday because her darm hadn't sounded in her right ear. If it had been aschool day, it would have
awakened her. Through her closed eydlids, she detected daylight.

Holiday, then. Shefelt no urge to know the time, or even the day. Seep. Restful, refreshing deep. The
great restorative. She must have had ahard day to be so tired. Eyes closed, unmoving, she sought to go
back into dumber.

Shetried to recall the odd dream she'd had, interrupted by some noise sheld now aso forgotten. The
dream seemed more interesting than whatever had interrupted it. Slowly, she remembered.

A dozen strange animals chased her. Thetal, bulky creatures resembled big dogs but were scaly, not
furry. They ran upright on two short, stubby legs, balanced by ablunt tail. They looked like gigantic nilas
and made a high-pitched sound, like Earthome whales keening, but punctuated with sharp, staccato
clicks. It seemed complicated enough to be alanguage. Not English or Spanish. She didn't understand it,
but the tone seemed clear—they were pleading.

They wanted something from her, but shewouldn't give it to them so they chased her down adark,
narrow street to takeit. She called the lumbering beasts “the gang.” The name waslogicd in the sense
that dl thingsin dreams, however illogica on waking reflection, arelogical. Dream logic.

Martin wasin the dream, running with her. The creatures didn't want anything from him. Still, he ran with
her, and seemed sad. He kept apologizing. “I'm sorry,” held say softly. “1'm so sorry.”

Sorry for what?
In the dream, Annadidn't ask.

Asthey pursued, never closer then ten meters back, the animals spat fire from their mouthsin glowing
neon arcs, likelineson alightmap. The firebals exploded into brilliant, colored light shards when they hit
the street wall over Anna's head. They aways missed.

Martin didn't notice the fireballs. He just loped aong in the same loose-jointed manner as the gang,
keeping pace but in no hurry. His shoulders sagged, weighed with grief, and he mumbled gpologies.

The animaswore clothes. Familiaclothes.

At one point in the dream, Annafound herself running aone. The gang no longer pursued, and Martin
wasn't there, either. She didn't know at what point they'd stopped chasing her or why they'd stopped and
why she continued, or where she was going. Or what had happened to Martin. It just seemed important
that she run, just run, and keep running.

Then she noticed she wasn't in astreet. Theimpossibly long one sheld traveled through was gone, and



sheran in the open across aboundless, flat plain. She ran naked, on bare feet, under the bright sun.
Sheran on and on.

As Annatried to recover the dreamscape, she realized she now stood outside it, remembering it,
observing—not participating. Sheld lost the thread.

The effort had pushed her closer to wakefulness. She felt weary. She didn't want to wake up.
But she was awake.
Surrendering with aweeak sigh, she blinked for thefirst time. She saw nothing.

Almogt dl Authority, and many Familia, maintained some basi ¢ functions—chrono, stim, public net
access—asimplants, so they needed no externd link. A mafunction rardly meant a software problem,
something to be concerned abouit. 1t was most often ahard-wiring problem, some minor, easily repaired
tissue, nerve or bone damage interfering with the neura net tied to theimplant. It happened. Programmed
med nanosfixedit.

Annas hearing had gone fuzzy once when she was six years old after sheld falen from some playground
equipment. The inconvenience lasted an hour.

Now she couldn't access her chrono—and she couldn't hear, either. No, that wasn't true. She couldn't
hear from her right ear. The left worked. That felt odd since she lay right sde up, left cheek and ear
under her.

Eyes closed, Annatried to listen for the a cove sounds. She didn't hear Martin's steady, deep breathing
beside her; he must have goneto the office early. Y es, he had. She remembered hiswarm kiss on her
cheek, the mumbled apology about some administrative emergency—Georg had called, yes, that had
been it—and rolling over and going back to deep.

Therecirculator hummed at the faint edge of audibility and a soft mechanica clicking came from the food
prep—faulty hesting coil. Better get that seen to today, after school.

But today's a holiday.

A twinge of worry seeped into her consciousness, and Annafelt deep dip away another notch. She
blinked again to try to activate the chrono, eyes fill shut. Nothing.

Chrono down, then. Hearing down, too—no, just the right ear. She heard through her |€eft ear, the one
shelay on, ascraping, like something nearby dragging through loose gravel.

Scrape. Pause. Scrape. Pause. Scrape.
Strange sound. Not an a cove noise—she could no longer hear those sounds.
And the bed shelay on fdt ... srange. Gritty.

Then there was the odor. As sheinhded it again, she realized the odor was what had awakened her.
Tart, like lemon. Qily, but not amachine odor. Not food. Something else.

Annainhaed the pungent scent again and opened her eyes. She didn't raise her head—it head felt heavy,
and someinginct told her to say ill.

Dark, irregular shapes, ablurry, colorlesslandscape lay closeto her open left eye. Oddly, she couldn't



seeout of her right one.
Vision down, too. Not good.

Something glowed above her. Not daylight, as she'd thought amoment ago. Not alamp. Morelikea
lightmap. Something dse.

Asshelay, trying to focus blurred vision, trying to open her right eye, sheredlized shewasn't inthe
acove. Shelay ontheground, in gritty dirt, somewhere ... somewhere outside.

Suddenly, Annaremembered. With a sharp, involuntary intake of breeth, she sat up, heart in her throat.
She bumped her head on something hard as she did so, but she ignored the pain. The memory had hit
harder.

She blinked to clear her vision. A heon-glowing substance suffused the deep darkness around her in
pearlescent globules, streaks and pools, refusing to come into focus.

She remembered.

The shooting, thekilling. The terrifying, bone-jarring flight acrossthe Barrensin the powerded. The
Familia—the gang—chasing them into a canyon in Goliath, the ded engine dying, the gang's attack, and
then...

...and then...

Annasaw againin her mind's eye thefirebal consuming the powerded, the canyon walls—and Martin.
She remembered running from the horror. She ran at first because Martin had commanded her to run;
then sheran because ... because she needed to get away from the explosion, the gang.

No, that wasn't quite right. There'd been another reason, something she now couldn't recall, didn't want
to.

Sheran. That wasdll.
And Martin was dead.

For amoment, she wondered why the thought of Martin's dying didn't produce tears. She decided she
must have cried hersalf out while running, that some sense of survival had pushed her beyond grief.

A memory nagged at the back of her mind. It eluded her, and she stopped trying to chase it. She had
more immediate concerns, and grimly, she faced them.

How long shed run through the dark, rock-strewn canyon, stumbling and faling, rising and running again,
she didn't know. But she'd ended up—here.

Where?

It was night. The star-filled sky blanketed the desert. There were no high canyon wallsto closet the
daytime sky to anarrow, bright strip overhead. Sheld run all the way through the canyon and kept on
running into the open desert beyond, to where she now sat.

It had been day when sheld started running. It was now night. Fleet Phoenix lay a handbreadth above the
flat northwestern horizon, the transport ships clustered to form asilvery moon-like glob orbiting a
thousand kilometers up. She had no ideawhat time it was. Maybe sheld run for hours.



Annatried to get to her knees, but spasms of pain in muscles torn and bruised stayed her. She groaned
and sat back, legs curled under her, head down.

She hurt, except the right sde of her face, the only part of her body that didn't. Her med nanos had
numbed the right side of her face to the exclusion of the injuries her pain-wracked body told her existed
everywheredse. A peculiar imbalance, that.

Annaredized with escalaing dread that amed nano concentration meant significant injury. The pain she
felt everywhere e se meant al nanos had been drawn to the more serious injury, that none remained in the
rest of her body to repair lesser damage and stifle lesser pain.

Sowly, deliberately, she lay back on the ground. Pain knifed through her as she moved, and she resolved
to lay ill, to let the med nanos do their job. Rest. And think.

She closed her eyes, concentrated on Slowing her heartbest, steadying her breathing, and tried to
remember her run through the canyon. She had no ideawhat shed injured in her countlessfdls.

She blinked again, ahabit. No chrono. No net. Hearing damaged in the right ear. Right eye shut. Right
Sdeof her face numb.

Serious damage.

She forced hersdlf to relax. After awhile, she opened her |eft eye and tried to see what she could see,
trying to focusfirst on the weird luminosity clumped here and there around her in the darkness. Shefound
it hard to focus with only one eye. No depth of field. And everything e se was dark, vague.

Annareached her right hand toward a globule of the substance afew centimeters away. She touched two
fingersto the hand-sized amoebic mass. At firg it felt cold; then her fingertipsbegan to tingle. The
glowing stuff stuck to them as she pulled away. She examined it.

An odor. Oily. Pungent.
She sniffed and got ablot of the stuff on her nose. Cold. Then her nosetingled, as her fingers had.

Her fingertips had gone numb, and she thought maybe some of the stuff had gotten onto the right side of
her face and deadened it. She had been lying with her right side up.

Raising her head despite the pain the movement caused, Annatried to look around. Againgt the greater
darkness around her, adark form came into focus. She saw agnarled, twisted shape rising above and
around her, faintly illuminated by the glowing substance. It resembled the tomato plant in their alcove.

It was atree. She lay under the spreading bare arms of atree.

Just ameter away, she watched arivulet of the glowing, sticky, numbing stuff ooze dowly aong a tiff
branch. Fascinated, she forgot her pain as shetried to rise and look closer. Again, she hit her head on
something hard—another branch arching overhead—and sagged back down. She gingerly touched the
sore spot on her head, and her now-numb fingers transferred some of the glowing sap. In amoment the
wounded spot on her scalp turned cold then began to tingle. In another moment, the pain had gone.

She watched the glowing sap dribble aong the branch ameter in front of her and redlized a part of the
tree had been split open. A torn limb lay nearby.

Annaremembered. Sheld been running; and in the dark, sheld crashed into the tree, breaking off
branches and losing consciousness. She must have hit hard to breek off the thick limb that lay on the



ground, glowing.

Then, as shelay on her left Sde under the broken tree, unconscious, sap from the broken limb must have
dripped on the right Side of her face, numbing it. It may aso have damaged her hearing and sight.

Timewould tel whether her med nanos could fix the damage. She stayed still and listened to her body,
waiting for somekind of internal signd to tell her dl waswell again. For awhile, she repressed an urgeto
touch the right side of her face, afraid of what she might find. But the urge grew, and she gavein.

Her left hand crossed her supine, pain-wracked body and gingerly touched her cheek under her right
eye. She gasped and pulled it away. Her finger was covered with sap, but in the seconds before they
grew cold then started to tingle, Annafelt her skin. It felt gritty and dry, like boxard skin or like the dirt
under her. Half her face had been transformed.

Annaforced herself to analyze what she'd observed. It helped keep the horror at bay.
Rough, burnt skin. Numbed by the sticky substance.

Sherecalled the pain sheéld felt in the powerded blagt, pain that shot through her asthe concussion flung
her across the canyon floor. Painin the right side of her face. The explosion had burned her. Hand
shaking, Annatouched her head, on theleft Sdethistime. No hair. Burned away.

Her heart had started to hammer again, and she tried to suppress her shock with acold application of
rationdity. After afew deep breaths, the scream rising in her throat died away.

She sat up. Thistime she dodged the overhead branch, glowing with the sap leaking aong its split length.
Shewiped the glowing goo on her fingers againgt her thigh. The exosuit hung in ragged strips around her,
shredded somehow in the course of her flight.

Nanofacted fabric did not shred. But this exosuit had.
Nothing to fear, she thought. Not now. A fact to be coldly examined, like any other. Later.

Her fingers, wiped clean, quickly regained sengtivity. She took adeep breath—it felt like knives—then
touched her face. She forced her fingersto touch the entire right sde. The numbing sap coated the whole
surface, and she scooped it away as she examined hersdlf.

The wound, she found, extended from the crown of her head to her chin. Her right ear was gone and her
right eye socket lay empty under her shaky, probing fingers. Her cheek had evaporated, exposing her
teeth.

She found stiff, hair-like wires dangling behind where her ear had been. Touching bare bone there, she
pulled away a square lump of something the Sze of her fingernail. She examined the lump in the wesk
light from the glowing sap. Her implant—now she knew why she couldn't access any systems. Her nano
system had shut down.

Some fanatical Familiahad had their systems flushed on purpose. Born Authority, Annahad been linked
al her life.

She shivered and a sob crept up her throat, threatening to shatter her cold rationdity. Shewanted to let it
go, let it become a scream—she needed to scream—but she didn't.

Physical pain regained her attention. Parts of the right side of her face, where she'd scooped sap gobs
away, had begun to hurt. From the oozing branch in easy reach, Anna scooped more and spread it over



her injury. Coldness superseded pain. Then cametingling. Finaly, numbness.

Annarolled onto her knees, dowly because it hurt to move. She dealt with that. She pulled the shredded
exosuit from her shoulders and arms, letting it pool around her hips. She stripped away thethin, frayed
pantsuit under it. The till night air felt warm, but not unbearably so, on her bare skin. Naked from the
waist up, she spread handfuls of the numbing sap on her body, like asave, from head to waist.

Cold. Tingle. Then numbness.

She stood on waobbly legs, stripped naked and daubed more sap on her hips, her legs and her bruised,
lacerated feet.

Cold. Tingle. Then numbness.
Anna breathed eadily at lagt, feding no physica pain.

For along while, she stood, contemplating athumb-sized sap globule she rolled in the pam of her hand.
It had hardened like clay as she worked it.

She looked around, trying to orient herself. Except for the tree, she saw nothing close by. Therewasa
low, dark barrier to the star-filled night sky on one horizon—Goliath, eastward and far away. All other
horizonslay low, uninterrupted by mountain or other obstruction.

Shefound it dmost funny; the bizarre glowing-sap tree into which sheldd run in the desert, whatever it
was, might well be the only tree—or living thing at al, except her—in dozens of kilometers. And sheld
runintoit.

She popped the sap ball into her mouth and swallowed it—her throat went cold, thenit tingled. Then it
felt numb.

Her ssomach followed suit, going cold, tingly then numb.

Anna had thought to ded with any internd injury by swallowing the sap. But there was something else,
some other reason she swallowed it. It had to do with some memory in the dark recesses of her mind.
Not Martin, not the other horrors.

Something else. Another pain she refused to name.

If it worked or not she didn't know. She didn't care. Her eydlid and her numbed limbs grew heavy and
warmth spread through her from theinsde out. Annalay on the ground and curled up to surrender to

deep.
Seep. Redtful, refreshing deep.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Scrape. Pause. Scrape. Pause.

The scratching sound faded in and out as Anna drifted between deep and wakefulness. She refused to
open her eyes.

No, not eyes—eye. The right one was gone, long with her ear, theright side of her face, and her
implants and nanosystems. All blasted away.

Annarecalled those events, and Martin's death, with detachment. She'd created that menta wall to



protect hersdlf. It worked. It was constructed not only of emotional distance but sdlective memory. She
recalled the flight from Natal through the Barrens and Goliath, the attack in the canyon and the explosion,
but the running was a blur—and possibly dso away of dedling with her anguish. There must have dso
been the therapy of tears, but she didn't remember.

Shed probably blotted out other things from her memory besides the running and the crying, including the
physical pain. So, the wall worked. Like the sap.

Scrape. Pause. Scrape. A peculiar sound.

Annalay gill and listened, aware of someinterna discomfort she couldn't identify. Her ssomach
felt—what? Cramped?

Internd injury? If sheld gtill had them, her med nanos would have countered any injury, but then, if shedd
had them she wouldn't have felt discomfort in thefirst place.

Sheld never experienced this sensation before. It wasn't like any pain shed ever known, more annoyance
than discomfort. Sheld swallowed the painkiller sap. Maybe that now dedlt with the unknown internal
problem the way her nanos would have.

Scrape. Pause. Scrape.

She wondered if the sound, however tentative, might mean danger. She regarded the possibility of danger
with calm, as she did the odd stomach discomfort; and realizing how composed she was gave her pause.
How sobering to be so detached.

So. She would find the sound source, assess its potential as athreat and respond. Just so.

Annaopened her eye. Still night, the world ablurry haze of deep shadow and dim, colorless shapes and
vague, gill patterns. Shefet faint. She blinked and tried to focus.

No good. She wondered if some of the sapbalm had gotten into her eye and blinded her. What sheld
done with the sap earlier, when shed smeared it over her body, swallowed it, had been an impulse, an
itch quickly scratched. The stuff hel ped relieve the pain, but who knew what harm accompanied the
relief?

She rubbed the thin glaze of sap from her fingers on ascrap of exosuit. Thefingerslost their numbness,
felt tingly before they regained sengtivity. She scraped sap from her [eft eydid and waited. Then she
opened her eye, blinked, lashes sticky, and tried to focus. The patterns of darkness and dim light seemed
lessfuzzy now.

Scrape. Pause. Scrape. A steady, Sow rhythm.

Annalooked around. On one horizon a blueness fed on the bottom of the night, dowly eating stars. A
dark bar bisected ground and sky. Goliath. That was east.

She saw nothing. Still too dark to the north, south and west to make out features.
Scrape. Pause. Scrape.

The glowing sap provided enough light for her to make out her immediate surroundings; she looked for
the source of the odd sound. Fragments of the broken tree lay near, split asif by lightning. When she
went to deep after smearing hersalf and swallowing the stuff, sheld scooted againgt the thigh-thick trunk
and pulled the ruined exosuit around her asif to make anest. The pantsuit was too thin and torn to be of



much use.
The night hadn't been cold. Still, she/d huddled her naked body asif for warmth.

Aslight gathered in the east, Annanow saw the tree resembled a spikeweed, only huge. One broken,
gnarled branch, reaching into the air like a corpse's stiffened arm, sprouted thorns for fingers.

Spikeweed, common on the whipgrass-dominated plain around TierraNatal and more prolificin the
Barrens, rose five to ten centimeters above ground and got no bigger than aperson'shand. This
specimen had stood twice Annds height, the spike cluster at the branch end as big as her head. Unlike
spikeweed, which was dl thorn, thistree had five or six long, fibrous, twisty branches ending in spiky
clugters. Shed torn off some limbs and split the trunk when she hit it, releasing the glowing sap.

Annaknew little about botany. She thought the spikeweed and this—sapplant, she decided to call
it—might be related. She'd heard about tests showing spikeweed to be usaless, maybe even harmful, but
shedidn't remember details. Maybe it was connected with the pain-killing sap.

So, sapplant might be giant spikeweed. Or spikeweed might be miniature sapplant.
Scrape. Pause. Scrape.
The sound seemed to come from nearby, in the darkness. From the west—in front—and, oddly, below.

Annatried to peer through the gloom. She soon saw that she sat on the edge of adarker space, like an
ill-defined black hole. The sound had come from the space. Her monocular vision precluded depth
perception, but she stretched out a hand and found the edge lay in easy reach.

A hole. That'swhy the sound seemed to come from below aswell as—over there.

Annafet dong the holesinner rim. It was smooth, hard and dick, like glass. Not like the gritty ground
where she sat. In the sgp's eerie glow and the till dim light from the east, she guessed the gperture was
ten meters wide, maybe three deep. A shalow bowl, like acrater.

If Annahadn't crashed into the tree while running in the dark, she would have falen headfirg intoiit. |
might have broken my neck.

She barked amirthless snort, and the scraping sound stopped. She held her breath and listened.
Slence

Waiting for the sound to start again, she recalled she'd heard it before, the last time she woke up, when
she'd found the sap.

In amoment, the sound resumed, and she saw the source—a gigantic boxard, ameter and ahalf long, its
clever camouflage betrayed by its movement and the dim light of the rising sun. It crept just below thefar
crater edge toward anow-visible burrow three meters away from it and ten metersfrom Anna. The
burrow was a black spot against the lesser dark of the crater's far lip.

She now noticed other burrows around the crater rim, eight or nine round holes of different sizes.

“Would you look at that,” she whispered. The durred words surprised her until she remembered her
shattered face. The boxard froze again when she spoke; but Annahad spotted it now, and it couldn't
hide behind its camouflage anymore.

A boxard.



Two boxardslived in aterrarium in her class, had been there for three months, brought in by Timofre
Ramonclan, whose father trucked farm equipment and supplies between TierraNata and Rock Spring
and outlying exploration camps. Like spikeweed, bist and puffer flies, boxards were so common, they
went unnoticed.

The scholars made pets of them. They'd dubbed them L efty and Righty. The names came from tan spots
on their blotchy, squarish shells. The children were happy with the names, but Anna couldn't tell the
difference.

Thaose two had each been asbig as her thumb. This one waslonger than her leg and thicker than her
torso. Its round eyes blinked in dow motion. It raised its sharp-clawed, spatulate left front foot and the
opposite hind foot, reached out afew centimeters, placed them firmly down againgt the crater glassthen
pulled its bulk forward with the front foot, pushed with the rear.

Scrape. It lay still amoment. Then the opposite fore and hind feet reached out, gripped and push-pulled
it forward another few centimeters. Scrape. Pause.

Annawatched the dow giant, fascinated. It was headed for its burrow after finishing its nightly feeding.

Lefty and Righty used their long black tonguesto suck nutrients from the soil in their terrarium, forming a
maze of intricate tunnels behind them. If this one fed the same way, its tongue must be more than half a
meter long.

| wonder what it eats. Now it drags itself to its underground lair before the sun comes up and—
Sheld forgotten the sun.

In the few minutes Anna had been absorbed by the boxard, the sun had climbed up over Goliath's back.
Soon, it would hit her, deadly hot.

Her heart should have raced but it didn't. As sheld done with the mystery of the belly pain and the giant
boxard, she considered this new development with calm deliberation.

The exosuit was tattered and useless, dong with the thin, frayed pantsuit. How it could have gotten
shredded was another mystery to be considered later. Now, she needed shdlter. If shedidn't find it, she'd
burn to death. The boxard knew the danger. The thing is smarter than me.

Shelooked around. All but afew stars had faded as blue oozed up with the new day. She could see
enough now to get afix on her Stuation.

Goliath was along pinkish line across the eastern horizon, separating the bluing sky from the mottled
brown-and-tan ground. She had no clue how far away Goliath was. She didn't know how long sheld run
into the desert after she'd left the canyon. It could be five, ten, twenty kilometers or more. She had no
depth perception. She recdled Goliath wasn't as high on itswestern Side as on its eastern, but she didn't
know the heights.

And it didn't matter. At thislatitude, amost at the equator, day and night came and went quickly, the sun
rigng straight up into the sky asif rocket-launched. Temperatures changed rapidly from tolerable warmth
to killer hest. The daytime average at Tierra Natal was a hundred and twenty degrees Fahrenheit. Sheld
heard temperatures east of Goliath had been recorded twenty degrees higher.

Those robot and satdllite surveys may have been done in adifferent season, or adifferent latitude. It
didn't matter. It was late summer, she was west of Goliath, naked, and the heat would soon kill her. She
wouldnt live long without shelter.



Anidea: she often used problem-solving techniques to teach. Sheld ask her scholarsto help solvethis
problem.

“Scholars...” she durred through exposed teeth. The boxard froze when she spoke, forefoot suspended,
and looked at her with one marble-sized eye, unblinking.

“Scholars, pay attention. Here's your problem. Y ou're stranded alone in the desert. No exosuit, no
equipment, no nanosystems or implants. The sunwill beupin...” Shelooked to the western sky. “...ten
minutes. Now find away tolive."

Annasat up on her knees and looked around; the movement made her dizzy. She could never get to
Goaliath's shade in time. However near, it wastoo far to travel unsuited in daylight. North and south
horizonslay flat, undisturbed by any feature suggesting shelter.

In the growing light, she saw lumpy mounds due west that might be hills, like the Barrens. She didn't
know how far those hillswere, or if shed find shelter there.

“Can't run away, then.” Ironic, given how far I've already run away from—
“Scholars, concentrate on the problem, please.”

Annanow saw spikeweed, each small plant separated from its neighbor by two or three meters of bare
ground. She must have stepped on hundreds of them in her frantic run from the canyon. Massed, they'd
make shade, but she'd spend hours gathering enough to weave the branches to do the job.

Too bad she didn't have ashell like the boxard. If caught above ground in daylight, Lefty and Righty
withdrew heed, legsand tail ingde their shellsand waited for night. Usudly, if unimpeded by curious
scholars, they returned to their burrows at dawn.

Anna had a sudden ingpiration; like aboxard, she'd hide from the sun in aburrow.

She stood and looked more closely at the burrows around the crater rim. Only one looked large enough
for her tofit into, the one the boxard was headed toward.

She hesitated, uncertain. She might haveto fight for the shelter. Sheld never fought anybody for any
reason. Ever.

The boxard moved dowly, but it looked powerful, well-muscled. Its sharp digging claws looked
dangerous, but itslegs were short. And it was Sow.

The sky to the east grew more and more blue. No time. Maybe we can share.

She grabbed ameter-long sapplant branch splinter—just in case, shetold herself—and crossed the
crater, circling away from the boxard, which had stiffened as she moved. They stood facing each other
four meters apart, the burrow between them.

The boxard hunched, hissed loudly and darted itslong black tongue at her.

“Easy,” Annacroaked, “1'm not going to hurt you.” She held the spear in front her in both shaky hands,
pointed at the anima. She backed away afew steps. “You go firg."

