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PROLOGUE

MARE IMBRIUM, LUNA-2.24.2260
"Have you ever been to Earth?"

At firgt, Fernando Baptiste didn't redlize he was being spoken to; his attention was on the lunar landscape
passing by the maglev. Mare Imbrium was agrey, flat wasteland pitted here and there by ancient impact
craters. Far away, he could make out the hulking forms of He combines, 3 massive crawlersthat

scooped up powdery regolith and seined it for volatiles. It was the middie of the Moon's two-week day;
gark sunlight, polarized by the train windows, cast long shadows from the high pesks of the Apienne
Mountains

Every seat wastaken, but it was late, and nearly everyone was ad eep; the lights were turned down low,
and only the steward moved down the narrow aide. The young boy sitting next to Fernando, though, was
awake. He had the straight black hair and angular features of someone of Hispanic ancestry, but hisface
had the sallow complexion of achild born and raised on the Moon. No more than twelve or thirteen,
Baptiste guessad. A book lay open in hislap, aluminescent holo of adinosaur displayed on its screen.
Hewasn't looking at it, but rather at Baptiste himself.

"Sure," he said, quietly so as not to disturb anyone dozing around them. "Not recently, but | was born
there. Inasmall townin Bdize"

The boy nodded once, then stared down at his book. Baptiste watched as heidly touched the upper right
corner of the page; the tyrannosaur took a couple of steps forward, raised its head, and bellowed silently.
Unimpressed, the boy touched the side of the book; the screen changed, and another Jurassic animal
appeared. Baptiste didn't know much about dinosaurs, so he couldn't identify this one.

"Have you ever been there?' he asked. "To Earth, | mean.”



The boy shook his head. He didn't say anything, yet Baptiste noticed the way his eyes shifted to the
inggniaon hischarcod black uniform. Most Sdenians were reticent in the presence of aUnion
Astronautica officer, but this child wasn't quite old enough to be intimidated. He was curious about the
spacer Sitting beside him, yet he had probably been taught not to bother strangers.

Baptiste gazed again out the window. For the first time, he noticed Earth hovering above the horizon.
Perhaps that was what had prompted the boy's question: the sight of the cloudy blue-green orb,
juxtaposed with the UA officer next to him. He had satisfied the boy's curiosity, and perhaps he should
letit go at that, yet it had been along ride from Archimedes, where held boarded the train, and it was
probably another half hour or so until they pulled into Copernicus Centre, hisfina destination. Hed dept
for most of thetrip, and he wasn't ready to pull out his own book and study the materia he'd been sent.
Perhaps alittle light conversation might take the edge off things. Besides, what harm could come from
takingtoachild...?

"I haven't been to Earth lately,” he said, "but | know of aplace that's very much likeit."

The boy had just turned another page in hisbook; this seemingly offhand remark caught his attention.
"What do you mean? Therés nowherelike. . ." Then hefrowned. "Oh. . . Tranquillity Centre. My father
once took me there on holiday. It's not the same."

"You'reright." Baptiste smiled. "It's not the same. The domes are just giant gardens, with manicured trees
and tame animal s no more threatening than ateb . . . and ayoung man like you has outgrown tebs,
haven't you." The boy grinned; he was past the age of needing ateddy bear as aplaymate, eveniif he
wasn't old enough to appreciate the miracle of forests growing beneath vast domes on the Moon.
Baptiste crossed hisarms and lowered hisvoice. "No, I'm talking about something entirdly different . . . a
world far away from here, so far away that, if you wereto leavefor it today, by the time you arrived,
everyone you left behind would be very old, perhaps even dead.”

The boy stared at him for along moment, not redlizing what he was saying, then his dark brown eyes
widened. "Youmean...?'

"Yes. I'm talking about Coyote."

Once again, the boy seemed self-conscious about whom he was speaking to: a spacer, one of those who
voyaged into the outer system. The lunar colonies boasted a population of over 7 million, with acouple of
million more living on orbitals scattered across cidunar space, yet Marswas till afrontier of only afew
hundred thousand residents, and even fewer lived on the Jovian moons. It was rare to encounter a
uniformed Union Astronautica officer, and Baptiste knew without asking that the boy recognized the gold
braid on his shoulders, the slver bangle dangling from his|eft ear. This man wasn't just an officer, but a
ship'scaptain.

"I'm..." Theboy hestated. "I'm joining my family at Copernicus. We're supposed to be going there.
Coyote, | mean."

"Redlly?' Baptiste raised an eyebrow; now it was histurn to be surprised. "A future colonist, eh?’ The
boy nodded. " And which ship are you taking?"

"Thisone." The boy touched the side of hisbook. The dinosaur vanished; he closed the book, ran his
finger down theindex bar, then opened it again and touched the upper corner of the page. A hologram of
astarship appeared. "The Spiritof ...um..."

"The Spirit of Social Collectivism Carried to the Sars ." Baptiste hid asmile behind his hand; no
senseinteling thelad thetruth. Or at least not al of it . . . "I've heard of it. The newest colony ship. A



fine vessd. Areyou nervous? About leaving home, | mean.”

"A little"" The boy idly rotated the image; the Spirit turned onitsaxis, displaying the unfolded flanges of
itsdiametric-drive engine along its cylindrica aft section, the enormous dish of its telemetry antennaraised
from the blunt prow of the forward section. "The Moon's aways been home. Never even been to Earth.
Andnow..."

"And now you're going dl theway to 47 Ursae Mgoris." Baptiste tapped hislip with hisforefinger. "And
that frightensyou, doesn't it?' The boy said nothing; he stared fixedly at theimagein hisbook. "So tell
me, what's your name?"

"Tomas. Tomas Conseco ... Tom."

"Pleased to make your acquaintance, Sefior Conseco. I'm Captain Baptiste." He gave Tom ady wink.
"For the time being, you can call meFernando . . . but that's just between you and me, en?If there's
anyone ese around, you just call me Captain, or Captain Baptiste." The boy nodded. "Here. Let me
show you something.”

Baptiste reached into the pocket of the seat back in front of him and pulled out his own book. He
pressed his thumb against the verification plate on the cover; the book beeped twice, and he selected a
coded prefix on the index table, pressed it, and spread the book open in hislap. The holographic image
of aplanetary system gppeared: atiny star, orbited by four planets. A tap of hisfingertip and thetiny
system rose from the book, the planets dowly revolving around the star.

"That's47 Ursae Mgjoris," Baptiste said, pointing to the miniature sun. "It's a GO-class Sar, about
forty-six light-yearsfrom Earth. A little less luminescent than our own sun, which meansit's"

"l know." Tomas squirmed impatiently. "Wewere taught al that in Basc Astronomy. | got an E," he
added proudly.

"Redlly. So you're an expert.” Baptiste touched the upper margin of the right page, and the third planet of
the system expanded, becoming aringed jovian surrounded by six mgjor satdllites. "That's Bear, its
primary,” he said, pointing to the gas giant. "It'sthe third planet of 47 Ursae Mgoris. Now, tell me. ..
which oneis Coyote?' Tom peered at the satdllites, then pointed to the fourth one. "Very good. Now
then, tell me about the Alabama ."

"That wasthefirg starship. It left Earth in 2070."
"Excdlent. I'm impressed. And who was aboard?
"Some people from the United Republic of America. They wereled by Captain Robert E. Lee. . . ."

"Umm. .. dmost right, but not quite.” Baptiste closed the page, opened another one. A flat image of the
URSS Alabama appeared within the book: asmaller vessdl, lessthan hdf the Sze of a Destiny -class
starship and not nearly as elegant in design, the conica scoop of its Bussard ramscoop protruding from
the spherical main fud tank at itsbow. "R. E. Lee was the commanding officer, and about half of hiscrew
wereloya to the URA, but the other half were political dissidents whom Captain Leeled in asuccesstul
effort to sted hisown ship. The theft of the Alabama wasthefirst mgjor event in the downfal of the
Republic. Y ou haven't been taught thisin history class?'

Tomas|ooked embarrassed. "'l didn't do so well in history,”" he admitted. "1 gotaU."

"Wdl, now . . . well have to make up for that, won't we?' Baptiste opened another page; an ancient
photograph appeared, flat and unenhanced by holographics: Lee standing at the lowered gangway of one



of the Alabama 's shuittles, shaking handswith an older gentleman. "That's Captain Lee with Roland
Shaw, the Republic's Director of Interna Security. This picture was taken on Merritt Idand, the old
Gingrich Space Center in Florida, just before L ee escaped with the forty-seven dissidents he managed to
smuggle aboard the Alabama . . . quite astory initsef. No one knew it at the time, but Shaw was part
of the conspiracy. He secretly worked behind the scenesto help Lee get all those people aboard the
Alabama ."

"What happened to him?"
"Shaw? He was arrested for high treason and was executed. . . ."
"No, | mean Captain Lee."

"Y ou're getting ahead of yoursdlf." But the boy was clearly fascinated, and so Baptiste obliged his
interest. "The Alabama managed to escape with only minutesto spare, and no one's heard from Captain
Leeor hiscrew since then. Whether they're dead or dive, no one knows. They're fill on their way to 47
Uma, and won't arrive until 2300 . . . by our reckoning at least. It'll seem alittle shorter for them.”

"That'sthe part | don't understand.”

"Well, when you approach the speed of light, time passes more dowly. Since Alabama hasacruise
velocity of twenty percent light-speed, this means that, even though two hundred and thirty yearswill
have passed by the time it reaches Coyote, for everyone aboard it'll seem asif only two hundred and
twenty-sx years have passed. A difference of alittle more than four years."

Tomas looked unsettled by this knowledge, and Baptiste smiled. "But since the Spirit hasacruise
veocity of ninety-five percent light-speed, it meansthat it will take only alittle more than forty-eight years
to get there. For everyone aboard it'll seem asif only about fifteen and ahalf years have passed. By Earth
reckoning, you'l arrivein 2308, about eight years after the Alabama ."

Tomass eyeswidened. "Y ou mean I'll be able to meet Captain Lee?’

"Maybe." Baptiste shrugged. "His ship gtill hasn't arrived, and neither have the four colony shipsthat have
been launched since then. Remember, radio wavestravel at the speed of light. Since nothing travelsfaster
than light, no one here will hear anything from Coyote for quite some time to come. So we won't know
until we. . . that is, until you . . ."

"Y ou'rethe captain, aren't you?' Tom didn't look away as he said this. "The captain of the Spirit , |

No point in hiding the truth any longer. Baptiste closed the book and put it away. ™Y ou're quite intuitive.”

"| figured it out when | saw your uniform.” Tomas|ooked straight ahead. "That'swhy | wanted to talk to
you. .. dr, | mean. Captain Baptiste."

Acrossthe aide, awoman opened her eyes. Baptiste met her curious gaze, and she quickly looked out
the window, feigning disinterest; her companion continued to snore softly. "Well, for the short timeweve
got |eft together, let's keep on being friends, shal we? I'm still Fernando, and you're still Tom. Okay?'

"Okay. Sure." The boy's voice was very soft; now that he/d admitted knowing who histraveling
companion was, he seemed more nervous than before, "Can | ask you one more thing?”

"Y oumay ask anything you like."



"Isit...?" Tom hedtated. "Isit very dangerous, where were going? Coyote, | mean?"

"It1l be difficult, yes" hereplied, carefully gauging hiswords. "Like | said, there are things you've taken
for granted before that you'll have to do without. And you'll have to work hard to make yourself a home.
Coyoteisawhole new world, soit'll belike starting over on Earth back when hardly anyone lived there.
Y ou'll have blue skies and fresh water, and you won't have to worry about airlocks or radiation or . . ."

"I know. That'swhat my father tellsme. But . . ." He stopped, till refusing to look at Baptiste. "That's not
what | meant. Could | . . . could | bekilled?'

How could he give an honest answer? All available information indicated that Coyote was habitable. The
Alabama had a hundred and four passengers aboard when it departed from Earth, and four more ships
had gone out since then, each carrying athousand passengers. By the timethey arrived in forty-eight
years, the colony on Coyote should be well established. Indeed, toward the end of itsflight, the Spirit
would probably passthe first Union Astronautica ship, the Glorious Destiny , onitsreturn trip to Earth.

Nonetheless, no one knew exactly what was out there.
"Youwont diethere" Baptiste said flatly. "Y ou'll be safe. Y ou have my word."

Hetook the boy's hand, gave it areassuring squeeze. Tomas smiled and nodded dightly. In that instant a
bond was formed between them.

And then the train bumped and began to decelerate, and afew seconds later the celling lights brightened.
Around them, passengers stirred from their deep, yawning and stretching their cramped legs. Glancing
out the window, Baptiste could make out a slver-blue aura upon the distant horizon, still many miles
away but coming closer: Copernicus Centre, the largest spaceport on the Moon. A luminescent speck
rose from within the crater wall, ashuttle lifting off for rendezvous with some vessdl in lunar orbit.

"My family will bewaiting for mewhen | getin,” Tomassaid. "Canl . . . would you like to meet them?"

"That may not be such agood idea." Baptiste shook his head. "I think this should be our secret.” Then he
forced aamile. "Can we keep this between us, Senor Conseco? What we've talked about tonight?”

"Sure." The boy nodded, understanding the Situation. "1 can keep asecret, Fernando . . . Captain
Baptiste, | mean.”

"Thank you." Baptiste looked away, yet he kept an eye on histraveling companion. Andin the last few
moments before the train trundled to a halt, he saw Tom's hand steal toward the book Baptiste had
placed in the seat pocket before him. Without making any fuss about it, Baptiste pulled out the book and
putitinhisownlap.

Coyote till had its secrets. And he had one or two of hisown.

The lunar headquarters of the Union Astronautica was located withinthe northwall of
Copernicus, with the office of the Patriarch occupying a suite high on the crater rim. The south wall was
too far away to be seen, yet through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the suite Baptiste could nonetheless
gaze out upon the vast spaceport spread out across the crater floor: hangars, dry docks, warehouses,
fuel depots, the network of roads |eading from one launchpad to another where moonships awaited
liftoff.

The Patriarch's senior aide-a young lieutenant in silver-braided waistcoat, polite yet perfunctory-had
greeted him, then requested that he wait there while he informed the chief of hisarriva before vanishing
through the door leading to the inner sanctum. That had been nearly twenty minutes ago, but Baptiste



wasn't impatient. Thiswas only the second time he'd been there, and the view was spectacular. So he sat
on acouch facing the windows and watched as a shuttle to Highgate silently rose into the black sky. Too
bad he couldn't have brought the boy he met on the train-Tomas, was it?-up here; he probably would
have loved it.

The door whisked open; the aide told him that the Patriarch would see him. Baptiste picked up hisvaise,
stood up, and followed the lieutenant to the inner office. The aide stepped aside as Baptiste crossed the
threshold, then turned and lft, allowing the door to shut quietly behind him. Obvioudy, the chief wanted
to see Baptiste done.

"Captain Fernando Baptiste, at your service, Sr." He sngpped to rigid attention-spine Sraight, arms at his
Sde, legstogether-and locked his gaze upon the luminescent emblem of the Union Astronauticaabove
the Patriarch’'s desk. Indeed, it was one of the few thingsin the Patriarch's office he could see; with
cailing lights dimmed, the office wasilluminated by earthlight streaming in thin bars through the window
dds.

"Oh, come now, Captain. Y ou're behaving like an actor in somethird-rate skiffy." A dry chucklefrom
the other Sde of theroom. "I hate those things, don't you? Chegp meodrama, usualy written by
someonewho'sonly been atourist . . . if that, even.”

"I wouldn't know, gir. | don't watch skiffies very often.” Baptiste maintained his stiff posture.

"Hmm. . . probably just aswell. Still, entertaining enough, for what they are. A figure glided from the
darkness. "'If you keep that up, though, you'regoing to get acrick intheneck . . . and I'll tdll you right
now, I'm not impressed.”

Baptiste relaxed, assuming an at-ease posture. He could see the Patriarch more clearly: ashort, stocky
man, his scalp shaved clean, anarrow goatee framing a broad mouth, stark black eyes buried deep
within his skull. Patriarch Leonardo Somoza, former member of the Union Proletariate, highest-ranking
UA officer ontheMoon . . . and, regardiess of a cultivated air of affability, aman widely regarded to be
merciless with anyone who roused hisire. Be careful when you see him, others had privately warned
Baptiste. Leo would just as soon cut off your balls as offer you a drink .

"Would you like adrink?' The Patriarch now stood only afew inches away, peering up a Baptiste's
face. "I'm going to have one, and | don't like drinking alone.”

Baptiste forced asmile. "Thank you, Sir. Whatever you're having.”

"Uh-huh." Somoza studied him for another moment, then turned away. "We haven't met till now," he said
as hewalked toward a cabinet on the other side of the room, "but you've come highly recommended for
this mission. Twelve years deep-space experience, commanding officer of the second Titan

expedition.. . . impressve. Very impressve.”

"Thank you, Sir. I'm glad you approve.”

"Uh-huh." Somoza opened the cabinet, regarded asmall collection of cut-glass decanters, findly selected
one. He said nothing as he poured a measure of pale brown liquid into two glasses, then added ice and
water to each one. "Of course, thisis. . . well, somewhat tame compared to Titan, don't you think?"

Titan had been anightmare. Thefirst lander sent down from his ship had been caught in astorm while
making atmospheric entry and crashed on the moon's uncharted surface, killing half the crewmen aboard.
Baptiste dispatched the second lander to recover the survivors, and the rescue mission had nearly failed
aswdll, with hisfirgt officer losng hislifein the effort. The review board had absolved Captain Baptiste



of any blame, though, and three months | ater the Proletariate ceremonialy presented him with the Prix de
Coeur, the Western Hemisphere Union's highest military medal of honor. And two years after thet, the
Union Astronautica offered him the command of the Spirit .

"Not at dl, Sr." Baptiste accepted the drink, took a sip. Bourbon. He hated bourbon. " Coyote may not
be Titan, but I'm sure it must present its own challenges.”

"I'm sureit will." The Patriarch gestured to acouple of chairs positioned in front of the windows. "In fact,
that'swhy | wished to meet with you. Have you had a chance to review the materia we sent you?”'

Baptiste hesitated. "Not in depth, gr. | didn't receiveit until shortly before | boarded thetrain. I've been
rather busy."

"Of course." Somoza smiled as he sat down. "There are dways last-minute details. | trust that you
managed to read the summary, at the very least.”

"An assessment by the Savants Council of possible socia conditions on Coyote." Through the window
dats, Baptiste saw another shuttle coming in for touchdown. Therewasalot of traffic coming and going
out in the spaceport. "My agpologies, Sr. | didn't get very far into it.”

"Uh-huh." Somozafrowned as hejiggled theicein hisglass. "Normally | wouldn't accept faillure by a
senior officer to read aclassfied report. Yet | anticipated that you might be involved with other tasks, so
I've invited someoneto bring you up to date." He looked over his shoulder. "Gregor? If you'll join us,
please?'

Baptiste glanced behind him to see aform step out from the deep shadows of the office, atal figure
cloaked in ablack robe. As he stepped closer, ruby eyeslit within the cowl pulled over his head; there
was the subtle mechanica whir from inside the robe.

"An honor to meet you, Captain Baptiste." The voice was a smooth buzz, inflective of itsvowelsyet
oddly without accent. "My colleagues and | have followed your career with greet interest.”

A Savant. Like dmogt everyone e se he knew, Baptiste found himsdlf nervous in the company of these
crestures. persons who'd chosen to have their minds downloaded into mechanical forms, eschewing their
human bodiesfor virtua immortaity as cyborgs. Baptiste believed them to be closet sociopaths, people
who would rather interface with an Al than look another person straight in the eye. The fact that they al
looked very much dike didn't help much ether: the same black robes, the same skeleta forms. Y et once
WHU granted them legal status as citizens, many had gone to work for the Union Astronautica, where
they served asalegion of posthuman intellects. For some reason, space attracted them.

The Spirit 's complement included five Savants. Having no need to breathe, est, or indulge any of the
other biological functionsthey had forsaken, they would remain awake during the half century it took for
the starship to travel to 47 Ursae Mgoris, sanding watch while he and everyone el se dept the dreamless
deep of biostas's. What they'd do during that time, what they would think about, God only knew; their
intellects were as alien to unatered humans asthat of ants. Or perhaps ghodts, athough Baptiste didn't
believein suchthings.

"Captain, dlow meto introduce you to Savant Gregor Hull." Somoza gestured lazily toward the Savant.
"Savant Hull isthe senior member of agroup that's been studying the socia dynamics of smdl founding
populations.” He glanced at Hull. "If you'll continue?

"Thank you, Sr." The Savant glided across the office until he stopped next to Somoza Although there
was another chair nearby, Hull didn't take a seet. Indeed, Baptiste reflected, one thing that made the



Savants seem so otherworldly was the fact that they seldom sat down; they didn't need to re<t, or at least
not as flesh-and-blood humans did. "As Patriarch Somoza says, my team has done considerable
historical research into colonies, both in space and on Earth. Our mgor finding is that, once a population
growsto acertain size, there's astrong tendency for it to sever tiesto home.”

Baptiste shrugged. "Makes sense. . . especidly if you're referring to Coyote. Establishing a salf-sufficient
colony out there was the principal reason the URA built the Alabama in thefirgt place.”

"Yes, it was, Captain." The Savant's voice was amonotonous purr. "But remember, the Alabama was
hijacked by renegades. . . 'dissdent intellectuas as they were known back then. They were committed
to achieving poalitica independence the moment they left Earth, and so there's every reason to believe
that, if their colony survives, they'll be even more committed toward maintaining their independence.”

"The Union Agtronautica anticipated thiswhen it launched the Glorious Destiny four yearsago.” The
Patriarch crossed hislegs. "That iswhy we put alarge company of Union Guard aboard that ship, to
make sure that therewould be.. . . well, little res stance from the original settlers.” He chuckled, shook his
head. " 'Will be," | should say. One of the drawbacks of thinking in interstdlar terms. . . Alabama isill
enrouteto 47 Ursae Mgoris, and, regardless of its greater velocity, Glorious Destiny isdill a
consderable distance behind it. So were discussing future events asif they've already happened.”

Baptiste nodded. The colony established by the crew of the Alabama would be amost four yearsold by
thetime Glorious Destiny arrived . . . and once the Spirit reached the 47 Ursae Mgoris system almost
eight years after the Alabama , three more ships from the Western Hemisphere Union would have
followed the Glorious Destiny . So they were, in fact, engaging in a protracted form of time travel.

"If that'ss0," he said, "then Glorious Destiny .. . shouldn't have. .. won't have . . .much difficulty
assarting control over the origind colonigts.”

"That would appear to be the case," Hull said. "However, my group has projected avery strong
likelihood that the origind colonists may revolt againgt the newcomers. Indeed, we believe that recent
immigrants may even teke Sdeswith the origind colonists.”

"You're sure?' Baptiste raised an eyebrow. "No offense, but it sounds like so much guesswork. There
are quite anumber of factorswe smply don't know. . . ."

"History showsthisto be a pattern that has repeated itself many timesin the past. Thosewho cometo a
frontier first believe that the land belongs to them. They resent those who follow them, particularly if they
represent some strong authority.” Hull paused. "An admirable tendency, true, but one that doesn't bode

well for our purposes.”

"Savant Hull's report has been studied at the highest level. Hisfindings have been very persuasive.”
Somozals tone was no longer cordid; redizing that the Patriarch was deadly serious, Baptiste wiped the
smilefrom hisface. "Regardless of the time factor involved, we cannot dlow even the dightest chance for
Coyoteto dip from Union contral. It's absolutely vitd for usto establish aviable colony out there.™

Again, Baptiste nodded. Earth's natura resources had been exhausted; long-term effects of global
warming had rendered entire countries uninhabitable, while the shorelines of others had disappeared
beneath the rising oceans. It was only the development of space resources-the extraction of heium-3
from the lunar regolith, the mining of the Moon and nearby asteroids-that kept the human race from
extinction, even then, just barely; the populations of the orbital colonies and the settlements on the Moon
and Mars represented only afraction of the human race, and the attempt to terraform Mars had met with
disaster. Unless humankind found another home, it was doomed to adow and miserable death.



The Western Hemisphere Union wasn't the only government to be aware of that fact. Baptiste had seen
the intelligence reports: the European Alliance had recently initiated a program to build starships of its
own. Although the diametric drive was a classified secret, it was only amatter of time before the
European Space Adminigtration figured out how to duplicateit. Either that, or their spieswould unearth
the secret. One way or another, it wouldn't be very much longer until the EA would be capable of
sending avessd of itsown into interstellar space.