The boxard hissed, unmoving.

The sun rose higher.



“Goonhome ThenI'll go."
It didn't move.
Annacircled around, thinking to push it toward its burrow. It turned to face her, tongue darting.

The sun crested Goliath, and Annafdlt the temperature rise. The glare made her good eye water.
Desperately, shetried to force the boxard to move by poking at it. It responded with its tongue,
remarkably agile, knocking the dender spear aside.

“All right, Il gofirst. Y ou stay outsde then.”

Annarecircled the stubborn creature and edged toward the burrow, keeping her spear aimed. As she
stepped inside—she could fed its coolness on her bruised and |acerated feet—the creature attacked.

It dashed toward her on its stubby legs and |egped, tongue outstretched—at least a meter—with a grunt.
Both startled and frightened by the sudden charge, Annaflinched, took an involuntary step back and
tripped on the burrow rim. Shefdll, and the boxard whipped its tongue out, catching her ankle aglancing
blow.

Mind-numbing, acidic pain lanced the ankle where the tongue hit. Anna screamed.
The anima nosed down its burrow as she lay writhing in pain, head downward toward the crater bottom.

The pain. The pain galvanized her anger. Her world had been violently torn asunder, shed been shot &,
her husband killed and sheld been exiled into the hot desert, stripped of everything, including her clothing.
And now thisfind insult.

A red rage burned behind her eyes. Any vestige of reticence she had felt vanished. She raised the spear,
ready to stab at the retreating boxard, when, just as suddenly as the rage had overcome her pain, a
thought—an ides, rationa and ca culated—surmounted it. Annaknew the source of her somach pain
and her dizzy spdlls. Hunger.

Sheld never been hungry. Even if she had, med nanos would have compensated and sheld have felt
nothing.

Her passion evaporated instantly asit occurred to her she needed the boxard just as she needed the
shelter of its burrow. The boxard meant survivd, asthe burrow did. Its skin meant shelter from the sun,
just asthe burrow did, but its meat meant food. Moisture for her thirsty body. She had to kill it, now,
beforeit got away.

Annahad never killed anything before, even by accident or in childish curiogty. But with the adrendine
rush of her rage still coursing though her veins, now tempered by doses of emotionless detachment,
rationdity and the sharp desperation of hunger, she thought she could.

She tossed the spear-stick aside and grabbed the boxard by itstail and hind foot—all that remained of it
outsde the hole. She pulled and the anima did back afew centimeters. Then it caught hold and resisted,
tugging Annainto the hole up to her shoulders. Her grip loosened, and shefelt panic. It was escaping.
She couldnt let that happen. If it gets away—

She couldn't pull it out. It grunted from inside the burrow in counterpoint to her ragged breething.

She adjusted her grip on the boxard's hindquarters, braced her legs on the glassy ground and heaved. It
wouldn't budge. Stalemate.



Anna gasped, sweat-drenched, fingerslocked into the boxard's clay-like flesh. Shadows etched the
ground. The air sizzled. Her lungs burned, and her arms ached. She couldn't et go. If she did, the boxard
would get away and shed die.

The creature tugged and grunted. Annas arms felt like rubber. She knew she couldn't hold on much
longer. She growled in her parched throat, gritted her teeth and—

Teath.

She ground her teeth. The bizarre prospect that now occurred to her dmost made her laugh, but she had
no time or energy for it. Her muscles ached, her lungs burned, pain racked her sweat-soaked body and
hunger gnawed her somach.

The boxard tensed asiif for afina lunge. Annahad no moretimeto think. She bit into the boxard'stail. It
frozefor asecond asif studying the new sensation. Then, as her teeth penetrated the scaly skininto the
tissue below, it squeded and kicked.

Annanow pulled with teeth aswell as hands. She shook her head, trying to tear off the hunk of flesh. She
growled. Flesh toreloose, and she spat it asde. Without hesitating, she resumed gnawing at the exposed
hole streaked with pinkish sinew and gushing blood.

She bit off another piece of flesh, the effort easier thistime, spat it aside and resumed her task. The
anima screamed hollowly and thrashed, but Annaheld fast. She bit, ripped and spat, over and over
again, gnawing deeper into the boxard's body, blood splattering. The wound exuded a putrid, gassy
odor.

Anna paused to retch, empty stomach heaving.

She pulled the struggling animal afew more centimeters out but that was dl. The boxard's struggles grew
gporadic, weaker, but it refused to die, to release its hold on the burrow. 1t wouldn't bleed to death fast

enough.
The sun rose higher, burned hotter.

The spear-gtick lay near enough. Annarisked letting go with one hand, grabbed it and jammed it into the
wound.

The boxard screamed. Anna shoved the spear deeper, harder, holding a hind foot with one hand, shoving
with the other.

A shudder. The boxard went limp. It died.

With a sob, Anna collapsed, loosening her grip on the dead animal. It started to dide down the burrow,
and she grabbed it and hauled it up. She quickly retreated to Sit at the eastern side of the crater, wherea
thin crescent of shade remained, shrinking with the rising sun. She was bathed in swest, chest heaving,
faint with hunger and fatigue. Her scomach rumbled. Shelooked down at the limp, glassy-eyed thing
sheld killed. The outpouring of blood from the hole where itstail had been had dowed to an 0ozing
trickle, and the meat looked thick and pale.

She bit off apiece of meet from the open wound and chewed—dowly, ddliberately, her mind elsewhere.
Sheretched again, gritted her teeth and took another bite. She chewed methodicaly. Eventudly, she
decided it didn't taste bad.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Annas somach rejected the first swallows of the stringy meet, and the violent dry heaving hurt her sides.
But, in time, the protein stayed down.

Some animals ate flesh and thrived. Once, many people had done so, even into the early years of the
Second Migration. Few did anymore, Familiaor Authority. It had to do with the mass extinctionsin the
Fall. And disease.

Annathought for amoment about disease. With med nanos down, she couldn't fight harmful microbes or
bacteria. The dlternative: starvation. She ate.

She didn't know how much of the boxard was inedible or even which parts she could digest. She
guessed she could feed on it for awhile, maybe two or three days.

Or maybe not. Mest rotted, she recaled. She didn't know how long it took.
People in the old days cooked mest.

Sheld experiment after she set up a shelter, putting some mest in the sun to cook. Maybe that would do
it.

She dso decided to eat as much as she could now. Just in case. Besides, shefdt ravenous.

Satisfied she wouldn't starve to degth, if she hadn't aready poisoned herself, Annaturned to the shelter
problem. Shelaid the greasy severed tail on the overturned boxard's ssomach, licked her fingersthen
rose and gripped the carcass by its hind legs. Swegting, arm and leg muscles rubbery with fatigue, she
dragged the thing, remarkably light for its Size, to the east side of the crater, under the broken sapplant
tree limbs. She gathered the exosuit scraps and set them in apile. Then she scooped hot dirt aside from
the spot sheld chosen, exposing cooler, darker earth. She sat in the makeshift nest at the crater's eastern
edge, resting awhile. Then she knelt over the carcass and began skinning it, not an easy task to start
without aknife.

She gnawed anotch in the tough, rubbery hide under the tail and, using teeth and fingersto tug at the
sretchy stuff, peded the skin away from the white flesh. It felt like exosuit fabric, just aseadtic, but
thicker, tougher.

As she split the skin, shefound it covered shell aswell asthe belly, neck, and legs. There was more than
sheld expected. Without the skin layer, it glistened like wet bone, mottled white and pink. The neck was
ahdf-meter long when stretched out.

It took little time and effort to strip the carcass. The hide came off in one ragged piece. Therewould be
enough of it, with the shell, for her to curl up under. She might be cramped, but it would do.

She arranged two sapplant branches againgt the upright split trunk to form a crude frame. Then she
leaned the carcass againgt the frame with the shell toward the sun, the underside shaded, and stretched
the rubbery skin over theframe. Splintersin the cracked limbs helped secureit in place. Thefirst sunrays
garted bligtering her as shefinished.

The stretched skin and the propped-up carcass blocked out the sun. The shade provided immediate
relief. She sighed and munched tail mest as she thought about what to do next.

Midsummer days at thislatitude thistime of year on Phoenix 1V, lasted just over ten hours. Nights were
an hour shorter.

Ten hours. | can doit. | think.



Crossing the glassy crater bottom had scraped the sap from her feet and they felt tender and blistery. She
stopped eating to scrape sap from alimb and apply it, completely coating them to above her ankles,
paying attention to bruises and cuts. Relief came asit had before, and she wiped the rest of the sap on
her arms and legs—her exertions with the boxard had prompted atorrent of swest that had washed
away much of the earlier gpplication. She ached dl over. The huge wound on the right Side of her face
began to ting.

Husbanding what little sap remained in the grooves of the broken tree limbs and trunk, Anna smeared a
thin layer over her body again. She skipped her butt thistime; the sap would just rub off when she sat.
She gpplied athicker layer to her face. The stinging sensation melted away.

She rubbed some on her inner lip, sucking on it to ease asorenessin her scomach.

Annaeyed the boxard remains for awhile then pulled two clumps of meat from one hind leg and set
them, grease dripping, on an exosuit fabric scrap in the sun.

Asthe day progressed and the sun passed overhead, she adjusted her shade. When night came, the
desert would cool, and she could move around in relative comfort.

She ate as she thought about what to do next. Shelooked around for materia to cover her feet. If she
meant to walk on the hard, spikeweed-pocked ground, she'd need more protection than the sapbalm
provided. Her shredded dippers had provided next to no help.

Wak where?

Civilization, or what had become of it, lay hundreds of kilometers east, beyond Goliath. No doubt she
could get to Goliath during the night. She might be able to wak through the shady, narrow canyon the

next day if she choseto try. Crossing the Barrens and the flat plainsto TierraNatal would take at |east
two more days. Plan four days, then, maybe five.

Anna checked her cooking mest, found it stiffer and darkening from araw red to a bruised purple on the
upper side. The grease had melted away. Sheflipped both pieces over.

Then, continuing to eat, she examined the carcass. The shell was one piece, as big as her torso. It |ooked
likeit could be easly peeled away from the body now that it had been skinned. She might find some use
for it later.

Annanoticed the anima's spatul ate feet were dmost as wide as hers werelong—and their undersides
looked and felt tough. She could tie the animal's feet to her own with exosuit strips. It might work. She
gnawed the tough skin on one leg and pondered going back to Nata.

Order would have been restored by now, or at least by the time she arrived, if she decided to go there.
The Familiafanatics would have been arrested.

Maybe.
Maybe not. What if they'd won, killed al Georg's people, maybe even killed Georg?

Evenif the Familiahad won their bloody revolt, surely cooler heads would have reined in the fanatical,
destructive element, stopped the killing. Grandfather Riosclan was no fool. Maybe held lost control for a
while, but if the Familiawon, Riosclan would restore order. Charismatic Grandfather Jose Riosclan. A
leader.

Riosclan could be dead.



Martin had likely been right about factions among the Familiafighterskilling each other.

The skin of the foot, with the clawsintact, came off at last. Annaconsidered trying to dry the bloody
inside, but she had no way to do the job. She sighed and crammed her foot into the skin asinto a boot.
Shewiggled her toesin the warm blood then tied it on with an exosuit strip. 1t would do.

Before she began on the second foot, the sun shifted higher, and she adjusted her shelter. Her cooking
meat had hardened more and she flipped the pieces over again.

The exhaugting fight with the boxard had taken placein the rdatively cool night. Now, in the day's heet,
even smple exertions were much more fatiguing. It was getting hotter. Anna understood why the animals
she'd seen moved dowly, and seldom during the day. She ate as she prepared her other boot, thinking.

Sheld need more sap in time. The returning pain soon after the fight with the boxard told her so. The pain
had been less, but it had returned.

The night before, when sheld first found the sap, sheld rolled agob of the syrupy stuff in her fingers. It
had formed aclay-like ball.

She could prepare bite-sized balls and store them in asack made of exosuit. Once night fell, shed use
the skin for clothes. Sheld strap the shell to her own back with exosuit strips and wrap the skin around
her. Then, when she had to stop again for the day, if she couldn't find other shade, she'd use the skin and
shell. She'd need to take afew pieces of treefor aframe.

Anna hefted alimb, two meters long and dender, agnarled and blunt spear. She found two others. Three
spears. Not too heavy, and enough to form artripod.

She ate and thought, checked her meat. She molded sapbalm balls and stacked them near the bag she'd
made and her pile of exosuit fabric. The day eased toward noon, and she adjusted her shelter asthe sun
dictated.

It grew hotter, and she began to hurt again, especialy her face and ssomach.

Annaswallowed a sap bal. Then she smeared athin film on an exosuit strip and tied it over her head and
under her chin, covering the right cheek. She tied another strip around her forehead to secure the vertical
bandage in place. She found she perspired less, and the sapbalm-saturated fabric seemed to hold the
soothing medicine longer.

She wrapped sap-saturated fabric around her legs and arms and made pants to cover her bottom.

The sun progressed, and she adjusted her shelter. She moved aslittle as possible but stockpiled sapbam,
cooked mesat. And thought. She'd tended her physical hurts, and she had food, clothing and shelter.
Wheat to do next?

No wind. Annalistened to the desert tillness. Sheld never known silence so total before. Always, in
TierraNata, something hummed or hissed. However faint, there was aways sound.

Here, nothing. She held her breath. Nothing.

No wind. Sherecalled wind came with the few brief rainsthat had swept down on TierraNata from the
northin thefal and spring. Three storms had hit soon after planetfall. Thisside of Goliath was drier than
the eastern side, and hotter, one reason they put Natal where it was besides the rel atively abundant grass
they hoped to use for grazing sheep, goats and other animas. She didn't know if the same wind pattern
existed here. Maybeit got windy more often.



Or less.
Again she sighed. She didn't know. Maybe a strong, hot wind would suck the moisture from her body.

Annaknew resource exploration crews traveled from Goliath to Glacier Mountain and from the northern
icecap to Brasilias rocky southern icecap. Martin had mentioned them. She didn't know where they
might be or if they'd be helpful. She couldn't count on anything.

If she couldn't go back to Natal then maybe she could go to Calcutta Falls, afew daysfarther away.
Eventudly, she decided if shewent back to Natal she'd do so quietly. If it didn't look safe, sheld check
CdcuttaFalls. If shefound no haven there, sheld continue to hide in the desert. If she could.

If it looked safe then she could go home.

The thought of home felt wrong, somehow. For reasons she couldn't name but which felt compelling,
Annathought going back to Natd at all might not be agood idea.

Again, the reason evaded her, but the now-distinct aversion to going back to Natal seemed
overwhedming.

Another problem for later. For now, survive the day. Then at night—

A compromise—shed go back to Goaliath. There, shelter from the sun would be abundant. She had
enough boxard meet for maybe two more days. Sawk nests, bist and who-knew-what else might also
provide. Sheld find what was edible and what wasn't. She'd just have to be resourceful. Maybe sheld
find another boxard.

What about more sapplant?

The thought gave her pause, and for the first time since sunrise, Annastood up and looked around. In the
early afternoon glare from the white land and with her monocular vision, she had difficulty seeing.

Goaliath lay eastward, a pinkish dit across the horizon. She guessed it couldn't be more than two or three
hours away. Maybe four—she'd been in a panic when sheran into the desert.

To the north and south, nothing but spikeweed grew on the shimmering flat ground. Annaredized she
must have diced her feet to shreds on the barbs time and again as she ran through the dark. It must have
hurt, but she didn't remember. The sap had done wonders healing the wounds.

Shewiggled her toesin the boxard-skin boots. Yes, they'll do.

To the west, harder to see with the sun starting to descend, Anna saw again the lumps on the horizon that
could be hillslike the Barrens. She couldn't tell how far they were.

The Barrens, sherecdled, held fewer life formsthan did the flat plains around Natd. Those faraway hills
may be aslifeless asthe Barrens, but they were certainly closer.

She thought about water. She got some moisture from the boxard mest, but would it be enough? She
decided she might find aspring in those hills, like the one at CacuttaFalls.

Only oneway to find out.

Anna couldn't tell which lay closer—Goaliath or the hillsto the west. Going west rather than east began to
look better.



Then, looking west, she saw something else. It looked like a sapplant, far, far away. Shelooked
eastward, toward Goliath. No sapplant.

The hot sun made her fedl headachy. She sat back in the shade and began to make a hat. She ate,
adjusted the hat and checked her cooked meet, which had become as stiff as boxard feet. She gnawed
off apiece of the hard meat and sucked oniit.

Annathought about the sgpplant.

Three times during the day—after sheld dragged the boxard across the crater, afew hourslater and now,
after standing up in the sun for afew minutes—she'd needed to refresh the sapbam in and on her body,
particularly the huge face wound. She noticed her bruises had amost disappeared, the most visible now
just faintly yellow. It hadn't happened as fast as nanoswould have hedled abruise, but it seemed fast
enough. The face wound worried her. The fried skin had seemed to grow harder, like the cooked mest,
but the wound hadn't closed. She suspected it might never fully hedl.

Touching the place where her ear and implant jacks had been, she decided to head west when nightfall
came. Thetree couldn't be more than an hour away. Maybe two. She could harvest the tree then go
back to Goliath.

The bit of dried meat she sucked on softened, became juicy. She swallowed it and bit off another piece.
If it didn't poison her, the dried meat might do. It was easier to carry.

Annastood and looked again, less than certain about her decision to go west. At least one sapplant tree
out there. Maybe two, the other one farther ill. She shook her head, uncertain, and sat back downin
the shade.

Shedept.

The need to urinate avoke her. At the same time, the sun had snuck around aloose skin flap to burn her
hand before dropping in the west. Cool night would come soon.

She smeared athin sapbam film on her hand and noticed how dark the skin had become. Like the dried
meat. Much of her exposed skin had darkened.

A few more days, and I'll pass for Familia.

Anna stepped away from her shelter afew paces and urinated in the hot soil. The dry dirt sucked up the
moisture. Her skin, exposed while she urinated, felt blistery.

She dismantled and moved the shelter to the western side of the crater. She took her sapball pouch, her
spears and the boxard carcass. The skin boots protected her feet from the hot soil.

She had maybe an hour until sunset.

The skin scraps shed wrapped around her helped. Still, during the move, the sun burned uncovered
spots on her arms and legs. Sapbam soothed the isolated hurts.

The move, though quickly done, had been tiring. Her scomach burned. She examined her smdl sapball
pouch and selected one pea-sized ball to swallow.

Sheld bled the tree dry. The pouch didn't seem to weigh much, and Annawondered if her supply would
last more than aday or two. She touched her face again under the sap-saturated exosuit bandage. No,
I'm going to need more sapbalm. West, then, to the sapplant. Right after dark. Then east, to



Goliath.

A raucous scrawk, more vulgar than asawk's clear cry, startled her. Acrossthe crater, on the eastern
rim, stood abird. Sheld never seenitslike. It looked bigger than sawks, dmogst astal as she. Itsleathery
wings fluttered, spreading three metersfrom tip to tip asit settled. She hadn't heard it coming.

Its metallic scales glistened wetly in the setting sun. They weretiny and covered its body, except for its
long, giff, twig-likelegsand itslong, sinewy neck, which seemed covered with wattled, red skin like the
boxard meat. Atop the neck, aslong asthe boxard's, large, white eyes blinked in asmall head. From the
head, a bile-yellow beak protruded. The beak, two sharp spears, was hadf aslong as the neck. A bright
red tongue quivered between the twin spears.

Thebird looked at Anna, lifted one ddlicate leg, showing letha-looking claws. It tilted its head to focus
one eye on her and opened its beak.

“Cree?’ it asked, bright tongue quivering.

Another bird landed near thefirst.

“Cree?’

In the purpling sky, other birdswhedled. Lots of them.
“Cree?'

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Scavengers. Just as sheld taught her scholars. Just as on Earthome and every other planet, nature filled
every ecologica niche on Phoenix 1V with life. Of course, thered be scavengers.

And predators.

Here were the scavengers, with their hungry eyes and carrion stench. Where were the predators? Anna
now knew the answer to that, too.

The scavengers had waited till dusk, till the day's heat passed, before following the dead boxard's scent.
Predators would also wait for night. Nothing moved in the day's hedt.

Annawondered how close the predators were.

East of Galiath, areptile no bigger than one's hand preyed on the dow, thumb-sized boxards. The
predators, nilas, were common throughout Brasilia. On Goliath, nilas raided sawk nests when they could
reach them and ate eggs and young. They grubbed for bist, puffer flies, insects and snakes. Sawks
preyed on nilas, bist, boxard and other species.

“Cree?’ Onebird blinked at her asit flexed araised stick-leg, ddlicate foot tipped with two long, curved
claws. They glinted metalic in thelow sun, and Annathought of knives.

If the boxards here were so much bigger than those east of Goliath, then how much bigger would be the
nilas—or their equivalent—compared to those to the eat?

Another thought: when she ran from the powerd ed exploson through the night, beyond Goliath, out onto
the desert, where were the predators then?

Anna counted twelve huge birds—she decided to call them creebirds—before their shifting confused her.



They pranced, moved |eft then right, a step or two one way, astep or two the other. They shuffled,
nervous scholars wanting to ask aquestion but too shy to raise therr little hands. Simple finger-like
claw-clusterstipped the birds bat-like membranous wings. Those wings fluttered now and then, partialy
extended asif for balance, and the claw-hands waved at her.

Maybe they need to pee.
Annas smilewas short-lived.

They cdled in their human-like squawk, their tone curious, questioning, not threatening, frantic or angry.
Or hungry. Yet.

Annawondered if they'd attack. She looked at the razor-sharp claws, no doubt made to tear through
thick, armored skin to tender, edible flesh underneath, and the spear-point beaks and decided she didn't
want to find out the hard way. She needed to do something.

The creebirds edged closer, afew centimeters at atime, encircling her. They pranced on their ddlicate,
twiggy legs, knife-claws dicing the hard ground.

Not until Annanoticed they'd encircled her did she consider making arun for it. Too late. The creebirds
fascinated, frightened her—she'd been watching, not thinking.

She didn't know what to do.

Then she noticed a curious thing. None of the creebirds entered the crater. None even put so much asa
foot indgdeit. The behavior made it clear she could retreat to the crater bottom and escape their ravenous
attention, but she dismissed the idea. She had enough food to last afew days, but she dreaded another
day huddled in one spot, sheltering from the heat. She'd need more food and sapbalm soon. She had to
move.

The sapplant she'd seen to the west had to be near enough, had to be. If she could confuse the
scavengers, keep them busy long enough, she could dash to the tree, get more sap, maybe find another
glass-bowl crater to shelter in.

Shetried not to think about what predators might be out there in the desert, unseen, waiting.

The creebirds diverted her attention. They began to move in closer on three sdes—north, south and
west. They crept around the crater rim to within five or Sx meters on either sde. Westward, silhouetted
in the setting sun, afew stood four meters away. Closer. Now, three meters.

Asthey closed in, their calls changed in pitch, became more ingstent. One bold one crept to within two
meters on the north side. It stood facing her, bobbing its head in along arc while it scratched with one
claw-foot.

Dread clogging her throat, Anna squatted on her hedls, knees under her chin, and wedged deeper in the
glassy boxard burrow on the western crater rim. But she couldn't huddle in the crater al night. If she
planned to run westward across the desert to the sapplant she'd better do it soon. Who knew what
aurprisesthe night might dill hold?

Sherecdlled her scholars and the menta exercise sheld used a dawn when, with their help, sheéd figured
out how to make a shelter. They might help now.

“Creel” the bold creebird demanded.



“Scholars, your attention, please.”

The creebird's neck tiffened. It blinked and danced back. Severd others stopped squawking and stood
gill.

“What's the matter with—?"
Thebig bird froze, head cocked, staring. More went silent.
“ S0, you hirds have never heard ateacher before. Okay."

The bold creebird edged back a step, neck iff, eyes wary. Two others behind it stepped back farther,
making way.

Annaclapped her hands and severd birds flinched, wings fluttering for balance asthey hopped a meter
into the air and away from her.

“Scholars, attention! Classisdismissed! Go to Sanctuary! Do so now!"
The creebirds chorused in darm. They fluttered and flapped, rose and circled in atight knot.
None strayed far. Ten meters. Eight.

Anna clapped and shouted. She tried to whistle but the wound in her face muffled her. Soon, the
creebirds adapted to the dien noise. They moved in as before.

Annathrew dirt at them. They ducked and complained, bobbing wattled heads and flapping wingsto
shake off the dirt in dusty clouds. They moved in.

“Okay, scholars. What else?"

They were after the boxard carcass. Sheld gotten used to its odor, Stting near it al day—she could
understand how the smell might have carried for kilometers to where the creebirds nested or waited out
the day—Goliath? Or the hillsto the west?

She didn't want to give up the meat if she could avoid it. She needed it, didn't know how long until shed
get more.

If she stayed in the crater sheld keep the mest, since the creebirds avoided the confined area. Then she'd
have to face another day in the same spot, which sheld already decided she didn't want to do—and sheld
run out of sap.

To makearunfor it, shed haveto give up the food to the hungry creebirds.

They ignored her shouts and clapping, and they ducked and shook off the dirt and rock she tossed,
moving in, their cals moreingstent, angry.

Annatore ameat chunk from the boxard, alarge piece—more than half the torso and oneleg. She
heaved it over the creehirds to the north, and the flock took off after it. They cried out like children at
play, wings clashing and beaks clacking as they descended on the meat. Amid raucous caws, flapping
wings battering each other, they tossed it into the air, ripping &t it.

She spared amoment to watch in fascination. The morsel wouldn't be enough for the
creebirds—buzzards, that wasit. Something like it on Earthome and on Espanacadled buzzards.



When the buzzards—creebirds—finished with that piece, they'd demand more. She couldn't meet that
demand.

Annahad anidea

Y es, the nilas here, wherever they were, might be bigger than those beyond Goliath, but they'd be dow,
too. Lefty and Righty moved like glaciers, and their nila predators weren't much faster. The huge boxard
sheld killed had been dow.

Theingght helped explain why sheld seen no predators the night she fled Goliath and the powerded
blast. Her mind had been occupied, it was dark, they were camouflaged and they were likely asdow as
their tinier relaives.

If sheld passed near any in the night—she may have even sumbled over one—they wouldn't have had
time to perceive her dien scent asfood and be quick enough to act. Maybe sheran too fast for them.

Maybe she smelled like a predator to the predators.

No, the scavenger creebirds didn't fear her, though it had taken them awhile to lose their reluctance to
approach.

If sheran fagt, didn't stop and stayed dert, she could avoid nilas. When she reached the tree, maybe she
could climb it, though she didn't know how tall it might be or how stout or if the predators could climb,

leap or—

Maybe shed find another glass-bowl crater. Maybe a giant nilawould avoid the crater, asthe creebirds
did.

Maybe. She didn't know anything.
She sighed. It was aplan. It would have to do.

She needed the sgpbam, too. A dull achein her abdomen and along theright side of her face made it
Clear.

Sheld seen scavengersin holos go cannibd, turn on their own kind when wounded, wesk or old. If she
could kill acreebird she could get away while they feasted.

She had three crude spears. After what she'd done to the boxard, she could do it. It seemed her only
option.

The flock milled around pieces of meet, the nearest one three or four meters distant. Anna untangled the
spear-poles from the skin shelter in quick, efficient moves. She rolled the skin around the poles as she
might fold atent and attached the carcassto it with an exosuit strip. Sheld carry the poles on her
shoulder.

She secured the sapbalm pouch to the exosuit belt around her waist and tucked the dried mest into it.
She bundled the exosuit scrapsin apouch and tied it to her waist. Ready at last, she rose, scrambled out
of the crater and stood watching the creebirds.

They'd torn the large meat lump into severa pieces and had scattered farther afield, eating in twos or
threes, some asfar asfifteen meters off. Some did not eat. Those few eyed Annaasthey had before,
unsated. Timeto doit.



A threesome fought over atiny piece two meters away. Within easy reach. Something about flock
behavior occurred to Anna. Herds had leaders, or those treated as such—she couldn't remember the
term. The bold creebird, the one that approached, might be the group's leeder. If she killed it, maybe the
flock would leave.

She couldn't spot the bold onein the milling flock. They al looked dike. No matter.
She raised the blunt spear above her head and brought it down on abird.

At firgt she thought her monocular vison might betray her and sheld miss, but she didn't. She hit its scaly
back with adull thump. It recoiled in pain and scrawked, wheeling, snapping its beak where she had
connected. Some of the flock looked up at their screaming cousin, gory shreds dangling from their beaks.

Annastruck again, aming for the spot sheld hit before. She missed and clipped itswing ingtead. The
blow dashed atear through loose wing-skin with aripping noise. The creebird screamed louder, its
gyrations more frantic. The other birds descended on it, pecking. They encircled the screaming creebird,
which vanished under their undulating tidal wave.

The sun had dropped behind the far western hills now, and Anna couldn't see much in the melee; but it
looked asif the creebirds were ripping off their cousn'swings. Devouring it. The screamsgot lostin the
feeding frenzy, and she turned away.

She hefted the poles and skin over her shoulder. It weighed little. She ran westward at afast trot. The
boxard-skin bootsfit well enough, though they felt dimy on her feet. They'd do.

Starlight illuminated the ground with ghostly pearlescence well enough that she ran sure-footed. A bright
gtar on the horizon marked the sapplant, which she couldn't see in the dark.

Behind her, the raucous creebird feast continued. Soon, she could no longer hear the birds' cries. She
ran on, pace steady, eyes on the ground afew meters ahead to ensure she didn't trip or run into
something, like the sapplant. The bundles dapped againgt her hip and the poles bounced on her shoulder
in rhythm with her stride. The scattered spikeweed knobs appeared as dark freckles on the lighter, starlit
ground, ten or twenty meters gpart. Anna couldn't avoid each spiky cluster, but she'd become adjusted
to the boots and she no longer avoided the clumps. Her stride steadied as aresult.

She sttled into arelaxed daze as she ran in steady rhythm ... and she thought.

She thought about the peculiar biota sheld encountered at the crater, so like the biotanear TierraNatal.
So unlike, too.

Shetried to recall what she knew about biology in general. Niches. Species. Competition and
cooperation. Predator and prey. The Common Origin Theory. She knew so little.

Annahad ahunch that when she got to the sgpplant sheld find acrater gleaming in the sarry night, like
the one shed | ft, and boxard burrows. The crater, the tree, the boxard—they were dl a... asystem.

Symbiosis.
Where there was one, there would be the others. Symbiosis.

Sheran on. Whilethered till been enough light, sheld sghted her destination just under alarge star a
hand's-width over the horizon. The dim starlight would help her spot the twisted tree arms against the
lighter background when she got closer.

Maybe I'll run into thething like | did before. So far, no predators.



She scanned the ground as she ran, occasiondly sighting on the star, but she saw only spikeweed tufts.
No predators.

It was dark, and they'd be camouflaged. Their backs would be splotched in tans and brownsto fool prey
into thinking them part of the landscape, to blunder in range of their long black tongues.

There would be few. Annarecalled there aways had to be more prey then predators.

She mused over the size difference between the boxard sheld killed and Lefty and Righty and the nilas
she knew. She shuddered. Still, maybe thered be only one predator every few hundred meters or o,
giventhesze,

Just ahead, the sapplant gleamed faintly. Not far avay now. Good. She'd begun totire.

Given the distance sheld dready run, and the large size she suspected they grew to, Annathought it odd
she hadn't seen at least one predator yet.

Her relief abruptly ended. She tripped on ahump that shot up from under her with arumbling groan. She
fell head first and sprawled, one hand painfully uprooting a spikeweed. The skin-wrapped spears and
boxard carcass flew from her hands on impact. Shelost the shell, too.

Annarolled onto her back, ignoring the spikeweed barbsin her arms and legs, and looked up. Up, at the
dark, whale-like behemoth towering over her, blotting out the stars. It snarled, a stinking, gut-shaking
groan; and from its mouth a black tongue snaked toward her.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The giant nilarumbled deep in its chest, and Anna's bowel s clenched. The ground shook under her asthe
creature growled. A scream rose in her throat, but she swallowed it. She panted through gritted teeth.

The mongter's indistinct blob-shape blotted out the stars. She watched horrified asits tongue snaked
toward her feet. Asthick asher arm, it quivered, and it seemed to Anna as though the mongter sniffed
her withit.

It's bigger than | expected. It must be four meterstall.

She turned over, gathered her knees under her to run. She'd just started to push up and away when the
muscular tongue snapped out and wrapped around her ankle.

Not acidic like the boxard.

The tongue congtricted and jerked. Annagrunted as she fdll face-first, arms splayed, hard to the ground.
Thetongue pulled her up. Fiery pain shot up Annas caf from the constricted ankle as she was dragged
across the ground. She kicked with the other foot, but she couldn't bresk free.

It lifted her off the ground, head down. It's going to eat me. Shejerked and kicked, punching the nila's
leathery chest with both fists. Warm, dimy sdiva gushed from its mouth onto her cdf. Its hot bresth
reeked.

Sharp teeth lined its huge mouth. The tongue pulled her toward the dark maw. She kicked and jerked.

Suddenly, it let go. It had caught her by the boxard boot. Anna thumped to the ground as the boot
dipped off her foot. She scrambled away, got up and ran.

Whilein the nilas grip, sheldd gotten turned around and she limped eastward. As she turned to look back



at the mongter, she saw behind it the sapplant tree she wanted to reach. She altered her course, taking a
wide path around the nila north, then west.

She couldn't climb the tree to get avay—the nilawastoo tal. She thought there might be aboxard hole
to hidein, like those she'd found at the crater. She might bresak off atree branch and use it as aweapon.

She barked alaugh at that last notion.

The nilas prehensle tongue was fast, but otherwise it acted as dow-witted asitstinier east-of-Goliath
coudn. It regained itsfocus and lumbered after her.

Her wide sweep around the monster had taken her several dozen meters farther from her destination. A
glance over her shoulder showed the nilaon an intercept course, asif it recognized where she was
heading. It moved fagter.

Sheld had a hunch about the sapplant, the crater, the boxard. A symbiotic relationship seemed evident
evenif itsexact nature was unclear. The way the nilanow bellowed in frustration or anger asit pursued
told her sheld been right.

The creebirds wouldn't go near the crater. She could figure out why—Ilater. If thereis a later.
Annaincreased her pace, ignoring her painful ankle. Just afew more steps, then—

The gnarled sgpplant limbs, slvery in the sarlight, roseinto the sky. Her monocular vision betrayed her,
and Annaamost collided with the tree even as she saw the crater beyond it, even as shefdlt the nilas
fetid breath on her neck. She leaped into the air above the pit. Three steps earlier, she'd sensed her
pursuer come to an abrupt hat. Assheflew, it tottered ontherim.

Annaflaled, not knowing how far into the darkness sheéd fall. She hit with ajolt, lost her balance and did
to the hard, dick crater bottom. Her ankle burned. When she stopped, shelooked up, panting. The nila
hadn't followed.

It stood very close—eight meters. Backlit againgt the stars, the monster loomed over the crater rim, the
sapplant trunk two metersto one side, it tallest branches reaching as high asthe nila.

Annasat in the crater, looking up at the nila. It occurred to her that, if the creebirds and nilawouldn't go
in the crater maybe they feared something. | should be afraid, too.

The beast crouched and stretched itslong neck, tongue probing. She flinched, but the tongue got no
closer than two meters. If she stayed in the crater center, she'd be safe.

Theniladidn't appear afraid. It's something el se.

Painin her arms from the spikeweed barbs she'd landed on earlier caught her attention. She reached for
the sapbalm pouch. Gone. The shredded exosuit bag hung loose at her waist, ready to fall away, but she
dill hedit.

Annadifledacry.

Pulling barbs from her arms and legs, she thought furioudy. Whatever kept the creebirds and nilafrom
the crater hadn't hurt her. She'd spent aday in thefirst one and nothing happened. Again she shook her
head in frustration. She decided she ought to get ready to run again. Just in case.

Her rapid breathing and heart rate had dowed in the minutes since sheld falen into the refuge. It occurred



to her she should be more tired—maybe the sapbam had somehow helped improve her samina.

Annathought about the sapbam as she plucked bloodstained barbs, laying them in anesat pile. Inthedim
light, she could see diversburied under her skin. She thought about infection, bacteria. She thought about
things she'd only read on the net and taught in the most basic terms.

Med nanos had dedlt with such problems. She'd heard of people who'd deprogrammed their med
systems—for experiments, for religious reasons, on adare, for crazy reasons. She'd never known such

pan...

Not so0. There was the moment she woke up after the powerded explosion in the canyon, when shed
discovered the blast damage to her face, when she'd discovered the sapplant.

Which saved me.

Shelooked up at the sapplant, thin, gnarled branches spread across the starscape. At the tre€'sfoot the
nilalay like adog, watching, tongue lalling. It sounded like adog, whining unhappily.

The nearest sapplant limb hung over the crater close enough for Annato fed certain she could stand up,
reach out and grab it. But if shetried, the vigilant nilas tongue would whip out and grab her . Itseyes
glinted, unblinking.

Her injuries stung in adozen places. She needed the sapbam. So close. She couldn't reach it. Thenila
watched.

It chewed on something. The boot.

“Huh,” Annagrunted. “ Do you like boxard, then?'

The nilastopped chewing itsmorsdl and tilted its head.

She smiled and pulled off the other boot. “Would you like more?” She stood, hefting the boot.
The nilagrunted to itsfeet. It set the gnawed boot aside and gazed at her, muscles tensed.

“Fetch.” Shetossed the boot westward asfar as she could. Asthe niladashed in its bear-like lumber
around the crater toward in pursuit, she reached out and grabbed the nearest sapplant limb. She jerked
it, and it snapped off. A quick glancetold her the nilawas still occupied fetching the boot and she had
time to grab another limb. She tossed them to the crater center and sat down as the nilareturned,
lumbering back to the crater rim dl the way around to the east Side, where it put the second boot by the
first, lay back down and chewed. It purred ... and watched.

Anna scooped sap from one branch end and wiped it on her wounds. As before, coldness gave way to
tingling then numbness. She sighed with relief as she caulked her wounds then rolled a pea-sized ball and
swallowed it.

Her face no longer hurt, and she'd stopped breathing hard. Slowly, the bleeding stopped and the pain
eased.

She didn't know how much time had passed since darkfall, and more important, she didn't know how
much time remained until day. Examining the stars, Annatried to remember whét little she knew about the
starscape. She'd never needed to know how to tell time by the stars. She'd had a chrono implant. Had.

Maybe the nila will sleep, let me sneak away. She couldn't seeitseyesin the dark now. It lay dill.



An experiment. Anna eased to her feet. The monster tensed.

She had no boxard boots to throw as a distraction, which might have provided a head start. She looked
a her meager resources. Two sgpplant limbs, alittle sapbalm, the remnants of her pantsuit and afew
Spikeweed thorns.

Spikeweed thorns she'd dug from her own flesh.
Hide like stedl, yes, but what about the tongue?

Anna chuckled. The nilatensed a the sound and it raised its head, tongue snaking out a meter, quivering,
Fiffing.

“Good. Stick your tongue at me. See what happens.”

It took some effort for her to assemble the makeshift weagpon. At firs, the spikeweed barbs lay flat

againg the head of the limb when she tried to tie them down with exosuit strips. In time she figured out
how to fasten them so most stuck out. Soon, she had what she needed.

She stood up in the crater center, which brought the nilato itsfeet, dert. She swung the barbed club like
abat. It swooshed through the air, and the nilagrowled.

Satisfied, Annalaid the club on her shoulder and reoriented hersdlf. Sheld lost her bearings after jumping
into the crater but quickly sorted herself out. Behind the nilawas east, though she couldn't see Goliath.
Fleet Phoenix had just risen in the east and begun its passage overhead.

Y esterday, she'd seen at least one other sapplant farther west.
West, then. That way.

Then again, even if shedid hurt the nila, another run across the desert might be amistake. There might be
another nila, bigger, stronger. Or there might not be a crater under the next sapplant, or the crater might
betoo smdl, or...

She shook her head in frustration. Just do it.

“Hey, you.” Annatook astep toward the nila. As she expected, it stretched its neck forward and arched
itstongue out, reaching. A meter away. Putting her shouldersinto the swing, Annaaimed the barbed club
at the tongue, hoping her monocular vison wouldn't betray her with amiss,

The dub hit with afleshy thump.

The nilaroared, jerked back, wrenching the club from Anna's grip. Shefell asthe nilarecoiled, pulling the
clubwithit.

She stood and watched the screaming nilawrithe and bellow, trying to pluck the barbed stick from its
tongue with stubby arms. The club stuck like a harpoon. Blood sprayed. Annathought of Earthome
whales legping above ocean waves. The ground shook. The creature screamed its pain into the night.

She grabbed the other sapplant limb, also barbed, and checked to make sure the sapbalm was securein
anew sack on her waist. She climbed out of the crater and stood on the west rim. And froze. Twenty,
maybe thirty meters away—another nilalumbered toward her.

Annadipped back into the crater, legs rubbery. She backed into the center as the new threat edged over
the rim, tongue outstretched, questing. This one, smaller than the monster she'd batted with her



thorn-club, gave her more room in the crater center. Like the monster sheld dashed, it took up its post
with patient vigilance.

Annaeyed the boxard burrows, dark pimples on the crater rim, thinking she might crawl into one. All too
gmall. She gathered kneesto chin as she sat, and shivered as she listened to the dien night.

Sharp cries and sail-like flapping announced the creebirds’ arriva. Shadows fluttered between the stars.
The birds dropped down to the west, afew dozen meters away. Their cries joined the injured nilas
screams and the bellows of other nilas, aso converging.

Maybe the nilas might attack their injured cousin as the creebirds had. It didn't happen—the grunts, purrs
and shuffling around the crater continued asfirst one then another giant nilacameto view her.

Annasighed. There had been oneidea shed dismissed before shed hit the nila. Now, it loomed as her
only option. The nilas wouldn't go away. She couldn't drive them away. They wouldn't degp. She'd be
forced to stay in the crater until daybreak when the nilas, like the creebirds and boxards, hid from the
sun. Then she could move—in the heet of the day.

With grunts and wild criesto serenade her through the hours until dawn, she began to make an umbrella.

CHAPTER S XTEEN

Annahad never been clever with her hands. Sheld never had to be. She took along time to think about
what she wanted to do, and then she took more time to think about how she'd do it. At last, clumsily,
dowly—she had no skills, so she learned as she worked—in the darkness and with no tools, she made
her umbrdla

As she worked, fighting nilas and creebirds serenaded her. Sheignored them as she split the brittle, Stiff
sapplant limb and fashioned a cross. Between the cross arms, she strung exosuit strips and pantsuit with
sap rubbed into the fibersto stiffen it to form abroad, opague sail. Spikeweed barbs secured it.

She also made ahat and socks.

Sitting on her hedlsin the crater, she balanced the umbrelain her hands. It looked crude, but it might do.
It would have to do; the sun would come up soon. Already the creature noises were dying away as they
moved to safety, anticipating the morning hest.

Annastood. A bluetinge on the eastern horizon grew brighter, and the stars began to fade. She thought
again about what she planned to do, running through the desert in the day, a daunting prospect.

The nilas and creebirds had disappeared, and the desert had gone silent. A boxard scrambled for its
burrow. Anna had noticed the dozen or so burrows, like moles on the crater'slip, but her attention had
been focused e sawhere. As dawn broke, the boxard appeared and sought its refuge, just asthe one
shed killed and eaten the day before had done.

It found its sanctuary and disappeared into it before she could move. Absently, she wondered how the
dow-witted cresture had avoided the nilasin its nightly sojourn outside.

Shedidnt try to catch it. Strange. She didn't feel hungry. Or tired. She regretted not having its skin and
shell to wear, but resigned hersdlf to the dternative sheld so |aborioudy made. She wouldn't have had
timeto skinit, anyway.

Two thoughts occurred as she watched dawn approach. First, areationship did exist among the
phenomena she'd observed—sapplant, crater, boxard, nila, creebirds. Sheld seen other things moving in



the night, too—a smaller, lizard-like scavenger—and insects buzzed around the crater.

Thereld be another boxard at the next crater. She could catch one a dawn when it entered its burrow.
And, looking west, there was enough light now to see another sapplant out there at the limit of her vison,
where she expected it to be. There were craters al over the desert, to the north and south too, all spread
out.

Secondly, she'd become convinced the sapbam had something to do with her good hedlth. She recdlled
her energy as she'd run hours ago, before she tripped over the nila. Sheld fought ferocioudy. She'd never
been athletic, yet she'd fought hard.

And after, in the crater, she'd recovered her wind dmost right away. Her wounds had healed rapidly
after she gpplied the sgpbam. And now, she wasn't hungry.

Aslighter blue sky spread in the east, she wondered. The sapbam seemed like an organic nano-med
system. Shefelt good, despite her circumstances, but she feared the sapbam might later prove
harmful—somehow.

She touched the leathery skin on the right side of her face. Eyedless, earless. The wound had closed,
covering her teeth. Her skin felt leathery, like nilaskin. No pain. Perhaps she should fear changes
because of the sapbam, maybe harmful changes, but she didn't. Shefelt good.

Thefirgt of the sun's rays touched the top of the sapplant tree, and Anna squinted into the brightening
east. The wounded nilahad been killed and ripped apart, picked clean, leaving nothing but scattered
bones. Naked except for cap, socks and belt, she climbed from the crater, heading west at a steadly trot,
the sapba m bundle dapping her hip with each step, the umbrella bobbing on her shoulder. She focused a
few meters ahead as she ran. The flimsy socks wouldn't keep spikeweed barbs from cutting her feet if
she stepped on one S0 she concentrated on avoiding them. Her monocular vison madeit difficult.
Luckily, ten or twenty meters separated each fist-sized cluster.

Annafound asteady rhythm and loped on. She carried little sapbalm in the pouch and no longer feared
shed run out. She glanced up as she ran to confirm the next tree stood out on the horizon. She expected
to see one beyond that, and another beyond that.

She needed to reach the distant hills, find shade and refuge from the night-marauding nilas. She needed
water, too—she'd absorbed moisture from the boxard meet, but she hadn't eaten since and she knew her
exertion in the sun, despite her sunshade, would dehydrate her. How fast and how soon, she didn't
know, but it would happen. There might beaspring in the hills, like at CacuttaFalls.

The sun'srays hit her upper back, and the intense hest tingled on her skin despite athin sap layer shed
applied before she set out. She hadn't been able to reach a spot on her back. She shifted the umbrelato
shade lower down on her shoulders.

She passed thefirst crater and trotted on to the second. Before she reached the third, she thought to
measure the distance between them, so she counted paces between the third and fourth. She took four
hundred and eight paces between those craters, four hundred and twenty-five between the next two and
four hundred and twelve between the next two. About five hundred meters apart, then. Evenly spaced.

Ouch! Her attention had wandered, and she scraped atoe against a spikeweed cluster. She was
breathing hard and sweating. She dowed to awak and resolved to stop at the next crater.

When she did, shetook out a pea-sized sap ball and sucked on it. Relief came soon asthe balm
dissolved in her mouth. She got her breath back, and her heart rate dowed.



But the heat had taken itstoll. Sheld hoped the sapba m would restore some moisture in her mouth, but it
didn't. Not enough.

A look at the western horizon told her she might expect to take an hour or two—maybe more—to reach
the hills, which now appeared higher. They'd taken on more definition. Dark spots, she decided, might be
vegetation.

Shetried to blink on her chrono then wagged her head in exasperation, shaking sweat from her face. Old
habits.

Annaconsidered what to do about her parched mouth and throat. She plucked abarb from a
spikeweed. She chewed on the blunt end and found it moist. She worked it and salivated alittle, to her
relief.

Sheran on, skin itching where sheld been unable to shade it, wondering if sheld made amistake, if she
should have tried to make it to Goliath, or stayed where she was—tried to shade up there. Nothing, even
what she was doing now, seemed agood idea.

But she loped on, no longer counting paces. She sought some other mental exercise to take her mind off
theincreasingly unbearable heat and the fear she might die within the hour. Where are the nilas now?

Sheld noticed, now and then, vague, low mounds in the ground, no more than afew centimetershigh. It
occurred to her they might indicate where nilas had buried themselves, hiding from the heat. The ground
around the bumps looked disturbed, darker. The mounds were a meter or so across, three or four
meterslong.

Counting again, she saw no mound closer than two hundred pacesto the next. Territory. Evenly spaced
but widdly disbursed in the harsh environment. Should she dig one up to see? No. A disturbed nilain the
day might be a more fearsome monster than one encountered at night. Or maybe not, but she didn't want
to find out now. Besides, she didn't want to stop; the heat was growing insufferable. She had to find
shelter. Soon.

The sunlight glared off the ashy-white surface, and her single eye watered. Shewiped at it and blinked,
sraining to keep focused on the ground afew paces ahead. Briefly, she considering burying hersdf, like
the nila; but the ground looked too hard to dig up, especidly in the heat. It would take too much time.
She dso thought of suffocation and the idea paled.

Annadidn't look up to confirmit, but she decided the hills couldn't be much farther away now. Her back
hurt from the heat, an intense stinging. Shetried to protect it with the umbrella, but it wasn't enough. The
backs of her legs were burning, too.

She stopped at the next crater and daubed sapbalm on her legs, arms, shoulders and as much of her
back as she could reach. It hurt to touch her skin.

| can make a sponge, some suit scraps on a stick, to reach my back. Later.

She checked the boxard burrows around the crater lip and thought again of hiding in one. None looked
big enough. Time to move on.

The heat grew ill more intense, hellish. She stopped once again and applied more sap on her backside.
Shetook athumb-sized ball in her mouth and sucked it until it dissolved. Not enough.

The sun stood midway between horizon and zenith—Anna regretted the impulse sheld had to check. It
had taken a second, yet the effort had scalded her unprotected face. She looked toward the western



hills. Too far. She couldn't makeit. Her body was frying.