Y et even after centuries of search by orbital observatories, the only world within fifty light-years of Earth
that appeared capable of supporting human life was Coyote. That was why the Union had resorted to
assembling and launching asmall fleet of starships even before the Alabama made it to the 47 Ursae
Mgoris system. No one had the luxury of waiting to receive the first radio transmissions; Coyote had to
be settled now.

"I doubt the earlier shipswill have much trouble," the Patriarch continued. "Nearly a hundred Guardsmen
have dready been sent to Coyote, and with any luck our precautionswill be unnecessary . . . no offense,
Gregor." The Savant made no sound, but his metalic head tilted dightly forward, emulating a nod.
"However, having more forces on the ground may be warranted if thereis an uprisng under way by the
timeyou arive.

"So what do you want medo, Sir?"

"We're changing your mission parameters.” Somoza absently drummed hisfingerson theglassin his
hand. "We need you to stabilize the colony. Prop up the colonia government under Matriarch
Hernandez, make sure that Union control remainsintact. To thisend, wereincreasing the military
detachment-three hundred more soldiers, replacing the same number of civiliansthat you were origindly
carrying-along with gyros, skimmers, and long-range artillery. Y oure till going to be carrying civilians of
course, but your primary objective will now be military."

Baptigte didn't say anything, though he felt something freeze within his chest. Until afew minutes ago, held
believed that he was doing little more than transporting another thousand coloniststo Coyote. Nine
hundred and thirty-five civilians, most of whom had won their berths aboard the Spirit by participating in
public lotteries, plusfifty Union Guard soldiers and officers, whose main purpose for being aboard wasto
protect them from whatever thrests might have been discovered on the new world. Once they were
there, he and hisflight crew, dong with the five Savants who'd accompanied them, would return to Earth,
where comfortable retirement awaited them. A long voyage, to be sure, but one with benefits. agood
home wherever he wanted, a generous stipend, perhaps even aposition asaPatriarch . . .

That had changed. Instead he was being asked-ordered, redlly-to lead amilitary expedition to Coyote
and assst in qudling an uprising that the Savants believed might occur. Thiswasn't the misson held been
asked to perform.

"| redlize that thisisamaor change of plan, nor the one for which you were selected.” Somozalooked
sympathetic, like afather who'd asked afavorite son to do something particularly odious. "Believe me,
though, we wouldn't be asking you to do thisif we didn't think that you were capable of carrying it out.
Y ou've shown that you can make hard decisions, Fernando. We hope. . . webelieve. . . that you're

capable of doing this."

Damn him! Therewas no way he could back out. Not without losing not only face, but aso everything
held worked al hislifeto achieve. If he refused, the Patriarch would probably nod, shrug, tell him that he
understood . . . and his next job would be running freightersto Mars. And that would be al hed do for
therest of hislife.



"l undergtand, gir,” hesaid. "I'll do my best.”

"Thank you, Captain." Somozasmiled. "That'sdl | ask. And believe me, you won't be done. I'm sending
one of my best people with you."

Before he could inquire who that might be, Hull took a step forward. "1'm looking forward to working
with you, Captain Baptiste," he said, extending a clawlike hand from beneath hisrobe. "I trust well have
an interesting voyage together.”

Baptist forced aamile. "I'm surewewill," he said, surrendering warm flesh to the Savant's cold grasp.
"To Coyote."

"To Coyote."

sk SAINtS and Strangers

The Mayflower was packed to the gunwales, for 102 passengers had been crammed on
board with their goods and supplies. No impression is more deeply imbedded in the
popular mind, nothing is more firmly woven into the American mythos than the notion that
these first Pilgrims were a homogeneous and united group. . . . It is a pleasing fancy, but the
Pilgrims would have exploded it in the name of "ye truth."

-GEORGE F. WILLISON , Saintsand Strangers

rat1 THE MADWOMAN OF SHUTTLEFIELD

The first night Allegra DiSilvio spent on Coyote, she met the madwoman of
Shuttlefield. It seemed like an accident at the time, but in the weeks and monthsto follow sheld cometo
redize that it was much more, that their fates were linked by forces beyond their control.

The shuttle from the Long Journey touched down in abroad meadow just outside the town of Liberty.
The high grass had been cleared from the landing pad, burned by controlled firesto create aflat expanse
nearly ahdf milein diameter, upon which the gull-winged spacecraft settled after making itslong fal from
orbit. As she descended the gangway ramp and walked out from benegth the hull, Allegralooked up to
catch her first sght of Bear: agiant blue planet encircled by silver rings, hovering in an azure ky. Theair
was fresh, scented with midsummer sourgrass, awarm breeze caressed the dark stubble of her shaved
scalp, and it was in that moment she knew she'd made it. The journey was over; she was on Coyote.

Dropping the single bag she had been dlowed to bring with her from Earth, Allegrafell to her handsand
knees and wept.

Eight months of waiting to hear whether she'd won the | ottery, two more months of nervous anticipation
before she was assigned a berth aboard the next starship to 47 Ursae Mgoris, aweek of sitting in Quito
before boarding the Union Astronautica space elevator in the Andes Mountains of Ecuador, three days
gpent traveling to lunar orbit, where she boarded the Long Journey . . . then, forty-eight yearsin



dreamless biostasis, to wake up cold, naked, and bad, forty-six light-years from everything familiar, with
everyone she had ever known either long dead or irrevocably out of her reach.

She was s0 happy, she could cry. Thank you, God , she thought. Thank you, thank you . . . I'm here,
and I'mfree, and the worst isover.

She had no idea just how wrong she was. And it wasn't until after she'd made friends with acrazy old
lady that sheld thank anyone again.

Liberty was the first colony on Coyote, established by the crew of the URSS Alabama
inA .D. 2300, orC.Y. 01 by the Lemarean calendar. It was now 2306 by Gregorian reckoning, though,
and the original colonists had long since abandoned their settlement, disgppearing into the wildernessjust
days after the arriva of WHSS Seeking Glorious Destiny Among the Stars for the Greater Good of
Social Collectivism , the next ship from Earth. No one knew why they'd fled-or at least those who
knew weren't saying-but the fact remained that Liberty had been built to house only ahundred people.
Glorious Destiny brought athousand people to the new world, and the third ship- Traveling Forth to
Soread Social Collectivismto New Frontiers-had brought a thousand more, and so by the time the
Long Journey to the Galaxy in the Spirit of Social Collectivism reached Coyote, the population of
New Forida had swelled to drastic proportions.

The log cabins erected by the first settlers were currently occupied by Union Astronautica officersfrom
Glorious Destiny and New Frontiers . It hadn't been long before every tree within ten miles had been
cut down for the construction of new houses, with roads expanding outward into what had once been
marshes. Once the last stands of blackwood and faux birch were gone, most of the wildlife moved away.
The swoops and creek cats that once preyed upon livestock were seldom seen anymore, and with
automatic guns placed around the colony's perimeter only rarely did anyone hear the nocturna screams
of boids. Still there wasn't enough timber to build homes for everyone.

Newcomers were expected to fend for themselves. In the spirit of socid collectivism, aid was given inthe
form of temporary shelter and two mealsaday, but beyond that it was every man and woman for
himsalf. The Union Astronautica guaranteed free passage to Coyote for those who won the public lottery,
but stopped short of promising anything once they'd arrived. Collectivist theory held that a sane society
was one in which everyone regped the rewards of individud efforts; but Liberty was still very much a
frontier town, and anyone asking for room and board in the homes owned by those who'd come earlier
waslikely to recelve acold stare in return. All men were created equal, yet some were clearly more

equa than others.

And s0, once shed picked herself up from the ground, Allegrafound herself taking up resdence not in
Liberty, where she thought shed beliving, but in Shuttlefield, the sprawling encampment surrounding the
landing pad. She made her way to asmall bamboo hut with a cloverweed-thatched roof where she stood
inlinefor an hour before she wasissued asmal tent that had been patched many times by those who'd
used it earlier, asoiled deegping bag that smelled of mildew, and aration card that entitled her to egt in
what had once been Liberty's grange hal before it was made into the community center. The bored
Union Guard soldier behind the counter told her that she could pitch her tent wherever she wanted, then
hinted that he/d be happy to share his cabin if she'd deep with him. She refused, and he impatiently
cocked his thumb toward the door before turning to the next personin line.

Shuittlefield was a dum; there was no other way to describeit. Row upon row of tents, arranged in untidy
ranks along muddy footpaths trampled by countless feet, littered with trash and cratered by potholes. The
industrious had erected shelter from bamboo grown from seeds brought from Earth; otherslived out of
old cargo containersinto which they had cut doors and windows. Dirty children chased starving dogs
between clothedines draped with what looked like rags until Allegraredlized that they were garments; the



smoke from cook fires was rank with the odor of compost. Two faux birch shacks, side by side, had
handwritten signs for MENand WOMENabove their doors; the stench of urine and feceslay thick
around them, yet it didn't stop people from pitching tents nearby. The voices she heard were mostly
Anglo, but her ears also picked up other tongues-Spanish, Russian, German, various Arab and Asian
diaects-dl mixed together in a congtant background hum.

And everywhere, everyone seemed to be salling something, from kiosksin front of their shelters. Plucked
carcasses of chickens dangled upside down from twine suspended between poles. Shirts, jackets, and
trousers stitched from some hide she'd never seen before-shed later learn that it was swamper fur-were
laid out on rickety tables. Jars of spices and preserved vegetables stood next to the pickled remains of
creatures she didn't recognize. Obsolete pads containing data and entertainment from Earth, their sdlers
promising that their power cdlswere ill fresh, their memories virus-clean. A captivecreek catina
wooden cage, lying onits Sde and nursing ahalf dozen babies; raise the kits until they're haf-grown, their
owner said, then kill the mother and inbreed her offspring for their pelts. agreat business opportunity.

A smdl man with afurtivelook in hiseyes sdled up to Allegra, glanced both ways, then offered her a
amdl plagtic via hdf-filled with an oily clear liquid. Sting, he confided. Pseudowasp venom. Just put a
drop or two on your tongue, and you'll think you're back home. . . .

Allegrashook her head and kept walking, her back aching from the duffel bag carried over her shoulder
and the folded tent beneath her arm. Home? This was home now. There was nothing on Earth for her to
go back to, even if she could return.

She found a bare spot of ground amid severa shanties, yet no sooner had she put down her belongings
when aman emerged from the nearest shack. He asked if she was a member of the Cutters Guild; when
she professed ignorance, he gruffly told her that this was Guild territory. Reluctant to get inaquarrd,
Allegra obediently picked up her stuff and went farther down the street until she spotted another vacant
place, thistime among a cluster of tents much like her own. She was beginning to erect the poleswhen
two older women came over to her site; without explanation, one knocked over her poleswhile the other
grabbed her bag and threw it in the street. When Allegraresisted, the first woman angrily knocked her to
the ground. Thiswas New Frontiersturf; who did she think she was, trying to squat here? A small crowd
had gathered to watch; seeing that no one was going to take her Sde, Allegraquickly gathered her things
and hurried away.

For the next severd hours, she wandered the streets of Shuttlefield, searching for some place to put up
her tent. Every time she found alikely-looking spot-and after the second incident, she was careful to ask
permission from the nearest neighbor-she discovered that it had aready been claimed by one group or
another. 1t soon became clear that Shuttlefield was dominated by a hierarchy of guilds, groups, and clubs,
ranging from societies that had originated among the passengers of earlier shipsto gangs of hard-eyed
men who guarded their territory with machetes. A couple of times Allegrawas informed that she was
welcometo stay, but only so long as she agreed to pay aweekly tax, usudly one-third of what she
earned from whatever job she eventudly found or, failing that, one med out of three from her ration card.
A large, comfortable-looking shack occupied by single women of various ages turned out to be theloca
brothel; if she stayed there, the madam told her, she'd be expected to pay the rent on her back. At least
shewas polite about it; Allegrareplied that shed keep her offer in mind, but they both knew that it was
an option only if she were desperate.

By dusk, she was footsore, hungry, and on the verge of giving up, when Allegrafound hersdf at the edge
of town. It was close to a swamp-the sourgrass grew chest high there, and not far away were acluster of
the ball plants she'd been warned to avoid-and there was only one other dwelling, adope-roofed and
windowless shack nailed together from discarded pieces of faux birch. Potted plants hung from the roof



eaves above the front door, and smoke rose from a chimney hole, yet there was no one in sght. Walking
closer, Allegraheard the clucking of chickens from awire-fenced pen out back; it aso seemed asif she
heard singing, alow and discordant voice from within the shack.

Allegrahesitated. Thislonesome hovel away from al the others, so close to the swamp where
who-knew-what might lurk, made her nervous. Y et darkness was settling upon the town, and she knew
she couldn't go any farther. So she picked a spot of ground about ten yards from the shack and quietly
went about pitching her tent. If someone protested, she'd just have to negotiate atemporary arrangement;
sheld gladly trade a couple of medsfor anight of deep.

No one bothered her as she erected her shelter, and athough the voice stopped singing and even the
chickenswent quiet after awhile, no one objected to her presence. The sun was down by thetime she
was finished, and dark clouds shrouded the giant planet high above her. It looked likerain, so she
crawled into the tent, dragging her belongings behind her.

Once she had laid out her deeping bag, Allegraunzipped her duffel bag and dug through it until shefound
the lightstick sheld been given before sheleft the Long Journey . The night was cool, so shefound a
sweater and pulled it on. There were acouple of food bars in the bottom of the bag; she unwrapped one.
Although she was tempted to eat the other aswell, she knew sheld want it in the morning. Theway things
were going, there was no telling what she'd have to suffer through before she got a decent medl. It was
aready evident that Shuttlefield had its own way of doing things, and the system was rigged to prevent
newcomers from taking advantage of it.

Y et she was free. That counted for something. She had escaped Earth, and now shewas. . .
A shuffling sound from outside.
Allegrafroze, then dowly raised her eyes.

She had | ft the tent flap partidly unzipped at the top. In the sallow glow of her lightstick, she saw
someone peering in through the insect netting: awoman's face, deeply lined, framed by lank hair that
might once have been blond beforeit turned ash grey.

They slently regarded each other asthefirst drops of night rain began tapping at the tent's plastic roof.
The woman's eyeswere blue, Allegra observed, yet they seemed much darker, asif something had
leached dl the color from her irises, leaving only an afterimage of blue.

"Why are you here?' the woman asked.
“I'm...I'msorry," Allegrasaid. "l didnt meanto..."

"Sorry for what?' The eyes grew sharper, yet the voice was hollow. Like her face, it was neither young
nor old. She spoke English rather than Anglo; that caught Allegra by surprise, and she had to teke a
moment to trandate mentaly the older diaect.

"Sorry for trespassing,” she replied, carefully speaking the English sheld learned in schoal. "1 was-"
"Trespassing where?' Not aquestion. A demand.
"Here. .. your place. | know it'sprobably not . . ."

"My place?' A hint of asmilethat quickly disappeared, replaced by the dark scowl. "Yes, thisismy
place. The Eastern Divide, the Great Equatorid River, Midland, the Meridian Sea, dl the places he
sailed. . . those are Rigil Kent's places. My son livesin Liberty, but he never comes to see me. No one



in Shuttlefield but thieves and scum. But here. . ." Again, theflegting smile. "Everythingismine. The
chickens, the stars, and everything in between. Who are you? And why are you here?"

The rush of words caught her unprepared; Allegraunderstood only the last part. "AllegraDiSilvio," she
sad. "lI'vejust arrived fromthe. . "

"Did Rigil Kent send you?' Moreingstently now.

In aflash of ingght that shed cometo redize wasfortunate, Allegradidn't ask whom she meant. What
was important was her response. "No," she said, "he didn't send me. I'm on my own."

Thewoman stared at her. The rain wasfaling harder; somewherein the distance, she heard the rumble of
thunder. Water spilled through aleak in the tent, spattered across her degping bag. Still the woman's
eyesdidn't stray from her own, even though the rain was matting her grey hair. Findly, she spoke:

"You may day."
Allegralet out her breath. "Thank you. | promisel wont . . ."

The face vanished. Allegra heard footsteps receding. A door creaked open, dammed shut. Chickens
cackled briefly, then abruptly went quiet, asif cowed into silence.

Allegrawaited afew seconds, then hastily closed the tent flap. She used the discarded food wrapper to
plug the leak, then removed her boots and pushed hersdlf into her degping bag, reluctant to take off her
clothes even though they werefilthy. She fell adeep while the summer storm raged around her. She hadn't
turned off the light even though common sense dictated that she needed to preserveits chemicd bettery.

Shewas safe. But for thefirst time since shedd arrived, she wastruly frightened.

The next morning, Allegra saw her neighbor just once, and only briefly. She awoketo
hear the chickens clucking, and crawled out of her tent to see the woman standing in the pen behind her
house, throwing corn from an apron tied around her waist. When Allegra called to her, though, she
turned and walked back into her house, damming the door shut behind her. Allegra.considered going
over and knocking, but decided againgt it; the old woman clearly wanted to be | eft done, and Allegra
might be pushing her luck by intruding on her privacy.

So she changed clothes, wrapped a scarf around her bare scalp, and |eft to make the long hikeinto
Liberty. She did so reluctantly; athough there were no other tents nearby, she didn't know for certain that
she wasn't camped on some group's turf. Nonethel ess, her somach was growling, and she didn't want to
consume her last food bar unless necessary. And somehow, she had afedling that people tended to leave
her strange neighbor aone.

The road to Liberty was littered with trash: discarded wrappers, broken bottles, empty cans, bits and
pieces of thisand that. If Shuttlefidd's residents made any effort to landfill or recycle their garbage, it
wasn't evident. She passed farm fields where men and women worked on their hands and knees, pulling
cloverweed from between rows of crops planted earlier in the summer. Coyote's seasons were three
times aslong asthey were on Earth-ninety-one or ninety-two daysin each month, twelve monthsin a
year by the LeMarean caendar-till, it was near the end of Hamaliel, the second month of summer; the
farmerswould be working hard to pull in the midseason harvest so that they could plant again before
autumn. The original colonists had struggled to keep themselves fed through thefirst long winter they
faced on Coyote, and they only had a hundred or so mouths to feed.

The digtant roar of engines drew her attention; looking up, she saw a shuttle descending to the landing



pad. More passengers from the Long Journey being ferried down to Coyote; with the arrival of anew
ship from Earth, the population of New Floridawould increase by another thousand people. Socia
collectivism might have worked well in the Western Hemisphere Union, built upon the smoldering remains
of the United Republic of America, but there it benefited from established cities and high-tech
infrastructure. Coyote was still largely unexplored; whét little technology had been brought from Earth
was irreplaceable, unavailable to the average person, so the colonists had to live off the land as best they
could. Judging from what she'd dready seen in Shuttlefield, utopian politica theory had broken down;
too many people had come there too quickly, forcing the newcomersto fend for themselvesin afeuda
hierarchy in which the weak were at the mercy of the strong, and everyone was under theiron hed of the
colonid government. Unless she wanted to become a progtitute or live out the rest of her life asa serf,
sheld better find away to survive.

Allegra came upon amarsh where Japanese bamboo was grown. The most recent crop had aready
been harvested, its stumps extending for ahundred acres or so, the ground littered with broken shoots.
Onimpulse, she left the path and waded out into the marsh, where she searched the ground until she
found afoot-long stalk that was relatively undamaged. Tucking it beneath her arm, she returned to the
road.

It would do for a gtart. All she needed was a sharp knife.

Liberty was much different than Shuttlefield. The streets were wide and clean, recently
paved with grave, lined on either Sde by log cabins. There were no hustlers, no kiosks; near the town
center, shefound small shops, their wares displayed behind glasswindows. Y et everyone she passed
refused to look her way, save for Proctorsin blue uniforms who eyed her with suspicion. When she
paused before the open haf door of the glassblower's shop to watch the men inside thrust white-hot rods
into the furnace, ablueshirt walked over to tap her on the shoulder, shake his head, and point the way to
the community hall. Few words were spoken, yet the message was clear; she was only allowed to pass
through on her way to the community hadl, and not linger where she didn't belong.

Breskfast was alukewarm porridge containing potatoes and chunks of fish mest; it resembled clam
chowder, but tasted like sour milk. The old man who ladled it out in the serving line told her that it was
creek crab stew, and she should eat up-it was only aday old. When Allegraasked what was on the
menu for dinner, he grinned as he added a dice of stale bread to her plate. More of the same. . . and by
thenit'd beaday and ahaf old.

Shefound aplace a one of thelong wooden tablesthat ran down the length of the community hall and
tried not to meet the gaze of any of the others seated nearby, even though she recognized severd from
the Long Journey . Sheld made friends with no one during her passage from Earth, and wasn't in ahurry
to do so now, so she distracted hersdlf by studying an old mural painted on the wall. Rendered in native
dyes by an untrained yet talented hand, it depicted the URSS Alabama in orbit above Coyote.
Apparently an artifact |eft behind by Liberty's origina residents before they'd fled. No one knew where
they'd gone, although it was believed that they had started another colony somewhere on Midland,
across the East Channel from New Florida.

Allegrawas wondering how hard it might be to seek them out when she heard amechanical sound
behind her: servomotors shifting gears, the thin whine of an electrica power source. Then afiltered burr
of avoice, addressing her in Anglo:

"Pardon me, but areyou AllegraDiSilvio?!

Shelooked up to see asilver skull peering at her from within ablack cowl, her face dully reflected inits
ruby eyes. A Savant: a posthuman who had once been flesh and blood until held relinquished his



humanity to have his mind downloaded into cyborg form, becoming animmorta intellect. Allegra
detested them. Savants operated the starships, but it was surprising to find one here and now. And
worsg, it had come looking for her.

"That'sme." She put down her spoon. "Who're you?"

"Manuel Cadtro. Lieutenant governor of the New Forida Colony.” A clawlike hand rose from the folds
of itsdark cloak. "Please don't get up. | only meant to introduce myself.”

Allegramade no effort to rise. "Pleased to meet you, Savant Castro. Now if you'll excuseme. . "

"Oh, now . . . no reason to be rude. | merely wish to welcome you to Coyote, make surethat al your
needs are being met."

"Redly? Well, then, you could start by giving me aplaceto stay. A house herein town would befine. . .
oneroomwill do. And somefresh clothing . . . I've only got one other change.”

"Unfortunately, there are no vacanciesin Liberty. If you'd like, | can add your name to the waiting list and
notify you if something opens up. Asfor clothing, I'm afraid you'll have to continue wearing what you've
brought until you've tallied enough hoursin public service to exchange them for new clothes. However, |
have alist of work detailsthat are looking for new employees.”

"Thanks, but I'll . .." A new thought occurred to her. "Arethere any openings here? | think | could givea
hand in the kitchen, if they need some ass stance.”

"Just amoment." Castro paused for amoment, his quantum-comp brain ng datafrom a centra Al.
"Ah, yes. . .youreinluck. The community kitchen needs anew dishwasher for the morning-to-midday
shift. Eight hours per day, starting at 0600 and ending at 1400. No previous experience required. One
and ahalf hours credit per hour served.”

"When doesit gart?'
"Tomorrow morning.”

"Thank you. I'll takeit." She turned back to her med, yet the Savant made no moveto leave. It patiently
stood behind her, its body making quiet machine noises. Allegradipped her spoon into the foul stew,
waited for Castro to go away. All around her, the table had gone silent; she felt eyes upon her as others
watched and listened.

"From your records, | understand you had areputation back on Earth,” Castro said. ™Y ou were known
asamudcan.”

"Not exactly. | wasacomposer. | didn't perform.” Looking straight ahead, she refused to meet his
fathomlessglasseyes.

Another pause. "Ah, yes. .. s01 see. Y ou wrote music for the Connecticut River Ensemble. Infact, |
think | have one of your works. . . ."

From itsmouth grille, afamiliar melody emerged: " Sunrise on Holyoke," aminuet for string quartet. Sheld
written it early one winter morning when sheld lived in the foothills of the Berkshires, trying to capture the
feding of the dawnlight over the Holyoke range. A ddlicate and ethered piece, reconstructed in eectronic
tondities by something that had given up dl pretense of humanity.

"Y es, that's mine. Thank you very much for reminding me." She glanced over her shoulder. "My stew's



getting cold. If you dont mind. . ."

The music abruptly ended. "I'm sorry. I'm afraid | can't doit justice.” A moment passed. "If you're ever
inclined to compose again, we would be glad to have you do so. We sadly lack for culture here.”

"Thank you. I'll consider it."

Shewaited, staring determinedly into her soup bowl. After afew moments, she heard therustle of its
cloak, the subdued whir and click of itslegs asit walked away. There was quiet around her, like the brief
dlencethat fals between movements of asymphony, then murmuring voices dowly returned.