When she reached the next crater, she climbed up the sapplant tree to see how far she had to go to reach
the hills. Sheld count craters, asfar as she could see. The tree was easy to climb, or perhaps the sapbam
had made her more agile aswell ashedthy.

But the effort was fruitless. She counted six craters, and the hills seemed even farther off. Six to eight
kilometers, maybe more.

She sighed and climbed back down. Sheld propped her umbrella against the tree when she climbed up,
maybe four or five meters off the ground, and her back had become itchy by the time she got down.
Sitting under the umbrella's meager shade, she put more sapba m on her back. The skin felt papery.

With asigh, she continued westward. Her stride became unsteady; and within afew meters, she stubbed
toes on a spikeweed. She wastiring despite the balm. The heat was baking her dive, and she couldn't go
on.

Anna hobbled to the next crater, trying to decide what to do. She couldn't make it to the hills soon
enough, and she needed to be there soon—she needed to be there now.

The sun rose higher. What options do | have? She came up with nothing.

When she reached the crater, she sat under the umbrella and daubed sap on her wounded toes. Then she
unwrapped the cloth strips from around her feet and removed her hat. Better assemble ashelter. She
used the spreading sapplant branches to anchor the strips. She spread as much of the cloth as she could
over her, feding dizzy with weariness and the hest.

It soon became clear the shelter wouldn't be enough. Sheld haveto lay curled under it, knees drawn up.
If shefdl adeep and her legs stretched out, they'd burn. No choice. Even if the hills had been akilometer
away, she couldn't makeit. Weak and weary, she could move no more.

The sun neared zenith before she finished the shelter. Annasmeared the last sgpbam on and swallowed a
bit as she pondered the silent, hot landscape through her squinted eye. When she needed more sapbalm
she'd break the tree against which she sat, but for now she needed rest.

With her back to the tree, she folded legs against chest and laid her head on her knees. She dept,
expecting to diein her deep.

* k x %

Not knowing how long she'd dept, she woke up to acoolness. A coldness. Annalooked up, puzzled,
sguinting to locate the sun. It had passed the zenith afew degrees, but it looked odd. And she could look
at it without squinting. It looked blurry, indistinct.

She stood—and felt a breeze caress her skin. Wind, from the west.

In the sky—all around but more prominent in the west, where the wind came from—she saw something
she hadn't seen but three times on Phoenix [ V.

Clouds.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Thefirgt time Annahad seen clouds on Phoenix IV, two months after planetfal, there had been amisty
ran. It would have been cdled a heavy fog on Earthome. Still, thered thing, however meager, was better
than alivewall smulation. Colonists sopped what they were doing and went outside. She'd escorted her



laughing, fidgety scholars out—some had never seenrain.

They'd stood in the cold drizzle, faces and arms uplifted, without exosuits, jumping and squeding with
glee. It had been glorious fun, even for the adults who remembered rain. It started in mid-morning and
lasted until past nightfall. By midnight, the clouds were gone.

Annarecollected the occasion now as she smiled up at the cool, gray sky. Back then, in those few hours,
theair had ametdlic tang, and alavender sweetness. Within minutes, while the colonists watched, the
dusty, mottled gray-tan desert had blossomed in bright green splashes dappled with tiny golden flowers.
Spikeweed and whipgrass budded in desperate haste, taking advantage of the infrequent moisture.
Remembering, sheinhaded, eye closed, but she smeled nothing.

The ground had turned greasy-dick in the dampness; it seethed with crawling, hopping life. Boxards,
nilas, bist and others surged from nowhere and spread everywhere. The air buzzed with insects. Sawks
came from faraway Goliath to dart and whed within sight of TierraNatd. They avoided the humans, but
bardly, asthey devoured flying insects and waddled after crawling and wiggling creaturesin the mud.

Life had flourished through the next day and into the following night. Evidence of the spectacle
disappeared by the third afternoon, except for the spikeweed buds' lavender scent, which lingered
another three days above the damp-smelling grass. The desert dried up, and the whipgrass turned amber.

Two weeks later, clouds again descended from the north to blot out the sun, but no rain fell. Colonists
went outside anyway to enjoy the cool air, and the novelty. Those clouds lasted half aday.

And three weeks &fter that, acloud cover perssting only afew hours dimmed the sun. Again, norain fell,
though the air was moist and the vegetation budded suddenly asit had before. Again colonists went
outdoors asif on holiday.

Threetimes. It congtituted the rainy season at their latitude, though more rain had fallen farther north and
on Glacier Mountain.

Annaremembered those occas ons as she watched the clouds bunch up over the western hills, darker
there than overhead.

She sniffed theair again. Now it smdlled lavender, likerain.

Whether it rained or not, the coolness meant survival. She stood. Her legs wobbled, but the clouds
rejuvenated her spirits; she resolved to move on to the hills. She guessed she had four to Six hours of
daylight left—she might make the distance by then.

She waked on, in time picking up her pace to a steady, easy jog. After awhile, shelooked up from the
desert floor to gaze at the horizon. The nearest hillsrising from the flat desert floor seemed within two or
three kilometers now. She counted sapplant trees as far as she could see. The sky had turned grayer, and
she noticed she had no shadow. Shefet adistinct chill intheair.

She stopped to look back. Behind her, soft green fuzz coated the distant ground. No rain had yet fallen,
but the air felt damp. Spikeweed had started to bloom. She inhaed the lavender scent and smiled.
Knedling, she saw tiny buds among the thorns, ready to burst into flower.

She resumed her trek. Truerain came, dowly at first asfat drops splatted on the parched dirt. A torrent
soon followed, silvery rain curtains turning the ground to dick mud. Annadowed her pace. Among the
tiny yellow spikeweed flowers bursting open, bist and insects crawled. Now, Anna could see no more
than thirty or forty meters. She shivered as the temperature dropped sharply.



When she came to the next crater, she stopped and stared, mouth open. A boxard knelt over the crater
rim, long black tongue extended into the water-filled bowl. Oppositeit, agiant nilaaso drank.

The nilaknelt at the crater's east edge, the boxard at the west, between two large burrows. Predator and
prey drank from the same crater. They ignored each other. Between them, bit, insects, worms and
snakes and other creatures Annahad never seen before—most of them looked like lizards—Iapped from
the crater. More animals stood back from the edge, waiting their turn.

She understood.
Waterhole.

The animasignored her. The huge nilaten meters away purred deep in itsthroat asit drank. Hundreds of
anima s—thousands—rimmed the crater and hung from the greening sgpplant branches. A humming
Annacould hear abovethe chattering rain filled the air.

Waterhole. Now she understood. The glassy crater bottom wasn't porous. The creebirds and the nila
didn't fear anything in the crater. It wasthat a the waterholes the natural laws governing their kind were
suspended. The waterholeswere akind of neutral territory.

She heard the raucous calls of sawks approaching, and creebirds called. Therain now fel in earnest,
sheets of it.

Waterhole.

Secretions from sapplant roots, something in the burrowing boxards acidic sdiva, maybe something from
the nilas or from the spikeweed root system. How it al worked didn't matter.

The harmony, the symmetry, awed her. She stood, staring. “Amazing. It'sso ... s0..."

Craters evenly spaced acrossthe flat desert floor. It looked asif the nilas were aso evenly spaced.
Territory.

Everything fit together in aharmonious pattern. Not al the pieces were clear to her yet, but that was
clearly thewhole of it. Harmony. Symmetry. Symbioss.

Annarecaled brief conversations shed had with Martin, and the smple lessons sheld taught her scholars
about ecology. Nata had been chosen as the colony's permanent capitol site becauseit sat over an
aquifer. The ground under Natal acted as a giant ponge, storing water colonists tapped from severa
nearby wells. Run-off from Glacier Mountain fed the aquifer. An infrequent stream ran from the mountain
to Cacutta Falls and the experimenta fields there, then disappeared under the ground. Water flowed up
at Rock Spring to the south to nurture those experimenta grains. The two settlements marked the
aquifer's north and south boundaries.

Between, with TierraNata at the center, lay vast grassfidds. Whipgrass wasn't edible, but colony
scientists thought they might be able to adapt a strain to nourish grazers, like goats or sheep. Or maybe
the anima fetuses carried from Earthome would be engineered to thrive on the native grass.

Amazonia. That'swhat they called the agquifer underneeth the continent they named Brasilia
She didn't remember hearing about an aquifer west of Goliath.
Again, she shook her head. “ Amazing."



She considered appeasing her hunger with boxard flesh, but the moment passed; and she walked on,
headed west, careful in the dick mud. Somehow, it seemed a sacrilege to disturb the serenity of the scene
at the waterhole, all those beasts come together in afew hours. A system of nature that compelled
reverence.

She wondered what the Familiawould make of it.

Therain had eased, and she could see farther now, a hundred meters. Anna hadn't advanced much when
something intruded a the limit of her vison.

Sudden arriva at the base of the hills, the rain-thick air and her damaged vision conspired to surprise her.
She hadn't expected the dopesto rise so abruptly from the flat desert floor.

They were apinkish-tan, like Goliath, and made of the same kind of hard, flaky rock. The one she
approached rose more gradually than Goliath's eastern wall did from the desert, but it wasjust as distinct
from the ground.

As she drew closer, she saw caves—the hills were pocked with hundreds of holes, large and small, some
tiny finger holes, othersasbig asdoors.

She began to climb, careful to avoid twisting an ankle. She knelt and touched the glassy rim of alarge
hole. Rainwater seeped into it and disappeared. The edge felt as glassy-hard asthe crater bottom, asthe
boxard burrow.

She backtracked afew dozen meters and rounded alarge boulder, arock outcrop. On the eastern side,
shefound aholein awal big enough to get into, with arock roof overhanging the cavity. It was dry
insde.

Cautioudy, she entered. She found no animasinside and no big holesin the floor. She sighed and s,
listening to the soothing patter of the rain. Gradualy, it eased to adamp haze, and Annacould seea
waterholein the distance. The gray sky above and around the crater seethed like smoke with animal life,
dozens of species. There were none near her cave.

Soon, therain stopped completely, and the westering sun made shadows among the boulders and caves
at the hill'sedge. The hum of life from the distant waterhole cameto her asalulling murmur. Weariness
overtook her, and she made apillow of her scant cloth, curling up to deep.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

She awoke to anow-familiar rhythmic scratching. Boxard. Near the cave mouth, starlight glinted from
the creature's metallic scales. It crawled from afist-szed hole low in the cave wall, hesitated, eyesralling,
tongue flicking, then darted into another hole ameter away.

Not aboxard. Smaller. Haf ameter long. Sender, fast. The yellow eyes bulged. Annasat up dowly,
probing the dark above and around her. She wished she had a spear, found afist-sized rock instead and
hefted it. Crude, but it comforted her. The cave ceiling, she now remembered, had been afew
centimeters above her head when she entered. She stood.

Water dripped from the overhanging upper lip of the cave mouth and ran in arivulet on the hard ground,
away from the cave, downhill to the east.

And to the eadt, in the slvery starlight, Annasaw glittering glimpses of the menagerie around the nearest
crater—the waterhole—as she had before sheld fallen adeep. Sharp criesfrom sawks and creebirds
punctuated a drone, like bees humming. Spikeweed buds scented the air.



Sheld dept into the night, and aboxard-like anima woke her.

Hunger. She found her pouch and popped a sap bead into her mouth. Not enough. She needed red
food. And water.

Beyond the cave mouth, she found small water pools among the rocks. She knelt and lapped asthe
animalsdid at the waterhole. As she drank, she thought abouit killing aboxard to egt. There was one at
the waterhole not far away. No hurry.

She decided to explorefirg, just alittle, just the immediae vicinity.

In the shadowy semi-darkness, she found caves pocking the hillsto the west, north and south. A
confusing maze. Some caves appeared larger than others, some with door-sized mouths. A few dark pits
returned deep, hollow echoes when she shouted into them. Water dripped or gurgled in severd.

The hillswere agiant sponge, avast water source. Waking around would be difficult, dangerous, but
sheld never fear thirst.

Concern appeased, she resolved to postpone exploring until daylight afforded greater safety. Then she
thought about food.

Annahung her sgp-and-cloth pouch on alip high on aboulder near the cave so she could find it when
she returned; then she set out for the waterhole, arock in hand. She looked over her shoulder now and
then to ensure she could see the marker and find the spot in the confusion of hillside boulders and caves.

The wak to the waterhole was easy, without problems. Even in the starlight, spikeweed glowed in
milky-tranducent green leaf and puffy, yelow flowers.

At the waterhole, she hesitated, again moved by the beauty of the scene, dl the anima's peacefully
drinking or milling a the fringes, the air dive with insects, sawks, creebirds and other flying things. She
spotted afew lizards like the one she'd seen in the cave. Darters, she decided to cal them. A few species
sheld not seen before.

Hunger soon overrode her awe, and she moved. Firgt, she pushed through the anima mob, including a
few darters, to the sapplant two meters from anila. It ignored her. She tossed the rock aside and broke
off abranch to use as a spear, stripping pale-green foliage fromit. As she did, a cinnamon scent filled the
ar and insects buzzed and dived, gulping up the fluttering greenery.

The split end of the brittle branch formed a needle-sharp point. She hefted it, rounded the crater and
approached a boxard from behind. It ignored her, tongue in the waterhole, lapping. She held the spear
point a centimeter from the flesh at the base of its extended tongue. The spot |ooked the most tender; and
remembering the sting when the tongue had touched her earlier, she wanted to immobilizeit. Shetensed
and thrust downward.

The spear pierced through against some resistance, pinning the boxard to the desert floor. It wriggled and
jerked, squedling. Annaspread her legs wide to avoid the thrashing tongue. Animals nearby grunted,
squedled or cried in darm and scuttled away but soon settled back to their routine, leaving a space
around her but otherwise ignoring what was going on.

She held the wegpon in place until the animal stopped wiggling. Then, bloody spear over her shoulder,
she hauled it away by its back legs, its tongue dragging behind. She soon found the marker and the cave
where sheld sheltered from the storm.

It was getting lighter. Day would break soon, but sheld bein the cave's shade.



Apparently, no animals had visited her new home. Sitting cross-legged and content in the cave mouth,
she again used her teeth to tear open the boxard's tough flesh. Severing ahind leg, she bit into the meat
undernegth, cutting off the other hind foot as she ate. The sun was rising as she finished making anew
pair of boots from the fedt.

She continued to eat and in time became satiated. She hung the boxard carcass by askin flap froma
knob high on the cave wall, where she hoped no scavengers could reach it. Then she scooted deeper into
the cave's coolness and curled up against the back wall. She kept one hand on the spear.

The distant buzz from the waterhole faded. Water dripping somewhere deeper in the cave lulled her to
deep.

The sound of scuttling woke her. Boxard. No. Darter. It whipped from one hole in the wall into another,
pausing to flick itstongue and dart bulging eyes at the boxard carcass then scooting away when she
dirred.

She sat up, bladder full. By the shadows beyond the cave mouth, she guessed it was
midafternoon—she'd dept well. Rising to check the carcass she discovered some ant-like insects
covering an exposed leg. She brushed them off with disgust, pulled off the leg and tossed it out of the
cave. Shekilled the“ants’ for awhile then found a place they couldn't reach to store the mest.

Annabit off a piece and chewed as she went outside. The sun blazed where she stood. The boxard
boots kept her feet from being fried as she walked away from her cave, scurrying from shadow to
shadow. She found shade against a boulder and squatted to relieve herself.

Shereturned to her cave and, feding confident, prepared to explore. She stripped the shell from the
boxard. With her spear and skin strips, she made an umbrella. She used skin to make a shirt to cover her
back. She then tore the remains of her pantsuit into thin, half-meter-long strips to use as markers so she
wouldn't get lost exploring the boul der-and-cave maze.

Anna sucked on a sap bead as she set out. Her need for the balm had diminished as her bruises, cuts and
other wounds healed. The open face wound exposing her teeth had closed so she could chew normdly.
Though she moved with care, she felt content, energetic and dert as she scrambled among the boulders,
holes, pits and cave entrances.

Shefound severa much larger caves nearby, gigantic halswith high ceilings. Some had tunnels running
far back into the hills. She marked them to explore later.

In one cave she found fresh and dry scat—some large anima made it ahome. This cave sheaso
marked, to avoid. There was plenty of water stored in the spongy terrain; in one large cavern astream
gurgled.

Near nightfal, she returned to her cave headquarters. Despite her precautions the ants and other insects
had found away to get to the carcass, but they hadn't taken much. She shook them off and discarded the
exposed meat they'd contaminated. She'd have to find away to ant-proof her stock. Maybe they
wouldn't bother dried mest.

Timeto move. She packed her tiny collection of belongings and the carcass and shifted to alarger cave,
picking up the yellow pantsuit markers as she went. The larger cave was cooler and had a spring.

Anna spent the last hour of the night scraping boxard meat from bone. At daybreak she'd dry some mesat
and explore farther into the hills. Findly she sat, spear near at hand, listening to the night sounds.



Water |apping had aready become afamiliar background noisein the hills she had decided to call The
Confusions. From her new vantage, though, she no longer heard the animals at the distant waterhole. In
time, Annagrew satisfied no predator would disturb her, and she dozed.

She awoke once during the night and | eft the cave to relieve hersdlf, taking her spear with her. She
returned and dept until just before daybreak.

At dawn, she set out meat in the sun to dry. Then she decided to find the answer to a question she'd
asked herself when sheld seen thefirst giant boxard. What did they eat? Did they suck soil for nutrients,
like Righty and Lefty did?

So far, sapbam, spikeweed barbs and boxard meat had been the only food in her diet. She had anction
that, despite her apparent general good health, she needed more; she needed variety. The boxards' diet
might give her aclue about what was safe for her edt.

Tofind out, she had to open her kill's somach. Annathought it agridy task, even after having killed the
animd and eaten its flesh raw. She'd become accustomed to the soapy, sharp meat odor, but what would
the somach smdl like?

There was another reason she hesitated to probe the boxard's abdomind cavity, but she couldn't nameit.

She smashed a thighbone and found a splinter with a sharp edge to use as aknife. She wrapped the
bone-knife handlein skin dtrips, thinking about the task with trepidation. She took her time, fully awvare
shewasgdling.

As she sat cross-legged in the cave mouth, the carcass splayed before her, arms, legs and other fleshy
portions stripped, just the abdomina cavity remaining, her heart raced. Something about opening up the
belly made her queasy. No, that wasn't it. Odd. Annareslized she was afraid to gut the creature. Afraid
of—

Of what?

Unfocused anxiety had given way to puzzlement, then fear. Annajumped quickly to anger; and from
there, with an abrupt, impatient dash of the bone knife, she ripped open the dick abdomen.

Her impaired vison betrayed her again. Her angry dash split tissue just below the sscomach and cut into...

She gasped. Her constricted throat strangled a cry, and she dropped the gore-covered knife from limp
fingers

Sheld cut open thewomb. At her feet, between her knees, lay a glistening, wet fetus, no bigger than her
hand.

A baby boxard. Dead.

A baby. Dead.

A door burgt open in Annas mind. Memory spilled out, and she screamed.
Lisan Navarroclan

Lisan guessed an hour or more remained before sunrise, but she didn't press when The Holy Mother
stopped her narrative in mid-sentence. Telling about it now, Lisan had cometo redize, wasjust as painful
for her asremembering it had been back then.



Lisan wondered—how could memory hurt? But then, she knew sheld had few painful experiencesin her
short life—so far. Her mother's death had been hard, yes; but by the time she'd died, Lisan had
experienced the deaths of al the adults except for the First Grandfather himsdlf, the last to go. Shed
become hardened to death when it came for her mother, and the pain had been lessened.

Holy Mother must have encased her heart with similar insulation from the cold, Lisan thought. Y et, after
all these years, that insulation often ripped gpart and let the pain through. And there seemed to be no
anticipating when it would happen.

Lisan shivered in the warm night air. She hadn't cried when her mother died. She wondered if those
unshed tears—the pain—Iurked somewhere, ready to burst forth, as sheld seen the pain burst forth in the
Holy Mother AnnaDevlin.

Sighing, she carried Anna's limp, snoring body to her deeping chamber. Bever Francosclan had repaired
the recirculator gear-rope, and Lisan started the fan with a gentle push.

Before she left the chamber, she dabbed alittle water on Holy Mother'slips.
“Please don't dream, dear Mother,” she whispered.
“Dream,” Annamuttered distinctly, dreaming. “Dream of home. | dream of ... home."

Lisan stood il in the dim chamber light, breeth held, listening. But the Holy Mother didn't say another
word about her dreams.

Until darkfal, the next night.

“Dream?’ Her brow furrowed at Lisan's question. 1 spoke of dreams and home, did |7
Lisan nodded.
The Holy Mother thought for awhile.

“Ah,” shesaid at last, “I tried to not dream. | tried—but | shouldn't tell you. What would you think of
me?'

“Holy Mother, you dreamed of home. Y ou tried to come home. Isn't that what you did? | mean, |
heard—"

“Whatever you heard, you didn't hear from me."
“No, | didn't."

“There"

“But | want to hear."

Holy Mother shook her head, turned away.

“Please” Lisan sad, ignoring her own impertinence. “Y ou've told me so much aready. Pleasetdl it dl.
Please”

The Holy Mother suddenly stiffened, and Lisan felt sure she was going to have another attack. The girl
placed a hand on the sapbam pouch, ready.



“All, Granddaughter? Y ou want to know it ... al?"

Under the Holy Mother's piercing, uncompromising gaze, Lisan nodded. She gulped in adry throat, tried
not to let the Holy Mother seeit, but Annalay agentle hand on hers, pattedit.

“Strength, then,” Annabegan. “Let ustalk about strength. And about the cost of going back, of going
home."

Lisan nodded her head.
“Y our grandmother told me | should come home.”
“But how—"

“And other scholars, your aunts and uncles.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Annawanted to die, but the scream didn't kill her. She stood on shaky legs and looked around the cave
through tear-blurred eyes. Without thinking, she held her bresth and ran at the nearest cave wall, hoping
to break her aching skull againgt the rock. In the semi-darkness, and with her damaged vision, she
migudged the distance and stumbled before she hit, lessening the impact.

Still, the glancing blow to her head pulled muscles, shooting pain down her neck and into her right
shoulder. Shefdl, hurt but not dead. Still conscious. Worse, she sill remembered the pain shed tried to
Smash away.

Shelay groaning, rubbing the spot on theright side of her head where shed hit thewall. The rough skin
didn't fed bruised, and shefelt no blood. Numb. Of course. The sapbalm.

Her neck and shoulder hurt, though. And the emotiond pain hadn't gone away. She sobbed and tried to
scream again, but she had no voice. She couldn't scream the agony away, and she couldn't kill herself to
forget.

The sobbing helped. It tired her. Maybe she'd deep. No. | don't want to dream. Shelay in the dark
cave, weeping slently, massaging her neck and shoulder and remembering.

In time, the demands of her pain-wracked body overrode those of her memory-wrecked mind. Sherose
and found the scant sapbam supply, smearing it on her shoulder and neck. Asit took effect, she drank at
the spring in the back of the cave.

Annasat and mechanically washed her tearstained face. Her neck pain had eased to adull throbbing.
She could barely lift her right arm, but she could fed it healing under the sapbam.

As she methodically cleaned her body, she noticed her hair was growing back. Soft, velvety stubble grew
on her head except where the powerded blast had burned the right side clean. That part felt leathery and
numb.

The mechanical cleaning ritud, the cool splash of water on fever-hot skin and finding her hair growing
back soothed her.

Shed cried hersdlf out. She didn't know how long she had wept. She knelt by the spring, numbly listening
to itsgentle gurgling in the semi-dark.

Now that she remembered the loss of her baby in the wake of the powerded explosion, she remembered



the mental barrier she'd built to protect her from the horror. That barrier had now been breached.
“S0, now what?!
Savethe lulling spring-gurgle and her own harsh breathing, her question was met with silence.

She couldn't die. She couldn't kill hersdf. No, sheld live. She wasn't sure yet why; but with a certainty
she couldn't dispute, she knew shed live.

Annahad spent the past few dayslearning to survive the environment into which the Familiarebellion had
driven her. Now, she found she was reluctant to throw that struggle aside asif it meant nothing. She
would survive.

Why?

She caught herself asecond before her unconscioudy clenched fist dammed into thewall. A conflicting
ingtinct had again stopped her, confirmed that the will to survive dominated and her attempt to kill herself
had passed.

Why?
Annasuddenly remembered amenta exercise she'd used before to help her cope.

“Scholars,” she croaked. Her throat, scraped raw by screaming, clenched in pain. She drank. She
scraped sap from her neck and sucked on her fingers. “ Scholars, your attention. Please direct your best
efforts toward answering, in essay form, the question * Knowing what | know now, what must | do

She amiled, seeing in her mind rows of little scholars watching her, bright eyeswide, serious expressons
on their round faces. “'Y ou have ten minutes. Any questions?’

She smiled, folded hands on her desk, fingers twined, raised her eyebrows and looked into each little
face, one by one.