For an ingtant they seemed to fill avoid within her, one that sheld fought so long and hard to conquer . . .
but then, once more, the music failed to reach her. She heard nothing, saw nothing.

"Hey, lady,” someone seated nearby whispered. "Y ou know who that was?*
"Y eah, jeezl" another person murmured. "Manny Castro! No one ever stood up to him likethat. . . ."
"Who did you say you were? | didn't catch . . ."

"Excuse me." The plate and bowl rattled softly in her hands as she stood up. She carried it to awooden
cart, where she placed it with a clatter that sounded |l too loud to her ears. Remembering the bamboo
stalk sheld left on the table, she went back to retrieveit. Then, ignoring the questioning faces around her,
shequickly strode out of the dining hall.

All thisdistance, only to have the past catch up to her. She began to make the long walk back to
Shuttlefield.

When she returned to her tent, she found that it was still there. However, it hadn't gone
unnoticed. A Proctor kndlt before the tent, holding the flap open as he peered insde.

"Pardon me," she asked as she came up behind him, "but is there something | can help you with?'

Hearing her, the Proctor turned to look around. A young man with short-cropped blond hair, handsome
yet overweight; he couldn't have been much older than twenty Earth-years, dmost haf Allegrasage. He
dropped the tent flap and stood up, brushing dirt from his knees.

"Isthisyours?' Less aquestion than a statement. His face seemed oddly familiar, although shewas
certain she'd never met him before.

"Yes, it'smine. Do you have a problem with that?"

Her attitude took him by surprise; he blinked, stepping back before he caught himsalf. Perhaps held
never been chdlenged in thisway. "It wasn't herethelast time | stopped by," he said, businesdike but not
unkind. "l wanted to know who was setting up here.”

"l arrived lagt night." Allegraglanced toward the nearby shack; her neighbor was nowhere to be seen, yet
she observed that the front door was gar. "Camein yesterday from the Long Journey ," she continued,
softening her own tone. "I couldn't find another placeto stay, 0. . ."

"Everyone from the Journey isbeing put over there." The young blueshirt turned to point toward the
other sde of Shuttlefield; as he did, she noticed the chevrons on theright deeve of hisuniform. "Didn't
anyonetdl you?'

"No onetold me anything . . . and now | suppose you want meto move." She didn't relish the thought of



packing up again and relocating across town. At least here shewas closer to Liberty; it would cut her
morning hiketo work. "1 spoke with the lady who lives next door, and she didn't seemtomindif I .. ."

"I know. I'vejust talked to her." He cast awary eye upon the shack, and for an ingtant it seemed like the
door moved afew inches, asif someone behind it was eavesdropping. The Proctor raised ahand to his
face. "Can | speak with you in private?' he whispered. "Y ou're not in trouble, | promise. It'sjust . . . we
need to talk.”

Mystified, Allegranodded, and the blueshirt led her around to the other side of the tent. He crouched
once more, and she settled down upon her knees. From there they could only see the shack roof; even
the chicken pen was hidden from sght.

"My name's Chris" he said quietly as he offered hishand. "ChrisLevin.. . . I'm the Chief Proctor.”

A lot of authority for someone nearly young enough to be her son. "AllegraDiSilvio," shereplied, shaking
hands with him. "Look, I'm sorry | wasso.. . ."

"Don't worry about it." Chrisdisplayed asmilethat didn't quite reach hiseyes. "I'm sure you've noticed
by now, but the lady over there. . . well, she kegpsto hersalf. Doesn't leave the house much."”

"| picked up on that."

Chrisidly plucked at some grass between hisknees. "Her name's Cecdlia. . . CecdliaLevin, although
everyone cdlsher Sissy. She'smy mother.”

Allegrafdt the blood rush from her face. She suddenly recalled the old woman having mentioned that she
had asonin Liberty. "I'm sorry. | didn't know."

"You couldn't have. You've just arrived.” He shook his head. "Look, my mother is. . . truth is, she's not
well. Shelsvery sck, infact . . . asyou may have noticed.”

Allegranodded. His mother had stood out in the pouring rain the night before and raved about how she
owned both her chickens and the stars; yes, that qualified as unusua behavior. "I'm sorry to hear that."

"Can't be helped. Mom's been through alot in the last few years. She-" He broke off. "Long story. In any
case, that'swhy no one has set up camp out here. People are afraid of her . . . and to tell the truth, she
chases them away. Which iswhy you're unusud."

"How come?"

Chrisraised his eyes, and she could see that they were much the same as his mother's: blue yet somehow
hollow, athough not with quite the same degree of darkness. "Shelet you Say. Believe me, if shedidn't
like you, your tent wouldn't till be standing. Oh, she might have let you spend the night, but as soon as
you left shewould have st fireto it. That'swhat she's done to everyone else who's tried to camp next to
her."

Allegrafelt acold chill. She sarted to rise, but Chris clasped her wrist. "No, no . . . cam down. She's
not going to do that. She likes you. She told me so herself.”

"She. .. likesme?"'

"Uh-huh. . . or a least as much as she likes anyone these days. She believes you're a nice woman who's
come to keep her company.”



"She wouldn't even spesk to me thismorning!”
"Shesshy.”
"Oh, for theloveof ... !"

"Look," hesaid, an edgein hisvoice, "she wants you to stay, and | want you to stay. No one will bother
you out here, and she needs someone to look out for her."

"I ...l cantdothat," Allegrasaid. "I'vejust taken ajobin Liberty . . . washing dishes at the community
hal. | cant affordto. . ."

"Gresat. I'm glad you've found work." He paused, and smiled meaningfully. "That won't pay much, though,
and by winter thistent of yourswill be pretty cold. But | can fix that. Stay here and take care of Mom
when you're not working, and you'll have your own cabin . . . with awoodstove and even your own
privy. That's better than anyone else from your ship will get. And you'll never have to ded with gangsor
turf-tax. Anyone who bothers you spends six monthsin the stockade, doing hard time on the public
works crew. Got me?"

Allegraunderstood. She was being given the responsbility of looking out for the demented mother of the
Chief Proctor. So long as Sissy Levin had company, Allegra DiSlvio would never have to worry about
freezing to death in the dark, being shaken down by the local stooges, or being raped in her tent. She
would have shelter, protection, and the solitude she craved.

"Got you," shesaid. "It'saded.”

They shook on it, then Chris heaved himsdlf to hisfeet, extending ahand to help her up. "I'll talk to Mom,
tell her that you're staying,” he said. "Don't rush things. Shell introduce hersdlf to you when shefedslike
it. But | think you'll make grest friends.”

"Thanks. Welll work things out." Allegrawatched as he turned toward the shack. The door was cracked
open; for an ingtant, she caught aglimpse of Sissy'sface. "Just onemorething. . ."

"Yes?' The Chief stopped, looked back at her.

"How long have you been here? | mean . . . which ship did you comein on?"

Chris hesitated. "We've been here three Coyote years," he said. "We came aboard the Alabama ."
Allegragaped a him. "I thought dl the firg-timers had | eft.”

He nodded solemnly. "They did. Were the ones who stayed behind.”

"Sowhy...?"

But he was aready walking awvay. Obvioudly, that was aquestion he didn't want to answer.

Time was measured by the length of her hair. A week after Allegra started work at the
community kitchen, she had little more than fuzz on top of her head; that wasthe day she pamed asmall
paring knife from the sink and took it home. Its absence wasn't noticed, and it gave her thefirst tool she
needed to do her work. By the time her shack was built, she no longer needed to wear a head scarf, and
she used afew credits to purchase abrush from the generd storein Liberty (where shewas dlowed to
enter, so long as she bought something). She had to push back her hair from her face while she finished
carving her firg flute. A short blade of sourgrassinserted within the bamboo shaft below the mouthpiece



served asitsreed, and with alittle practice she was able to play smple tunes, athough not well. It wasn't
until late summer, when her chestnut hair had finaly returned to the neck length shed worn it on Earth,
that shefinaly had her first real conversation with Sssy Levin.

For many weeks, her reclusive neighbor continued to avoid her; their brief encounter the first night
Allegra spent on Coyote was the only time she'd spoken with her. Every morning, just after sunrise when
Allegraleft to go into Liberty, she spotted Sissy feeding her chickens. Sheld wave and call her
name-"Good morning, Ms. Levin, how are you?'-and she had little doubt that her voice carried across
the short distance between their shacks, but Sissy never acknowledged her except for the briefest of
nods. So Allegrawould go to work, and early in the afternoon she'd return to find her neighbor nowhere
insight. Every now and then, Allegrawould venture over to knock on her door, yet no matter how long
or patiently sheld wait outside, Sissy never greeted her.

Nonetheless, there were signs that Sissy was coming to accept her. About haf a month after agroup of
men from the Carpenters Guild arrived with a cartful of lumber and spent the afternoon building a
one-room shack for Allegra, complete with awoodstove fashioned from a discarded fud cell, some
basic furniture, and asmdl privy out back ("No charge, lady," the foreman said, "this one's on the Chief")
she came hometo find awicker basket of fresh eggs on the front porch. Allegra carefully placed the eggs
in the cabinet above the stove, then carried the basket over to Sissy's house. Again, there was no
response to her knocks, and finally Allegragave up and went home, leaving the basket next to her door.
A few dayslater, though, the basket regppeared . . . thistime, though just after sunrise, even before
Allegrahad woken up.

This pattern continued for awhile. Then one afternoon, Allegrareturned home to open the door and
discover adead chicken hanging upside down from the ceiling. The bird hadn't been plucked or cleaned;
it wasSmply acarcass, its neck broken, itsfeet tied together with the rough twine from which it had been
suspended from a crossbeam. Allegra shrieked when she saw it, and for amoment she thought she heard
mad laughter from next door. She didn't know whether it was a gift or athreat, but she wasn't about to
ask; shedidn't know how to clean the bird, so she took it to the community hall the next morning, and a
cook with whom she'd become friendly did it for her. The chicken made agood lunch, and Allegra kept
the feathers as suffing for apillow. Nevertheess, she stayed away from Sissy for awhile, and three
weeks passed before she found any more eggs on her doorstep.

Thefirst flute Allegramade didn't have a very good sound, so she gathered some more bamboo and
garted over again, thistime experimenting with different kinds of reeds: faux birch bark, chicken feathers,
cloverleaf, whatever else she could find. Sheld never fashioned her own instruments before-whet little she
knew, sheéd learned from observing craftsmen back in New England-so it was mainly a matter of trial
and error. Eventualy, she discovered that swamper skin, cured and tightly stretched, produced the best
results. She got it from aglovemaker in Shuttlefield; when Sissy began leaving eggs on her doorstep
again, Allegra bartered afew for asquare foot of skin, with the promise that she wouldn't go into the
clothing business hersdf.

Early one evening she sat out on her front porch, playing the flute sheld most recently fashioned. The sun
had gone down, and Bear was rising to the east; sheld carried afish-oil lamp out onto the porch, and its
warm glow cast her shadow across the rough planks of the porch. The night was cool, the air redolent
with the scent of approaching autumn. Not far away, she could see bonfires within Shuttlefield. It wasthe
fourth week of Uriel, the last month of Coyote summer; next Zaphadl would be First Landing Day, the
colony'sbiggest holiday. Already the inhabitants were gearing up for the celebration, yet she wanted
nothing to do with it. Her only desire wasto be left aone, to practice her art in solitude.

The new flute had a nice sound: neither too shrill nor too low, and she was able to run up and down the



scaleswithout any effort. Now that she knew how to make one, it shouldn't be hard to duplicate others
likeit. On impulse, she shifted to a piece sheld written for the Connecticut River Ensemble. She was
about halfway through the first stanzawhen anearby voice began humming the melody, and she turned to
see Sissy Levin standing next to her.

Allegrawas so startled, she nearly dropped the flute. Sissy didn't notice. She leaned againgt the awning
pogt, her eyes closed, asoft smile upon her face. In the wan lamplight, Allegra could clearly see the deep
wrinkles around her mouth, the crow's-feet at the corners of her eyes; asaways, her hair was an
uncombed mass that formed aragged hal o around her head. Even o, at that moment she seemed at

peace.

Her fingers trembling upon the flute, Allegra managed to finish the composition, with Sissy humming dong
with it. When shefollowed amelody, Allegraredized, Sissy had a beautiful voice; she repeated the first
stanzajust so she could hear more of it. When she was done, she lowered her instrument, but was careful
not to speak. L et the moment takeitsown course. . . .

"That'sanice song,” Sissy said quietly, not opening her eyes. "What'sit caled?'
" 'Deafidd River,'" Allegrareplied. "Do you likeit?'
A nod, ever so dight. "I think | remember it. Wasn't it oncein amovie?'

"No...no, not that I know of." Although there were probably other piecesthat sounded abit likeit;
Allegras style had been influenced by earlier composers. "It'smy own. | wroteit for-"

"I think | once heard it in amovie. The one where theré's aman who meetsthiswoman in Vienna, and
they fal in love even though she's dying, and then they-" She stopped abruptly, and opened her eyesto
gaze off into some private memory. "It'sagreat movie. | redly liked it. Jmand | sawit. .. oh, | don't
know how many times. I'm sorry about the chicken. It was meant to be ajoke, but | don't think you
thought it was very funny."

The abrupt change of subject caught Allegra off guard. For amoment, she didn't know what Sissy was
talking about. "Wl . . . no, it wasnt, but . . ."

"That was Begtrice. She was very old and couldn't lay eggs anymore, and sheld bully the other hens, so |
hadto..." Her hands came together, made athrottling motion. "Very sad, very sad.. . . | hope at least
that you did something good with her."

"l took her towork," Allegrasaid. "At the community kitchen. We. . ."
“Thegrange.”

"Y es, the grange hdll. A friend of mine cleaned her and we had it-I mean, we had her-for lunch." She
wondered if she should be saying this; Bestrice had apparently meant something to Sissy.

"Good. At least you didn't throw her away. That wouldve been . . . crud. Shelaid good eggs, and it
would have been disrespectful . Y ou haven't thrown those away, | hope.”

"Oh, no!" Allegrashook her head. "I've esten every one. They're ddicious. Thank you very much for-"

"Did you makethis?' Sissy darted forward, snatched the flute from her hands. Afraid that sheld damage
it, Allegra started to reach for her instrument, but stopped herself when she saw how carefully Sissy
handled it. She closdly studied the patterns carved aong the shaft, then before Allegra could object she
blew into the mouthpiece. A harsh piping note came out, and she winced. "Y ou do this much better. Can



you make me one?"

"l ... I'dbehappy to." Allegrathought of the half dozen inferior flutesin her shack, and briefly
congdered giving oneto her neighbor. But no . . . sheld want one that sounded just like Allegras. "I'm
aready planning to make more, 0 I'll giveyou thefirst onel .. ."

"Y ou're going to make more? Why?'
"Wl | wasthinking about sdlling them. To earn alittlemore. . ."

"No." Sissy didn't raise her voice, yet her tone was uncompromising. “"No no no no. | won't alow you to
sl anything out here. It'll bring the others, the. . ." She glanced in the direction of the ale-soaked
laughter that brayed from the bonfires. "I don't want them around. If they come, they'll bring Rigil Kent."

"Oh, no. | don't intend to sell them here." Allegrahad recently struck up tentative friendships with various
kiosk ownersin Shuttlefield, and there was even a shop owner in Liberty who'd expressed interest in her
work. Like Sissy, she had no wish to have strangers appearing at her front door. Y et something else she
said raised her attention. "Who . . . who's Rigil Kent?'

Sissy's face darkened, and for amoment Allegrawas afraid that sheld said the wrong thing. But Sissy
smply handed the flute back to her, then thrust her handsinto the pocket of her threadbare apron.

"If he comesback,” she said quietly, "you'll know."

She started to turn away, heading back toward her shack. Then she stopped and looked back at Allegra.
"I'll give you more eggsif you teach me how to play. Can you do that?'

"I'd be ddlighted, Sissy."
Her brow raised in astonishment. "How do you know my name?"
"Christold me."

"Chris." She scowled. "My son. Fat worthless. . ." She stopped hersdlf, rubbed her eyes. "What did you
Say your name was?'

"Allegra. AllegraDiSilvio."

She conddered this. "Nice name. Sounds like music. Themoviel saw, it wascaled . . ." She shook her
head. "Never mind. I'm Cecdlia. . . my friends call me Sissy."

"Pleased to meet you, Sissy," Allegrasaid. "Drop by anytime.”

"No more chickens. | promise.” And then she waked away. Allegrawatched until she disappeared insde
her shack, and only then shelet out her breath.

At least Sissy was speaking to her.
Three nights later, she met Rigil Kent.

Allegrahad no desireto participate in the First Landing Day festivities, but it was hard to avoid them;
when she reported to work that morning, the kitchen staff was aready busy preparing for the evening
fiesta. Severa hogs had been daughtered the night before and were being dow-roasted in the
smokehouse behind the hal, while huge cauldrons of potatoes and beans smmered on the kitchen stoves,
out back, kegs of sourgrass ale were being unloaded from a cart. After breakfast was over, whilethe



cooks began baking bread and strawberry pie, she helped cover the table with fresh white linen, upon
which were placed centerpieces of fresh-cut wildflowers.

Matriarch LuisaHernandez stopped by shortly after noon. A thickset woman with short auburn hair
beneath the raised hood of her blue robe, the colonia governor was seldom seen in public; thiswas only
the third time Allegra had laid eyes upon her. She hovered near the door, silently observing the
preparations, Savant Castro at her sde speaking to her in alow voice. At one point, Allegraglanced
over to see the Matriarch studying her from acrossthe room. Their eyes met, and afaint smile touched
the other woman'slips. She briefly nodded to Allegra. Fedling achill, Allegrawent back to setting tables,
when she looked again, the Matriarch had disappeared, as had Manuel Castro.

Did the Matriarch know who she was? She had to assume that she did. With any luck, though, she
would leave her done.

What surprised her the mogt, though, was one of the decorations: aflag of the United Republic of
America, carefully unwrapped from aplastic bag and suspended from the rafters high above the hall.
When Allegra asked where it had come from, one of the cookstold her that it had been presented to
Captain Robert E. Lee shortly before the Alabama escaped from Earth. The origina settlers had left it
behind, and now it was kept by Matriarch Hernandez in trust for the colony, to be publicly displayed only
onthisday.

Only on this day. For most of the Coyote year-1,096 days, or three Earth-years-the colony carefully
doled out its meager resourcesin only dribs and drabs. There were few other holidays, and none as
important or elaborate asthis; on this day, the residents of Shuttlefield gathered together at the
community hal for agreat feast commemorating the arrival of the Alabama . Y et as she headed home,
she saw shopkeepers closing storm shutters and nailing boards across their doors, noted the absence of
children, theincreased visibility of Proctors and Union Guard soldiers.

Suddenly she understood. Thiswas the day the proletariat would be alowed to gorge themsdaveson rich
food, get drunk on ale, celebrate aghastly replication of freedom under the indulgent yet watchful eye of
Union authority. A brief loosening of the leash to keep the commoners happy and content, while tactfully
reminding them that it was only atemporary condition. Walking through Shuttlefield, though, she saw that
the subtlety had been lost on everyone. No one was working, and by early afternoon the First Landing
celebration was dready in full swing. Out in the streets, the various guilds and groups that ruled
Shuittlefield were carousing benegth the autumn sun: handmade banners flew above tents and shacks,
while drunks staggered about with beads around their necks and wildnessin their eyes, proclaiming
everyone they saw to be their best friend. The paths between the camps were jagged with broken de
jugs, theair rank with smoke, alcohol, and piss. She came upon crowd cheering at something in their
midst; stepping closer, Allegra saw two naked men, their bodies caked with mud, wrestling in the middle
of adrainageditch.

Disgusted, she quickly moved away, only to have her arm grabbed by someone who thought she needed
akiss. She managed to pull hersdf free, but he wasn't giving up so easily. "C'mon, sweets, y'’know you
wan'it," he durred as he followed her down the street. "Jus alil’ sugar, thasal | .. ."

"Get logt, Will," afamiliar voice said. "Leave her done, or you'll spend the night in the stockade.”

Allegralooked around, found Chris Levin behind her. Two other Proctors were with him; one had
aready twisted the drunk's arm behind his back, and the other booted him in the ass. He fell facedown
into the mud, muttered an obscenity, then hauled himself to hisfeet and wandered away.

"Sorry about that." Chris paid little attention to what was going on behind them. "Y ou're not hurt, are



you?"
An odd question, considering what his men had just doneto the drunk. "You didnt need to . . ."

"Sorry, but | think | did." Heturned to his officers. Y ou guys continue patrol. I'll walk her home." They
nodded and headed away. "And keep an eye on the creek," he called after them. "If you see anything, let
me know."

That piqued her curiosity; he obviousy meant Sand Creek, the narrow river that bordered the two
settlements to the east. Chris saw the puzzled look on her face. "Nothing for you to worry about,” he said
quietly. "Look, if you don't mind, I'd like for you to stay with my mother tonight. Y ou may haveto skip
thefiesta, but . . ."

"That'sal right. | wasn't planning to attend anyway.” From what she'd dready seen, the last place she
wanted to be was at the community hall.

"l was hoping you'd say that." He seemed genuingly relieved. "If you want, | can have dinner brought
overtoyou...."

"I'd gppreciate that." They sidestepped a couple of more drunks swaggering down the street, their arms
around each other. One of them bumped shoulders with Chris; he turned and started to swear at the
Chief Proctor, then redized who he was and thought better of it. Chris stared them down, then ushered
Allegraaway. "Onemorething," he murmured, reaching beneath hisjacket. "1 think you should keep this
withyou."

She stared at the smdll pistol he offered her. A Peacekeeper Mark 111 flechette gun, the type carried by
the Union Guard. "No, sorry . . . that'swhere | draw theline."

Chris hesitated, then saw that arguing with her was pointless. " Suit yoursdf," he said. He reholstered the
pistal, then unclipped acom unit from hisbelt. "But carry this, at least. If you run into any trouble, give us
acal. Well have someone out there as quick aswe can.”

Allegraaccepted the com, dipped it in a pocket of her catskin vest. "Are you redlly expecting much
trouble tonight?"

"Not redlly. Things might get alittle out of control once people start drinking hard, but . . ." He shrugged.
"Nothing we can't handle." Then he paused. "But thereésa smdl chance that Mamamight . . . well,
someone might come to see her that she doesn't want to see.”

"Rigil Kent?"

She smiled when she said that, meaning it as ajoke, yet Chris gave her asharp look. "What has shetold
you?" he asked, hisvoice low.

His question surprised her, athough she was quick enough to hide her expression. Until that moment,
sheld assumed that "Rigil Kent" was a manifestation of Sissy's madness, an imaginary person shed
created as a stand-in for everyone she distrusted. Certainly there was no one in the colony who went by
that name; sheld dready checked the rall to make sure. But Chris apparently accepted him as being red.

"A little" Which wasn't entirdy untruthful . "Enough to know that she hateshim.”

Chriswas quiet for amoment. "He may come into town tonight," he said. "Thistimelast year, heled a
small raiding party up Sand Creek. They broke into the armory in Liberty and made off with some guns,
then left anote on the door signed as Rigil Kent." He shook his head. ™Y ou don't need to know what it



said. But before they did all that, he stopped by to see Mama. He wanted her to come with them. She
refused, of course. . . she despiseshim amost asmuch as| do."

"Of course. Can't blame her."
That caused him to raise an eyebrow. "Then you know what he did.”
She shrugged. "Like | said, not very much. She hasn't told me everything.”

"Probably not." He looked down at the ground as they walked dong. "He used to be my best friend,
back when we were kids. But then he killed my brother and . . . anyway, there'sthings you just don't
forgive"

Apparently not. And now she had a better ideawhom he was talking about. "'If he shows up, I'll let you
know."

"I'd appreciateit." By then they were on the outskirts of town; her shack was only afew hundred feet
away. "You know, she'sreally cometo likeyou," he said. "That'samagor accomplishment . . . for her, |
mean. Sheused to livein Liberty, in the cabin my dad built for us. | dtill live there, but she moved al the
way out here because she didn't want to see anyone anymore. . . not even me. But you've managed to
get through to her somehow.”

"We've got much in common,” Allegrasaid. And that, at least, wasn't alie.

Allegra took a nap, then changed into a long skirt and a sweater. Through her window,
she could see Uma setting to the west, Bear rising to the east. She usually began making dinner about that
time, but this night she'd get abresk from that chore if Chris kept hisword about sending over food from
the community hall. So she picked up her flute, dong with the one sheld finished the previous evening,
and went out to St on the porch and watch the sun go down.

Astwilight set in, Shuttlefield went quiet. No doubt everyone had goneinto Liberty for thefiesta. She
waited until she heard the chickens clucking in her neighbor's backyard, then she picked up her flute and
began to play. Not one of her own piecesthistime, but atraditiond English hymn sheld learned while
studying music at Berklee. For some reason, it seemed appropriate for the moment.

After awhile, she heard the door of Sissy's shack creak open. Allegradidn't look up but continued
playing, and aminute later there was the faint rustle of an gpron next to her. "That's very nice,” Sissy said
quietly. "What'sit caled?"

"'Jerusdem.’" Allegrasmiled. "It'sredly easy to play. Would you liketo try?'

Sissy quickly shook her head. "Oh, no. .. I can't...."

"No, redly. It'ssmple. Here. . ." She picked up the new flute. "I madethisfor you. Try it out.”
Sissy dared atit. "l . . . but | haveto sart dinner. . . ."

"No, you don'. It's being brought to us tonight. Roast pork, potatoes, fresh greens, pie. . . theworks."
She grinned. "Believe me, it'sgood. Helped make it mysdf.”

Sissy stared at her, and Allegraredized that it was probably the first time in many yearsthat she had
been offered ameal. For afew seconds she was afraid that her neighbor would flee back to her
windowless hovel, dam the door shut, and not emerge again for several days. Y et alook of wary
acceptance came upon her face. Taking the flute, Sissy sat down on the porch.



"Show me how you do this" she said.

It didn't take long for her to learn how to work the finger holes; teaching her how to magter thefirst
notes, though, took alittle more effort. Y et Sissy didn't give up; she seemed determined to learn how to
play, and she gave Allegra her undivided attention as the younger woman patiently demonsirated the
bas ¢ fingering techniques.

They took a break when someone arrived with two covered baskets. Allegra carried them inside; Sissy
was reluctant to follow her until Allegra pointed out that it would be much less messy if they ateindoors.
The older woman stood quietly, her hands folded in front of her, and watched as shelit the oil lamp and
set the table for two. Allegraonly had one chair; she was about to Sit on the bed when Sissy abruptly
disappeared, returning afew momentslater with arickety chair of her own. She placed it at thetable,
then sat down and watched as Allegra served her aplate.

They atein slence; through the open door, they could hear the distant sounds of the First Landing
fedtivities. The night was becoming cool, so Allegra shut the door, then put some wood in the stove and
garted afire. Sissy never looked up from her meal; she ate with total concentration, never speaking while
she cleaned her plate and beckoned for seconds. Allegrawondered how long it had been since she had
egten anything except chicken and eggs. She made anote to hersdf to start bringing home leftovers from
the kitchen; manutrition might have something to do with Sissy's mentd condition. . . .

"Why areyou here?" Sissy asked.

The question was abrupt, without preamble. . . and, Allegraredized, it was the very same one shed
posed the night they first met. But they were no longer strangers, rather two friends enjoying aquiet
dinner together. How much had changed since then.

"Y ou mean, why did | come here?' Allegrashrugged. "Likel toldyou. . . | couldn't find anywhere elsein
town, so | pitchedmy .. ."

"That's not what | mean."

Allegradidn't say anything for amoment. She put her knife and fork together on her plate, folded her
hands, to and turned her gaze toward the window. Far away across the fields, she could see the house
lightsof Liberty; in that ingtant, they resembled thelights of cities she had |eft behind, the places she had
vigted. Atlanta, Ddllas, Brasilia, Mexico City . . .

"A long time ago,” she began, "l was. . . well, | wasn't rich, nor was| famous, but | had alot of money
and | was quite well known. For what | do, | mean.”

"For making music.”

"For making music, yes." She absently played with her fork, stirring some gravy |eft on her plate. "I
traveled agreat deal and was constantly in demand as acomposer. All the people | knew were artists
who were aso rich and famous." Asrich as socid collectivism would alow, at lesst; she'd learned how to
stash her overseas roydties quietly in trust funds maintained by European banks, as many people did to
avoid the domestic salary capsimposed by the Union. But it was complicated, and there was no reason
why Sissy should have to know that. "And for awhile | was satisfied with my life, but then . . . | don't
know. At some point, | stopped enjoying life. It seemed asif everyone | knew was a stranger, that the
only things they wanted were more fame, more money, and al | wanted wasto practice my art. And then
oneday, | found that | couldn't even do that anymore. . . ."

"Y ou couldn't make music?!



Allegradidn't look up. "No. Oh, | could still play"-she picked up her flute from where she had placed it
on the table-"but nothing new came to me, just variations of things I'd done before. And when it became
obviousto everyonethat | was blocked, al the people | thought were my friends went away, and | was
dore”

"What about your family?"

She felt wetness at the corners of her eyes. "No family. | never made time for that. Too busy. Therewas
once someone | loved, but . . ." Shetook adeep breath that rattled in her throat. "Well, it wasn't long
before he was gone, too.”

Allegrapicked up the napkin from her lap, daubed her eyes. "So | decided to leave everything behind, go
asfar away as| could. The Union Astronautica had started the public lottery for people who wanted to
come here. The salection was supposed to be totally random, but I met someone who knew how torig
the system. | gave him everything | owned o that I'd get awinning number, then took only what | could
cary inmy bag. And . . . well, anyway, herel am.”

"So why areyou here?’

Allegragazed acrossthe table at Sissy. Hadn't she heard anything she had just said? Just as on Earth,
everything she did was pointless-another exercise in salf-indulgence. Y et she couldn't bring hersdf to
scold her neighbor. It wasn't Sissy's fault that she was disturbed. Someone had hurt her along time ago,
andnow ...

"Excuseme. | think | need to visit the privy." Allegra pushed back her chair, sood up. "If you'd gather
the dishes and put 'em over there, I'll wash them tomorrow.”

"Okay." Sissy continued to Stare at her. "If thereés any food left, can | giveit to my chickens?’

"Sure. Why not?' Shetried not to laugh. Her best friend was alunatic who cared more about her damn
birds than anything else. "I'll be back," she said, then opened the door and stepped outside.

The night was darker than she'd expected; athick blanket of clouds had moved across the sky,
obscuring the wan light cast by Bear. She regretted not having carried alamp with her, yet the privy was
located only acouple of dozen feet behind her house, and she knew the way even in the dark.

She was halfway across the backyard, though, when she heard the soft crackle of afoot stepping upon
dry grass, somewhere close behind her.

Allegrastopped, dowly turned . . . and arod was thrust againgt her chest. "Hold it," avoice said, very
quietly. "Don't move.

Againg the darkness, she detected avague form. The rod was arifle barrel; of that she was certain,
athough she couldn't see anything else. "Sure, dl right,” she whispered, even as she redlized that the voice
had spoken in English. "Please don't hurt me.”

"Wewont, if you cooperate. We won't? That meant there were others nearby. "Where's Cecdia?’

"l don't..." It took Allegraamoment to redlize that he meant Sissy. "She'sgone. | don't know where
gheis. .. maybeat thefiesta"

By then her eyes had become dark-adapted, and she could make out the figure alittle better: a bearded
young man, probably in his early twenties, wearing a catskin serape, his eyes shaded by a broad hat. She
carefully kept her handsin sight, and athough he didn't turn it away from her, at least he stepped back a



little when he saw that she wasn't armed.

"| rather doubt that," he murmured. " She doesn't go into town much.”

"How would you know?"

A pause. "Then you know who | am.”

"I'vegot agoodidea. . . ."

"Get thisover, man," avoice whispered from behind her. "We're running out of-"

"Cam down." Theintruder hesitated, his head briefly turning toward her cabin. "Isshein there?' She
didn't answer. "Cdl her out.”

"No. Sorry, but | won't."
Helet out his breath. "Look, I'm not going to hurt her, or you either. | just want to talk to-"

"She doesn't want to talk to you." Allegraremembered the com Chris had given her. It was on her
bedside table, where she had put it before she had taken her afternoon nap. Even if she could get to it,
she wasn't sure how much difference it would make. The Proctors were along way off, and these men
sounded asiif they were anxiousto leave. "If you want to spesk to her, you're going to haveto go in there
yoursdlf."

Hetook a step toward the cabin. "Carlos, damniit!" the one behind her snapped. "We don't have time for
thig Let'sgo!"

Carlos. Now she knew who hewas, even if she had only suspected it before: Carlos Montero, one of
the origind settlers. The teenager who had sailed alone down the Great Equatorid River, charting the
southern coast of Midland the year after the Alabama arrived. Like the other colonists, he'd vanished
into the wildernesswhen the Glorious Destiny showed up. Now he was back.

"SoyoureRigil Kent," shewhispered. " Glad to make your acquaintance.”

"Guess they found my note." He chuckled softly. "I imagine Chris doesn't have much good to say about
r],E.ll

"Neither does his mother. Please, just leave her done.™
"Look, | don't want to push this." He lowered hisgun. "Would you just deliver amessage.. . . 7"

"Damnit!" Now the second figure camein sight; Allegrawasn't surprised to see that he wasn't much
older than Carlos, dso wearing a poncho and carrying arifle. He grasped hisfriend'sarm, pulling him
away. "Timesup, man! Moveor loseit!"

"Cut it out, Barry." Carlos shook off hishand, looked at Allegraagain. "Tell her Susan'sal right, that
she'sdoing well, and so'sWendy. Tell her that we miss her, and if she ever changes her mind, dl she has
todois..."

A brilliant flash from the direction of the landing field. For amoment Allegrathought someone was
shooting off fireworks, then the hollow thud of an explosion rippled across the Shuttlefield asabdl of fire
rose above the settlement. She suddenly knew what it was: one of the Long Journey shuttles blowing up.

"That'sit! We're out of here!" Barry turned to run, sprinting away into the dark marshland behind the



shacks. "Gol"

Y et Carloslingered for another moment. Now Allegra could see him clearly; there was aruthless grin on
hisface as helooked at her onelast time. "And one morething,” he said, no longer bothering to keep his
voice low, "and you can passthis along to Chris or whoever dse. . . Coyote belongsto usl" He jabbed

afinger toward the explosion. "Rigil Kent was herel”

And then he was gone, loping off into the swamp. In another moment he had vanished, leaving behind the
shouts of angry and frightened men, the rank odor of burning fuel.

Wrapping her arms around hersalf, Allegrawalked back to the cabin. As she turned the corner, shewas
surprised to find Sissy standing outside the door. She watched the distant conflagration, her face without
emotion. Allegrasaw that she clutched her flute.

"Hereturned." Her voice was a hoarse whisper. "I knew hewould."

"l ...l saw him." Allegracame closer, intending to comfort her. "He was outside. He told meto tell
you..."

"I know. | heard everything . . . every word."

And then sheraised the flute, put it to her mouth, and began to play the opening bars of " Jerusdem.”
Flawlesdy, without asingle missed note.

The shuttle burned all night; by morning it was a blackened skeleton that lay inthe
center of the landing field. Fortunately, the blaze didn't spread to the rest of Shuttlefield; Allegrawould
later learn that the townspeople, upon redizing that their homes weren't in danger, abandoned al efforts
at forming a bucket brigade and spent the rest of the night dancing around the burning spacecraft,
throwing empty dejugsinto the pyre. It wasthe highlight of First Landing Day, one people would talk
about for along timeto come.

Later that day, Chris Levin came out to check on his mother. She was through feeding the chickens,
though, and didn't want to talk to him. The door of her shack remained shut even after he pounded on it,
and after awhile he gave up and walked over to visit Allegra. Shetold him that they'd spent aquiet
evening in her house and were unaware of any trouble until they heard the explosion. No, they hadn't
seen anyone; did he know who was responsible? Chris didn't seem entirely satisfied by her answer, but
he didn't chdlengeit, either. Allegrareturned the com held lent her, and he left once again.

In the months to come, asthe last warm days faded away and the long autumn set in, she continued to
make flutes. Once she had enough, she began selling them to shops and kiosks. Most of those who
purchased them didn't know how to play them, so she began giving lessons, &t first in Shuttlefield, thenin
Liberty. By midwinter she was holding weekly seminarsin the community center, and earning enough that
shewas eventualy ableto quit her job as adishwasher. Some of her students turned out to have talent,
and it wasn't long before she had trained enough musicians to form the Coyote Wood Ensemble.

One morning, she awoke to see thefirgt flakes of snow faling upon the marshes. Winter was coming, and
yet shedidn't fed the cold. Instead, for the first time in many years, she percelved a muse whose voice
she hadn't heard in many years. She picked up her flute, put it to her lips, and without thinking about what
she was doing, began to play an unfamiliar melody; for her, it sounded like a song of redemption. When
shewas done, there were tearsin her eyes. Two days later, she taught it to her students. She called the
piece"Cecdia”

Despiteinvitationsto moveto Liberty, sheremained in Shuttlefield, living in the smal one-room cabin on



the outskirts of town. Every morning, just after sunrise, she sat outside and waited for her neighbor to
finish feeding the chickens. Then, regardless of whether the days were warm or if there was snow on the
ground, they would practice together. Two women, playing the flute, watching the sun come up over
Shuttlefield.

And waiting. Waiting for the return of Rigil Kent.

Part 2 BENJAM'N THE UNBEL'EVER (from the memoirs

of Benjamin Harlan)

Three days after | betrayed the prophet, the hunting party from Defiance found meat the
base of Mt. Shaw: garving, bardly conscious, more dead than dlive. At least so I'm told; that part of my
memory isablank spot. The hunters fashioned alitter from tree branches, then tied meto it and dragged
me back to their hidden settlement. | dept for the next two days, waking up only now and then, often
screaming from nightmaresthat | don't remember.

| went into the wilderness of Midland aong with thirty-one people, including their leeder, the Reverend
Zoltan Shirow. | was the only one who came back out. So far as| know, the rest are dead, including the
woman | loved. | tried to save them, but | couldn't. Indeed, perhaps only God could have saved

them . .. and if Zoltan isto be believed, then God had His own plansfor him.

| begin my story here so you'll know, from the beginning, that it endsin tragedy. Thisisadark tale, no
two ways about it. Zoltan's discipleswere in search of spiritua transformation; | wish | could believe that
they achieved their god, yet theré's no way of knowing, for when the time came for me to stand with
them, | fled for my life. Though my motives were base and sdf-serving, I'm the only one who survived.

A lot of time has passed since then, but I've never spoken about what happened until now. Not just
because what | endured has been too painful to recall, but also because I've had to give mysdlf timeto
understand what happened. Guilt is aterrible burden, and no one who considers himself to be a decent
person should ever have to shoulder the blame for abandoning someone he loved.

Thisismy testament: the final days of Zoltan Shirow, God's messenger to Coyote, astold by Ben Harlan,
hislast remaining follower. Or, as Zoltan liked to cal me, Benjamin the Unbdliever.

The prophet fell from the sun on a cold winter morning, his coming heraded not by the
trumpets of angels but by the sonic boom of an orbita shuttle. | was standing at the edge of the
snow-covered landing field as the spacecraft gently touched down, waiting to unload freight from the
starship that had arrived a couple of daysearlier. | liketo think that, if I had known who was aboard, |
might have called in dck, but the truth isthat it wouldn't have mattered, because Zoltan probably would
have found me anyway. Just as Jesus needed Judas to fulfill hisdestiny, Zoltan needed me. . . and |
needed the job.

Good-paying jobs were tough to find in Shuttlefield. I'd been on Coyote for nearly seven months, alittle
more than ayear and ahalf by Earth reckoning. My ship, the Long Journey -full name, the WHSS Long
Journey to the Galaxy in the Spirit of Social Collectivism -was the third Union Astronautica ship to
reach 47 Ursae Mg oris. On the strength of awinning number on alottery ticket and promises of a better
life on the new world, I'd spent forty-eight yearsin biostasis to get away from the Western Hemisphere
Union, only to find that the same people who ran the show back there were also in charge out here. And
that's how | found myself huddled in aleaky tent, eating creek crab stew and wondering how a smart guy
like me had been rooked so badly, when the fact of the matter isthat I'm not very smart and the systemiis



rigged to take advantage of losers. So screw socia collectivism and the horseit rode in on. On second
thought, let's eat the horse-if we had oneto eat, that is-and | et the guys who came up with collectivist
theory go screw themsalves.

When it was announced, in thefirst week of Barchid,C .Y . 05, that the fourth Union ship from Earth-the
WHSS Magnificent Voyage to the Stars in Search of Social Collectivism , or the Magnificent
Voyage for short-had entered the system and would soon be making orbit around Coyote, | wasthe first
person in lineat the community hal in Liberty for thejob of unloading freight from its shuttles. Literaly the
firgt; there were nearly three hundred guys behind me, waiting for a Union Guard soldier to open the door
and let usin. During the warm seasons, we would have been working on the collective farms, but it was
the middle of Coyote's 274-day winter and jobs were scarce, so | waswilling to stand in the cold for
three hoursjust for the chance to schlep cargo containers.

Andthat'swhy | wasat thelanding fied in Shuttlefield that morning, samping my feet in the snow and
blowing in my hands as | watched the gangway come down from the shuttle's belly. Thefirst people off
were the pilot and copilot; perhaps they were expecting a brass band, because they stopped and stared
at the dozen or so guysin patched-up parkas who looked asif they hadn't eaten a decent meal in six
months. A Guard officer emerged from the crowd, saluted them, murmured afew words, then led them
away. Poor bastards-nearly ahalf century in space, only to find starving peasants. | felt sorry for them,
but envied them even more. As members of Magnificent Voyage 'sflight crew, they'd have the benefit
of warm houses and good food before they reboarded the starship to make the long return flight to Earth.
They werejust passing through; the rest of us were stuck here.

The passengers came next, asteady parade of men, women, and children, every one of them with the
shaved heads and shuffling gait of those who've recently emerged from the dreamless coma of biogtasis.
Thelr duffel bags were stuffed with the few belongings they'd been dlowed to bring from Earth, their
parkas and caps were clean and new, and not one of them had any clue asto where they were or what
they'd gotten themsalvesinto. One by one, they stepped off the ramp, squinted against the bright sunlight,
looked around in confusion, then followed the person in front of them, who didn't have aclue asto where
he or shewas going ether. Fresh meat for Coyote. | found mysalf wondering how many of them would
make it through their first year. We'd aready lost more than forty colonists to hunger, cold, disease, and
predators. The cemetery outside Liberty had room for plenty more.

About thirty people had come down the gangway when there was a pause in the procession. At first |
thought everyone had disembarked, until | remembered that the shuttles had a passenger load of sixty.
There had to be more; the shuttleswouldn't fly down half-full. | had just turned to the guy next to
me-Jaime Hodge, one of my camp buddies-and was about to say something like What's the holdup?
when his eyes widened.

"Holy crap,” Jame murmured. "Would you look at that?"

| looked around to see afigure in a hooded white robe step through the hatch. At first | thought it wasa
Savant-just what we needed, another goddamn posthuman-but quickly realized | was wrong. For one
thing, Savants wore black; for another, there was dso ahuge bulge on hisback, asif he was carrying an
oversize pack beneath hisrobe. He kept his head lowered, so | couldn't see hisface.

And right behind him, along line of men and women, each wearing identical robes. A few had their cowls
pulled up, but most had let them fall back on their shoulders; unlike the other passengers, they weren't
carrying bags. What redly set them apart, though, was an air of implacable cam. No hesitation, no
uncertainty; they followed their leader asif they knew exactly where they were going. Some actudly
amiled. I'd seen dl kinds come off the shuttles, but never anything like this.



Thefirst guy stepped off the ramp, stopped, turned around. Everyone behind him hated; they silently
watched as he bent over. The shuttle's thrusters had melted away the snow, exposing charred grass and
baked mud; he scooped up afistful of dirt, then he rose and looked at the people behind him. He said
something | didn't quite catch-"the promised land” was dl | heard-before everyone on the ramp began to
ydl:

"Amen!”

"Thank you, Reverend!"

"Haldujah!"

"PraisetheLord!"

"Oh, yeah. Gotdl it on the mountain." Jaime glanced at me. "All we need now, abunchof . . ."

Then his mouth sagged open, and so did mine, for at that instant the leader opened hisrobe and let it
drop to hisfeet, and everyone got their first good look at who-or what-had just come to Coyote.

Two great wingsthe color of brown suede unfolded from his back. They expanded to full length,
reveding serrated tips and delicate ribbing benegth the thin skin. Then he turned, and hisface was
revealed. Narrow eyeswere sunk deep within a skull whose jaw had been enlarged to provide room for
apair of sharp fangs; above his broad mouth, a nose shortened to become a snout. His ears were
oversize, dightly pointed at thetips. Like everyone e sg's, his body had been shaved before he had
entered biostas's, yet dark stubble was growing back on hisbarrel chest. Hisarmswere thick and
muscular, his hands deformed claws with talonsfor fingers.

A murmur swept through the crowd as everyone shrank back; only the gargoyle remained cam. Indeed,
it dmogt seemed asif he was relishing the moment. Then he smiled-benignly, like hewasforgiving us-and
bowed from thewai s, folding his handstogether asif in supplication.

"Sorry," he said, hisvoice oddly mild. "Didn't mean to shock you."

A couple of nervous laughs. He responded with agrin that exposed hisfangs once more. "If you think
I'mweird," he added, cocking athumb toward the hatch behind him, "wait'll you get aload of the next

auy.
Revulson gave way to laughter. "Hey, man!" Jameydlled. "Can you fly with those things?*

Irritation crossed hisface, quickly replaced by a self-deprecating smile. "I don't know," hesaid. "L et me
try."

Motioning for everyoneto give him room, he stepped away from his entourage. He bent dightly forward,
and the batlike wings spread outward to their full span-nearly eight feet, impressve enough to raiseafew

gasps.

"He's never going to makeit," someone murmured. "Air'stoo thin." And hewasright, of course.

Coyote's atmospheric pressure at sealevel was about the same as that of Denver or Albuquerque back
on Earth. Oh, swoops had no trouble flying here, nor did skeeters, or any of the other birds and bugs that
had evolved on thisworld. But awinged man? No way.

If the gargoyle heard this, though, he didn't pay attention. He shut his eyes, scrunched up hisface, took a
deep breeth, held it . . . and the wings flapped feebly, not giving him so much asan inch of lift.



He opened one eye, peered at Jaime. "Am | there yet?' Then he looked down at hisfeet, saw that they
hadn't lft the ground. "Aw, shucks. . . dl thisway for nothing."

By then everyone was whooping it up. It was the funniest thing weld seen in months. . . and believe me,
there wasn't much to laugh about on Coyote. The batman's followers joined in; they could take ajoke.
He let the laughter run its course, then he folded hiswings and stood erect.

"Now that weve met," he said, speaking loudly enough for al to hear, "let me introduce mysdf. I'm
Zoltan Shirow . . . the Reverend Zoltan Shirow . . . founding pastor of the Church of Universal
Transformation. Don't be scared, though . . . we're not looking for donations.” That earned a couple of
guffaws. "Thisismy congregation,” he continued, gesturing to the people behind him. "Werefer to
oursalves as Universdids, but if you want, you can cal usthe guysin the white robes.

A few chuckles. "Were asmall, nondenominationa sect, and we've come herein search of religious
freedom. Like | said, werre not looking for money, nor are we trying to make converts. All we want to
doisbe ableto practice our beliefsin peace.”

"What do you mean, universd transformation?' someone from the back of the crowd called out.

"Y ou're pretty much looking at it." That brought some more laughs. " Serioudy, though, once we've set up
camp, you're all welcometo drop by for avisit. Tell your friends, too. And we'd likewise appreciate any
hospitality you could show us. . . thisisal new to us, and Lord knows we could use dl the help we can

oet.

He stopped, looked around. "For starters, is there anyone here who could show us where we can put
oursalves? No need for anyone to haul anything . . . we can carry our own belongings. Just someone to
show usaround.”

Tothisday, | don't know why | raised my hand. Perhapsit was because | was charmed by a dude who
looked like a bat and spoke like a stand-up comedian. Maybe | was just interested in finding out who
these people were. | may have even wanted to seeif they had anything | could beg, borrow, or sted. A
few others volunteered, too, but Shirow saw mefirst. Almost a random, he pointed my way.

And that's how it al began. Assmple asthat.

The Universalists had brought a lot of stuff with them, much more than they would have
normally been dlowed under Union Astronauticaregulations. Their belongings were clearly marked by
the stenciled emblem of their sect-ared circle enclosing awhite Gaglic cross-aong with their individua
names. As | watched, each church member claimed at least two bags, and they till left severd large
containers behind in the shuttl€'s cargo bay. True to Shirow's word, though, they politely declined

assi stance from anyone who offered to help carry their stuff; two members stayed behind to safeguard
the containers until someone came back for them. And so | fell in with the Universdists, and together we
walked into town.