Lisbeth Navarroclan raised her hand, waving.
Annanodded. “Yes, Lisbeth."
“Um, does spdling count?!

“Inthisexercise, scholars...” Again Annacaught each pair of eyes. “...you won't be graded. The exercise
isto find the best answer to the question. Understood?”

“Yes MaDevlin,” severd smdl voicessaid.

“Good. Any other questions?"

Will Hanson, one of the three Authority children in the back, raised atentative hand.
“Yes Will?'

“Wha if we can't think of nothing?'

“Anything. What if we can't think of anything? Do your best, Will, please.”

“What if wean't doneintime?'



“Y oumean ‘What if werre not doneintime? Not ain't. We don't use ain't, remember?'
Will nodded, blushing.

“Will, if you need to take more time, raise your hand and well see, okay?!

“Can l—may |—start now?’ Will asked.

“Arethere any other—"

“I do.” Lisbeth again. Annanodded. “ Can we write more than one answer?"

Annaconsidered, frowning. Lisbeth was an over-achiever, bright but boastful. Shetried to keep the girl's
€go in check, to limit her opportunitiesto play one-up on her peers.

“Y ou may think about as many answers as you want, Lisbeth, but | only need one. The best one...” She
included dl the scholarsin her answer, eyeing them as she spoke. “...isthe one I'll use. What if you all
come up with the same answer? Wouldn't that be interesting?”

Severd students had already bent to the task, glowing letters dancing in the air above their dates.
“Begin any time, scholars.”

The others started. Therecirculators: hum dominated the otherwise silent room.

Cave.

Annashifted on the rock floor and settled back to wait. She glanced at the timer on the desk and tapped
on the nanofacted imitation wood surface. Patience. She taught patience by example. She did, after dl,
have plenty of time.

Five seconds before the timer would have sounded, signaling the end of the exercise, Annashut it off.
Lisheth had finished moments before and now shifted in her seet, antsy. In the rear, Will hunched over his
date, tongue between teeth, high forehead furrowed in concentration, writing furioudy. Annawaited until
he'd finished, then: “Time's up. Please save your essaysto my date now."

An audible sigh rose from the scholars as they saved their entries and forwarded them to Annas date.

She sipped water in a cupped hand then sat up straight and ahemed. Her throat felt better, asdid her
neck and shoulders.

She read the essays. And as she read, her scholars silently disappeared back into the recesses of her
mind; she again sat lonein adark cavein the desart.

The exercise worked. Her scholars had made it clear what she must do. “ So. If that'swhat | haveto do,
then that'swhat I'll do."

Accepting her scholar's wisdom, and resolved to act, she stood, leaning one hand against awall to steady
hersalf. She began to plan her journey back to TierraNatd, to confrontation with those who had
wronged her. Most important, she began plansto return to her scholars, who needed her now more than
ever.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Having decided to act, Annafét in no hurry. In fact, atrek across Ghost Basin, as she'd decided to cal
theflat plain between Goliath and the Confusions, would be difficult so she prepared methodically.



She made two spears from sapplant branches, tipped with creebird beak points. She made an umbrella
from boxard shell and skin. She made better boots, and gloves, and a skin skirt and blouse.

She made pouches. One held dried meat of boxard and darter and afew handfuls of a succulent moss
sheld found deeper in the caves. Another held water. A third, smaller one, held afew sapbam beads.

In the days since sheld reached the cool, constant shade of the Confusions’ caves, her need for the
sapbam had faded so much she now used it only infrequently as athin film to protect her exposed skin
when she went out during the day. Even o, her skin had darkened. When she got back to TierraNatal,
she expected to be as dark as any Familia.

Onthethird day after the storm ended, the waterholes dried up. Three days later, the desert—Ghost
Basn—shed its lustrous greenery and returned to more familiar shades of ashy tan and brown. Before
the desert dried, she gathered spikeweed flowers and sapplant buds, which had been part of the diet of
the boxard she'd dissected. She found them nourishing.

Annadso experimented on expanding her diet with other animd flesh, including smdl blind fish shefound
in acave spring. All were edible, and most were docile and essy to catch.

Two days after the desert turned back to burnt ash, Anna set out just as the sun rose and the nilas dug in.
Shejogged at asteady pace. At each fifth waterhole, she dowed to abrisk walk for two. Then she
jogged past five more.

When the sun reached its zenith, she stopped a awaterhole, sat against a sapplant and ate alight lunch.
She felt good. Sheld recovered from the injuries sheld suffered in the blast in the canyon and thereafter.

In fact, she felt stronger than sheld ever been.

As Anna ate, she wondered why the Ghost Basin and the Confusions hadn't been more thoroughly
explored. The area had enough of interest to keep an army of scientists busy for decades. Maybe they
had investigated the region. Orbital observations had been made, the location scanned and mapped. She
knew drone flyovers and unmanned rovers had traversed the area, but she hadn't paid attention.

So much effort had been devoted to establishing acenter a TierraNatal and the grassy plainsaround it,
mapping and exploiting the Amazonia aquifer and getting atoehold on the Brasilia ecosystem. No energy
remained to study e sewherein detail. Maybe they'd planned to look closer |ater, once Natal had been
established.

Annashrugged. Didn't matter now. She didn't really care. She stood and resumed her journey.

She hadn't reached Goliath by sunset, so she found awaterhole and camped for the night. She ate and
listened to the desert night sounds, deeping well.

A boxard scraping toward its burrow woke her at dawn. She watched it scuttle away, ate afew bites,
drank alittle water and set out again.

At mid-day, she passed the shattered sapplant tree shed crashed into after running through the canyon in
the dark. The canyon, avertica purple dit in the pinkish rock, lay ahead. Annareached it before nightfall.
She found a shady nook for deep in thewall adozen meters above the canyon floor. She found sawk
eggs further up.

At dawn the next day, her eastward route was blocked; a steep pile of loose rubble from the powerd ed
blast choked off the canyon. She climbed the barrier carefully, cautious because her monocular vison
made it more dangerous. She saw no wreckage—but then, she didn't look very hard.



Annatopped the rubble pile just before mid-day. Taking abreak, she contemplated the path down the
other side.

She was up near Goliath's flat top—she could tell it was so from where she sst—and Annafelt
compelled to explore there. It didn't seem far, didn't seem adifficult climb, and she had time.

Galiath, she recaled from her geography lessons, was amost asflat on its broad top as the desert floor.
After abrief period scrambling above the rubble, shinnying up anarrow fissure in the canyon wall, she
confirmed it. She spent the day hiking across Goliath's roof, parallel to the canyon trench, to the eastern
cliff edge. The Barrenslay below her. Beyond, in the hazy distance, lay the Plains—and TierraNatal.

Three days away. Maybe four. Or five.

She drank as she walked back to the rubble pile, thinking about the journey ahead. She dept on aridge
above the rubble—the Gap, she cdled it—and climbed down the east Side at sunrise.

Water pocketsin the canyon's deeper shade replenished her stock. A sawk chick fallen from its nest,
newly dead, fed her. She reached the canyon mouth in the afternoon and camped in the Barrens at
nightfall. Out of food, shetried to eat tiny box lizards. They tasted foul. Out of water, she sucked on
spikeweed. It hel ped.

Shewalked east. Two days later, in the distance, sunlight glinted from TierraNatal's main dome.
Something waswrong. The glint seemed ... odd.

Annashook her head, dismissing the notion as apprehension and impaired vison. Maybe it wasn't Tierra
Natal after all. Sheld gotten lost. A research station, or awrecked ded.

Shelooked again. It was Nata . She recognized the familiar com mast sticking into the sky like aneedle.
But the dome reflection seemed ... wrong.

Though it was just after mid-day, she decided to rest before going on. To rest, and think.

She thought about what she'd do when she got there. She wasn't sure, and never had been. When the
notion to go back had come, even then she'd had no ideawhat she'd do. Or what she'd find. All she
knew was that her scholars needed her, and she had to go to them. That was dl. It was enough.

Still, sheld be cautious and watch, unseen, for awhile. Take stock of the situation. See who wasin
charge. If the Familiagang still held the town hostage with their violence—but that couldn't be.

Annasuddenly redlized she had no ideawhat day it was. The thought made her dizzy.
Surely Authority must have restored order. Surely. Still, I'll be cautious.
Seep cameintime, restless and unrefreshing.

At sunrise, she moved closer to the town. She stooped low in the grass and dipped forward at a quick
trot, dthough she felt certain no one would look out into the scorching heet of broad day. When she
gauged she was a hdf-kilometer or so away, she stopped to rest, waiting until the afternoon sun was at
her back before going closer.

At last sherose from the grass and stood. She blinked and gasped, rubbed her eye and looked again.

TierraNata had been shattered—the main dome covering the central Commons had collapsed, and the
streets spiraling outward from it had been broken like glass. What remained of the community's



nanofacted walls above ground serrated the pale, empty sky like broken teeth.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

She understood now why the glint she'd seen in the distance earlier had been wrong, unsettling. Shel'd
expected the dome, a smooth, round bubble rising silvery againg the sky, familiar and comforting.

She saw instead the dome's sharp-edged bones, TierraNata's broken body.
Bitter bile rose to the back of her mouth.
Familia did this,

How they managed it, she didn't know, but they'd doneit. They'd killed her husband, killed her
baby—and they'd killed TierraNatal.

She shuddered and sat, knees watery. She lay back in the grass, scooting side-to-side to move knifelike
blades aside. Her mind went blank. She didn't know what to do or what to think. She lay and breathed,
just breathed.

Mind onidle, she remembered a question sheld asked herself earlier, a puzzle shed mentally stored to
examine another time. She'd wondered how her exosuit could have falen apart. 1t had been nanofacted.
Nanofacted materia didn't fall gpart.

Herelay more mystery or, rather, asimilar mystery of greater consequence. Whatever made her exosuit
fal apart may have also made TierraNata fal apart. Age, maybe. Or wegther.

A bomb?
A bomb. The Familia revolt violence. That's what happened here.

Annawhispered to herself as she thought the problem through, fiddling with a piece of grass abstractedly.
“But how do you destroy nanofacted stuff? Anything nanofacted. How...?"

Not abomb. Programming.

Nanofacted materid was programmed to specific physicd and functiond characteristics. Safeguards
were embedded into the code to prevent tampering or accidenta interference. It wasimpossibleto ater
anano program.

Or so sheld been told.

She decided it must be possible for somebody clever or desperate enough—or fanatica enough—to
tinker with the program, introduce avirus or whatever to change the nano'sintent. Y ou could destroy an
exosuit by telling itsnano to fal apart if you know how to bypass the failsafes. Do the same for atown.

Annashook her head. “Nobody knows how to do that.”

The exosuit and city walls had different functions so they had different programs. Both had failed. The
Familiahad managed theimpossiblein their sudden, violent rebellion. They must have done something to
usurp the TierraNatal nanosystems. Maybe it was an accident. If so, their plans, whatever they were,
had gone wrong, terribly wrong.

Her stomach churned; and without thought, she reached for the sapba m pouch then stopped.

No. She didn't need the balm to numb this pain. A tough nila-hide layer had formed over her emations,



and she would cope. Shetook afew deep breaths to steady hersalf. Who knew what else shed find?

She gathered her resolve and rose from the grass to explore. As she stood, she heard arhythmic
shuffling. She hesitated, breath frozen, motionless, listening.

Insde TierraNata's broken hulk, someone moved.

Annasguatted below a shelf of rock and listened, bresthless. She scanned the corridor wall twenty
meters away, the interior black beyond anarrow, jagged split down the side. A filmy exhaation of dust
seeped from the rent and flowed from left to right like awave as somebody waked inside.

She didn't see anybody; but muffled footsteps, the faint exhalation of dust, marked the person's passage.
The footpads faded away to the right. Silence followed in their wake.

In amoment, while Anna sat listening to the intense desert quiet, more footfals came from the same
direction and reached the rent in the corridor. They stopped.

Two people—mde voices, an indigtinct murmur.

Annagot up and looked around. No one outsde under the blazing afternoon sun but her. She tiptoed
closer to the shattered wall and the two meninside.

“...s0 what'sthe point?’ High-pitched, nervous. Nasal.

“Keep quiet, dammit.” Bassy, resonate. Older. “Thisisagravy gig compared to some. Don't blow it."
“Oh, Grandfather High-and-Mighty is nowhere near here, you can count on that."

“He has ears. How do you know | won't report your insolence, eh?

“Because we'rein together. Y ou report me for insolence, | report you for hoarding—"

“Dammit, keep your mouth shut, you fool.”

“I know, | know. Hang together. Never mind. We're wasting energy. Now, where's that damn...?"

The man—the younger of the two, Anna decided, and more excitable—trailed off to muttering, and she
heard little more. She pressed her ear to the scalding-hot wall.

Scraping echoed in the corridor, asif the men were digging. Annathought of boxards and eased closer
aong the smooth surface toward the crack. The scraping ended, and the murmuring stopped.

Annawaited. Thefaint shush of their footsteps retreated down the corridor, the way they'd come. She
wanted to go in and look around, but she hesitated. Her heart raced, and she felt both attracted and
repelled. Thiswas her home—had been, but it wasn't now.

The sun hung low over Goliath, ready to usher in the night. If she were going to seeinsde shed haveto
do so now.

Shetook afew shuddery breathsto steady hersdf and dowly, carefully, poked her head past the crack
and into the corridor.

Darkness. Then, as her vision adjusted, she saw the floor two meters below. She could get in.

Shelaid her spear down outside and grabbed the crack edge. She expected it to be sharp, glassy, but



when she tugged a piece of the materid and it cameloosg, it wasflaky, like athick piecrust. Not metalic.
Chaky, brittle.

But the walls are indestructible, nanofacted. She tossed the piece aside. Not anymore.

She sat in the crack, feet dangling inside, then turned around and eased in backwards. She scraped the
soft wall away againg her belly as she lowered hersdf in.

Dus from the disntegrating wal hung inthe air, glistening motesilluminated by alight shaft through the
crack behind her. She coughed softly and waved ahand in front of her face. Theair smelled st e, bitter
and dry.

Up and down the corridor, as far as she could see, crooked light shafts pierced the dark through other
cracksin thewals. Hand over her nose, trying to breathe through the dust storm she'd stirred entering the
corridor, Annawonder how anybody could live with air so foul. Then she noticed how much cooler it
wasinsde.

It won't last, though. | wonder what they'll do when these walls tumble down, the last of them, and
they have to face the day scrambling for shade.

They. | wonder who's left?

Annashook her head, wiped at dust caked on her forehead and bent to scan the floor. Footprints stood
out dark against the chalky film. Not many. This outer ring street wasn't used often.

For amoment, shefdt disoriented. Isthisa residential street or one of the new storage expansion
areas? I'll bet the survivors stay in the Commons. Stay together. Familia concept. Central
authority and all that.

She scanned the lower, inner wall intently for ahole or aloose pand that might show where the men had
been digging, if that's what they'd been doing, and didn't hear the new one approach until he was dmost
on her. They both stepped back in surprise and stood facing each other through the murkiness, five

meters apart.

Annacouldn't see hisface in the semi-darkness—just a slhouette, backlit by slvery dust motesin the
light shaft behind him. He stood a head taller than she, stick-thin torso wrapped in some coarse dark
cloth, hisfeet two lumpsinsde bindings of the same dense materia. A cloth draped the lower half of his
face—to keep out the dust—and his hair looked dirty, wild and tangled.

He clutched a short spear tipped with along, dender, metalic-looking blade. His eyes widened when he
saw Annaand he gasped, stepping back in surprise.

“Hey, you're not supposed to be—" He looked at his spear asif suddenly remembering he had it. He
gripped it in both hands and hefted it menacingly.

Annadtifled alaugh. The man looked frightened. She didn't recognize him.
“You heard me” hesaid.

A guard. Still, however inexpertly he held the spear, the tip looked sharp.
“Comeover inthelight where| can seeyou,” he said.

Abruptly, Annarecognized his voice. Waylin Delgadoclan, Henry's Father. And hislong nose and



shaggy, dark eyebrows. Hydrologi<.
“Who areyou?’ he said, and again, “ Come over here."

The crack through which she'd entered the corridor lay next to Delgadoclan's left elbow. He stepped
back and twitched the spear at the light shaft. “ Come here and identify yourself.”

Annalooked down the corridor behind her. Could she run down that way and leave through another wall
crack? Maybe.

“Diddly-damn, do as| say, or I'll report you."

Annatook astep forward, face still shielded in dark. Delgadoclan squinted, long face exposing curiosity
and fear. “Who areyou?'

Annatook another step forward and Delgadoclan retreated a step, the spear shaking in hishands.

No, not the other way. She didn't know where shewas or if shed bump into somebody more menacing
than Waylin Delgadoclan. Her spear lay outside the crack, three meters away. She took another step
forward, and the thin man retreated another step.

“Don't you come nearer, diddly-damniit.” Hisvoice quavered. “| got this spear, and | got the authority
from the Firg Grandfather himsdif..."

Annagrowled deep in her throat and strode into the light. The setting sun, through the dust haze in the
dim corridor, cast afiery-red glow on theright side of her face. The scarred side.

Delgadoclan's eyes went wide, he dropped the spear and ran away, screaming. Distant shouts echoed
down the dusty, shattered corridor. She hoisted hersalf up the crack in the wall and regained the outside,
panting, dusting hersdlf off as she stood.

| wonder if they'll come after me. I'll bet they don't have guns or sleds.
She thought again about the crude spear Delgadoclan held, about his crude, primitive clothing.
No, she decided. No pursuit, not now and maybe not ever.

She crouched in the grass and listened to shoutsin the corridor, a panicky, disorganized response to
Delgadoclan's darm. Twenty meters away, aman's head poked out of the crack sheld widened. He
squinted into the sun, looked around and ducked back inside. Another man came out a crack fifty meters
down the corridor, but he stayed in the heat only afew seconds, looked around quickly then went back
in.

Annapicked up her spear and meager supplies and trotted westward through the grass.

Nobody will follow. They have no powersled, no weapons, projectile or energy. No clothing, no
food. Probably no medical supplies or power equipment. Nothing nanofacted or nano-system
mai ntained.

All broken down in the rebdlion.

All gone

Somehow, scientists among the Familiafaithful had discovered away to reprogram nanofacted materia
and something went wrong. Not just communi cations and power, but weapons and such. Not just



enough systemsfailuresto blackmail the Authority into surrender but everything.
Something went wrong, got out of control. The rebellion survivors, in afew short days, lost everything.
| wonder where the children are sleeping. What do they eat?

Annatrotted on westward after the grass petered out into thinning patches, the hypnotic jogging rhythm
she'd developed in her travel s across the desert now a habit.

Before the sun fully dipped behind Goliath, Annafound she couldn't see. She stopped and touched the
rough cheek below her good eye.

Tears. That'sdl it was, blurring her vision. Just tears. She brushed them aside, blinked and regained her
vision. She continued westward, looking for aplace to camp for the night.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Annafound alarge boulder at the eastern edge of the Barrens, adark blob against the star-speckled sky.
The squarish rock rose twice her height above the desert floor. She climbed to itstop, deciding any night
predator wouldn't seek prey there. Still, she kept atight grip on her spear.

Looking eastward from her higher vantage, she saw no light to mark where TierraNatal must be. She
hadn't retreated far—the dome should have glowed like abright pearl on the horizon, but it didn't. The
dome had been shattered.

No power. She shuddered, trying to wrap her mind around the alien concept—the power station
nonfunctiona. She thought about what the survivorsdid for fuel, hydroponics, communication or
computers. She wondered what her scholars were doing.

Intime, shelay back on the hard rock, overwhelmed. She forced her emotional turmoil to numb
quiescence, ignored her aches and bruises and dept, fitfully.

Before dawn, disturbed by some disquieting sensation, she sat up. A dream?

She rubbed gtiff muscles and looked at the night sky. The starry band of the Milky Way arched
overhead. A faint susurration seeped across the desert, anight insect chorus.

No, not adream. Something was wrong, out of place.
She stood, dert, heart pounding, spear clenched ready asif she expected attack.

Nothing. She opened her sensesto the night, absorbing theinsects' bell-like chirruping, the flat black
featurel ess nightscape, the smell of chokewillow, spikeweed and dry air.

Nothing dse. Still, the feding of wrongness persisted.
The gtars, unchanged...
Gazing upward, she found the familiar, dim star that was Earthome's sun. Then she gasped, redlizing.

Fleet Phoenix, the synthetic star-cluster, the ships from Earthome, that symbolic and tangible link with
Earthome passing overhead every eighty minutes as constant asthe sars.

Gone.

Annaslegsfailed; and she sat, head back, searching for the fleet. The colony's clocks had been based on



itsregular passage. Eighty minutes each orbit.
She hadn't seen it for—how many nights? Hadn't missed it until now.

She'd forgotten. The manmade star's passage overhead had become so routine she hadn't noticed it—or
its absence.

Or maybe it had just now disappeared.

Or changed orbit or returned to Earthome. Annarefused to think it might be destroyed. Surely, | would
have noticed something like that.

Shivering despite the warm, windless night, Annatried but could find no other option. Okay, changed
orbit. Maybe. Which means...? She didn't know if anew orbit would keep it from passing overhead
eventudly.

The light tinge on the eastern horizon wasn't from TierraNata. 1t was the sun rising. She decided to
make camp in some shady spot within sight of the destroyed town and spend the coming day watching it
and the empty sky. She didn't expect to see anything, but she'd watch.

And think.

Soon after sunrise, she found amound of rock where she had both shelter from the sun and agood,
dightly elevated view to the east. She caught atiny darter and ate it as she observed, waiting, wondering
what to do next.

Not long after shetook up her dismal vigil, ten people emerged through the grass, parting it like asea.
She could hear the whoosh and crackle of their passage through the tiff vegetation long before she could
see them. They wore siff trousers woven from the grass to protect themselves from the knife-like edges
as they pushed on. No doubt, Anna thought as she watched them approach, they also wore shoddy
makeshift shoes Smilar to what shewore.

They had large umbrdllas attached to their shouldersto protect them from the deadly sun and resembled
starved, awkward birds.

Boys, adolescents. Even at the distance, Annarecognized two of them. Former scholars.
They carried spears.

She watched as the group fanned out and methodically searched the ground around the broken wall,
combing the grass with wegpons extended. They moved dowly, bent a thewai s, asif looking for
something. Soon, their shouts, indistinct over the distance, came to her; and she knew what they'd been
seeking—the path sheld beaten through the grass. They've found it.

They took awhile organizing along skirmish line, but once they did, the boys began walking toward her,
fifty meters apart, spears ready, umbrellas bobbing on dim shoulders. Annawatched asthey dowly
advanced, trying to decide what to do next. When they were a hundred meters away, she abruptly stood
on her rocky spire, elevated maybe ten meters.

Excitement in their voices, the nearest boys cried out and pointed toward her. Soon the group, screaming
like the gang that had attacked her and Martin—allifetime ago—charged, hissing through the grass-sea.

She legped from the rock and ran westward, toward the Barrens proper and Goliath beyond. She
measured her pace, astrong, relaxed lope, keeping her pursuers no closer than fifty meters nor farther



back than ahundred. They followed in a clustered mob, manic, screaming.

It didn't take long for the weakest among the band to drop the pursuit. They abandoned the chase
one-by-one, and she hadn't gotten far into the Barrens when the hardiest two boys, the last, stopped.
She stood in full view atop alow rise and waited, facing east.

The two boys stood together, fatigue obviousin their heaving chests and raspy bresath, fifty meters
distant. They ventured no closer.

“Witch!” one cdled out, shaking his spear, boyish voice cracking. “Witch, damned to hell! Witch!
Witch!"

Annaturned and walked east, toward Goliath. She'd explore the canyons along the eastern wall, that's
what she'd do. Study the sawks. Stock up on provisions.

Witch, she thought as she walked.
No clothing, no energy or projectile weapons. No powersleds. They're as bad off as| am.
She pondered as she walked into her lengthening shadow.

Witch.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

In the days and weeks after Annasfirst reunion with the changed TierraNatal and its skittish residents,
she explored the world outside the broken walls of her former home and far beyond. She resolved to
ensure the exile to which she had resigned herself didn't become a surrender to bitter loneliness. Sheld
keep busy, keep her mind occupied.

Shetraveled north to Cdl cutta Falls and found it abandoned, wrecked. She uncovered signs of
explosions, struggle and desth. The sight of broken white bones no longer revolted her; the gridy,
abandoned remains provided only information—battle and death, then scavengers picked the flesh off the
bones and scattered them.

Powerded tracks led south to TierraNatal. Maybe the Familia had gathered their survivors. Or maybe
not. Communication had failed here, too. Whatever nanovirus or smilar malady had plagued Tierra Natal
had occurred at Cadlcutta Falls aswell, probably at the sametime.

A longer trek to the south helped reinforce her theory. Rock Springslay in ruin just as Calcutta Falls had,
with evidence of conflict and murder, Signs of the town'stotal collapse, nanosystems breakdown. Tracks
led north. By plan or spontaneous accord, surviving colonists had goneto TierraNatal.