It's hard to describe just how awful Shuttlefield wasin those days. Adjectiveslike stinking ,
impoverished , or filthy don't quite cut it; um and hellhole are good approximations, but they don't
get close enough. Zoltan didn't seem to notice any of this. He strode through Shuttlefield asif hewasa
papa envoy, ignoring the hard-eyed stares of hucksters salling handmade clothes from ther kiosks,
artfully stepping past whoreswho tried to offer their services. At first | marched with him, pointing out the
location of bathhouses and garbage pits, but he said little or nothing; his dark gaze roved acrossthe town,
taking in everything yet never sopping. After awhile | found myself unable to keep up with him. Faling



back into the ranks of his congregation, | found myself walking alongside asmall figure whose hood was
gl raised.

"Doen't gpeak much, doeshe?' | murmured.
"Oh, no," shereplied. "Zoltan likesto tak. Hejust waits until he has something to say.”

Glancing down at her, | found mysalf gazing into the most beautiful pair of blue-green eyes|'d ever seen.
The girl wasn't more than nineteen or twenty, only half my age, and so petite that it seemed asif she
would wilt in the cold; yet she carried about her an air of cam that seemed to make her invulnerable to
the winter chill. She met my eye, favored mewith adelicate smile.

"Jugt wait," sheadded. "You'll see”
"That'sassuming | hang around long enough.” | didn't mean it to sound insulting, but it came out that way.
Shelet it pass. "Y ou're with us now, aren't you?"'

"Well, yeah, but I'm trying to find a place for you to camp." We were near the middle of town. "Were
not going to find anything if we kegp going thisway."

"What about over there?' Thisfrom aman walking aong behind us; likethe girl, hishooded cloak lent
him a monkish appearance. He pointed to asmall bare spot of ground between two camps. "We could
put..."

"Oh, no, you don't." | shook my head. "That belongs to the Cutters Guild. And next to them is New
Frontiersturf, the people who came on the second ship. Set up here, and you'rein for afight.”

The girl shook her head. "We don't wish to quarrdl with anyone." Then shelooked at me again. "What do
you mean by ‘turf'?'

That led meto try to explain how things worked in Shuttlefield. "And what do the authorities have to say
about this?' she asked. "We weretold that there was alocal government in place.”

"Government?" | couldn't help but laugh out loud. "It'sajoke. Shuttlefield's run by the Centra
Committee. . . Matriarch Hernandez and her crew, Union Astronautica officersfrom Glorious Destiny .
Werarely seethem down here.. . . they'redl in Liberty. So far asthey're concerned, everyone hereis
just asupply of cheap labor. Aslong aswe dont riot or burn the place down, they don't give a shit how
welive"

The girl blanched. "What about the Guard?' she asked. "Aren't they supposed to protect the colony?'

"Look around.” | waved ahand across the shantytown surrounding us. ™Y ou think there'slaw here? I've
known guyswho've had their throats cut just because they didn't pay their rent on time, and the Guard
didntdo...um, squat about it. Samefor the Proctors. . . the blueshirts, we call 'em. They work for the
Committee, and their main job is making sure the satus quo is maintained.”

"So why don't you leave?' Thisfrom the man waking behind us. "Why stay hereif it's so bad?"

| shrugged. "Where would we go?' Before he could answer that, | went on. "Oh, sure, New Floridasbig
enough for another colony, and there's awhol e planet that hasn't been explored . . . but once you get
outside the perimeter defense system, you're on your own, and there are things out there that'll kill you
before you can bat an eye.”



"So no one has | ft?"

"Theorigind colonigs did. That was along time ago, though, and no one has seen ‘em since. Generally
speaking, people who come here stay put. Safety in numbers. It ain't much, but at least it's something.” |
shook my head. "All hail the glories of socid collectivism and dl that crap.”

A look passed between them. "1 takeit you don't believein collectivist theory,” the girl said, very quietly.

Back on Earth, publicly criticizing socid collectivism could earn you asix-week stay in arehab clinic and
temporary loss of citizenship. But Earth wasforty-six light-years away; so asfar as most peoplein
Shuttlefield were concerned, | could have stood on an outhouse roof to proclaim that Karl Marx enjoyed
sex with farm animas, and no one would have cared. "I'm not abeliever, no."

"Sowhat do you believe?'

Zoltan Shirow had stopped, turned to look back at me. I'd later learn that there wasllittle that his ears
couldn't pick up. For the moment, though, there was this smple question. Everyone cameto a hdt; they
wanted to hear my answer.

"l ... I dont believein anything,” | replied, embarrassed by the sudden attention.
"Ah. ..l see" Hiseyesboreinto mine. "Not even God?"
Silence. Eveninthefrigid cold, | felt an uncomfortablewarmth. "I ... 1 ... 1 don't know."

"So you believe in nothing." Shirow nodded almost sadly. "Pity.” Then he turned to look around. "So tell
me. . . where should we pitch our tents?'

Sofar as| could see, there was nowhere these people could set up camp. All the available, turf had
aready been clamed. "Therésafew acresjust south of here" | said, pointing in the direction I'd been
leading them. "That's where everyone from your ship isbeing put.”

"Thank you, but wed rather have some privacy. Isthere anyplace e 27

The only vacant arealeft was out near the svamps where the tall grass hadn't yet been cut down. Sissy
Levinand AllegraDiSilvio lived out there; but Sissy wasinsane, and Allegrawas a hermit, so people
tended to leave them alone. | figured that was as good a place as any for the Church of Universal
Transformation.

"Over there" | said. "There's only acouple of people out that way."
Shirow nodded. "Very well, then. That'swherewell go."
"Y ou're going to have ahard time. It hasn't been cleared yet."

"WEell manage. Y ou know why?' | didn't answer, and he smiled. "Because | beievein you ." Then he
turned to hisfollowers. "Comeon.. . . that'swhere werre going.”

Asone, without so much asasingle word or question, they turned and began to follow Shirow ashe
marched off in the direction I'd indicated. Astonished, | watched as one white-robed acolyte after
another waked past me, heading toward a place I'd picked almost at random. So far asthey knew, |
could have sent them toward aboid nest, yet they trusted me. . . .

No. They trusted him . With absolute, unquestioning faith that what he said wasright. | was still staring
after them when the girl stopped. She turned, and came back to me. Once again | found myself attracted



by those bright green eyes, thet air of invulnerability.
"Do you want abetter life?" she asked. | nodded dumbly. "Then come aong.”

Why?

"Because | believein you, too." Then shetook my hand and led me away.

The Church of Universal Transformation had come to Coyote well prepared for lifein
thewild: thirty-one dome tents complete with their own solar heaters, with room for threein each;
brand-new deeping bags, hand and power tools of dl kinds, aong with a couple of portable RTF
generatorsto run the dectric lamps they strung up around the campsite; a ninety-day supply of
freeze-dried vegetarian food; adequate clothing for both winter and summer; pads|oaded with asmall
library of books about wilderness surviva, homesteading, and craft-making; medica suppliesfor nearly

every contingency.

All thesericheswere carefully packed inside the cargo containers; once | showed them the unclaimed
marshland outside town, fifteen men went back to the landing field and unloaded the crates from the
shuttle, lugging the crates across Shuttlefield past townspeople who watched with curiosity and envy.
When | asked how they'd managed to get around the strict weight limitations imposed by the Union
Asdtronauitica, they merely smiled and gave noncommittal answers. After awhile | gave up, figuring that
the church had greased afew palms here and there. Compared to the miserable living conditions endured
by everyone esein Shuttlefidd, the Universalists were ready to livelike kings.

Y et they weren't lazy. Far from it; as soon asthey had al their gear, they took off their robes, put on
parkas, unpacked their tools, and went to work. A half dozen men used scythes and hand axesto clear
away the spider bush and sourgrass, while severd more picked up shovels and began digging afire pit
and the women erected tents and foraged for wood. Although they weren't yet acclimated to Coyote's
thin air, they seldom rested and they never complained; they smiled and laughed as they went about their
labors. When one person needed to take a breather, another person smply picked up where he or she
hed |ft off.

During dl this, the Reverend Shirow walked among them, wearing awool tunic with long ditson its back
through which hiswings protruded. Now and then he'd take afew whackswith an ax or lend ahand with
ashove, yet he didn't do much work himsdf; instead he supervised everyone, ingtructing them where and
how to do their jobs, sometimes pausing to share afew quiet words with one church member or another.
Zoltan's private tent was the first to go up, though, and once it was ready for occupancy it wasn't long
before he vanished into it. No one seemed to mind; it was asif he had the right to excuse himsdf while his
followers busted their asses.

After alittlewhile | found myself joining in. | told mysdlf that | had nothing € se worth doing that day, that
I'd get paid for helping unload their suff from the shuttle. The truth of the matter was that these people
fascinated me, and | wanted to bewith them. . . .

W, no. Not quite. One of them fascinated me: the girl | had met earlier. Her name was Greer-no one
used their last names, and | never learned hers-and when she shed her shapelessrobe, | saw that she
was one of the most beautiful women | had ever seen. So, yeah, sex was on my mind, but if getting laid
was my only consideration, | could have just as easily bargained an hour or two with one of the ladies at
the Sugar Shack. Greer was different; she had accepted me without reservation, despite the fact that |
was stranger in dirty clothes, and had told me that she believed in me even though I'd aready told her
leader that | didn't believein God or, by extension, he himself.



When you meet someone like Greer, al you want to do is become part of her world. So | put aside my
reluctance, picked up ashovel, and spent the better part of the day helping afew guys dig a couple of
deep-pit latrines. It didn't put me any closer to Greer, sSince she was one of the women erecting the tents,
but | figured that | had to take this dowly, show her that | wasn't just a creek cat on the prowl.

And it seemed to work. Every now and then, when | paused to rest, I'd spot her nearby; sheld look in
my direction, favor me with ashy smile, then go back to what she was doing. | considered crawling out
of the pit and going over to chat with her, but none of the men with whom | was working-Boris, Jm,
Renddo, Dex-showed any sign of dacking off, so | decided that it would send thewrong signdl. | dug
and | dug and | dug, and got blisters on my hands and dirt in my teeth, and told myself that | wasjust
helping out some newcomers, when dl | redlly wanted to do was look into those lovely eyes once more.

They didn't stop working until Umawent down and twilight was setting in. By then most of theland had
been cleared; the tentswere al up, and abonfire was crackling in the stone-ringed pit in the middle of
camp. That time of evening, most of the colonistswould trudge down the road to Liberty, where they'd
gtand in line outside the community hal to be doled out some |eftover creek crab stew. The Universdists
were serving stew, too, but it wasn't sour crap made from native crustaceans, it was athick curry of rice
and red beans. No one made abig ded of inviting meto join them for dinner; one of the women just
handed me a bowl and spoon, and a couple of men moved aside to let mejoin the circle around thefire.
Much to my surprise, abottle of dry red wine made itsway around the circle; everyone took asip before
passing it on, but no one seemed intent on getting drunk. Instead, it was donein arituaigtic sort of way,
like taking communion in church.

Conversation was light, mostly about the trouble everyone had bresthing the rarefied air, how hard it was
to break ground in midwinter. Soon the stars began to come out, and they al stopped to admire the sight
of Bear risng above the horizon. Greer sat across the fire from me; shelooked up now and then, smiling
when she caught my eye, but no words were spoken between us. | wasin no hurry to rush the matter.
Indeed, it felt asif | were among friends.

Through all this, Zoltan sat cross-legged at the edge of the fire, surrounded by his followers and yet aoof,
involved in the small talk but somehow disengaged, a batlike form whose shadowed features were made
eldritch by the dancing flames. After everyone had eaten, and the bottle had made itsway around, he
gently cleared histhroat. Conversation stopped as dl eyesturned toward him.

"l think," he said, "the time has come to offer prayer."

His congregation put down their plates and spoons, bowed their heads, and shut their eyes. | ducked my
head alittle, but didn't close my eyes; | haven't prayed since | waslittle kid, and didn't see much reason
to start again.

"Lord," Zoltan began, "thank you for bringing us safdy to thisworld, and for alowing usto find anew
home here. We thank you for thisfirst day on Coyote, and for the blessing of our fellowship. We pray
that you'l let us continue in the spirit of the vision reveded during the Holy Transformation, and that our
mission herewill be successful.”

Thinking that he was done, | looked up, only to find that everyone was still looking down. Embarrassed,
my first impulse was to bow my head again . . . yet then | saw that Shirow's eyes were open and he was
gazing a me from acrossthefire pit.

In that moment, there were Ssmply the two of us: the preacher and the atheist, the chimera and the human,
separated by flames yet bound together by silence. No one else was watching; no one el se could seeinto
the place where we had met.



"Wethank you for your gift," Zoltan said, never taking his eyesfrom mine. "Benjamin Harlan, who claims
to be an unbeliever, yet who has labored with us and now shares our company. We welcome him asa
friend, and hope that he will remain with us through the daysto come." My expression must have amused
him, for he smiled ever so dightly. "For al these blessngs" hefinished, "we offer our devotion in your
name. Amen."

"Amen," the Universdists murmured, then they opened their eyes and raised their heads. Many looked
toward me, smiling asthey did so. Uneasy by this attention, | hastily looked away . . . and found Greer
gazing a me, her face solemn, her eyes questioning.

"Umm. .. amen," | mumbled. "Thanks. | appreciateit.” | picked up my plate, started to rise. "Where
should | takethis? | mean, foritto. . . y'’know, be cleaned.”

"Y ou mean no onetold you?' Dex asked. "Y ou're doing the dishes tonight.”

Everyone laughed, and that broke the moment. "Oh, c¢mon,” Zoltan said. "Don't worry about it. You're
our guest. Stay with usawhile.”

"No, redly . . . I've got to get back to camp.”
"Why? Isthere something else you need to do tonight?*

How did he know that? How had he come to the realization that there was nothing that required my
urgent attention? | had been adrifter before | had cometo Coyote, and little had changed since then.
Home was atent in the Long Journey camp; no one would break into it because | had little, other than a
filthy deeping bag, some extra clothes, and adead flashlight, that anyone would want to stedl. My place
in life was on the lowest rung of the ladder; | got by through doing odd jobs when | could find them and
living off the dolewhen | couldn. If | froze to death that night, no one would miss me; my body would
be buried in the cemetery, my few belongings claimed by anyone who might want them.

"Wel ..." | sat downagan."If youinag."

"l ingst on nothing. Anything you do should be of your own free will. But were new here, and we need a
guide, someone whao's been on Coyote for awhile. Y ou've already demonstrated awillingnessto help
us." Hegrinned. "Why not join us? We have enough to share with one more.”

Indeed, they did. I'd seen their supplies and caught myself wondering now and then how | might be able
to sneak something out of there without them noticing. Now that Zoltan was practicaly inviting meto
move in with them, such larceny was unnecessary. All | had to do was play the friendly native, and I'd
never have to cut bamboo or dig potatoes ever again.

Stll, there was no question that thiswas ardigious cult. Not only that, but they followed someone who
looked like abat. The whole thing was spooky, and | wasn't ready to start wearing awhite robe.

"And it doesn't bother you that I'mnot . . . | mean, one of you?" Several people frowned at this. "No
offense" | quickly added, "but I've already told you that I'm not a believer. Hell-I mean, heck-I don't
even know what you guysbelievein ."

That eased things abit. Frownsturned to smiles, and afew people chuckled. "Most of usweren't
believerswhen wejoined,” Renado began. "We soon learned that-"

"Y our sharing our beliefsian't necessary,” Shirow said, interrupting Renaldo with an upraised hand. "No
one herewill proselytize or try to convert you, so long as you neither say or do anything intended to
diminish our faith. Infact, | enjoy the fact that we have an atheist in our midst.” Hisface stretched into a



broad grin that exposed hisfangs. "Benjamin the Unbeliever . . . you know, | rather like the sound of
that."

More laughter, but not unkind. | found mysdlf laughing with them. | was beginning to like Zoltan;
gppearances notwithstanding, he seemed like an easygoing sort of guy. And his people weren't al that
weird, once you got to know them. Another glance at Greer, and | redlized again that 1'd like to get to
know her most of dl.

"Well, if it's Gunga Din you're looking for, I'm your man." | stood up, brushed off the back of my
trousers. "I'll come back tomorrow and bring my stuff with me.”

"Just likethat?' Zoltan looked a me askance. "Don't you have any questions?"

Once again, | was being put on the spot. Everyone gazed a me, awaiting my response. It seemed asif
Zoltan was testing me in some way, trying to find out where | was coming from. Oh, | had plenty of
questions, al right, but | didn't want to screw the deal. So | picked the most obvious one.

"Sure, | do," | said. "How come you look the way you do?"

The smiles vanished, replaced by expressions of reverence. Some turned their eyestoward thefire;
othersfolded their hands together, looked down at the ground. For amoment | thought 1'd blown it.
Greer didn't look away, though, nor did Zoltan.

"A good question,” he said quietly, "and one that deserves an answer.” Then he shook his head. "But not
tonight. Come back tomorrow, and perhaps well tell you. . . if and when you're ready for the truth.”

Hefdl slent once more. My audience with him was over; | was being excused. | mumbled aclumsy
good-bye, then left the warmth of the campfire and began trudging back through the cold to my squdid
littletent. Yet | didn't fed humiliated. The opposite, in fact. | had just sumbled upon the best scam since
Abraham, and dll | had to do was go aong for theride.

Or at least s0 | thought. What | didn't know was where the ride would eventualy take one.

Next morning, | packed up my gear, folded my tent, and bid a not-so-fond farewdl to
Long Journey turf. The camp chief was surprised to see me go, but hardly choked up about it; hed
never liked me very much, and the fedling was mutual. Hedd lose rent for awhile, but anew ship had just
arrived and eventudly he'd find some poor bastard who'd want my space. Thefew friends | had there
were surprised aswell, and a couple of them tried to get meto tell them where | was headed, but | kept
my mouth shut; | didn't want anyone else horning in on the act. Jaimetried to follow me, but | sidetracked
him by cutting through Trappers Guild turf. By the time he finished gpologizing to them, | wason thedirt
road |leading to the edge of town.

The Universadists weren't shocked when | regppeared; in fact, they were expecting me. Renado and
Ernst took onelook at the ragged tent | tried to pitch near their own and pronounced it to be
uninhabitable; for then, 1'd share quarters with them. Clarice wrinkled her nose when she saw my clothes;
burn them, she said, they had plenty to spare. They didn't have an extra deeping bag, unfortunately, but
Arthur relieved me of mine and took it away to be washed. And then everyone agreed that | smelled
nearly as bad as the stuff I'd brought with me; before | had a chance to object, water had been boiled,
tarps had been erected around a collgpsible washtub, and | was being treated to my first hot bath in so
long that 1'd forgotten what it waslike. Nor did | haveto do it alone; while Angelawashed my feet, Doria
rinsed my hair, and neither of them took offense at the embarrassing devel opment that soon occurred



between my legs.

| emerged from my bath feeling as clean asthe day | was born, wearing clothes so fresh that they
crinkled as | walked. And the treatment wasn't over yet; while | was washing up, Greer made breakfast
for me. It waslight fare-abowl of hot oatmeal, a couple of dices of fresh-baked bread, a cup of
vegetable juice-but it was much better than what | had been eating for the last year. | ate Sitting
cross-legged on the ground in front of thefire pit; Greer sat a my Sde, slently watching as| wolfed
everything down. | had to restrain mysalf from licking the bowl, and when | was done, | turned to her.

"That was the best"-1 covered my mouth to stifle abelch-"breskfast I've had in years. Thanks."

"Y ou're welcome. And thank you for coming back. Were glad to have you with us." She paused, and
added, "And so is Zoltan. He asked meto tell you that.”

"Uh-huh." Although church memberswere hard at work al around us, continuing to put the camp
together, Zoltan was nowhere to be seen. "Whereis he, anyway?"

"In communion with Byron." Greer nodded toward histent, acouple of dozen feet away. It occupied the
center of the campsite; | noticed that its door flap was closed. "He spends time alone with one of us each
day, in meditation. Wetry to respect their privecy.”

| remembered how he had made himself absent the day before, while everyone el se wasworking. "And
who decideswho getsto, um, meditate with him?"

"He does, of course. He picks someone with whom to share communion, takeshim or her into histent.”
She pointed to her |eft forearm. ™Y ou know who it is because they'll wear ablack sash around their arm.
That meansthey're excused from their chores for the rest of the day, so that they may contemplate the
lesson Zoltan has given them." She gave meady wink. "So of course we're very happy about it when
Zoltan summonsone of us,” she quietly added, asif |etting mein on asecret. "It means we get aday off."

Communion, my ass. | knew afredoader when | saw one. | had to admit, though, that extending the
same privilege each day to one of hisfollowers was a smart move; it kept thetroopsin line. But | kept
my opinion to mysdf. "I'm sure he'sbusy. I'll just have to catch up with him some other time.”

"Umm. .." She hestated. "Onething you should know isthat you don't gpproach him first. When he's
ready to speak to you, hewill . . . but you'll have to wait for that moment. Then you can talk to him."

| nodded, trying to keep apoker face. "Still, thereésalot I'd liketo ask him. After dl, he left me hanging
last night.”

"Wedll, for sarters, why helookslikea. . ."

Greer's hand darted forth to cover my mouth. lan happened to be walking past at that moment; he cast a
dark look in my direction, then hastened away, carrying an armload of fresh-cut sourgrassto abonfire
burning nearby. Greer watched him go, then removed her hand from my face. "We found something
queer earlier thismorning," she said, her voice alittle more loud than usud. "A plant of some sort. We
were hoping you could tell uswheat it is”

| glanced again a Zoltan's tent. He'd already demonsirated akeen sense of hearing. "Sure,” | said,
picking mysdlf off the ground. "That'swhy I'm here.”

Greer showed mewhere | could wash my plate and bowl, then led me through the camp, taking me



toward the uncleared marshland. We walked dowly, avoiding the people working around us. ™Y ou must
never speak of thisin public,”" she said, keeping her voice low. "It's a sacred thing, the very root of our
faith. Infact, | shouldn't betelling you even thismuch . . . Zoltan will, when hefedsthat you're ready.”

| shrugged. "Maybe s0, but yesterday you guys got off ashuttlein full view of severa dozen people. They
dl saw him . . . and believe me, word travelsfast in Shuttlefid d. Eveniif | don't ask, someone dse will."

"I know. The same questions we faced back on Earth." She shook her head. "Outsiders have a difficult
time understanding the Transformation, how it's central to our beliefs. That'swhy we're reluctant to speak
of it."

"Sure. . . but Zoltan invited meto join you, right? Even though he knows I'm not abeliever." She
nodded. "So if he did, and your people have accepted me, wouldn't it make sense for me to know?' She
frowned, her eyes narrowing as she considered my question. "l promisg, it'sjust between you and me.
Besides, I've dready brought my stuff over here. Take my word for it, I'm not going back anytime soon."

"Wdl . .." Sheglanced around. "But only if you won't tdl anyonel told you."

| promised her that | wouldn't. By then we were away from the center of the camp; no one elsewas
around. Greer kndt down behind a vacant tent, and in a hushed voice she told me about the Holy
Transformation of Zoltan Shirow.

It happened during the Dixie Rebellion, back in 2241 when a smal group of Southern
nationalists, nostagic for the United Republic of America-and before thet, the Civil War of the
1860s-attempted to stage an insurrection against the Western Hemisphere Union. For several months,
the Army of Dixie committed terrorist acts across the South, planting bombs in government officesin
Memphisand Atlantaand nating government officialsin Birmingham, until the Agencia Security
succeeded in breaking up the network. With most of their leaders arrested, the surviving Dixies retrested
to the hill country of eastern Tennessee, where they battled Union Guard troops dispatched to arrest
them.

One of the Guard soldiers sent in for the mop-up operation was one Corpora Zoltan Shirow, ayoung
recruit who had never seen combat duty before. His patrol was searching for a Dixie hideout near the
town of McMinnville when they were caught in an ambush that killed the rest of histeam. Criticaly
wounded, Corpora Shirow managed to escape in amaxvee, only to crash hisvehicle in a patch of
woods just outside town.

"Thisisthe Firs Station,” Greer said. "Zoltan the warrior, the snner without knowledge of God."
"All right," | said. "I got thet part. .. ."

She held up ahand. "It was then that he was discovered by the Redeemer, and brought to the Room of
Pain and Underganding.”

The Redeemer went by the name of Dr. Owen Dunn. The Universalists held aspecid placefor himin
their mythology roughly analogous to John the Baptist and Satan rolled into one, but the truth was much
more prosaic, as| later learned. Dr. Dunn had moved from Nashvilleto McMinnville some years exlier,
when he set up asmall private practice. On the surface, he gppeared to be little more than a country
doctor, mending broken bones and ddlivering babies. What no one knew was that he had secretly
continued the research that had caused him to be dismissed from the faculty of the Vanderbilt University
School of Medicine.

Dunn wasinterested in the creation of homo superior . Unlike scientists engaged in genengineering,



though, he believed that it was possible to refashion afull-grown adult into a posthuman, using
nanoplastiosurgica techniques he had developed while a Vanderbilt. The medica school considered his
research to be unethical, though, and rightly so; Dunn could be charitably described asa quack, yet it's
more accurate to say that he was a biomedica researcher who had goneinsane. To put it in blunt-albeit
clichéd-terms, he was amad doctor.

Before leaving Vanderbilt, he stole some experimental nanites from the med school laboratory, and while
living in McMinnville he had quietly continued his research, hoping eventualy to produce a breskthrough
that would restore his standing in the scientific community. To that end, Dunn had invested hisearningsin
the surreptitious purchase of commerciad medica equipment-including acell regenerator of the type used
in hospitalsfor the cloning of new tissue-which he set up in the basement of his house. When that wasn't
aufficient, his experiments took on agothic air. He resorted to disinterring freshly buried bodiesfrom
nearby cemeteries. As Dunn himself would later admit, once he had been arrested and brought to trid,
his methods were reminiscent of Frankenstein , even though they yielded positive results. Over time, he
learned how to restructure flesh and bone from deceased donors into whatever form he desired.

The mgjor drawback, of course, was that he needed aliving person to complete hisstudies. . . and for
what he intended to do, it was unlikely that held find any volunteers. So when Dunn found the wounded
Corpora Shirow in the woods near his house, he was presented with an opportunity he couldn't pass up.

Zoltan was unconscious and close to death, but it was arelatively smple matter to remove the bullet from
his left shoulder, perform emergency surgery, and let him hedl. During thistime, the doctor kept the
soldier unconscious. Strapped down on an operating table in Dunn's basement, there was little chance of
anyonefinding him; conveniently, the Union Guard assumed that Corpora Shirow had become a
deserter. Dunn cloned samples of Shirow'stissue until he had sufficient living flesh and cartilage for his
purposes. Once he was sure that the soldier was hedlthy enough to undergo further operations, Dunn
went to work.

"Thiswas the Second Station," Greer told me. "The Redeemer transformed Zoltan into afigure he had
seen in hisdreams, an avatar of what he considered to be a perfectly adapted form.”

"A bat?' | stared at her.

"If that's how you see him, then yes, that's what helookslike. We believe that the Redeemer, however
misguided he may have been, wasworking under divineinfluence. . . that God instructed him to make a
man who would resemble Lucifer, in order to test the will of those who would meet him."

"Who came up with this?'
Greer amiled. "Zoltan did. During the Holy Transformation.”

Thosewho later investigated the incident found that Dunn had drawn inspiration from the Gustav Dore
illustrationsof The Inferno , the demons Dante described as occupying the inner circles of Hell. Y et the
worst thing that Dunn did to Zoltan was to keep the soldier conscious; because he wanted to study his
reactions, Dunn used local anesthesiawhenever possible. Asaresult, Shirow was aware of everything
that was going on, even as he lay facedown on the operating table while the doctor meticuloudy grafted
new cartilage and muscle to his shoulder blades, patiently building blood vessels and splicing nerves,
eventudly cutting fatty tissue from Zoltan's thighs and midriff when Dunn's supply of cloned flesh ran low.
In his own sick way, Dunn was brilliant; not only were the new wings not rejected, but Zoltan was
gradudly able to manipulate them.

Once that phase was successful, Dunn went to work on the soldier's face and hands. And for that, too,
Zoltan was the sole witness. The cinder-block basement had no windows, and the nearest neighbor lived



ahdf mile away. By the time Zoltan's screams were heard by aformer patient who happened to drop by
one afternoon to ddliver a gift to the good doctor, there wasllittle |eft of the lost soldier's mind.

"It was during hisordedl," Greer went on, "that Zoltan arrived at the Third Station, for while he suffered,
he heard the voice of God, telling him that there was a purpose to this.”

"Whichwas...?'

"God gave Zoltan amission.” Although she spoke in hushed tones, she looked me straight in the eye,
making sure that | understood everything she said. "He wasto spread Hisword to al who would ook
past his new form, telling them that humanity was about to undergo auniversal transformation . . . not of
the body, but of the soul." She smiled then. "Through the Redeemer's actions, God chose Zoltan to be
Hisprophet.”

Another way of looking at it wasthat Zoltan Shirow went mad. That much was clear to me, even if it
wasnt to her. During the endless hours, days, and weeks held spent in Dunn's basement lab, held
immobile while the doctor carefully reshaped his body, the patient gradudly dipped over the edge of
sanity. And no wonder; if 1'd experienced what he had been through, | probably would have been talking
to God mysdlf. The mind finds ways of degling with pain.

"You know," | said, asgently as| could, "it's possible that Zoltan may be. . ."
llCr&y?l
"| didn't say that."

"But that's what you were about to say." Greer gave me acondescending look. "We've dl heard it
before. | thought the same thing mysdlf, when | first met him. But, Ben, you haveto lisgento him. You
need to open up your heart, let him . . ."

The tent behind us rustled; another church member had come home, probably to get something from his
or her belongings. Reminded that she shouldn't be speaking to me thisway, Greer went silent. Touching
my arm, she stood up, took afew steps away from the tent.

"Let me show you what we found," she said doud. "Maybe you know what itis."

| nodded and followed her to past the edge of the cleared area. A few yards away from camp, the
sourgrass grew chest high, bowed by the winter snow. We pushed through it until Greer stopped and
pointed to severa spherica plants growing above ground. Resembling gigantic onions, their thick brown
leaves were layered with frost.

"Bl plants,” | said. "Y ou should stay clear of them.”
"Arethey dangerous?’

"Not now, no, but by spring they'll start to flower.” | pointed to the wilted stalks protruding from the tops
of the balls. "When that happens, they'll attract pseudowasps. . . and believe me, you don't want to get
sung by them.”

"Thank you. I'll tell the others." Greer stared at the plants. "Why arethey so big? Arethey fruit or
something?'

"Uh-uh. They're carnivorous.” | stepped closer to one of the bdls. "'In late autumn, just before the first
snow, svampers teke shelter in them. To hibernate, y'’know? They curl up together inside to get out of



the cold. But one or two aways die during winter, and so the plant feeds off their bodies asthey decay.
It'ssort of like. . ." | searched for theright word. "Symbiosis, | think they cdl it."

She shuddered. "Horrible.
"Just nature." | shrugged. " That's the way thingswork around here.”

It was aso much the same way Zoltan worked. Through temptation, hed managed to attract her and the
other followersto take shelter within thefolds of hiswings; it wasn't until later, oncethey were held
captive, that he fed off them.

Unfortunately, that smile didn't occur to me until sometime after. By then, it was much too late. | had
become something of aswamper mysdlf.

Winter went by the way winter does on Coyote: slowly, with every day alittle colder than
the day before. For anyone who hasn't lived here, it's hard to redlize just how long winter lastson this
world; three timeslonger than on Earth, it sometimes seems asif spring will never come. Peoplerose
early in Shuttlefield: knocking fresh snow off their shacks and checking to seeif anyone had died during
the night before trudging over to the community hall in Liberty to receive another bowl of grudl. And then
you'd havethe rest of the day to kill. Try to stay warm. Try not to do anything that would draw the
attention of the Proctors or the Union Guard. Try to stay dive. Try to stay sane.

It wasalittle lessdifficult for meto get by since l'd taken up with the Universdigts. Or at least for awhile.
They'd brought plenty of food with them, and their heated tents were aluxury no one esein Shuitlefield
had. They went about their business quietly, asmall group of pilgrimsin monkish robeswho kept to
themsel ves except when they went into town to barter spare items for whatever they might need. Inthe
first few weeks after their arrival, visitors were welcomed to their camp. No effort was spared to make
them fedl a home, until it soon become apparent that many of those who dropped by were merdly
looking for handouts. Seeing their rations running low, the Universalists reluctantly stopped being quite so
generous, and that's when the trouble began.

Thefirgt sign of friction came when Caitlin, one of the younger church members, was harassed by a
couple of Cutters as shetried to trade a power cell for apair of catskin gloves at one of the kiosks. The
craftsman tested the cell and claimed that it was depleted by 10 percent; when Caitlin ingsted that the cell
was fully charged, two Cutters who happened to be loitering nearby-or, more likdly, following the
girl-stepped in. At some point in the argument, one of them made agrab for Caitlin, saying that he
wanted to see what she was hiding beneath her robe. Caitlin managed to get away; she rushed back and
told everyone what had happened, and that evening during dinner Zoltan forbade anyone from going out
done.

A few dayslater, some New Frontiers guys sauntered into our camp, demanding to see "the
freak""-meaning Zoltan-and be fed, in no particular order. When Erngt informed them that the Reverend
Shirow wasin meditation and that we had no food to spare, they got ugly about it; one of them shoved
Erngt to the ground while two more tried take off with agenerator. That waswhen | first saw how
capable the Universdists were of defending themsalves, within moments, the intruders were surrounded
by church memberswidlding quarterstaves they'd fashioned from bamboo stalks. A few bruises|ater, the
gang was sent running; but that evening, for the first time, Zoltan declared that we would begin posting
overnight watches, with everyone taking turns guarding the camp.

Yet | can't honesily say that the Universdists were without blame. By early Machidid, the third month of
winter, their food supply was running short, and so the church members were forced to go into Liberty



every morning to eat breskfast a the community hall. It wouldn't have been so bad if they had stuck
together as agroup, but some of them took it upon themselves to take the opportunity to sit with other
colonists. . . and once they'd made their acquaintance, they couldn't resist the urge to tell them that the
Reverend Zoltan Shirow was God's chosen messenger to Coyote.

By then, I'd been alowed to know the details of the holy mission. According to Zoltan, God had told him
to seek out agroup of disciples and take them to a place where no one had gone before, where they
would spread theword of universa transformation. That was why he had brought hisfollowersto
Coyote; they'd done so by taking everything they owned-bank accounts, rea estate, persona property,
the works-and surrendering it al to the church, which in turn sold or exchanged them for berths aboard
the Magnificent Voyage , dong with dl the suppliesthey could bribe Union Agronautica officias at
Highgate into letting them carry to the new world. So it was no wonder that they had come well stocked;
some of these people had exchanged houses for tents, family fortunesfor adiet of rice and beans.

And, indeed, the people who joined the Church of Universal Transformation had come from al walks of
life. 1an had been an Al systems engineer, Renaldo a schoolteacher, Clarice an award-winning dramati<t,
Dex an atorney; many came from wealthy families, and | was surprised to find that Dorials husband-her
former husband, rather; they'd separated when she joined the church-was amember of the Union
Proletariate. Greer had been astudent of historical linguitics at the University of Colorado when she, like
the others, had heard about the former Union Guard soldier who'd undergone hideous torture at the
hands of amadman and survived to proclaim that the human race was on the verge of becoming
something new and better. None of them had been poor or ignorant; but they had al been searching for
greater meaning in their lives, something in which they could believe: arevivd of the soul, far beyond the
false promises of socia collectivism. And while countless thousands who'd heard Zoltan's message had
turned away, thissmal handful had chosen to cast aside everything e se and follow him. They'd found
contentment in the church, a purpose for existence; no wonder they wanted to share thisrevelation with
those they met, forgetting Zoltan's early promise that they wouldn't try to convert anyoneto their beliefs.

Y et they found no new disciples on Coyote. The people who'd come here had made sacrifices of their
own; their liveswere hard, and most didn't like the way they were being trested by the Matriarch
Hernandez and her cronies. Some of them weren't going to take it anymore; during the long winter,
rumors circulated through Shuttlefield about various individua s who'd suddenly vanished, packing up
their gear and heading off into the wilderness before the Guard and the Proctors knew they were gone.
But the vast mgority who'd remained behind weren't ready to surrender themselvesto a cult operated by
aguy who looked like ademon and claimed to be a prophet. The Universalists had been virtudly
unknown when they |eft Earth, but by the end of winter every person in New Floridaknew of their
beliefs. . . and no one wanted anything to do with them.

Although I lived in their camp, | wasn't amember of their church. Zoltan and | remained on friendly
terms, but he never caled meinto histent, as he often did with everyone ese. Thisdigtinction, though,
waslogt on everyone | knew in Shuttlefield. I'd had few friends before I'd moved out of the Long
Journey camp. The attitude, however, of those few | did have, changed toward me; they no longer
greeted me when | saw them in town, but walked past as quickly asthey could, refusing to make eye
contact. At first | thought it was jeal ousy-after al, | wasliving in comfort, with no other responsibilities
than to tell abunch of greenhornswhat plants or animalsto avoid-but it wasn't until 1 saw Jaime Hodge
that | learned the real reason.

Hewasin line outs de the community hal late one afternoon, waiting to belet infor dinner, when |
walked up behind him. | usudly ate dinner at camp, but | happened to be running an errand in Liberty, so
| decided to et at the hdl instead of waiting until 1 got home. Jaime glanced back when | joined the
chow line, saw me standing there, then turned away.



"How'sit going, dude?’ | asked. "Keegping warm?"
"Yeah. Sure." He looked straight ahead.

"Daysare getting alittlelonger." The sun wasn't down yet, and it was almost 1900. "Think spring is
amog sorung.”

"Could be."

| tried to think of something to say. Theleft shoulder of his parkawas becoming frayed; | could see tufts
of fiber peeking through the seam. "Y'know, | could help you with this," | said, touching hisjacket. "I
know agirl back a my camp who's good at patching. . . ."

"| can take care of it mysdlf." Jaime shook off my hand. "And if | want religion, I'll get it my ownway."
"Huh?Hey, whoa.. . . just trying to be helpful. I know someone who's good at patching up clothes. . . ."
"Y ou know what I'm talking about.”

| did, but | wasn't about to let it dide. "Jaime," | said quietly, "let metdl you something. | may be staying
with them, but I'm not with them. Y 'know what | mean?'

He seemed to think about that. Findly, he turned around, looked mein the eye. "If you're not one of
them,” he said, "then why did you park your tent over there?'

"Freefood. No rent. No hasde" | shrugged. "I'm tellin’ you, running into these guysisthe best thing that's
ever happened to me."

| wastrying to makeit light, but it didn't work. Hisface darkened, hislip curling into an ugly smirk.
"Right. All thefood you can egt, and al you haveto do is suck up to the bat.”

My face grew warm. "Now, wait aminute,” | said, taking astep closer. "If youthink . . ."

"No, you wait aminute." Jaime planted ahand against my chest, shoved me back. "Maybe I'm hungry,
but at least no one'strying to brainwash my ass. So far as| can tell, that's what's going to happen to
you. .. if it hasn't dready."

There was nothing guysin Shuttlefield liked more than watching afight. From the corner of my eye, | saw
people beginning to closein, forming acircle around us. Beyond the edge of the crowd, | caught a
glimpse of aProctor hovering nearby. He was doing nothing to stop this, though; from thelook on his
face, he was anticipating a good brawl before dinner. No one was on my side; they knew who | was,
and they were hoping that Jaime would smear my facein the mud.

| caught mysdlf wishing that a couple of the Universalists were with me just then. Two of thelarger
members, like Boris and Jm, and armed with quarterstaves. But they weren't there, and | knew that
Zoltan's order that no one should leave camp aone applied to me aswell.

"Ease down, buddy." Carefully keeping my handsin my pockets, | lowered my voice. "I'm not trying to
dart nothing with you."

"Yeah? Well, then go tell your pas not to sart nothing with us." Jaime wasn't backing down, but he
wasn't pushing it either. Whatever friendship still remained between us was staying hishand. "I don't want
to know about God, | don't want to turn into abat, and if they don't find someplace elseto carry on with
their weird shit, we're coming over and having ourselves alittle Easter egg hunt.”



Ugly murmursfrom dl around us- you tell ‘em, guyand we'll bust their asses and so forth-and that was
when | redlized, for thefirst time, just how much danger we werein. Thefact that a big, mean smilewas
plastered on the face of the nearby Proctor only confirmed my suspicion; if amob descended upon the
Universalist camp, nothing would stop them. Not the Proctors, not the Union Guard. Zoltan and his
followers had become pariahs.

"l hear you," | said. "Isthat it?"

Jaime said nothing for amoment. "Y eah, that'sit." He stepped back, cocked his head away from the hall.
"Go on, beat it. Get out of here.”

Disappointed that they weren't going to see afight, the crowd began to dissolve. Watching them shoulder
each other asthey sought to resume their former placesin line, I couldn't help but fedl sorry for them.
Caught likeratsin amaze, dl they could worry about was whether asmall band of pilgrimswould try to
show them away out. Until that moment, | hadn't redlized just how much the Universdists had cometo
mean to me. They weren't just two hots and a cot, but something more,

I'd lost my appetite, though, so | started to head toward the road |leading back to Shuttlefield. Feding a
hand on my arm, | looked around, saw that Jaime had stepped out of line. Thinking he intended to restart
our quarrdl, | gtiffened up, but he quickly shook his head.

"Relax. | don't mean nothing." Behind him, afew people glanced in our direction, but no one did anything.
The front door had just opened, and the line was shuffling toward it. "L ook, I'm sorry," he continued, his
voice anear whisper. "My fault. | shouldn't have arted it."

"Yeah, sure. Okay . . ."

"Look, can | give you some advice? Between you and me?' | nodded. "Get out of there. Fold your tent,
pack up your gear, and scram. Well take you back.”

"Whowill?"
"Y our friends, man. The peoplewho careforyou. . ."
"I know who they are," | said. And then | turned my back on him and walked away.

Later that evening, after dinner was over and everyone was still seated around thefire, |
told them what had happened. Severa weeks earlier, when they had Hill believed that no one would do
them any harm, they might have been willing to turn the other cheek. Theincident with the New Frontiers
gang had put them on their guard, though, and when | got to the part about the not-so-velled threat Jaime
had made, they weren't so complacent.

Greer was Sitting next to me. As | spoke, she put an arm around my shoulder; after afew minutes, it
traveled down to my waist. She might have only meant to offer comfort, but somehow it didn't seem that
way. Greer and | had become close after I'd moved in with the Universalists, but 1'd come to accept the
fact that, while she clearly liked me, there wasllittle chance that our relationship would ever become more
than friendship. While sex wasn't absolutely forbidden among his disciples, abstinence was one of the
virtues Zoltan preached, and after awhile I'd given up on the idea of deeping with her. Y et shewas
snuggling up with me, and it was hard not to become aroused by her touch.

If Zoltan noticed, though, he was too distracted to care. He sat quietly while | spoke, hunched forward
with his hands clasped together between his knees, wings folded against his back, gazing into thefire.
When | was done, an uneasy silence fell upon the circle. Everyone waited for him to respond, but he



remained slent for afew moments.

"Thank you, Ben," hesaid a last. "I'm glad that you've brought thisto our attention . . . and I'm pleased
that you were able to escape without harm. It must have been difficult, slanding up to afriend like that.”

"He'snot my friend." My throat felt dry as| spoke. "I thought hewas, but . . . well, that's changed.”

Zoltan nodded sadly. "Much has changed now." Heraised hiseyesto look at the others. "Make no
mistake. . . if Ben'swarning is correct, and | believeit is, then were no longer safe here. We can post
more guards at night, and try to keep everyone out of town unlessit's absolutely necessary, but in the
long runit will be pointless”

"| don't agree, Reverend." Standing behind Zoltan, 1an leaned againgt his staff, the hood of his robe pulled
up against the cold wind that snapped at the fire. "If someonetriesto attack us, I'm sure we can defend
oursalves. Weve got thirty men and women. . . ."

"Againg how many?' Thisfrom Boris, Sitting on the other Sde of thefire, hisface pensve. "Thereare
amogt three thousand people in Shuttlefied. If even asmall fraction of them decided to come down on
us, wed be overrun. And if Ben'sright, we can't expect any help from the Proctors or the Union."

"But they're supposed to be protecting us." Clarice was usualy the quietest member of the group, but that
day shewore the black sash of someone who had taken communion with Zoltan; perhaps that status
gave her the courage to speak her mind. "Why wouldn't they stepinif they saw ... ?"

"Y ou weren't herefor the last First Landing Day.” When | spoke up again, everyone went quiet. "That's
the annua holiday to commemoratethe arriva of the Alabama . . . happens on Urid 47, at the end of
summer. Lagt year, while the big feast was going on at the community hdl, some Rigil Kent guerrillas
snuck into Shuttlefield and blew up ashuttle.”

"l don't understand.” lan looked confused. "Who-I mean, what-is Rigil Kent? And why would they want
to blow up ashuttle?"

"A group from the Alabama . They've staged sneak attacks on Liberty. They come across the East
Channel from Midland, mainly to stedl guns. The last time they were here, someone named Rigil Kent |eft
anote on the boathouse door, claiming responsbility for the bombing and saying that they would continue
until the WHU returned Liberty to itsrightful owners. There wasasmall riot when that happened . . .
everyone was dancing around the shuttle, watching it burn. The Guard couldn't do athing about it, neither
could the Proctors. So if they can't stop something like that, how could . . . 7"

"Interesting.” Zoltan wasintrigued. "And you say they're coming over from Midland?"

"That'swhere they went after Glorious Destiny arrived.” | shrugged. "From what 1've heard, though, no
one's been able to figure out exactly where they are. It'sabig idand, four timeslarger than New Horida.
Plenty of placesfor peopleto hide. So the Guard hasn't been ableto-"

"That's good to know," Renaldo said, "but it doesn't get us any closer to fighting off-"

"You're missing the point." Zoltan raised ahand. "Firgt, theres no way we can defend oursalves. . . not
against alynch mab, at least, and that's the inevitable outcome if we stay here much longer. And second,
even if we managed to remain here, it would only be because we've decided to lie low."

He gazed at the others. "But that's not our mission. The Lord has ordained usto spread the word of
universal transformation. Thisiswhy we're here. It's clear to me, though, that our efforts have become
futile"



Severa people gasped. Others stared in disbelief at their leader. Feding Greer tremble, | wrapped my
arm around her; she sank closer against me, and | could tell that she was afraid.

"Yes. .. futile"" Zoltan's voice became solemn. "Liberty and Shuttlefield are lost to God'sword, just as
Sodom and Gomorrah once were. Destruction awaits this place, and there's nothing we can do.
Therefore, like Lot and hisfamily, we must move on.”

"Where?' Renaldo demanded.

"Y ou need ask?' Zoltan looked up at him. ™Y ou haven't been listening to our brother Benjamin. He has
shown ustheway."

At thismoment, | saw what was coming. "Oh, no, wait aminute. . . ."
"Bequiet!" he sngpped.

It wasthefirg timel'd heard him raise hisvoice; like the others, | was stunned into silence. Zoltan rose
from his seet, hiswings unfurling like great brown sailsthat caught the night wind. In that instant, he
became a bat-winged messiah, standing tal againgt the giant planet looming behind him. If anything ese
remainswith me, it'sthis sngle moment.

"Thepath isevident," hesaid. "Our destiny isclear. We shall go to Midland.”

A range of expressions passed across the faces of his congregation: disbelief, uncertainty, dread. Then,
asif aswitch had been thrown, acceptance descended upon them. The prophet had spoken. He had
received avison, onethat would lead them from peril to the destiny he'd foretold. They had followed him
acrossforty-sx light-yearsto thisworld; they would happily let him lead them just afew milesmore.

Only it wasn't just afew miles, or even afew hundred. And they had no ideawhat they were getting
themselvesinto. "You don't. .." My voicefdtered. "I'm sorry, but . . . Reverend, but | don't think you
understand. . . ."

"Undersand what?"

"Youdont. .. I mean, Midland is uncharted territory. The only mapswe have of it were made from
orbit. The only people who've explored the interior are the Alabama colonistswho've gonethere. . . .

"Thenwell find them."

"How? No one knows wherethey are."

He sadly shook his head, asif that were only aminor detail, and | was a child asking foolish questions.
"Alwaysthe unbdliever. Y ouve been among usfor adl thistime, and ill you haven't learned the truth.”
Knowing chuckles rose from around the fire as he regarded me with fondness. "God will show usthe
way, Benjamin. Hewill lead us, and Hewill protect us."

Then heturned to the rest of hisflock. "Rest tonight. Well begin making our preparations tomorrow. Be
discreet, though . . . don't let anyone outside this camp know of our plans. With luck, well make our
exodus within the next few days, before anyone knows we're gone.”

He looked back at me again. "Benjamin, you're welcome to come with us. In fact, we would appreciate
your guidance. But you're under no obligation.” He paused. "Will you join us?

"l ... I'mgoing to haveto think about this."