She explored far to the south of the continent, where she found few animal and plant speciesin the
relaive cold and the infertile, rocky ground. Sheimproved and polished her surviva skillsin Ghost Basin.
She made a small boat from the bark of atree she found on the edge of the Eastern Sea, beyond the
Confusions, and explored far out into the calm, shallow waters. She learned to fish.

Annamade abow from chokewillow wood and learned how to use it. When the comparatively cool
winter approached, she turned northward, exploring Goliath's western wall where she found more animal
and plant speciesin the canyons. She learned their ways, and she survived.

In the lethal-hot summer, she sought refuge in the Confusions cool caves. There, she grew bored. During
aweek-long windstorm that whipped the gritty desert into abillion tiny flying knives, she whiled away the
dayslecturing to a classroom of invisible scholars with acharcod stick for astylusand alarge, flat cave



wadl for adate.

Time passed.

Occasiondly, inthe early years of her exile, when the weather seemed right and she yearned for
companionship her imagination couldn't fill, she trekked to TierraNatd and watched the villagersfrom a
distance. They raised sheep and goats, probably from frozen embryo stock that somehow had not
succumbed to the nanosystems failure, and grazed their herdsin the grass fiel ds between the town and
the Barrens. Apparently, the animals thrived on the rubbery whipgrass.

Sometimesthe herds, tended by boys with rickety umbrellas on their shoulders who carried crude but
vicious-looking bows or lances, would venture as far west as Goliath's shadow. There, Annawould
climb high up acanyon wal and watch, unseen.

Sometimes she listened to the boy shepherds below her, ahundred meters, fifty meters, away. Shehid on
shady, narrow ledges occupied by sawk nests, bist, bow lizards, darters and thornbush tufts and listened,
sickened and saddened by what she heard.

Witch.

“| dareyou to go into that canyon,” one boy goaded his companion, pointing to the dark vertical dashin
Goliah'swall.

“Youfirgt,” the other boy replied, fists anchored on hips.

“What are you scared of, huh? Think the Witch will get you? | heard she eats scared boyslike you. |
heard she cooksthem in—"

“Not s0. She eats them raw. My dad told me s0."
Witch.

Once, she watched four adolescent boys edge close to acanyon mouth, its dark interior cool and
welcome to her but aforbidden zone of terror to them. She didn't hear, but the gestures came clear. One
boy had accepted adare to go into the canyon, dare the Witch'swrath.

The boy, chest puffed out in heroic pose, entered the canyon with asteady and militant stride, but for less
than a hundred meters. He rounded abend out of hisfriends' sight and crouched behind arock, knees
shaky. Annawatched as he muttered to himsdlf in aquavering voice, atiming chant. Or aprayer. He had
to stay in the forbidden canyon—he'd been chalenged, she realized—for a count of ...

“One hundred,” the boy cried at last and dashed back toward the light.

Before his companions could see him run in terror, he stopped, took afew deep breaths and continued,
chest once again puffed out in heroic pose, pace dow, steady and cam.

“Didyou seeher?"
“Did shetry to et you?'
“What happened, what happened?’

The boy became a hero. Hed defied the Witch and lived to tell the tale. What storieshetold his
companions and what storiesthey told to further the myth she had no idea.



Once, in afit of pique, she showed hersdlf suddenly to two shepherds who'd braved Goliath's shadow.
The two boys faced alow rock wall, pissing. She spread her cape wide in the breeze and yelled
nonsense a them. They ran away pell-mdll, screaming, their little penises bobbing, peeflying everywhere,
sheep forgotten. Shetook one sheep asaprize.

The villagers, she knew, were poorer than she in resources. They seldom ventured far outside Tierra
Natal, and Goliath's eastern shadow wastheir western limit. So, she took few sheep over the years. She
had her own wild flocks and herds, and fields and gardens to tend, nurture and harvest in season.

Eventudly, Anna stopped trying to track time.

* k k %

Shevisted TierraNata |ess often as years passed. For months on end sometimes sheld even forget the
town existed, that other people inhabited the world.

Then, some odd event or stray thought would remind her. Her reaction to such occasions ranged from
numbness to weeping or violent rages. Such reminders occurred less often astime passed and gradudly
the pangs of loneliness or adesire to go home lessened.

There came atime, though, when she sat in acave in the Confusions, sunrise amoment away from
coloring the starry sky in scarlet bands, when she looked east across Ghost Basin and remembered. At
thetime, shefdt annoyed for forgetting the people, for not visiting them, for not inviting them to vist her.

Shetried to remember the name of the town far away on the other side of Goliath. Sheld forgotten. The
people, whose names she also could not recall were ... what? Friends?

No—scholars. Scholars. They need me to teach them.
“I'm ateacher.” She spoke doud for thefirst timein avery long while.

She recalled the lessons sheld once taught to the invisible classroom in acave near the one where she
now sat and tried to remember her scholars names. She couldn't, and as the sun inched up the sky,
Anna decided to go to the town and ask.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The eastward trek toward Goliath and the canyon splitting it in two, the one with the rockpile barrier she
caled the Gap, proceeded without incident. A routine cross-country hike, like thousands Anna had
undertaken over the many, many years.

The problem of memory—names of peoplein the town, name of the town itsdlf, time, dates, al of
it—plagued her lessand less. Sheld given up trying to remember, redlly. If she was supposed to
remember something, she decided, she would. Trying—and worrying about it or getting angry—didn't
hep.

With agrace and efficiency borne of experience, Anna crossed the desert and arrived in duetime at the
Gap. She spent aday in its shadow, resting for the climb up the steep escarpment. The rocks were loose
on the dope, and she'd experienced rockdides before. Some of them, ready to topple, were bigger
than—

Bigger than powerdeds.

Another memory returns unexpectedly, Annamused as she ate ameager dinner of boxard meet and cave
moaoss. She could picturein her head now what a powerded was, and what it was used for. In her mind



she conjured a scene—a powerd ed speeding across some rugged surface, bouncing, jolting, twisting,
engineswhining under the strain. She could seetheinterior clearly: instrument pand, telltales, readouts,
lightmap. Viewscreen displaying steep paralle walsrising into darkness.

Shewasnt driving. Martin.

She started to say the name doud, and hesitated. It would hurt, she sensed, to do so. Hurt beyond
anything she could bear. It would lead to ... to other memories—so she blocked it out. Stopped thinking.
Stopped remembering.

The protective shield preserving her sanity fdll back into place. Annasimply forgot her past and satina
canyon with no name, at the foot of amassive rockdide, wondering how sheld gotten there, and why. A
part of her mind knew she was protecting herself by forgetting.

She dept until past darkfall.

When she awoke, she remembered she was on ajourney to atown far to the east, beyond the rockdlide,
where there were other people. People like her.

People who need me.
Maybe, she thought as she began to climb in the dark, they'll tell mewhy I'm going to visit them.

The climb proved more strenuous than it ever had before. Yes, I've climbed these rocks before. |
remember thisroute. But just the next few handholds and footholds, that's all | remember.

Her breath camein spasms, and her muscles and bones ached. Twice she stopped to nibbleon a
tooth-sized ball of sapbalm. Sheredlized, just before she reached the top, just before sunrise, that she
hadn't brought enough sap. Then she redized—remembered—she'd needed more and more of it inthe
past season. Or so it seemed.

Annanestled into a cool, shadowy crevasse near the top of the rock pile. The spot seemed
familiar—she'd been here before. She found asmall cache of supplies: rope, abone knife, dried meat.

Y es, sheld stashed the supplies on earlier expeditions. She thought about those earlier journeys and tried
to remember if shed cached anything elsein the area.

Y es. To the east, another daylong hike, was another such cache. Near the eastern foot of the mountains,
at the canyon mouth, just before you got to the flat land that led to the town.

Galiath. The name of the mountain. Another memory returned. A smdl thing, but Anna pushed it avay
impatiently. Memory was not good.

She dept well that day, without dreams.

* % * %
She awoke as some minor tremor deep in the rock persisted for several seconds. Rockdide.

She stood, immediately awake, dert, her spear in hand, gasping in the heat. She glanced around. Her
crevasse shelter was awide, shalow crack in the southern wall of the canyon, afew meters abovethe
loose rock making up the barrier sheéld climbed. By the angle of shadow, she knew it was | ate afternoon,
afew hours before darkfall.

She could seelittle dse but adiver of sky diced by solid rock. And dust rising.



Thetrembling persisted.

Anna climbed out of the cleft into the open. The solid walls around the crevasse had seemed secure
once, but not now.

Instantly, she saw she need not have worried. Rocks tumbled down the steep dope to the east of the
pile, dust billowing up in their wake. The dide was lower down, no threst to her or her shelter. A minor
disturbance, nothing more.

Stll, sheld have to be more careful as she traveled down the eastern dope now. The dide would change
the layout. She envisioned the route she'd taken earlier—remembered. She contemplated the problem
and saw shed haveto take a different way around the new dide.

She decided to start down right away, to take advantage of the remaining daylight. It would be hot going,
and sheld be exhausted by the time she got to the bottom; but it would be safer than trying anew routein
the dark.

The descent took her lesstime than she figured, and the dide involved less surface areathan sheld
expected. She sat gasping for air on the flat canyon floor agood, safe distance from the rockdide base,
in case more loose rock cascaded down. She sipped water from her pouch and thought about taking
another sapbalm ball but decided againgt. Sheld have to rest through the night and hike to the canyon's
esstern mouth in the daytime.

Again, she dept dreamlesdly.

She awoke to the screeching of sawks echoing off the high canyon walls. The jagged, thin diver of pale
light far above, framed by the canyon walls, told her it wasjust after daybreak. She ate afew bites,
relieved hersdlf and set out.

Something caught her eye at the foot of the rockpile, glinting in the talus dope the rockdide had created.
Something ... metallic.

Annastooped over the object, brushed dirt awvay from aten-centimeter flat square of shiny hardness. As
she brushed, the object grew, and she scrabbled with her fingers, using both hands. Soon, shed
uncovered thething.

“Fud cdl,” shewhispered.

A tumult of images flooded her mind as she pulled the thing—the size of aloaf of bread, or asawk
hatchling—from its grave. Squarish in shape—no, rectangular—it felt unusually heavy. Heavy asarock.
Heavier.

The size and weight—about as long as her arm, about as heavy asa...
..asanewborn...

A sudden pain stabbed Annain her ssomach, and she dropped the cdll in the dirt at her feet, doubled
over. Shefumbled in her pouch for asap bal and swallowed it.

It helped. She s, catching her breath, contemplating her find like it was some kind of new animal
carcass, possibly poisonous or otherwise dangerous. She focused on trying to figure out what the thing
could be good for—now.

Nothing cameto her. She had alittle metal, and al she had was useful, but she had no need for afue



cell. She had nothing to fudl. The cdll was heavy, evenly shaped, but so were millions of rocksdl over the
planet. She saw three such from where she sat.

Annashook her head, stood and sought a place to stash the object. Maybe sheéld find ause for it later.
The desert wasted nothing—she'd learned that much.

Then, another idea overtook her. The people of the town. They'll want this. They'll need this.

Anna hefted the fuel cell, brushed dirt off itslegend, its activation switch, its ill-glowing tdlltde and its
hair-thin insertion rods.

She remembered the people of the town hated her, that if she wanted to get back ... home ... she'd need
to do something about that. Fix it. She couldn't teach the children if their Familiahated her. But they'd
want afue cel. They'd needit.

She remembered their ragged condition last time she'd seen them. Shepherds, half-naked boys tending a
flock of skinny sheep in Goliath's late-afternoon shadow. No power. They'd want power cells, then.

Yes. I'll give them a gift. Something useful. A peace offering.

Anna st out toward the mouth of Goliath with renewed vigor, her stride sure, steady, the fuel cell
bouncing againgt her bony shoulder in aboxard-skin pouch.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

It looked like the townspeople had found more water, Anna discovered. As she gpproached the town
from the west, in the late afternoon so the sun stood at her back, she saw several wells, more than she
remembered.

TierraNatal had awel ingdeitswalls, near the central Commons, and two outside the walls. From
where she stood, she could seefour rock structures that looked like wdlls, al within ahaf-kilometer of
Natdl.

She approached one located about a hundred meters out. It stood like alow rock rampart, round and
flat like amedium-szed waterhole or an over-sized bist or boxard burrow, but lined with mud or clay
bricks piled in neat, even rows. Like the one she vaguely recadled insde—so long ago—and others sheld
seen near Cd cutta Falls more recently. About waist high.

Waist high.

Someone stood at the edge of the well, aman in asmple, robe of crudely woven cloth, hislong dark hair
tangled, hisback to Anna. She saw him raise acup to hislips and drink. From her vantage thirty meters
away, she watched anarrow rivulet of water escape down his bearded chin into the coarse-woven collar
of hisloose, knee-length cloak. Plain rope cinched his dender waist. Hiswide umbrela-hat lay in thedirt
at the foot of thewell. His feet were shod in crude sandals, just like hers.

The man mumbled something to himsdf. She couldn't makeit out.
They found more water, she thought. Good for them.

TierraNatal, she now recalled, had been located where it was because an early robotic study of the
planet indicated alarge aquifer lay between Calcutta Falls and Rock Springs. Water from the northern
ice cap and from the dopes of Glacier Mountain fed into Cal cutta Falls through a series of narrow,
shdlow streams. The aboveground water disappeared in Cacutta Fals—fel into the ground—then
regppeared at Rock Springs, in asteady, dow seeping at the foot of a series of clay masses.



Between, in the center of the aquifer, lay aflat grassy plain where an unmanned scout report determined,
for avariety of reasonsincluding ready accessto the aquifer and potentidly good grazing, TierraNata
was to be located. Planners had believed they would be able to sink awell there with little effort and tap
the aquifer “from the middle of the sponge,” so to speak. It hadn't quite worked out that way.

Only three wells had been productive—the one over which the town was located and two others outside
the wals. Two more had proven hard to maintain, practicaly usdess. Theinner well met their water
needs. Little effort had been made to maintain the others.

Apparently, Annamused as she sat motionlessy watching the man dowly spping water from asmal
meta cup and mumbling to himsdlf, they'd now dug other wells. Maybe the inner well dried up. Or
something happened toiit.

Painfully, she dredged from her memory her last visit to TierraNata, the last time sheld comethisclose.

And, yes, now she remembered the name. But how long since sheld been here? That waslost in the haze
of time. Y ears. Many, many years.

Calcutta Falls, abandoned. Rock Springs—the names were coming back to her now—also abandoned.
After the—yes, the revolt—the survivors, the Familia, had converged on TierraNatal. Because they had
awdl a TierraNata and they'd dug more of them...

Annashook her head, exasperated. That wasn't it. There was water at CdcuttaFallsand...
The man stiffened. He cocked hishead asif listening.

Annacaught her bresth, redizing shed snorted doud in her exasperation over trying to make sense of
what she saw before her—aman bending over awdll, drinking.

And charting,

Even asthe man turned dowly—so dowly ... time froze—to look over his narrow, bony shoulder at her,
Annaremembered the chant.

A Familiachant, aprayer for guidance, comfort and wisdom.
TheFamilia

A floodgate in her mind broke, and her skull burst with agusher of painful memory. Through abuilding
scream of rage and pain, she remembered the Familia, what they'd done so long ago.

She didn't want to remember. But she did, couldn't help it. And she raged.

A redness, like abloody bruise, narrowed her vison on the dowly turning figure at the well, his mouth
easng open asif sraining againg the hot and heavy air. Anna, screaming, rushed at him, now afrozen
figure with eyes bulging and mouth agape.

Rage.
The man raised apae, stick-thin arm dowly, so dowly, to ward off the coming blow. Too dowly.
Rege.

Annahit him on his head. His skull snapped back on his skinny neck. Bone cracked. She hit him again.
And again and again.



“Youkilled ... killed my..."

The man's head became gory mush. Blood, bone and brain arched into the air behind Annawith each
blow. Her hands grew dippery with blood.

The body lay against thewell's low mud wall, but Annawasn't through, her rage unspent. She pulled the
man to hisfeet. Limp, dead.

Rege.

Annaraised abloody fist to hit him again. He dipped from her dick fingers and toppled backwardsinto
thewdll.

Annascreamed in frustration as he hit the bottom of the narrow shaft with amuddy splash. She looked
around, till wanting to vent her rage, saw nobody—no Familia—to hit. To kill.

She screamed her frugtration, her rage.
Voices. From inside the ancient town's broken walls.

Annawasn't sure when sheld stopped screaming, when she could again hear. Her throat fdt asif shed
been gargling sand, and she heard the voices. She suddenly felt drained, rubber-boned. Panting,
swesting, her whole body ached, and she didn't want to move.

She needed adrink of water, needed to eat, needed to deep.
She needed to go away.

Thevoices, rigng in darm from the dark, crumbled town a hundred meters away galvanized her into
action. She could see movement through cracks in anearby corridor, itsroof covered with a
woven-grass net to keep out the sun. Something glinted in there, like a spear point.

Timeto go.

Sheturned and saw, lying in the sand, abloody meta lump. It puzzled her for amoment. Then Anna
realized it was the wegpon she'd used, hadn't known sheld used, till now. Sheld found the thing in the
rockdide the day before, in the canyon, in Goliath. The fud cell.

It had been heavy when sheld found it. It had been heavy and awkward to carry acrossthe ... the rocky
place, then the hilly place, then theflat, grassy placeto ... thisplace. The ... thing shéld carried ... to this
place—Where am | ?—had been heavy. But it wasn't heavy when sheused it to ... to...

Doorsin her mind closed. She shut down.

She knelt quickly, grabbed the dark-stained object in the sand, turned and tossed it into the well. She
gave the gesture ameaning. When shelet go of it, she resolved when it left her hand it would take the
pain away with it. When it was gone, she resolved, o, too, would her memory be gone.

People emerged from the ... the broken walls of the... place. She heard their unintelligible howling behind
her as she turned and ran ... west—that way—toward the descending sun. Toward ... abroad, flat
mountain. A canyon in the mountain. A desert beyond. Then ... away.

Far, far awvay.

The howling dropped farther and farther behind her as sheran, drawing on someinterna energy reserve



the existence of which she didn't question. Tired, hungry. But she would take care of that. Later.
Now, running was dl. Sheran.

Night fell but she kept on going, eventually reaching ahigh, nameesswall of rock under the dim siivery
garlight and resting there awhile. Then, not knowing why, she headed north, walking for now, following
thewall to her left. She moved until daybreak, found shelter, dept.

At darkfall, she awoke, found abist nest and ate. Then walked north.

It rained a daybreak, and Annastood in the sudden, drenching downpour. She stood, face uplifted,
arms outstretched, and turned in dow circles, letting the rain wash away the sains on her face, ams and
legs. She stood naked in therain, her clothes tossed away somewhere. She didn't know where, when.

Or why.

Therainfall ended as suddenly asit began, and Anna moved on. North to the farthest reaches of the
mountain wall, whereit turned into rolling hills and nights became colder, but not cold enough that her
nakedness bothered her. The fertility that came to the land in the wake of the brief rainstorm sustained
her over the otherwise-inhogpitable terrain in the far north. At some point, she turned and went west
acrosstheralling hillsfor many days, then south. The massvewal of the mountain wasto her left
again—shefollowed it south for along time.

Annacame at last to the mouth of a canyon, one particular canyon, in the massive mountain wall.
Satidfied sheld arrived ... somewhere—a place she wanted to be—she turned her back on the dark
ravine, turned toward the setting sun again and traveled west.

There were hills beyond the desert she now crossed, she knew, without knowing how she knew it.
Cavesinthosehills. Shelter.

And food along theway. She knew how to harvest it. And clothing, and tools.

As Annawalked, she contemplated the meaning of shelter. Coolness. Comfort. Food and water.
Another word for shelter hovered on the verge of memory. She struggled for awhile to find the word.

Something like ... home?
But what did that mean?

Intime, she gaveit up, decided she didn't redly want to know.

Lisan Navarroclan
“Why didn't you go straight west, then?” Lisan asked, voice agentle whisper in the silent night.
“What?" Annaturned to her. The bent old woman and the adolescent girl sat on alow bench made of
clay brick and covered with sheepskin just outside the town walls. The night air wastolerably cool, and

they perspired only alittle. Both Annaand Lisan wore thin skirtsrather than leggingsin deference to
Familiatraditional modesty. No wind stirred the desert stillness.

“Ingtead, you went north,” Lisan said. “When you left TierraNatal. After you killed the Uncle. At the
well. Y ou ran to Goliath and then—"

“I went north, instead of going through the canyon, through the Gap,” Annafinished. “Of course, | did. |
know that. Surely, you can guesswhy."



Lisan hesitated then nodded. “But, but..."

“In the canyon, memory lay like atrap. Waiting to seize my mind again. Take it awvay from me. Rage.
Pain. Hate. | wastired—so tired—of being angry, tired of hating. Tired of remembering. | couldn't go
into that canyon, you see?’

Lisan bunched perfect black browstogether in afrown. “But if you avoided the canyon ... to protect
yoursdf from ... from, um, going ... | mean..."

“Fromgoing crazy."

“But how did you know?’ Her hands fluttered before her tiny budding breests, asif trying to grasp the
wordsfromtheair. “I mean, if you knew enough to avoid the canyon, then you must have known what
was in the canyon—what you were trying to avoid, the memoriesthere. And if you knew that much, you
couldn't have avoided it, couldn't have ignored what you knew. | mean ... could you?'

Annachuckled and patted the girl's smooth hand, resting easily, casudly on her thigh—such achildlike
gesture, and so comforting, so tender—

The chuckle caught in her chest and stopped, jammed up against impenetrable pain.
She coughed.

Lisan dutifully plucked a sapbam bal from the pouch and pressed it to Annasthin lips. Annaswallowed
the bal, amost choking. Shelicked her lips. Lisan listened to Anna breathing in the night, heard the balm
soothe the Holy Mother's pain asit went down her throat, unclogging the painful, hot knot in her chest.
Annarelaxed. Inamoment, it was clear to Lisan the pain spasms had passed.

“Themind,” Annawhispered asif to hersdlf, her eyes Hill closed, “liestoitsdlf. Thethingswedo to
preserve our sanity—to stay dive. Weknow, yes. But we lieto ourselves. And we believe our lies. Even
though we know. Y ou see?"

Lisan shook her head and laughed. “No, but | suppose, intime, | will. You know ... | believe.”

Annajoined her laugh, tentatively &t first. Then: “And if you don't figureit out,” shesaid, “don't be
concerned. Some things we don't know. Simply that. Some questions well never answer, some mysteries
weéll never solve. Or live long enough to. It'sal right. It'sal right to not know, sometimes.”

Shelifted ahand and gestured expansively at the dark desert to the west. “What's out there in the dark?
Some of it we know. Some we don't. The Barrens. Goliath. Ghost Basin. The Confusions. The Eastern
Sea. But theré's lots of unexplored territory. New thingsto discover, here on Phoenix."

Lisan's eyes were vacant as she pondered Annaswords. “ And beyond that? Stars. Other worlds..."
“Other worlds"

“And worlds beyond those."

Anna shrugged bony shoulders.

“What'sonthem?"

“Other worlds? We don't know, do we?'

“| don't. But you've been on a starship. And to Earthome.”



Annagrasped Lisan's hand, hard. “Even if we don't know, we're never afraid. Never afraid of the dark.
That'swhy we came to Phoenix. Because we believed. Y ou see? Remember that.”

“Yes, but...” Lisan looked away, frowning.

“What?'

Lisan looked a Anna, boldnessin her dark eyes. “Y ou went north.”
Anna hesitated amoment. Then she laughed heartily. “So | did. So | did.”
They sat in silence for awhile longer, watching the starry sky.

“Tell me about Michadl,” Lisan said. “When he cameto you. Tell me about that. It must have comeasa
shock to you. How did you handleit? | mean, you'd created this protective wal, this mental shield. You
said you'd even forgotten there were other people on Phoenix. At al. Then you see Michadl walking
across the desert. What did you think then, when you saw him?”

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Annalived among the Confusionsfor along while, athough at the time she gave no nameto therolling
hills and the caves that pocked them, and the maze-like boulder fieldsin and around the caves. She
stayed in one cavern or another as long as she wished, |etting whim take her from placeto place.

She never questioned the uneasiness that occasionally overtook her, prompting her to evacuate one
particular shelter for another. It wasn't asif the ones she chose were inadequate—they were al good
havens, and from time to time she'd re-occupy one or another of them after months, or years, of absence.

Except one cave.

Init, Annafound writing on awall. Symbols scrawled on alarge, flat surface, smudged and indistinct.
The cave made her uneasy and she avoided it, athough it was big, comfortable and as cool asany other.
She could never deep there. There was something ... wrong with it.

She often explored the desert flanking the Confusions. Going west, she traveled occasondly to the edge
of abroad, shalow seawhere she caught fish and found abundant plant life at the fringes of the duggish,
brackish water.

Eastward, she often hiked to thewall of amassive mountain dicing theworld in two, north to south.
Goliath, of course, though during those years she gave it no name. Sheld venture occasiondly into the
narrow, steep-walled canyons biting into the mountain like gigantic cracks. She harvested bist, bow
lizard, darter, sawk egg, whipgrass, spikewood root and, now and then, a mature sawk.