"By al means, please do.”

He bowed his head and led hisfollowersin abrief prayer. Then the meeting broke up; people got up,
began going about the usual chores they did before bed. There was nothing for meto do, so | headed for
thetent | shared with Ernst and Renaldo when Greer caught me by the arm.

"Where do you think you're going?" she asked.
"Wéll, it's not my turn to do the dishes or stland watch, sol . . ."

"How lucky. It'snot my turn either.” She leaned alittle closer. "And you know what €l se? Juanitaand
Mary have decided that they'd rather spend the night with Clarice and Bethany. So guesswhat that gives
me?'

"Umm. . . atent by yoursdf, | think."
Her eyeswere bright as she shook her head. "No. A tent with you.”

Then sheled me away, taking me to a place where, for afew long and memorable hours, we were done
together. By the time the sun rose the next morning, my decision was made. There was no going back.

We left Shuttlefield three days later, in the early morning just before sunrise. No one
saw us aswe et out on foot, a procession of men and women quietly walking through the silent town,
duffel bags strapped to our backs. We took as much as we could carry, but there was much we had to
leave behind; once our campsite was found abandoned, no doubt the townspeople would fight over
discarded tent heaters, dectrical tools, and generators. Asit was, we were happy just to leave
Shuttlefield in peace.

We took the road into Liberty, then cut across a potato field toward Sand Creek. The creek was till
frozen over, so we didn't anticipate any trouble crossing it. A thick ice-fog lay over thefidd, making it
seem asif we were walking through amist of pearl; we couldn't see more than ten feet ahead, so it came
asasurprise when, just before we reached the creek, we came upon alone figure standing near its
banks, wearing adark cloak with its hood raised.

"Good morning,” he said, hisvoice an dectronic purr from the grilled mouth of hismetdlic head. "'l takeit
you'releaving."

Indl thetimethat I'd been on Coyote, I'd seen Manuel Castro only afew times, and then only from a
distance. One of the Savants who'd been aboard the Glorious Destiny , he was the colony's lieutenant
governor, Matriarch Hernandez's right-hand man . . . if one could consider a mechanistic posthuman il
aman.

Zoltan was at the head of the line. He wore hisrobe over hisfolded wings, and astherest of uscameto
ahdt, he stepped forward, pulling down his hood so that Castro could see him face-to-face. They made
an odd pair: black and white, the cyborg and the gargoyle. "With all due respect, yes, we are. | hope you
don't takeit asaninsult.”

A drrange rattle from the Savant: an gpproximation of alaugh. "1 should, but | won't. The Reverend
Zoltan Shirow, isn't it? I'm sorry we haven't met until now. I've been told that your presencein
Shuttlefield hasbeen . . . troublesome, shall we say?”

"If there's been any trouble, it hasn't been our fault.” Zoltan paused. "I hope you're not here to stop us.”



"Not at dl. I'm only hereto enjoy the sunrise.” Castro raised a clawlike hand from benegth his cloak,
gestured toward the wan yellow sun burning through the mist. "Beautiful, isn't it? Thisisthetime of day |
enjoy themog."

| glanced around, half-expecting to see Guard soldiers emerging from the fog. If Castro had brought any
soldiers with him, our exodus would have been short-lived; we were unarmed save for the quarterstaves
afew of uscarried. But the Savant was aone.

"Then you don't mind?" Zoltan asked.

"Not at dl." Castro shook his head. "From timeto time, various individuas make an effort to leave the
colony. If they're people whose talents we va ue, then we endeavor to keep them here. More often than
not we alow potentia subversvesthe option of going away. We let them think that they've escaped, but
believe me, ther€slittle that happens that the Centra Committee doesn't know about.”

Greer and | gave each other an uncertain look. How could they have known what we were planning?
There were rumorsthat the Proctors had informants among the colonigts, yet we had taken pains not to
speak to anyone about our plans. On the other hand, perhaps the Savant was merely pretending to know
something that heredlly didnt.

"Wearen't subversives." Zoltan's voice took on a defensive edge. "All we ever wanted to do was settle
herein peace.”

"l won't argue your intentions. Nonetheless, if you'd decided to stay, there would have been trouble, and
we would have been forced to take measures againgt those who might have harmed you, or even you
yoursaves. Soit'sjust aswell that you leave before it comesto that. No one will stop you, Reverend.
You'refreeto do asyou will."

"Thank you." Zoltan bowed dightly. "Y ou're quite generous.”

"Only looking out for the colony's best interests.” Again, the strange laugh. "'l assume you're heading to
Midland. That'swhere most people go when they leave here."

The Universalists stirred uneasily, glancing a one another. We'd aready decided that, if we were
stopped by the Guard, we would claim that we were going to establish asmall settlement on the northern
tip of New Forida. Y et Zoltan decided to be truthful. "That's our intent, yes. After were acrossthe
creek, we plan to hike downstream until we reach the Shapiro Pass. There well build rafts and use them
to cross the Eastern Divide until we reach the East Channdl.”

"Oh, no. .. no. That'sthe worst way possible. The Shapiro Passistreacherous. Believe me, your rafts
will be destroyed in the rapids.”

"Y ou know another way?" | asked, stepping forward so that the Savant could see me.

Cadtro briefly regarded me with his glass eyes, then helooked at Zoltan once more. ™Y our guide?' he
asked. Zoltan nodded, and the Savant shook his head again. "Once you've crossed Sand Creek, go due
east until you reach North Bend. Follow it southeast until you reach the Divide. Y ou should be ableto
reach it by tomorrow afternoon. There you'l find the Monroe Pass. I1t's marked on your map, if you're
carrying one. That'swhere you'l find another way to crossthe East Channd.”

Hewas right. The Monroe Pass was much closer; 1'd decided to use the Shapiro Pass because that was
how the Montero Expedition had left New Floridathree years ago. "What do you mean, well find
another way to cross?"



"As| sad, others have gone before you. Y oull find them. Trust me.”

| wasn't quite ready to trust Savant Castro, but if what he said wastrue, it would cut a couple of days off
our journey. And | had to admit, any way off New Foridathat didn't entail braving the Shapiro Pass
sounded good to me. | looked at Zoltan and reluctantly nodded; he said nothing to me, but turned to
Castro once more. "Thank you. Werein your debt.”

"Not at dl. But tell meonething . . . what do you expect to find out there? Surely not the origina
colonists. They've made it clear that they don't want anything to dowith us. . . except for whatever they
can ged inthemiddle of the night.”

"We're hoping we may be able to change their minds." Zoltan smiled. "Since you're being helpful, perhaps
you cantdl uswherewe might find them."

If the Savant could have grinned, he probably would have. "If | knew that . . . well, thingswould be
different. I'm sorry, but you'll have to seek them out yourselves. In any event, good luck to you.
Farewdl."

And with that, he stepped back into the mist, drifting away like ablack wraith. We heard the crunch of
his metal feet againgt the icy ground, then he was gone.

Zoltan waited afew moments, before turning to the rest of us. "'If Pharaoh had |et the Children of |sragl
leave Egypt so eadily, then alot of trouble could have been avoided. | take thisasagood sign.”

Or an omen, | thought. Moses and his people spent forty yearsin the wilderness not because of anything
the Egyptians did to them, but because of what they did to themselves. . . including the worship of false
idols

But | didn't voice my thoughts, and perhaps that wasthe first act of my betrayd.

We crossed Sand Creek without incident; the ice was still strong, and we safely madeit
to the other side. Instead of going downstream, though, we took the Savant's advice and went due east,
following the orbital map and eectronic compass lan had bartered from akiosk for one of our
generators. Asthe group's guide, | was the one entrusted with the map and compass, but it wasn't long
before we found that they were unnecessary; atrail had aready been cut through the high grassand
spider bush on the other side of the creek, marked here and there with strips of blue cloth tied around
trunks of faux birch. As Castro said, someone el se had gone before us.

We marched al day, stopping now and then to rest. By early evening we'd reached North Bend, a broad
stream that ran parallel to Sand Creek. Beyond it we could make out the great limestone wall of the
Eastern Divide, only about fifteen milesto the southeast. It was tempting to press onward, but we were
footsore and tired, so Zoltan caled ahdt. We pitched our tents and gathered wood, and by thetime
Umawent down and Bear was rising to the east, we were gathered around awarm campfire, esting
beans and gazing up at the stars. After dinner Zoltan led hisfollowersin prayer, asking for Hishelp in the
long journey ahead.

| prayed for something else: afew more weeks of cold weather. There was another reason why wed | eft
the colony on short notice. The grasdands of New Foridawere haunted by boids: huge, carnivorous
avians, known to lurk in thetall grass and attack anything unwise enough to pass through their

territory . . . and beyond Shuttlefield and Liberty, guarded by abroad circle of motion-activated
particle-beam guns, al of New Foridawas their domain. But the boids migrated south during winter, so



for afew monthsit was possible to hike across the northern part of the idand without worrying about
them. And just aswell; boids had no fear of humans, and our bamboo staffs would have been usdless
againg them.

Stll, I volunteered for the overnight watch and didn't return to the tent | shared with Greer and Clarice
until Michael relieved me shortly after midnight. Greer's body kept me warm, as she had ever since our
first night together, but it was along time before | was able to go to deep. | couldn't help but remember
the exchange between Zoltan and Castro.

The Savant asked the Reverend what he expected to find out there. Why had Zoltan evaded his
question? What was he expecting to find out here?

| didn't know, and it would be along time before | learned the truth.

Daybreak came cold and bleak, with a new layer of frost on the ground. Even though we
were only about twenty-five miles from the colony, it seemed asif Shuttlefield was a comfortable place
wed left far behind. A breakfast of lukewarm porridge heated over the dying cinders of our campfire,
another prayer by Zoltan, then we hefted our bags onto our aching backs and continued down thetrail,
following the creek toward the Eastern Divide.

The day was bright and clear, and by the time Uma had risen high in the cloudless blue sky, it seemed as
if theworld had thawed abit. Everyone's spirits began to rise; the Universdists sang traditiond hymnsas
they marched aong-"Onward, Chrigtian Soldiers,” "The Old Rugged Cross," "Faith of Our
Fathers'-while the Eastern Divide grew steadily closer, no longer athin purple line across the horizon but
now amassive buttress through which West Bend had carved anarrow gorge.

We were within the shadows of the Eastern Divide, close enough to the Monroe Pass that we could hear
the low rumble of rapids, when we came upon a sign: awooden plank, nailed to the burned ssump of a
blackwood tree that had been felled by lightning. | was at the front of the line, so | walked closer to read
what was painted onit:

WELCOME TOTHOMPSON'SFERRY PASSAGENEGOTIABLE-TRADE& BARTER
STOPHERE-LAYDOWNGUNS-YELLLOUD& WAIT TRESPASSERSSHOT ONSIGHT!

Shading my eyeswith my hand, | peered up at the limestone bluffs. No movement save for the breeze
wafting through the bare branches of some scraggly trees that clung to the rock. The sign looked old, the
paint faded and pedling. No telling how long it had been there.

"Hello!" | yelled. "Anyonethere?' My voice echoed off the bluffs; | waited another few moments, then
stepped past the sign.

A high-pitched zeee! passed my right ear, then abullet chipped a splinter off the top of thesign. A half
second later, the hollow bang of the gunshot reverberated from somewhere up intherocks. | inginctively
ducked, raising my hands above my head.

"Hey, cutit out!" | shouted. "I'm unarmed!”
"Can't you read?' avoice yelled down.

"l canread . .. can't you hear?" | straightened up, keeping my handsin sight. From the corner of my eye,
| could hear the Universalists ducking their heads or diving for cover behind spider bushes. All except
Zoltan, who calmly stood his ground, alittle annoyed but otherwise unperturbed.

"We're not carrying!" | couldn't see where the shot had come from, but whoever had opened fire on me



was acrack shot; otherwise, | would have been missing part of my skull. "Werejust tryingto. .. !"

"We comein peace." Zoltan barely raised hisvoice, yet he spoke loud enough to be heard up on the
bluffs. "We mean no harm. We only want passage across the channel." Then he turned to the others.
"Comeout," hesad quietly. "L et them seeyou.”

Hisfollowersreluctantly emerged from hiding, leaving their packs where they'd dropped them. Everyone
looked scared, and some seemed ready to run back the way we'd come, but as always, their faith in their
leader was gregter than their fear. Soon they were dl out in the open once more, their handsin plain
view.

A minute passed, then afigure emerged from hiding among the boulders near the entrance to the pass. a
long-haired boy, wearing a catskin coat aSze too large, histrousers tucked into old Union Guard boots.
He ambled toward us, acarbine cradled in hisarms. He couldn't have been more than twelve, yet his
distrustful eyes were those of aman twice hisage.

"Who areyou?"' he demanded, looking first a me, then at Zoltan.

"The Reverend Zoltan Shirow, of the Church of Universd Transformation.” Zoltan spoke before | could
answer. "These people are my congregation, and thisis our guide, Benjamin Harlan. | gpologize for our
lack of manners. We didn't think anyone was here."

"Huh. .. yeah, wdl, you got fooled, didn't you?"' His gaze swept across everyone, taking usin. "You
have anything to trade, or areyou just. . . ?

Then he stopped, cocking his head dightly asif listening to something we couldn't hear. | recognized the
motion; the boy had a subcutaneous implant. He murmured something beneath his breath, then looked at
usagain. "Okay, cmon. Pick up your stuff and follow me." He grinned. "Mind yoursdlf, though. My
brother's up there, and he hasn't shot anyone since last week.”

It sounded like teenage braggadocio, but | wasn't ready to pushit. "After you," | said, then hefted my bag
and let him lead the way.

Thetrail took usinto the Monroe Pass, whereit became anarrow shelf that had gradually eroded into
the limestone. We went dowly, picking our way across dick rocks asicy water sprayed us; onefase
step meant faling into the rapids churning just afew feet below. The kid stopped every now and thento
look back, making sure that he hadn't lost anyone; it occurred to me that he and his brother didn't really
need to stand guard duty, because the gorge itsdf was its own naturd fortification. Whatever they were
protecting, it must be vauable. Either that, or they smply didn't like people dropping in unannounced.

We emerged from the gorge to find ourselves on the other side of the Eastern Divide. A stony beach lay
benesath the towering white wall; West Bend emptied into the East Channdl, and only a couple of miles
across the water lay the rocky coast of Midland.

Thompson's Ferry was asmall village of faux birch-shingled cabins devated on stilts, with smokerising
from their stone chimneys. Goats and pigs sulked within small pens matted with cut sourgrass, and from
somewhere nearby | heard the barking of asmall dog. Jutting out into the channel wasasmdl pier,
againg which wastied alargeraft; skin kayakslay upside down on the beach, and fishing netswere
draped across wooden racks. | smelled salt and fish and woodsmoke, and in the half-light of the
|ate-afternoon sun, the whole scene looked as gentle as a painting.

But then | heard pebbles crunch underfoot behind us, and | looked around to see ayoung man standing
on afootpath leading up to the top of the bluffs, holding ariflein hishands. Seeing me gazing a him, he



gave meatip of hiscap. Thiswas the sentry who'd fired the warning shot; he'd been tailing us ever snce
we'd entered the pass. | nodded back to him: no hard feglings, mate, just don't use mefor target practice

again.

Thekid led usto alodge in the center of town, alarge blackwood cabin with a sat dish fastened to its
chimney. "Hang on," he said. "I'll go get the boss." But he was only halfway up the back porch steps
when its door swung open and the chief appeared.

Six feet and afew inchestdl, with alot of muscle packed into skin that |ooked as weatherbesaten ashis
clothes and a greying beard that reached hafway down his chest, he looked asif he had been molded by
theworld in which helived: stone and sand, tidewater and sdt. "Thank you, Garth," he murmured. "I'll
take it from here." He stepped to therailing. "Let's get down to the basics. Name's Clark Thompson, and
thisismy place. Y ou've already met my nephew Garth, and that's Lars, my other nephew . . . they're sort
of the reception committee.”

"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Thompson." Zoltan walked forward. "I'm the Reverend Zoltan. . . ."

"Already know who you are, Rev. We're along way from Shuttlefield, but word gets around.”
Thompson grinned; he was missing a couple of teeth. "Even if you hadn't split town a couple of days ago,
it's hard not to hear about someone who |ooks the way you do."

Laughter from around us. | turned my head, saw that about twenty people had appeared, emerging from
the adjacent cabins. several men, afew women, three or four kids, each of them astough as Clark
Thompson and hiskin. A couple of men carried guns; they weren't aming them at us, but it wasthe
second time that day 1'd been welcomed by men with loaded weapons, and | ill wasn't quite over the
firgtime

Zoltan remained unruffled. "If you know who we are, then you know why were here." Thompson
nodded, but said nothing. "All we want isaway across the channd. Were willing to trade whatever we
canfor-"

"Happy to hear it. My boyswouldn't have led you hereif you weren't. But only afew people know about
this place, and most of them are here right now. So who told you how to get here?”

"Savant Castro." Thompson scowled as| said this; behind me, | could hear whispers through the crowd.
"Hetold usthey sometimes|et peopleleave, if he thinks keeping 'em around is more trouble than it's
worth. | guesswe qudify."

"Maybe 0. . . but Manny Castro doesn't strike me as any sort of humanitarian.” Thompson shook his
head. "Damned if | know what it is, but he's got his own agenda.” He absently gazed up at the Divide as
if trying to make up hismind. If he refused to give us aride across the channel, weld have little choice but
to turn back; given the size of the settlement, it was obvious we couldn't remain there. "All right,” he said
at last, "well get you across the channel. Weve never said no to anyone, and I'm not about to start now.”

"Thank you." | tried not to let my relief show.
"It'smy business. Just one more question . . . where do you think you'll go, once you reach Midland?

"Wewant to find the origina colonists," Zoltan began, and everyone standing around broke out in
laughter. He waited until it subsided, then went on. "Any help you may be able to give uswould be
appreciated.”

"Can't help you much there, preacher,” Thompson said. "Weve only seen them afew times ourselves,



and when we do they're not very sociable.”

That had to be alie. Thompson's Ferry was the only settlement on New Floridabesides Liberty and
Shuttlefidd; if the Alabama colonists camethere at dl, then it must be to trade. And when people get
together to trade, they usualy swap more than materia goods. But we were on the chief'sgood sSide, so |
kept my mouth shuit.

Thompson pointed to a spot on the beach afew yards away. "Y ou can camp out over there. Dinner'son
the house . . . hope you like chowder, because that's the only thing on the menu. Well dicker over the
farelater." Heturned to his younger nephew. "C'mon, Garth. Let'stell your aunt we've got guests.”

That was the end of it. Garth followed his uncle into the lodge; the crowd began to melt away, and the
Universalists carried their gear to the place where Thompson said we could pitch our tents. Exhausted, |
dumped down on the steps. The sun was beginning to set behind the Eastern Divide, with astiff wind
coming off the channdl, but for the moment we'd found a place of refuge, and some semblance of
hogpitality.

And yet, | couldn't help but wonder whether | should have taken Jaime's advice.

Dinner was served in the lodge, within a main room illuminated by fish-ail lampshung
from the rafters and warmed by adriftwood fire blazing in the stone hearth. Apparently the residents of
Thompson's Ferry gathered there every night, for when we trooped in through the door, we found the
locals dready seated at along blackwood table that ran down the center of the room. Space was made
for us a the table, and soon an enormous pot of redfish chowder was brought out from the kitchen by a
pleasant older lady whom everyone caled Aunt Molly. Taking nonstop, she ladled out bowls of
chowder, added athick dice of homemade bread to each plate, then handed them to the nearest person,
who passed them down the line. No one began eating until everyone was served, though, and after Aunt
Molly had bowed her head and said grace.

The only persons missing from the table were Zoltan and Renddo. Zoltan had vanished into histent as
soon asit was erected, and hadn't reappeared by the time his followers had finished setting up camp.
Once more, | was mystified by hisreclusveness, evenif it didn't seem to bother anyone dse. It was
Renddo'sturn to wear the black sash around his | eft forearm; held begged another bowl of chowder
from Aunt Molly, then quietly went out the door with it, apparently taking it to Zoltan'stent. Clark
Thompson watched him go, but said nothing. After dinner he tapped me on the shoulder and gestured for
meto follow him into an adjacent room.

"Pretty rude of the Reverend, skipping out likethat," he said once held shut the door. "Can't say |
aopreciateit very much.”

"He'slikethat. Sorry." The walls were crowded with stacked barrels, with boxes and crates and coiled
rope scattered here and there, surrounding atable and two chairs beneath an oil lamp. "Hasto have his
private time once aday. To meditate with hisfollowers."

"Yeah, wdl . .." Thompson turned up the lamp alittle higher, then sat down behind the table. "Next time
he decides to meditate when my wife's cooked amed for him, I'm going to feed him fish-head soup
ingtead.”

"Knowing him, held probably thank her for it."

A quizzica smile."Y ou're not with them? Oh, | can seeyou'retraveling with 'em.. . . but you're not atrue



bdiever?'
"Isit that obvious?"

"Likethe nose on your face. Knew it the moment you walked into town. Everyone else kept quigt, likea
herd of sheep following the Judasram. Y ou're the only one who spoke up.”

"I'm their guide. Sort of ajob, y'know. | don't..."

"That's your business, friend." Thompson held up ahand. "I don't care why you've falen in with these
characters. What | want to know is, why did Castro send you my way?"

"I'vetold you everything | know." | sat down in the other chair. "If it makes any difference, it wasa
surpriseto me, too."

"Oh, it makes adifference.” He pulled out a penknife, flicked it open, and idly began to trim his
fingernails. "Weve got about thirty peopleliving here, and every one of them came from Shuittlefield. My
wifeand |, along with the boys, were aboard the Glorious Destiny . When we saw what that bitch
Hernandez had in mind, we grabbed what we could and took off. Started out with just one cabin, but it
wasn't long before othersfollowed us.”

"From other ships?'

"Uh-huh. The ones who managed to get away, that is. We've built this place from scratch and put in the
ferry latelast summer. At first it was just so we could going hunting on the other side of the channel, but
every so often someone shows up who wantsto get over to Midland . . . usudly folkslike you, fed up
with Shuttlefield. Until now, though, we thought the Union was unaware of our existence." Helet out his
breath. "And now you tdll usthat Manny Castro not only knowswe're here, but he's even willing to
provide exact directions."

"Maybe he doesn't consider you athresat.”

"Maybe." Thompson silently regarded mefor afew moments, asif trying to decide whether to trust me.
Then he leaned back in his chair to open acrate behind him, pulling out a ceramic jug. Pulling out the
cork, he passed it me. "Bearshine," he murmured. " Sort of like whiskey, but distilled from corn mash. Be
careful, it'sgot akick. Don't worry, you won't go blind."

He was right about the kick. | could have started afire with the stuff. The booze scorched my throat but
made anice warm place in my somach. "Likeit?" he asked. "Now ask yoursdlf, how would we be able
to make corn liquor when we can't grow corn here?”

| thought about it for amoment. "Y oure getting it in trade.”

"Surewe are. And they grow cornin Liberty. That's not where this comes from, though.” He nodded in
the generd direction of the channdl. "Were getting it from over there, from people who sometimes come
back across. But | haven't carried any corn on my ferry."

"And you just said you've been running the ferry snce only late last summer.”

"Uh-huh. That'sright." He tapped the jug with the blade of hisknife. "So where do you think this Suff is
coming from?"

| redlized what hewas getting at. "The origind colonigts.”



"Yup." He nodded. "Y ou say you'retheir guide. | takeit that means you have amap. Areyou carrying it
now?'

| reached into my parka, pulled out the map we had been using. Thompson moved the jug aside as|
gpread it across the table. "Okay," he said, pointing to our location on the east coast of New Forida,
"herdswherewe are, and over thereiswherewell put you off tomorrow morning." Hisfinger traced
down the rocky western coast of Midland. "There's a place about a mile south where you can climb up
the bluffs. . . don't worry, you can't missit. At the top of theridge, you'l find a path leading southwest."

"Where doesit go?'

"When my boysand | hacked it out, it went back about thirty miles. Haven't been down it lately, o1
don't know if it's been expanded since then. But here's the important part." He pointed farther inland to a
highland region that covered most of the subcontinent. "That's the Gillis Range, with Mt. Shaw down
here. From what I've beentold . . . and believe me, it ain't much . . . somewhere on the other side of Mt.
Shaw iswhere the Alabama crew isholed up.”

Like most maps of Coyote, minewasn't very detailed; it had been made from high-orbit photos, and 95
percent of the planet hadn't been explored, let alone named. It appeared, though, that the Gillis Range
golitin half at its southern end, with awaterway forming abroad river valey between Mt. Shaw and
another mountain to the southesast. 1t would make sense that the origina colonistswould settlein there: a
source of fresh water and plenty of land, but protected on three sdes by high terrain.