One canyon she refused to enter. She didn't know why, but she knew there was areason. Like the
strange cave shetried hard not to think about, the canyon was haunted. Something wrong with it.

But this presented Annawith no problem, since there was aworld to explore.

North she ventured, to the edge of the icecap, and found strange mosses, lichens and aduggish
burrowing worm that tasted much like boxard young. She found little else, and no shelter from wind or
sunintheflatness

Shetraveled infrequently to the south. There, shefound moreice, if shetraveled far enough. But the
ground was rocky, barren, and lifeless, and she didn't stay long.



The desart was her life, between the Confusions and Goliath. There, she found resources so abundant
she never had occasion to want or suffer. She knew where the best waterholes were, the chokewillow
thickets and where the sapplant grew the thickest. She harvested boxard in season and learned to catch
andkill nilas.

Life was good—except for the pain.

It had grown worse in the past few seasons, and Annanow feared she must soon die from some disease
egting away at her ingdes. She nursed her supply of the painkilling sgpbam, harvesting enough of the
precious stuff from trees throughout the desert.

As her demand for the balm grew—as the pain increased in frequency and intensity—she began to
journey farther and farther into the desert to harvest. At one point, she became concerned that her need
for the stuff would exceed the supply. A plant could replace its sap only so fast, and there were few
sapplants, even in the vastness of the desert. Annawas draining the available supply, it seemed, faster
and faster.

It was abig desert. But not big enough, maybe, if Annas demand increased. What to do about it worried
her every day for months on end. No answer came. Sheld explored the desert from poleto pole, from
Goliath through the Confusions to the shore of the Eastern Sea. She knew where every sgpplant grew.
Every one.

Or s0it seemed.

One day, Annawas probing deep into a canyon in the eastern wall of Goliath, acanyon afew kilometers
north of the one she carefully avoided entering or thinking about. Sheld been in this particular canyon,
where anew colony of sawk had established itself afew years before and the number of sawk had
grown steadily since. They were now likely ready for harvest, sheld decided, and so she cameto
explore.

As she'd headed east across Ghost Basin toward Goliath, she cached a supply of sapbam here and there
at specific waterholes. Shetook alittle with her in her pouch, harvested and cached alittle more and
moved on. She felt satisfied she'd husbanded her resources carefully enough for the trip to Goliath and
the sawk canyon she wanted to explore. Still, she wished she could find a new source of the medicine.

None grew in the canyons, she knew, or anywhere near Goliath's shadow.

So, Anna checked her supply carefully at the last sapplant-waterhole before thefind leg of thetrip into
the canyon. She would have enough for at least a preliminary exploration, she decided, and moved on.

Over the years, she had become agood climber. Sheld woven rope from whipgrass fiber and made
hammers out of rock and chokewillow limbs. Splintered boxard ribs treated with gall and wrapped in
sinew gave her pitons to anchor ropesto the steep walls of the canyons. So, she had been able to harvest
sawk egg, sawk young and the occasiona mature sawk over the years.

Thewalls of this one was serrated more than usud, with thin vertical cracks running from floor to very
high up. Sawk nests lined both wallsin great abundance. The ascent would be easy.

Annasmiled as she began climbing toward alikely nest, probably no more than fifty or sixty meters
above her. Shefound foot and handhol ds readily and mounted the wall a agood clip to a point where
she found anest containing three fist-sized eggs, ill warm. She anchored hersdlf in place, unfurled her
umbrella-shield to protect her from the startled, angry mother sawk's beak and claws and took two.



As she carefully wrapped them in her egg-pouch, cushioned with alining of moss, she decided to climb
farther up the same crack and collect afew more. She fdlt rested, secure and eager to explore. She
climbed on, folding her umbrellawhen the nervous sawk left off stabbing at it and retreated to tend to its
remaining egg, the others forgotten. She found another nest ahundred meters higher up, with the
customary three eggs. She harvested one and moved higher.

The narrow blue dash of sky at the top of the canyon widened as she ascended, and Annadecided shed
go al the way to the top and see what she could see. She'd been atop Goliath before, farther north,
wherethe wallsweren't as high or precipitous. A blend of rocky escarpments and steep hills marked the
northern fringe of the mountain. From there, she had been able see south to where the flat mountaintop
disappeared in shimmering haze a the limit of her vison. Along its entire length, Goliath was modtly flat,
tapering to the west, rising to the east and kilometers wide—maybe aday's hike across, she'd once
decided, years ago.

The sky above her expanded as she climbed. Annawondered how broad the mountaintop was at this
point, so far south of her last excursion up awall.

She considered her supplies and hesitated, but only amoment. She had neststo harvest here, asmall
backpack of water, dried mest, other provisions and three fresh sawk eggs. She could manage two days
journey if the going wasn't hard, maybe three.

If the trek over the mountain top took any longer than three days...

Anna stopped suddenly. She was going to cross Goliath's top. And see what was on the other side. Of
course. She hadn't conscioudy decided that was her plan when she passed the last sawk nest. But,
clearly, that was now her goa. Cross the mountain. See what was on the other side.

Sheld been wondering, worrying, where she might find more sgpplant to stretch the precious supply in
Ghost Basin. She'd searched the entire planet—north to south, west to the sea and east to Goliath's
western edge, aswell asthe canyonsin the mountain's flank—but never on the other Sde, the eastern
sdeof Galiath.

She resumed her ascent, annoyed with hersdlf for not having thought of that before. But shefelt excited
about what she might find in this unknown, unexplored territory.

Before sheld given this new adventurein her life much more thought, the canyon wall abruptly ended. She
climbed over itslip and was standing on top of the mountain. From her vantage, nearly flat pinkish rock
fell away from one horizon to the next, disgppearing in shimmering hestwaves. She saw scant
vegetation—only afew thornbushes—and occasional abrupt crests, lumps or spires of rock.

The canyon rim shed just cleared lay to one side like aflat, black, jagged snake across the ground,
extending east and west. The cleft was so black, twenty or so meters across, she could see barely afew
metersintoit.

The sun blazed down on the dull pinkish-gray mountaintop like ahammer. A listless, gusting wind
mitigated the heat-blast, blowing Anna's hair away from her face as she looked east, wondering. The
wind tugged at her shade umbrellaand pulled her cloak away from her shoulders so it flapped like sawk

wings

Sheturned in acircle, studying the flatness. Like the desert bel ow. Featureless. But in the desert she had
found life abundant under the surface. Maybe the other side of Goliath would prove asfertile as Ghost
Basn.



The thought renewed her hope. She pictured groves of sapplant, the way chokewillow grew, rather than
the solitary trees she knew in Ghost Basin.

Eastward, then. Into the wind.

The hike across Goliath's broad plateau was ardatively steady tramp up adight incline, though Anna
found hersdf tiring more often than she'd expected. Crossing the mountain took two and ahaf days.

She found the eastern wall—a sheer drop of akilometer or so, she guessed—just before darkfall. She'd
spotted the edge shortly after noon from atop arise, asmal hillock no more than about twice her height,
and had decided to walk through the day to get there. The last leg of the trek had been particularly
strenuous, and Annafelt exhausted. She decided to spend the night resting on the edge of Goliath,
observing whatever she could see below in the dim starlight.

Most Phoenix animd life came out in the cooler night, and some of that life moved about in ways Anna
had learned to recognize even at great distances, despite the relative dark. The nilas, for instance, raised
powdery dust clouds when they moved about in their clumsy-looking, lumbering gait. She could spot
waterholes even when she couldn't see them by listening to creebird cries, the bellow of feeding nilasand
the grunt of adult boxard. Severa flying insect species glowed in the dark, forming luminescent clouds
above carrion or waterholes. These clouds varied in color and pattern, and told Annawhat lay below
them.

The apparent distance to the foot of Goliath stunned Anna, took her breath away, and she eased back a
step from the edge, asif suddenly afraid of heights. Her unease passed soon, however, and she st feet
dangling over the precipice.

Stll panting alittle from the exertion of the last few kilometers of hiking, she ate afew bitesof jerky,
finished sucking out the last sawk egg, drank asip of water then sighed, content. Below her wasa
boulder field much like the Confusions, hugging Goliath's base in anarrow band stretching north and
south as far as she could see, maybe a dozen kilometers wide at the widest point. She saw some tawny
clumps amid the boulders, indicating chokewillow groves or something likeit. The boulders probably
harbored many species sheld recognize.

A few sawk whirled below her, their long wings spread wide to catch the last therma s of thefailing day
and, with luck, abist or bow lizard that might venture out to graze afew minutestoo early. Dusk wasa
dangeroustime for predator and prey.

Beyond the boulder field, Annasaw hills undulating to the horizon. Those hills, she thought, seemed to be
flatter farther out. Maybe more desert out that way, like Ghost Basin. Maybe sapplant out there.

But in the shadow of Goliath's eastern wall, in the boulder field skirting it and the immediate hilly ground
beyond the field, she saw nothing like sapplant, or waterholes. Shadows grew longer as she stared, but
shedidn't see the telltale silhouette of a sapplant-waterhole complex.

Annas eye watered, and she gave it up. It was getting too dark. In an hour or so she'd scan for
luminescence, nilaand boxard trace, other Sgn. Then sheld deep. In the morning, when she could see
better, she'd decide whether to climb down the eastern wall of Goliath—I might have to backtrack or
go north to find a good canyon to climb down—or retreat eastward to stock up on suppliesfor a
longer expedition.

The sun had just set when astab of pain in her ssomach decided for her. Only afingertip-sized sap bdll
lay in the bottom of her pouch. Sheld need to retrest, refresh her supply before continuing on to the new
territory east of Goliath.



Disappointed, she bit off half the sap bal and chewed it to make it |ast before swalowing it. Immediately,
the pain subsided. But Annas euphoric mood had been dampened. She'd so wanted to explore this new
territory. She'd have to wait—but she'd been patient before, and she could do it again.

She set up camp, shade to deep until mid-day, when she'd retrace her steps westward and descend the
sawk canyon. Then shed provision for afull expedition. | should stock up for at least two weeks...

Suddenly, Anna saw something move out in the hilly ground far beyond the boulder field, something as
big asaboxard or immature nila. She couldn't make out the image well, so far away. But it had glinted,
bright, like boxard armor or nilafang. Like bone.

She rubbed her eye and squinted. She didn't see the glint again, but where she'd seen it, she now barely
made out along shadow bobbing down a hillsde. Something out there. The image vanished for an
instant, appeared again.

Heading west.

Not anila, Annadecided as the shadow moved again, so vague, on the limit of her vison. A boxard that
had somehow wandered afield from its waterhole niche would attract several scavenger and predator
gpecies. The sky above injured nilaswirled with life. Thiswas something e se.

Something new.

Annas heart raced as she watched for the image to reappear among the ralling hills. But it didn't, and
darkfall overtook Phoenix.

Shefdl adegp. Wondering.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Annaawoke severa times during the night. Each time, she gazed eastward into the blankness below and
beyond Goliath. She saw the occasiond luminescence here and there just beyond the horizon, but it was
too far away to tell her whether it was waterhole or carrion.

She didn't see the apparition. Sheldd dept fitfully, wondering about it. Hallucination, maybe. 1t happened in
the desert. Tricks of light and hest.

Eventudly, she camefully awake, tired and hungry, not long after sunrise. Again shelooked esst.
Nothing.

She packed up her shelter, ate ameager breakfast and prepared to head east, to descend the sawk
canyon and return to the Confusions. There sheld re-supply and return to explore—redly explore—the
far ddeof Galiath.

Annacached asmall supply of dried megat in acrack in the ground, turned to leave—after onelast glance
out over thevast, unexplored territory...

...and saw it again.

In the early morning light, it cast along, narrow stick-shadow before it, headed right toward her. It
moved, asolitary figure, through the boulder field, shadow climbing arock, dipping over and down then
up another stone mound, only to disappear into adark crevasse further on. It moved, this apparition with
its long shadow, toward Goliath—and towards Anna.

Down there, sawk riding the early thermals cast whedling shadows. They found little to eat in the day's



bristling heet, and Anna often wondered why they moved at al when the sun was up. But over the years,
sheld discovered sawk intelligence included knowledge of atiny lizard species that came out to mate
under the sun. Like adarter, only smaler and faster. But an dert sawk could catch it—if the sawk came
out inthe day.

Maybe, she had considered, the night sawk and the day sawk were two different species.

The shadow moved again, and she experienced avague feding of unease. It was like the way she felt
when she thought about the cave in the Confusions with the writing on the wall, and the canyon in Goliath
where she a so refused to go. Haunted, the cave and the canyon. And so wasthis ... apparition. Haunted.

Something wrong with it.

Most predator speciesin Ghost Basin hunted alone. Annasensed asimilar kind of danger from this
creasture—it might be a predator. She squinted, but she couldn't seeit well enough to tell anything about

it, except...

...except that it stood upright, on itstwo hind legs, likeanila. If it had atall, it was either very dender or
very short. She couldn't seeit.

It walked like...

Stomach pain drove Annato her knees. She fumbled in her pouch, found the last tiny marble of sapbam
and popped it into her mouth with trembling fingers. She gulped it down and gasped for air.

Her nearest sapbalm cache was at the foot of the sawk canyon, two and ahalf dayswest of where she
sat clutching her sdes. Without hesitation, she began walking westward. The wind at her back picked up,
cooling. Her stridewas long, sure over the relatively even ground. She followed the dark ribbon of the
sawk canyon, keeping it just to her |eft as she strode.

She'd descend to the canyon floor just before darkfal, she decided. It would take longer that way,
perhaps be more dangerous, but she couldn't wait until she got back to the lower wall where shed
ascended. That was two and a half days away, and she feared she'd need to get to her sapbalm sooner
than that.

Annashut her mind down, as she did when she had kilometersto travel, as she did when she wanted to
conserve her food supply, or when she knew she'd have to wait along time before she'd get food or
water. She became a salf-contained walking machine, and she walked.

About an hour before darkfall, as she gauged it by the angle of the sinking sun, Anna edged near the
sawk canyon wall and probed carefully for alikely place to begin her descent. In amoment, shefound a
spur of rock to anchor rope and anarrow vertica crack inthe wall that appeared to extend far down into
the abyss.

She scraped the bottom of her food pouch and licked the last drop of water before she began.

It took her more than an hour to get to the bottom. Midway through the first leg, a sawk attacked her;
and she had to stop and open her umbrella-shield. The cumbersome wood-and-skin plate over her back
and head made her look like aboxard, and made her as clumsy as one. She had to move carefully,
testing each hand and foothold with avid attention. Halfway down, she harvested asawk egg, sucked it
dry and moved on, refreshed.

She reached bottom, stowed her gear and headed westward on the narrow, rock-strewn canyon floor.
She stopped after ssumbling painfully for the third time, surrendering to the lightless canyon. She dept at



last, nestled in awall-crack after sheld checked it for snakes, insects and other vermin.

Shortly after daybreak she woke; and in the dim light afforded by the pale-blue dash far, far above her,
Annacontinued west. The sun was descending far out over the Confusions when she emerged from the
western mouth of the sawk canyon. She paused in the hilly ground there, orienting hersdlf.

Annathought of the apparition she'd seen—or imagined seeing—on the far Sde of Goliath, and she
shook her head in wonder. She tapped a supply cache at a nearby chokewillow grove and thought about
heading toward the Confusions. After awhile, she decided to wait until darkfall before crossing Ghost
Basin. She felt more comfortable walking the desert in the dark—she knew how to spot nilas at
night—and shewasin no hurry.

She erected her shelter at the foot of the chokewillow grove, on adight incline some two or three
hundred meters away from the canyon mouth, and dept part of the day—comfortably, contentedly.

Something awoke her near dusk. Some sensation of dread. Not her scomach, not the pain. Not a
predator. Something else. She stood, heart in her throat, |ooking around, spear in hand.

And saw it.

Far to the south, just emerging from the mouth of .. that canyon. The apparition, the upright ghost with
thelong shadow.

Thewaking ... man.
| t—the man—continued westward, out into Ghost Basin, toward the Confusions.

Pain wracked Annas body so severdly shefell. She struggled with palsied hands to open the pouch
where sheld restocked her sapbalm. In the agonizing seconds the drug took to subdue her pain, Annas
mind reopened. The floodgate of memory burst and again—she remembered this happening before—she
knew sheld beenright in trying to closeit off. But it didn't work—it doesn't work.

She remembered.

She thought she should weep &t the bitter memory, so long shut up in adark room in her mind. So long
forgotten.

She couldn't bring tearsto her eye. She didn't scream as the horror regled through her mind, as the plug
blocking her memory exploded, loosed by the appearance of the gpparition—the man—walking aone
through the desert, walking westward.

Walking from... from TierraNatal.

She sat for hours observing the vision in the far distance move across the desert westward, his pace
erratic. He was exhausted.

What is he doing out here?

Near darkfal, the man, still headed west, disappeared from Anna's sight. She climbed a sapplant to get a
better view of him, far to the southwest. As she watched hisfigure grow smaller and eventually disappear
in the shimmering, distant heat, she decided to follow him. To find out whom the man was, what he was
doing in the desert. Her desert.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Not long after deciding to trail the man, it occurred to Anna he might have died in the night after shelost
sight of him. That might be why he disappeared. He couldn't have avoided attracting anila. Unlesshed
found some crevasse to deep in, or had done as sheld done so long ago—gotten lucky and stumbled into
awaterhole. So, in the dark, Annatrekked southwest to find whatever might be left of him.

Maybe the nilathat got him would |leave something behind. His speear.

But she saw no sign of scavengers and decided he wasn't dead after dll. It took her afew hoursto find
him. He lay in alittle depression held apparently scooped out in asiretch of sand, nestled at the foot of a
meager chokewillow thicket that had anchored itself to some nubbin of rock protruding above the
otherwise flat ground. He'd staked his umbredlaagaingt the bramble clump so it would shidd him from the
risng sun. A pouch of somekind lay under his head and he clutched a spear, like the one she carried, in
both hands.

Nilas avoided chokewillow thickets, and this one, Anna saw, was particularly thick, the ground below it
too loose and sandy for anilato fee comfortable.

She crept closer, fascinated.

The man snored. His chest rose and fell spasticdly in his uneasy deep and hislegs twitched. He moaned
now and then.

Annacrept closer, closer, until she could've reached out and touched his narrow face, until she feared her
breath on it would wake him. She squinted in the dark to make out hisfeatures. Long strands of dirty,
tangled black hair hung in his eyes so she couldn't see him well in the dim Sarlight. Hewas smal, dender,
knobby-kneed. He wore a short leather skirt and aragged cape over his shoulders. Two dark, shapeless
lumps encased hisfest, curled up under him—crude sandals, Anna suspected they were much like her
own.

He smelled foul. Not like carrion or fresh boxard or nilafeces. Worse. Maybe that's why nila haven't
got him. He doesn't smell right, not like food.

She held her bresth and leaned even closer as the man dept on, his breeth ragged, fitful, almost a cough.
His bronze, sweat-soaked face glistened.

Not a man—aboy. Beardless, but he had patchy fuzz on his cheeks and chin. His gaunt, dack-jawed
face seemed innocent, guileless. She wanted to see his eyes but resisted the urge to brush hislimp hair
aside. They were closed anyway, and it was too dark.

The boy dtirred, rolled to one side, exposing beneath his matted hair the necklace around his thin neck.
The Familia, the carved wooden symbol tied by acord, lay like adead black bist against his shoulder.

Sudden, familiar pain knifed through Anna's abdomen. She soothed it with aball of sgpbalm.
Familia. Annarefused to think about it, focused instead on subduing her physica pain.

At lagt, she stood and retreated to awaterhole half a kilometer north of where the boy dept. She sat,
back to the sapplant trunk, and waited for him to awaken. Or to die.

She thought about him, and remembered. She remembered Martin. The baby. The recollectionsfelt like
somebody dse's.

Dispassonately, as she sat haf-dozing, she considered killing the boy, strangling him with hisown Familia
if hedidn't diein the desert. She wasn't sure if she wanted to. It didn't matter.



The sun rose, and so did the boy. He continued west, his distant image a shimmering dot as heat waves
rose off the ground. Annafollowed, keeping back, out of sight—not that he bothered to look. She found
histrail where he had passed through sandy patches, followed it and studied it.

It was obvious he could barely keep to hisfeet—histrail wandered left and right in fits and staggers. He
managed to miss severa nilamoundsin his ddlirious progress. He fell twice. Once, he crawled on hands
and kneesfor afew meters.

Annafound his spear. Dazed by the blazing sun, he probably hadn't even noticed held dropped it. She
packed it with hers, noting how sharp the point and blade were. Metd. It was secured to the shaft with
wire.

In the sky, s0 bright she could barely see, scavengers gathered above the boy in ahigh, thin cloud. She
counted the familiar seven indicator species, insect and creebird, aswell as sawk. Sawk seldom ranged
far from Goliath out over Ghost Basin, unlessdrawn by asubstantia medl, fresh. The boy, staggering
westward into the sun, would be that meal by darkfall.

Annafollowed.

Sheturned off his path shortly after noon—the boy apparently hadn't sopped to rest in dl that time—to
tap asupply cache at awaterhole afew kilometers north of his path. She refreshed hersalf, stocked up
on sapbalm and food and regained the trail two hours|ater.

She found his pouch an hour after that, tiff, dry and empty. It smelled like him, pungent, sour. She
picked it up and continued. His cloak lay akilometer farther on. When she found his umbrella discarded
another kilometer beyond that she knew the boy was minutes from degth.

Annahad spent the last couple of days—since the moment her mind ripped apart at the pressure of the
memories the boy's appearance had prompted—thinking. Although sheld toyed with thoughts of killing
him, of dlowing the rage lurking under the surface of her mind to run free again, asit had once
before—s0 long ago—other thoughts intruded. About teaching, of children, of her scholars.

Londy thoughts.

So, when she saw the umbrella, and the vanguard of the hovering scavengers begin to descend toward
their dying meal, she abruptly stopped thinking and decided to save the boy. She wasn't surewhy she
meade that decision rather than doing nothing or killing him, but having made it, she acted.

She dropped her pack and pouches, save one, and dashed over the ground to his side. Waving hands,
ydling, she scattered amilling gang of sawk and raucous, bat-winged creebirds. She hit one creebird with
acasudly tossed rock, bresking itswing. She caught it, snapped its snakelike neck and stuffed it under
her belt.

Then she kndlt at the boy's side.

Helay face down, head dightly turned, eyes shielded by aglossy fringe of hair, one knee drawn up. Anna
touched his back, and her fingers dipped across the loose skin and opened an oozing, pus-illed blister.
The boy's back was amass of glistening, angry-red sores. He groaned at her touch, a pained, fragile and
fluttery mewling.

Stll dive. But bardly.

Annatook a sapbam ball from her pouch and pushed him over onto his back. He groaned weakly. She
put one hand behind his neck, brushing the Familiaaside, and lifted his head to dide the sap ball between



hisdack lips, pushing it between histeeth. His gag reflex caught the balm and he swallowed, then
coughed, struggled in Annas hold and tried to turn over.

Sherose, took her bearings. The sun was amost down. Squeatting, she checked the boy again. The sap
had performed its miracle in seconds on him asit had on her so often. His bresthing had evened out,
strengthened. His eyesfluttered, but he didn't regain consciousness.

Still too wesak.

Before going back to retrieve her supplies, Annatook off her own and the boy's clothes and rigged a
shdlter. It provided enough shade, but she was more concerned about predators. The shelter might keep
them at bay, but it seemed so insubstantial. It would have to do, for an hour or less.

Reluctantly, sheleft him and ran eastward toward the spot where she'd dropped her supplies. A hundred
meters away from the shelter she tossed the dead creebird aside and watched astheliving cloud of
carrion-eaters waiting for the boy to die descended on the spot. By giving them that readily available
medl, Annafelt more assured they'd keep away from the boy long enough for her to get back to him.

It worked. She retrieved her things and ran back, finding only a dozen creebirds poking at the makeshift
umbrellaover the boy's limp form. She shooed the scavengers away then set about rigging atravois,
using the two spearsto frame the stretcher made of their clothes and her pouches.

At nightfall, she wrapped the boy securely onto the stretcher and dragged it across the desert westward
to alarge chokewillow thicket at the eastern edge of the Confusions—the boy had dmost madeit dl the
way—where she tapped asmall spring in adeep rock cairn. She sponged water into his twitching mouth,
forced another sap bal down histhroat, and afinger of dried boxard liver. Then she ate, drank. And

dept.

It took three days to nurse him back to health before he was able to sit up and put food into hisown
mouth. The blisters on hisback had burst and left blotchy red weltsin their place, the skin puckered and
crinkled, the scars of hisorded, like amap of the Confusions.

As he regained consciousness, became more aware, he started to notice his surroundings. Annatried to
keep him from seeing her face. She stood behind him when he tried to focus on her, and she wrapped
her face from chin to crown, covering her blank eye and her massive scar, when she had to it or stand in
front of him. She kept the sun at her back.

At lagt, the boy asked a coherent question.
“Areyou the ... thewitch?"

As sheld expected he would. But Annahad prepared for the moment, had rehearsed it in her mind many
times. She would control the conversation. She had questions to ask. His could wait.

She had been kneeling before him when he asked his question, her face covered, the sun at her back. He
was sitting up in the shade of skinswoven through overhanging chokewillow brambles. Sheld been
spooning darter meat into his mouth, interspersed with sips from her water bag, when he feebly pushed
her hand away and asked his question, squinting up at her.

Annastood. She withdrew afew steps then half-turned, not looking a him.
“Who areyou?’ she snarled, over her shoulder.

Hetried to speak but coughed instead. He found the water bag in hislap, grabbed it with stiff, spastic



hands, tilted it to hisface and managed to swallow afew drops.

“Try again,” shesad. “Who areyou?'

“Michael Riosclan,” herasped.

“Riosclan? The son of Jose Riosclan, the man who—"

The boy shook his head. “ Grandson."

“Grandson? And Jose? Tell me about Jose."

“Hedidn't want me to come, but he was too wesk to stop me. Father's dead—"

“Riosdan il lives?'

“It's been many days.” He shook hishead. “I don't know how many. He's probably dead now."
“Dead? Why? How?"'

The boy gripped his Familiaprotectively.

“Who sent you?” she shouted, voice screeching like an angry sawk mother's. “What do you want?'

The boy's face puckered around a sob, his shoulders shook, and he whimpered, though no tears stained
hisface.

Grandson? At least twenty years, then. More. Thirty or more.
Shewaited. “Take your time,” she said, careful to keep her voice even. “I won't hurt you."

“Please,” he managed at last in a cracked whisper. “ Please help us. | came a one because the others are
afraid. | am, too, may the Family embrace me, but the old ones are dying—uncles, aunts, grandfathers
and grandmothers—all of them. Y ou must makeit go away. Please—"

“Dying? Who's dying, Michad Riosclan? Take your time. Start from the beginning and tell me.”

Hetold her about the plague, dowly, painfully.
Lisan Navarroclan

Suddenly, Anna stopped talking—mid-word—and gasped, a phlegmy inhaation. Lisan jerked—sunrise
wasnt far off and sheld started to doze—and reached ingtinctively for the sapbam pouch at her sde. But
her reach was clumsy, and she knocked the bag to the ground at their feet, in front of the stone bench.

The pouch didn't spill when it fell, and Lisan grabbed it up quickly, opened it and took out a sapbalm
ball. Annasnatched it from the girl's extended hand and popped it into her mouth without looking at Lisan
or the sapbalm. The Holy Mother's gaze remained fixed upward, toward the sky.

“I'mdl right,” shesaid. “Look there.” She gripped Lisan'sarm with ingstent fervor. “There” She nodded
skyward. “ Tell mewhat you see”

Lisan followed her gaze and saw the star.

Brighter than the others around it, a glowing white thornbush seed. And moving dowly amid the other,
fainter, steady stars. The white star seemed to have risen from Galiath, climbed the sky and was now
passing overhead. Heading east, toward Glacier Mountain.



“It'sadar, but it moves. | don't understand.” Lisan had no ideawhat she was staring at. None of the
adults, as sherecalled, and certainly not Holy Mother, had ever mentioned anything like this. The vast
and familiar star field moved as a single mass across the sky, pivoting around the North Star, asit did
every night. A dow, mgestic, fixed light procession, like aboxard grazing.

But this star moved aone, separate from its cousins. Something new.
“What isit?’ Lisan said. Her mouth felt dry.

Annaabruptly released her vice grip and stood. Lisan stood, too. She knew there would be bruises on
her upper arm but sheld refused to cry out and wouldn't mention it. Holy Mother had no idea how strong
sheredlly was, but Lisan had long ago decided it was not her place to inform her.

“Fleet,” the Holy Mother said, intense. “Fleet."

Lisan shook her head, puzzled. Thelook on Annasface, her angular cheekbones accented by starlight,
her thin lips turned down in afrown, her good eye buried in shadow and as blank as her absent
one—something like awe, like wonder, shonethere. Like fear. It frightened Lisan, mirrored her own fear.

“What is‘flegt?”

“They've come back."

“Who?'

“So many years. They remembered. Someone remembered. But who? Authority? Or Familia?!
“Holy Mother, what is—"

“Authority. Hasto be. Hasto be."

Lisan now recalled the vague and distorted references, the stories she'd heard from her Mother and
Aunts, other adults, about Authority and Familia, the rebellion, about Earthome and the starships—H eet
Phoenix—that brought the Grandfathers and Grandmothers to Phoenix 1. Wasthis...?

“Isitagarship? That'swhat it is, isnt it, Holy Mother. From Earthome?"

Annanodded, suddenly looking sad. “Maybe it's unmanned,” she muttered, “a survey probe. No. We
sent back our reports. And its size. As big as the fleet. Same orhit, too. | remember."

They watched the starship disappear behind the a cove's back wall. Morning's blueness began to ascend
from that direction, dowly overtaking the night.

“How can | make atelescope?”

Lisan wondered what atelescope was, but she didn't ask. She had athousand questions, but she knew
better than to begin asking now. Thered be atimeto learn more, to seek answers, and then Holy Mother
AnnaDevlin would respond in her own good time, in her ownway. If at all.

“It wasn't herelast night, Lisan. Or did you seeit and not tell me?"
Lisan frowned. “No, Holy Mother, |—"

“Jugt arrived then. Since last night. If they follow protocol, they'll take afew days, weeks. Let's
see—dtabilize orbit, send out auxiliary satellites, drop robot probes, air and ground surveys. Then



manned parties at the best Sites.”

Lisan didn't understand aword.

“Yes” Annasaid. “ Sometimeleft. About two weeks, maybe more. Ten, twelve days. Not any sooner.”
Deep in thought, she stared vacantly at nothing, jaw agape, hands at her side. Lisan stood by, silent.

“Weeks” The Holy Mother spoke to herself, awhisper Lisan barely heard. “Maybe months, if I'm
lucky."

Abruptly, sheinhaed, nodded and turned to Lisan, fixing her with her hypnotic, intense monocular gaze,
grim lines etched down her good cheek. “ Al right, then. | will tell you. | must. I'l tell you everything.
Everything. Well start tomorrow night, right after chores. All right?’

Lisan nodded. Tdling her—isn't that what Holy Mother had been doing the last few nights? Telling Lisan,
as she said? But maybe not ... everything.

“| don't know whereto begin,” Anna muttered to hersdlf.

Lisan ahemed. Holy Mother had been talking about Michael, how sheld met him in Ghost Basin.
“Yes Lisan?'

“Michad said you made him, um, defecate in hispants,” Lisan said. “Did you?"'

Surprised, Annabarked a phlegmy laugh. “He confessed that? A boy? | must have impressed him, then.
Fine, then. That'swherel |€eft off, yes. So, that'swhere I'll art.”

“Holy Mother, did—"
“But later,” Annasaid. “Day's coming on. | need to deep. We both do."

AsLisan escorted her to her deegping chamber, the Holy Mother muttered, “ Eighty minutes. That'll beit.
They've plotted the same orbit Fleet did. Circular, equatorid. Stable. Best orbit, most economicd. Well
have to make a clock. Water clock. Or sand. We can use the orbita rate to make a clock. We used to
have chronometers hard-wired, did you know that, Lisan? Under our skin. All we had to do was blink
and we'd know what time it was."

“Y es, now and then, the Grandfathers would talk about—"

“And other things. We had books. Did they—your Grandmothers and Mothers—ever tell you about
books, Lisan?"

“I remember they said—"

“Burned them. Burned them al.” Holy Mother's voice faded as she dipped into her bed, bony feet
poking at the celling. “Logt art, reading. Have to teach you. Michadl told me. Shit his pants, then hetold
me. Shit his pants, then he—"

Lisan cranked the recirculator then stood by Holy Mother Anna Devlin's bedside for afew minutes,
listening to the steady insect buzz of her snoring, before sheleft the room. She didn't expect to deep well,
thinking about Fleet, about clocks, about burned books.

But before she fell adeegp in her own chamber, not far down the street from the Holy Mother's, she



thought about Michael, how he'd told the other children about what had happened to him out in Ghost
Basin when hed met the Witch.

After he got back—he'd been gone so long, they thought held died—hetold the story in a stiff-lipped
whisper, wide-eyed, grim-faced, asif sharing adark secret, asif daring anybody to challenge the truth of
it.

“ She made me shit my pants,” held said, voice defiant. “ Scared me that bad.” Nobody dared laugh.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
“..thinksit'switchcraft, and they pray and make sacrifices, but nothing works, so | said we should—"

“What?’ Annaredized she hadn't been listening to the meandering tale. The boy had awakened vivid
imagesin her mind, memory fragmentslong buried, untapped. Memories of home. She sensed, she saw,
in her memory smdl, trivid details of that home. The way Martin curled hislip when he laughed, the way
his eyes crinkled dmost shut. His clothes tossed cardlesdly at the foot of the laundry box. She smelled his
hair, felt thetickle of his mustache when he kissed her.

There had been atomato plant by the door, with small, red fruit dangling amid green leaves. She tasted
that fruit now. A sharp acidic bite, tangy, fresh.

The memories had cometo her dowly, in bits and pieces, when shefirst saw the boy; but at that time,
they'd impacted against a hardened heart, ready to take them in with no emotion. It was asif those
memories belonged to someone ese, and Annawas a scientist observing them under aglass,

dispassonately.
But the detalls, the intimate, exacting detail sthat came into her memory as the boy told his story—they
were hers.

Lest the pain she knew lurked under the surface explode again, she redirected her attention, focused
elsawhere. She concentrated on the chattering boy.

Something he said disturbed her. What wasit?

“Sacrifices” shesad. “You said * sacrifices?”

“Yes. By Our Father's Blood Anointed,” he recited. “Y ou know. The First Grandfather saysit won't do
becauseit's just hedge chickens, not real goat's blood, but—"

Her laugh cut him off. The boy took the laugh asasgnd to rdlax and he smiled tentatively.

Yes, Annarecdled. The Familiagroup gatherings had included sacrifices. Prayer, Snging and asymbolic
daughter were among their rituads. The blood offering was steegped in mystica associations extending, so
she had heard, back into the roots of human cultura history. The worship of primitive gods and
goddesses had involved, in some cases, human sacrifice, or thekilling of alamb or some other animd.
Blood spilled on the dtar to gppease some capricious deity, an atempt to fathom the unfathomable.

Familiahad, before the rebellion, eaten a soy-meat substitute processed to resemble a coil of linked
arms. “Bresaking of the bread” the ritua was caled. She had paid no attention to Familiaritud. It hadn't
involved her.

So, they make do without food processors, but not without their comforting rituals. They sacrifice
hedge chickens.



The boy had aso mentioned goats. Annaremembered the sheep, saved somehow from the
nano-collapse in the revolt's chaos. The survivors had no doubt also saved other species. Goats, at least.
And hedge chickens.

Shelicked dry lips, tried to concentrate. “What did you tell them?"

“Likel sad, that we should ask you to lift your curse. We should come here and find out why you made
it, and maybe you would tell uswhat we needed to do to lift it. They called it blagphemy, but | said—"

Thewitch's curse. Annafelt anger boiling up inside her. “ Curse? What curse? How many of you are
there?"

“When | |€ft, twice two hands of adultslived, but one hand of those were sick, and, of course, any who
et the plague die soon.”

“Twicetwo hands?'
Twice two hands?Boiling, boiling.

“Y es. There are double-twice two hands and more children who live. | am the oldest. No children have
caught the plague and First Grandfa—"

"Two hands?" Bailing.

“Y-yes.” He nodded. Her tone had risen, sharpened; and the boy lost his casual, relaxed demeanor. He
gulped, jaw quivering, and shakily reached for the water bladder, eyesfixed on her.

Incredible. They've forgotten mathematics. How far toward barbarism have they plunged?

Annatook a deep bregath, tried to force cam. A feeble attempt. She struggled to suppressthe fury
behind her words, but her voice quivered with tenson. “Tell me, Michadl Riosclan, doyou ... read?’

“Read?'
“Yes. Books. You know."

“Oh, books.” He brightened, seemingly calmed by thisturn of subject. He couldn't see Annas eye
blazing, or her tight jaw and knotted figts. “ Praise the First Family, we're safe from books now. | was just
ababy when Firgt Grandfather burned the last—"

The dam burst, and Annaturned to face the boy. His eyes widened as he saw her shaking, knotted fists
a her sde. Her face il lay hidden under her hood; but her shoulders hunched, and her body warned
him of blazing anger.

“Curse? What curse? Why should | help you?’ she croaked, venomous. “Tell mewhy."

The boy tensed, turned white, eyeswidein terror, looking up at the shadowed woman—the witch
gtanding over him menacingly. He tried to stammer an answer and failed. The water pouch dropped from
his spadtic fingers.

Annahowled and hurled curses at him. She vented the rage that over the years, until now, she had
unconscioudly released only at hunt's climax against some beast that became both food and surrogate
victim of her madness.

Over the years, sheld wondered at her emotional rel ease, the depraved viciousness that occasionally



erupted when she killed. She had no ideawhere it came from, what need her howling and mad dancing
satisfied. Sheld buried the reason somewhere degp in her mind.

Now, she knew. Now, she recognized the hunger theritua satisfied. She remembered, and she released
the venom, let it run its course.

The boy kneaded his Familia as she raved in a cracked voice, danced her stuttering, mad dance before
him, hiseyeswidein terror, aslent prayer quivering hislips.

Suddenly, she stopped.

In the stiliness, Annadowly lifted back the cowl of her robe, exposing her face. She stepped aside, the
sun no longer a her back, so the boy could see the blemish more clearly.

He stared in shock. She stared back without mercy, her |eft eye blazing done, set beside the hideous
hole where her other eye should have been in the middle of amassive purple scar spread from crown to
chin. She had no nose and her lips pulled into the purple flesh in afixed snarl.

The boy's eyesfluttered, and he fainted.

Sudden pain knifed through Anna's belly as hefell backwards, and she dropped to her knees. She
clutched her sdesand fdl, ralling in agony. She groped for the pouch, grabbed abdl of the poultice and
shoved it in her mouth. She swallowed and sputtered.

Her muscle spasms and panicked breathing dowed as the pain subsided. Shelay in the sand and looked
over a the unconscious boy. He had shit himself.

She laughed.

Laughter consumed her now as pain had done seconds before, asrage had before that. Shelet it go, and
laughed until her ribs ached and hot tears|eaked out of the corner of her eye.

When sheld regained her senses, Anna decided to follow the boy back to TierraNatd, to let him live and
make sure he got back safely to hishome, to his Mother and Father.

No, his Father had died, hed said. And his Father was Riosclan, leader of the rebellion that had killed
her husband, her baby, her memory, her world. And her sanity. He hadn't said whether his Mother lived,
but he had aMother, and Anna thought about that for along while.

She dtill didn't know why held come—something about a curse, and the adults dying—and she was
curious. She wanted to ask the boy, when he woke up, but she wanted to see, too. She wanted to go
back home.

No, not home. It'll never be home again.

And it wasn't concern for the adults of TierraNatal, who had despised her as awitch after dl these
years, that motivated her. Not concern, nor mere curiosity. She watched the boy deeping peacefully in
the shade, occasionally brushing away puffer fliesfrom his dack lips, and wondered why she'd decided
tolet himlive, to go back with him to TierraNatd.

Must be a reason, a good one. Might as well find out what it is.

Hours passed until, findly, the boy stirred. Anna hid nearby and watched him awaken. The sun had
dropped behind the Confusions.



Herose iffly, grimacing in pain. He looked around and saw the bundle where Anna had stood. He
sumbled to it and found awater-filled bladder and some nilajerky. His skirt, cloak, umbrellaand spear
were stacked nearby.

“Michael Riosclan,” she cdled from the rocks, hidden in the shadows cast by the setting sun beyond the
grove. “Go home. Do you hear? Go home now."

“Please. Please. Will you help us?'
“Will the Firgt Grandfather beg me to help? Will he come to me and beg me?”
“I don't know. Please. Please. Help us. Will you? Will you?'

She said nothing more. At last, the boy turned his back to the setting sun and began walking home.

* * % %

Crossing Ghost Basin, he awoke each nightfdl to find the water bladder full. Hisfood bag never emptied.
By these signs he knew Annafollowed. He tried often to catch glimpses of her—behind him, or
somewhere out in the desert—without success.

Since hetraveled at night now that he'd learned it was easier, she had to guard him againgt nila attack.
The boy was lucky. He never saw one.

At lagt, she watched, hidden, as he entered TierraNatal. She stood in the knee-deep grassa
half-kilometer west of the broken walls of the old town. Waiting.

A day passed, then another. Findly, two Uncles carried a pallet with aman on it afew hundred meters
west of thetown. They set the pallet down in the deep grass, facing it so he could ook west. Shielding
their eyes againgt the setting sun, the bearer-Uncles saw the Witch standing alone. They waited for her to
approach. She didn't move.

Hours passed as the First Grandfather and his escorts waited for Annato approach, and Annawaited for
the Unclesto leave the First Grandfather aone. Findly, they retreated, withdrawing halfway to Tierra
Natd, where they turned to watch, leaving their charge done on his pallet in the grass, done with the
Witch.

Asthe Unclesretreated, asthe sun began to descend behind Goliath, she came. She approached the bed
and stood at itsfoot, the sun behind her, her shadow over the man. He squirmed, but could not see her
face hidden deep within the cowl's gloom.

The man was not Jose Riosclan.
“Who areyou?’ she asked. “Whereis Riosclan?”

“Dead. Two days ago. | an Nathan Navarroclan, temporary appoint—" He collapsed in a coughing fit.
Shewaited, immobile.

At last: “Will you lift your curse, Witch? I've cometo beg you to lift your curse. The adults are dying, dl
of us. Will you doit? Please?"

“Just the adults? Not the children?”
The new Firgt Grandfather nodded, cheeks puffed, bloody pink foam flecksin his beard.

“Tdl meof thiscurse. Tdl me everything.”



They talked long into the night. Annagave him sgpbam to ease hispain, to hep him talk.

* k% k %

“Forgiveme,” alittle girl of abouit five recited the next day, “as| forgiveyou.” Thegirl dipped atiny finger
smeared with sapbalm diluted in goat milk and touched it on the purple gash scarring the old woman's
face. Annareturned the words and the gesture. The girl wasthe last to complete theritud five adults and
forty-three children had aready performed.

The Familiaunderstood ritud.

It was part of the price Jose Riosclan's successor grudgingly agreed to pay for the Witch to lift her curse.
Hewasthefird to take part in what she caled the Hedling. Thelittle girl wasthelast.

Navarroclan died before he saw the plague ended, and yet another took his place as First Grandfather.

Only the adults had become sick. Their symptoms resembled a common toxicity Annafinaly recognized.
The sickness had occurred sometimes among people who handled fue cells. This she knew, but had long

forgotten.

It cameto her in the conversation with the Grandfather that first night: thewell. The fud cdll shed tossed
into the well after killing the Uncle so very, very long ago had apparently been cracked. Not much, but
enough. Intime, the crack had eroded, dlowing fuel to seep into the water, dowly poisoning it.

Severd wells had been tapped into the Amazonia aquifer below the rotted town after the rebellion, as
Annahad earlier observed. Familiaritua had evolved, changed, in her long absence from TierraNatd.
One particular well had been chosen to serve adults only. Children used other wells, never the one
reserved for their Aunts and Uncles. That well, Annalearned, was the one where sheld killed the Uncle.
It had become aghrine. And, intime, asthefue cell in it eroded, it had become a place where adults
dowly killed themsdlves.

Annaordered the well sedled. The dying adults—for them, it wastoo late and she couldn't save
them—obeyed. The children, awed by the Witch's presence, her hideous scar and her authoritarian
demeanor, obeyed meekly.

As she stled into village life, the children began to call her Holy Mother. At first, Annatried to stop such
foolishness, but she was weary, and the pain often consumed her, so she stopped correcting them.

Shewas called upon to complete the occasiona Familiaritua of forgiving, of blessing, of thanksgiving.
She performed them perfunctorily, and gradualy the children turned to her less and less often for the
rituals. Some of the rites disappeared dtogether.

The children relied on each other for ceremony. After seeing Annainvent the Healing and destroy the
whole sequence of ritual associated with the sacred and tainted well, they began to invent their own
sacraments. Annatacitly blessed these inventions, even occasiondly participated, but she said nothing in
ether praise or criticiam.

She corrected their math—"Say ‘ten,’ not *two hands ”"—but wasn't severe or angered when they lapsed
back into their old ways. In fact, Annanever got angry.

Sheingsted they dl remove their Familias and they did. Each was tossed into the tainted well.

Asweeks passed, the ssomach pains came more frequently, and she needed the sapbalm more often.
Her supply ran low. She sent Michagl Riosclan and another older boy out to take sap from the
sapplant-waterholesin Ghost Basin. They brought back a budding sapplant, and Annatried to make it



grow in the hot, hard soil outside TierraNatal. It's good enough for the whipgrass and a few other
species. It should support sapplant, too.

But death hovered. Annafdt it growing in her ssomach, a plague the sapplant could not stop; and she
knew she'd never livelong enough to seeif the transplanted tree took or not. She'd accepted it.

But something fet—what? Unfinished?

The night she saw the Fleet arrive, the nagging fegling that there was something she needed to do turned
into a desperate urgency approaching panic. But it wasn't until the following nightfal, after sheld dept and
dreamed, that it cameto her.

She dreamed of the classroom at Harvard Eighteen, and her scholars. She dreamed she was teaching
them.

That night, instead of Sitting in her dcove, chatting peacefully, unhurriedly, with only Lisan Navarroclan at
her sde, Annainsisted dl the children drop their nightly chores and gather in the centrd Commons. All of
them.

She taught them how to make dates of dried, stretched hide, like their umbrellas, and she showed them
how to use fire-blackened tips of chokewillow sticks dipped in tallow to mark on the dates. Sheused a
large blank wall as her own date, and sat the children on the ground before the date-wall in neat rows
andfiles.

Onthewall behind her as she faced the children, high across the top, shed written arow of symbolsin
large, neat, bold strokes.

“That isthe dphabet,” she said, pointing to the symbols. She stood before them, enjoying the look of rapt
atention in their big, dark eyes. “With these symbols, we can write words. Words make sentences,
sentences make stories. We can write stories on our dates so that nobody ever need

forget—anything—ever again.”
She paused, fixing them each, one-by-one, with her single eye. They waited for her to spesk. Trugting.
“Scholars, today, were going to learn how to write.”

Smiling, sheturned to thewall behind her and wrote on the large whitewadll, dowly, carefully, inlarge
letters. Phoenix.
Then shetold them what it meant.

Lisan Navarroclan

My nameis Lisan Navarroclan. I'm the second oldest of the children of TierraNata, second to Michadl
Riosclan, who was born amonth or so before me. 1've been told. Michael and | are both Of Age, and
we have pledged ourselves to one another, but we haven't pledged to the Family yet. Wewill, soon. A
ceremony, in the Commons. Something like aHedling, | expect. Well think up something.

Soon. After | tell the story.

Michadl doesn't mind waiting. He understands patience, asall of us children do. Michagl knows how
important it isto me, to him and to dl the children, to tell the story. He brings me a sharp stylus and fresh
dates, keepstheink tallow bowl full and brings me water and sapbalm.

My nameis Lisan Navarroclan, but thisis not my story, nor isit Michad's, although he, too, hasapart in



it. It'snot the other children's story, either, but they're dso apart of it. I'm just the onetelling the Sory, is
al. I'mtdling it because | know, and | don't want anybody to forget.

Thisisthe gory of the Aunt we cal The Holy Mother AnnaDevlin. She doesn't like usto call her thet,
athough shewon't say so. | saw it in her eye. She doesn't redlly like anything that has to do with the Days
Before.

Didn't, not doesn't. Sometimes | forget she's not here anymore.

Inaway, | guess, she's till here among us. It'slike she taught us. She said, “People are dive aslong as
somebody remembersthem.” And we remember Holy Mother AnnaDevlin.

Holy Mother started teaching us after she saw you in the sky. She caled us scholars. She taught usto
write and to tell stories so wewon't forget. She taught us night after night, knowing that you'd be among
us sooner or later, but not knowing how soon. She wanted us to know before you got here.

She died two days ago.

Anna could have died long ago, before | was born. She could have |et death ease her pain. But she
didn't, because life meant more to her than pain. It may take me along time to understand that. It took
the Holy Mother alifetime to understand it.

| don't know how long it will be before you get here. We saw your star split and part of it fall away the
night before the Holy Mother died. She said it was a probe, probably manned, and that you'd be herein
acouple of days.

| don't know who you are or what it will mean for you to come among us. Y ou might be Authority or
Familia or something else. Whoever or whatever you are, you aren't us. Y ou're different. Y our coming
might be good or bad for us. | don't know. None of us do.

All'l know isthat | remember Holy Mother AnnaDevlin, and | have aneed to tell her story.

Thisisher gory.
End
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