"I see" | traced my finger around the southern edge of the range. "So al we'd haveto dois hike around
Mt. Shaw. .. ."

"Uh-uh. Think again." Thomjpson pointed from the East Channd to the base of the mountain. "That's
about ahundred and fifty miles. It'sflat country, more or less, so you can makeit in about aweek,
maybe two. But if you decideto go al the way around the range, then come up the valley, that's going to
be. .. what? Another two hundred, maybe three hundred miles?"

"l guess. We can makeit."

"Y ou guess?' Thompson raised his eyes from the map. "Let me remind you of something . . . were
hafway through Machidid, which meanswere coming into spring. The boidswill start migrating north
pretty soon, and the lowlands are their ssomping grounds. And | notice your people aren't carrying any
firearms”

Hewasright. Almost four hundred miles across uncharted terrain, with nothing more than quarterstaves
for protection . . . useless againgt a creature capable of ripping your head off with one swipe of its beak.
Not only that, but we carried precious little food. We might be able to forage for awhile, but the longer
we stayed out in the open, the less chance we'd have of survival.

"Someone must have made it. How e se would you be getting this?*

Thompson smiled. "That'swhat | figure." He pointed to Mt. Shaw. "If therésanew trail, then it must lead
sraight over the mountain. And even if thereisn't one, it'sthe most direct route, and it'll cut a couple
hundred miles off your trip."

| stared at the map. There was no indication of how tal the mountain was or how steep itsincline might
be. Y et Clark Thompson had agood point; if we could make it across Mt. Shaw, then we'd come down
into the valey where the Alabama colonists were likely to be hiding. It was arisk, to be sure, but it was
the best shot we had.



"Thanks." | picked up the jug, took another dug of bearshine. "What do | owe you for this?'

Thompson sat back in his chair, thought about it for amoment. "'If you make it, come back sometime and
tdl me"

"So you'll know where you're getting your booze from?'

"No," hesaid quietly. "So I'll know that thereisindeed a God, and that She looks out for holy fools."

The ferry was a raft comprised of several blackwood logs lashed together, with arotary
winch from arover mounted in its center. A thick cable made of coiled tree vine was stretched dl the
way across the East Channel, anchored to boulders on both sides of theriver; it fed through the winch,
and when Lars and Garth stood on either side of the raft and turned the crank hand over hand, the raft
was dowly pulled across the channdl. It might not have been the quickest or easiest way of getting across
the East Channdl, but it was the safest; the ferry was located about fifteen miles north of the shoals at the
channd's most narrow point, and the swift current could easily have swept smdl boats downstream.

Clark Thompson might have been sympathetic to us, but he was aso a businessman. It took three
round-trips to get everyone to Midland, and it cost us six of our tents and three data pads; he aready
had enough lanterns and warm clothes. Y et he was generous enough to supply uswith some dried fish,
and he dipped me ajug of bearshine when no one waslooking. | shook hands with him, and he wished
me good luck; thelast | saw of him, he was standing on the wharf, watching us go.

By thetimethe Universdisiswere dl on thefar Sde of the channdl, the day was more than half over.
Following Clark'singtructions, | led them down the stony beach until we reached aplace wherea
landdide had occurred long before, opening anarrow ravine in the limestone bluffs. A long, steep climb
upward through the breach, and we came out on top of a high ridge. Behind and below us lay the East
Channd . . . and before us stretched Midland, avast savannaleading to forest, the GillisRange visblein
the distance as aragged purple line across the horizon.

Oncel found thetrailhead Clark had told me about, | sat down on aboulder, spread the map across my
lap, and pulled out the compass. When | had my bearings, | put everything back in my pocket,
shouldered my pack once more, and began to lead the others down the hillside.

Everyone was happy; | remember that clearly. We'd made our escape from New Florida; the day was
bright and warm, the road ahead clear and easy to follow. The Universalists began singing "God of Our
Fathers' dmost as soon aswe reached the bottom of the ridge; | joined in even though | didn't know the
words. And most of al, | remember Greer. She walked afew steps behind Zoltan, but whenever |
looked back at her it was asif she were right beside me; the smile never |eft her face, and her eyeswere
as bright asthe day wed first met. After awhile, Zoltan permitted her to join me; together we marched
into the wilderness, two lovers with nothing before us save the brightest of futures.

It was awonderful moment, one I'll never forget or regret. And like dl wonderful moments, it didn't last
very long. A pleasant dream, with the nightmare soon to follow.

New Florida, for the most part, was flat terrain, wide-open grass-lands laced by
streams, interspersed by swamps and occasional woods. During winter, when the ground was frozen and
the swvamps were dry, you could walk acrossit with reatively little effort.

Midland wasn't like that. By the end of the third day, we'd |eft the savannaand entered avast rain forest
that gradualy became more dense, with faux birch and spider bush disappearing beneath a canopy of



trees of akind we'd never seen before, somewhat resembling elms except with thicker trunks and
broader leaves, from which rough-barked vines dangled like serpents. Even in midday, sunlight seeped
through only in sparse patches; it was cold down on the forest floor, the overgrowth brittle with frost.

We could no longer see the mountains; it wasn't long before we could no longer see the sun either, and
on the fourth day we lost thetrall itself. | don't know whether we'd taken awrong turn or if thetrail
samply ended; | only know that, in amoment of clarity, | cameto the redlization that the path had smply
vanished. We doubled back, losing an hour in our effort to retrace our steps, but the trail was no longer
there. All we had |eft was the map and the compass | carried in my pocket; without them, we would have
been completely lost.

Day in and day out, we fought our way through the forest, using our staffsto hack our way through dense
foliage. At night, we huddled together against the cold; the dead branches we found were either frozen or
too rotted to be burned, so what little warmth we got was from setting fire to small piles of twigsand
leaves. No longer having as many tents as we once had, we were forced to double up in our desping
arrangements, with four or five people crammed together into tents meant for three. At least it helped
keep uswarm; Greer and | learned how to zip our bags together, and we went to deep with our arms
around each other, jostled by others sharing our tent.

Y et Zoltan dways claimed atent for himself, in order for him to continue his daily communion with God.
He may have had some interesting chats with the Lord during that time, but if he had, he wasn't sharing
what he'd learned with us. He became silent, rarely speaking, and athough he till invited othersto join
him in meditation, he ceased leading usin prayer in the morning, and after aweek or so he neglected to
offer prayer in the evening aswell. By then the hymns had stopped. 1an and Renaldo got into afistfight
one morning over whoseturn it wasto carry atent, and Clarice and Ana stopped talking to one another
over something that occurred when no one e se was watching.

But the gradual disintegration of morale wasn't the worst, nor were the endless days of making our way
through therain forest, or even the cold. All those miserieswe might have been able to endure, had it not
been for one more thing.

Hunger.

When wed set out from Shuttlefield, we'd packed as much food as we could carry on our backs, aong
with our tents, clothes and deeping bags. There were thirty-two of us-thirty-one, rather; as aways,
Zoltan never carried anything-so we were able to bring quite alot of food, and we'd stocked up on more
at Thompson's Ferry. | figured that, by the time we began to run low, we would be only afew days away
from wherever the original colonists had settled, and al we'd have to do was go on short rationsfor a
while. If worse cameto worst, we could live off the land; afew of the native plants were edible, and |
knew which onesthey were.

What | didn't take into account was the fact that we were traveling through unknown territory in the dead
of winter. Firgt, we burned up alot of caories, not just hiking but also keeping warm. Wefilled up at
breakfast, then ate again at night: two mealsaday for thirty people, not counting al the timeswhen
someone would nibble abiscuit or open a can of beans while we were taking rest breaks, and we used
up our suppliesvery quickly. | didn't notice our rate of consumption at first because my mind was
focused on getting us through the forest, and | was also half-expecting Zoltan to do his part by keeping
his peoplein line. But Zoltan said nothing, and almost two weeks went by beforeit hit methat our packs
were getting lighter and we were leaving behind atrail of plastic wrappers and cans.

Second, none of the plants'd learned how to eat on New Florida grew in the forests of Midland.
Sourgrass, cloverweed, Johnson'sthistle. . . dl were crowded out by the dense shrub that made up the



undergrowth, and even those plants had gone into long-term dormancy. The streams and creeks where
we might have found fish were frozen over, and any animals that we might have been able to trap were
ether in hibernation or had gone south for thewinter. It was al we could do just to find dry tinder for
firewood.

Most of the Universaists were city people before they'd |eft Earth. They'd done pretty well so far,
making their way through an aien jungle carrying forty or fifty pounds on their backs, their faith had
supplied motivation where experience had failed. But by the time we'd stopped egting breskfast and
were skimping on the evening medl, the base of Mt. Shaw was still aday away. Spirits were running low,
and Zoltan was dmogt totally incommunicado.

Unless you've been there, you don't know what it'slike to face dow starvation. I'm not talking about
skipping amed or two, or even fagting; | mean the desperation that comes with the redlization that you're
running out of food, and the knowledge that when it's gone, it may be along time before you eat again.
Therewas ahollow achein the pit of my sscomach where there should have been weight, and aninvisble
band had formed on either sde of my skull, pressing in on my temples. We had to find something to et,
and soon.

Just before we reached Mt. Shaw, we came upon alow swamp. The ice was thin, so we had to detour
around it, but then | noticed asmdl cluster of ball plants growing on atiny idand in its center. I'd sooner
throw adead rat in acook pot than aswamper. Nonetheless, they could be eaten, and they hibernated
within ball plants, so | drafted a couple of guys, and we waded across the swamp, each footstep
breaking through the ice and filling our boots with frigid dush, until we reached theidand.

Whilethe otherswaited behind me, | pulled out my knife and used it to cut open the thick leaves of the
nearest plant. | intended to pull out afew deeping swampers, then have the other guys club them to
death. Skin'em, stew 'em, eat ‘'emup . . . that was the plan.

What I'd neglected was the fact that pseudowasps sometimes also hibernated inside the balls. It was one
of the more interesting symbiotic systemsthat had evolved on Coyote: pseudowasps protected the ball
plants during summer, during which timethey pollinated their flower tops; in late autumn, svampers
curled up within the bals, and the pseudowasps retreated into their underground nests. Y et now and
then, the odd pseudowasp or two would seek refuge within the ball plants themselves, perhapsto ward
off any predators who might try to get at the swampers.

That'swhat happened to me. No sooner had | begun cutting my way into the nearest ball plant when a
pseudowasp, awakened by my knife, burrowed out of theincision I'd made. Before | could react, it
aighted on the back of my left hand and stung me.

My hand swelled up, but that wasn't the worst of it. Pseudowasp venom contains a toxin somewhat
amilar to lysergic acid; it causes pardysisin other insects, but in humansit produces hdlucinations. In
Shuttlefield, there was even an underground trade in what was known as " sting'"-venom extracted from
pseudowasps that had been captured, then sold as a cheap high.

I've never been adoper, so | wasn't prepared for what happened next. Within ahaf hour, colors began
to get brighter as everything seemed to dow down; it seemed asif there was a subtle eectric hum in the
air, and nothing anyone said to me made sense. By the time my companions helped me stagger out of the
swamp, | wasraving likealunatic. | vagudy recal trying to take my clothes off, ingsting that the perfect
way to enjoy thislovely winter day wasfor everyoneto get naked and have an orgy, swigging the
bearshine Clark had given me and telling Zoltan that he should use those wings of histo fly back to
Thompson's Ferry and grab us a couple more jugs. Everything was happy and wonderful and exquisitely
beautiful; these people were dl my friends, and it mattered little that we were lost and close to starvation.



At some point, though, my vision began to tunnd. Suddenly fedling very tired, | sat down on alog, saying
that | needed to take arest. Go ahead with the party, gang, I'll be dong in just amoment. And then |

passed out.

When | cameto, | found myself in atent. Night had fallen; I could smell the smoke of acampfire. From
somewhere outside | could hear low voices. And | wasn't done; in the soft glow of alantern, Zoltan was
seated cross-legged on the other side of the tent.

"Welcome back," he said. He'd removed hisrobe, and his wings furled about his bare shoulders. "We
were worried about you. Fedling better?”

"A little." Not much. My head pounded, and my throat was parched. Without asking, he handed mea
water bottle. | unscrewed the cap and drank. "Where are we? How far havewe. .. 7'

"Where we were before you fainted.” Hisface was hideousin the haf-light; it had been along time since
I'd noticed just how ugly hewas. "We couldn't go any farther, not with you in this condition, so we
stopped for the night.”

"Oh, God. .. I'msorry, | didn't meanto..."

"Don't be. It wasn't your fault." Zoltan took the bottle from me, replaced the cap. "Infact, | rather envy
you. Seemsto methat you've had amoment of revelation.”

My mind was too fogged for meto redize what he was saying. "Y eah, well . . . getting stung will do that
to you." My left hand was sore; it had been bandaged, and the swelling had gone down. There were
antibioticsin thefirst-aid kit we were carrying; if this had happened to someone else, | might have been
ableto administer them in time to prevent the venom from taking effect. Unfortunately, these people
didn't know much about pseudowasps. "My fault. | should have warned you."

"Why? How can you warn someone about God?" Zoltan shook his head. "He doeswhat He chooses to
do, speaksto you when you least expect it."

"l don't understand.”

"Y ou know about the Holy Transformation. | must assume you do, because you've never asked me
about it, not since the first night you spent with us. One of my followers must havetold you'. . . probably
Greer, since you two have become close.” | said nothing, and he went on. "When God came to me, while
| wasin the Room of Pain and Understanding, He told methat | had amissioninlife. Gather asmany as|
could find who would believe His word and take them to another place, where we would spread the
word that the universal transformation was forthcoming.”

He shifted allittle, stretching hislegs. "I thought wed receive that sign in Shuttlefidld, but when it didn't
happen and it became apparent that we were surrounded by those who'd eventudly try to kill us, |
realized that our mission would be fulfilled esawhere. And so, like Moses and the | sradlites, we've st
forth into the wilderness.. . . and now it's become clear to me what our purposetruly is, for through you,
God has spoken.”

"Zoltan . . . Reverend Shirow . . . | was stung by a pseudowasp. It makes people freak out, do weird
things. That'sdl. | didn't hear God. | wasjust hdlucinating.”

"Perhgps you think you were suffering hdlucinations. Y et during that time, you told usthat you loved us
all, that we should fredly share our love with one another.” | started to protest, but he held up ahand.
"Y ou say you were under the influence of the pseudowasp, and perhaps you were. . . but | think God



was speaking through you."
"But I'm not abdiever. I'vetold you. Youve sad it yoursdf.”

"You'veled usto this place, and God has spoken through you." He gazed a me with great tenderness, as
if | werealost child whom he had found. "I know now what He has planned for us," he said very quietly.
"Weare going to die here."

"No, werenot." | shook my head. "We're going to make it through this. We're going to get over that
mountain, then.. . ."

"You can't refuse. It's God'swill that we perish together. Perhaps not now, but soon, very soon." Zoltan
took adeep breath, let it out asasigh. "Benjamin, you're one of us now. The time has comefor you to
join us, body and soul."

Reaching around behind him, he pulled out a soft leather bag. He unzipped it and reached insde; when
his hand came out, it held the black sash I'd seen the others wear so many times before. With great
reverence, he laid it on the ground between us.

"Remove your coat," he said quietly, "and roll up theleft deeve of your shirt.”

| fumbled at the zipper of my parka. My head il fdt asif it were stuffed full of cotton, my mind not
ready to cooperate with me. So thiswas going to be my initiation. Well, why not? I'd come thisfar with
these people; regardless of what 1'd just told Zoltan, we'd probably perish together. Might aswell go the
distance.

"Wrap it around your elbow," Zoltan said, handing the sash to me, "and pull it astight asyou can." He
did hishand into the bag once more. "Thiswill take only aminute, then well be done.”

I'd already wrapped the sash around my arm, but the last thing he said made me hesitate. | watched as he
produced asmdl gold chdice. He carefully placed it on the ground; in the glow of the lantern, itsrim held
faint crimson stain, like something that he hadn't been able to wash out. It looked like. . .

"What . . . what are you doing?' By then I'd seen the other thingsin his hand: the silver hypodermic
needle; the smdl coil of surgica tubing; the deflated rubber valve. Y et even then, it hadn't quite sunk in. |
needed to have him tell me,

Perhaps he knew that he didn't need to. His eyes dowly rase from the chalice, met my own. "Will you
share yoursdlf with me?" he whispered.

It was then that everything became clear. Why hisfollowers wore the sash, why they were excused from
their choresfor the day. The black cloth concedled the puncture marksin their arms; aday's rest helped
them recover from their blood loss.

In church, communion is celebrated in asymbolic manner. A chdice of winefor the blood of the savior, a
wafer of bread for hisflesh. Whether or not one believesin the miracle of transubstantiation isalmost
beside the point; it's the act of worship that counts. Y et Zoltan had twisted thisritud, turning it around so
that it fit his own sdf-image. He wasn't interested in symbolic deeds, nor was he willing to share himsdlf
with hisfollowers. What he demanded was fedlty, utter obedience; he wanted to be agod. So he brought
them into histent, told them whatever they wanted to hear, then . . .

"Benjamin." He crawled closer, the needleraised in hisright hand. "Will you share yoursdlf with me? Will
you giveyour bloodto...?



"Get away!"

| kicked him ashard as| could, swinging my right foot into his somach. Zoltan grunted and toppled over
backward, and | scrambled across the tent and unzipped the flap. | was dmost halfway out of the tent
when | felt hishand close around my left ankle. | blindly kicked back, felt the sole of my foot connect
with something fleshy. Zoltan cried out in pain, and the people seated around the campfire looked around
as| pitched forward on hands and knees from histent.

| roseto my feet, wavered unsteadily. Someone said my name, and | saw Greer coming toward me. |
didn't want her to touch me-I didn't want anyone to touch me-so | lurched away, escaping thefireand
thetents, until | fell to my knees beneath atree.

| tried to vomit, but there was nothing in my stomach for meto throw up; al | could do was dry-heave.
When my guts stopped convulsing, | fell into apile of dry leaves at the base. Darkness closed in, and |
wasgone.

| awoke to find that someone had unrolled my sleeping bag and covered mewithit.
Probably Greer; she wasthe only person who acknowledged my presence that morning, and even she
kept her distance. No one would speak to me; they quietly took down the tents and packed up their
gear, tregting me asif | was aguest who'd overstayed his welcome.

And perhaps | was. The map and compass were missing from my parka. Thinking they might have been
taken from mewhile | was adeep, | asked the others who had them, only to receive stares and
headshakes as nonverba responses. Although it was clear that Zoltan was|eading us through the forest,
he didn't appear to have them ether. It's possible that | might have lost them in the swamp, but when |
attempted to go back to search for them, Zoltan beckoned for the othersto come with him. So not only
had | been ogtracized, but the Universaists were willing to leave me behind. | had no choice but to follow
them; shouldering my pack, | brought up the rear.

Even without the benefit of map and compass, Zoltan knew where he was going. At that point, it would
have been difficult to missfinding the eastern dope of Mt. Shaw. By the end of the day, when wefinally
emerged from the forest, the mountain loomed before us, three thousand feet high, its summit still covered
with snow. We made camp at its base, but no one invited me to share atent with them. The only food left
was somerice, but | wasn't offered any, and when | attempted to join the Universaists by the fire they'd
built, Boris stepped in front of me, blocking my way with his saff. | retreasted to where | had unrolled my
degping bag and sat there alone, shivering in the cold, my ssomach growling.

Shortly after everyone turned in for the night, though, Greer came to me. Glancing over her shoulder to
seeif anyone was watching, she knelt beside my deeping bag, then reached beneath her robe and
produced abowl. "Eat fast,” she whispered. "I can't let anyone see me doing this."

There was only ahandful of ricein the bowl, but it was better than nothing. "Thanks," | mumbled, my
teeth chattering as | took it from her. "You're. . ."

"Zoltan saysyou're no longer one of us. Y ou refused to share communion with him. That makesyou a
heretic. We're not alowed to associate with you."

"That'swhat he says, huh?' | suffed cold riceinto my mouth. "And how many times haveyou let him
drink your blood? Or have you lost count?’

Shelet out her breath. "It's not like that, Ben. Y ou might think it's just about drinking blood, but it'sa



form of sacred worship. The prophet partakes of our essence, and in that way we become closer not
only tohimbut aso God. . . ."

"Oh, come off it. There's nothing sacred about what he's doing. Zoltan wantsto play vampire, that'sfine,
but leave God out of it. HE'sjust usng you for . . ."

"No! God has sent him to usto fulfill Hismisson. .. ."

"And you know what Zoltan told melast night? He sayshewantsusall to die!” | was no longer bothering
to keep my voicelow. "Thisisn't communion. Thisisn't worship. Y ou've been brainwashed, kid. He's
goingto..."

"Greer. Come away from him."

| looked up, saw Zoltan emerge from the shadows. How long he'd been standing there, | had no idea.
Hiswingswere hidden under hisrobe, and | couldn't see hisface beneath his upraised hood, yet in that
moment, backlit againgt the dying campfire, he looked as demonic as anything Dr. Owen Dunn might
have imagined in the depths of hisinsanity.

Greer sarted torise, but | grabbed her wrigt. "Don't ligento him," | said. "He's crazy, out of hismind.
Thereésnothing hecandotoyouif youdont. . ."

"Greer, leave him." Zoltan remained cam. "Weve known al along that's he's an unbeliever. Now he's
revealed himsdlf to be more.”

"What? A heretic? Just because | won't grovel ?* | struggled to my feet, dropping the empty bowl but
keeping my grip on Greer'swrist. "You're alousy excuse for a prophet, Shirow. Jesuswould have been
sckif hed ever metyou. . . ."

"Enough!" Zoltan leveled ataoned finger at me. "Thou art damned! Thou art excommunicated! Thou art
no longer of the body of the church!™

"Yeah. Right." From behind him, the other Universdists were emerging from their tents, drawn by the
sound of our voices. "So I'm damned and excommunicated, and you'll never get meto. . ." | sopped,
shook my head. "But I'm one thing you're not, Shirow, and the one thing you can't do without just now."

"And what's that?"
"I'm the only guy who knows how to get over that mountain.”
He stared at me. "God will show ustheway.”

"Maybe | don't have the map and compass anymore, but | don't think you do either, and | wasthe only
one who was paying atention to where we were going while y'al were singing church hymns. Not only
that, but Clark Thompson told me how to find the Alabama colonists, and not you . So unless God gives
out travel plans, buddy, you're screwed.”

| was bluffing, of course; Thompson's directions hadn't been specific. Not only that, but | was gambling
that Zoltan hadn't stolen the map and compass from me. | hadn't seen him or anyone el se produce them
al day, which led meto believe that they had been logt.

"Y ou say you want to die out here." Desperate, | kept talking, trying to get through to them. "Grest . . .
so what'sthat going to prove? If no one knowswhy, thenit'll dl befor nothing . . . nothing! What sort of
aholy missonisthat, pa?'



Greer trembled against me; | released her wrigt, but she didn't move away. No one said anything; they
waited in silence for their prophet to denounce the heretic, the unbeliever, the damned soul who'd dared
challenge God's chosen messenger to Coyote.

Zoltan said nothing for afew moments. He was stuck, and he knew it. "The Lord worksin mysterious
ways," hesad at lagt. "Y ou may lead us across the mountain, Benjamin.”

"Thank you." | let out my breath, hesitated. "And in exchange for my services asyour guide, thereés one
morething | want from you."

"Andthisis...?'

"Y our tent, please. And without you init." | bent down, gathered my bag and pack. "It's freezing out
here, and I'm sure no one will object if you share space with them.”

Zoltan didn't reply. He smply stepped aside. My armsfull, | walked past him, ignoring hisfollowersas|
headed over to histent.

Y et when | looked back, Greer wasn't with me. She had moved against his side, and he'd put hisarms
around her. That was when | knew shewaslost to me.

It took two days for us to climb Mt. Shaw. It should have taken only one, but the
mountains de was steep. With no trail to follow, we had to pick our way around granite ledges and
across landdides, taking azigzag course up the eastern dope. The higher we went, the colder the air
became, and soon every breath we took was painful. Once we passed the tree line about three-quarters
of theway up the mountain we found ourselves plodding, sometimes crawling, through knee-deep drifts.

Everyone was weak from hunger and cold. When we stopped to make camp, therewas no level place
for usto pitch our tents, nor any dry wood to gather for afire. We managed to half cook the remaining
ricein snow melted in a pan over a portable stove-at that atitude, it wasimpaossible to bring the water to
aboil-but several people had come down with atitude sickness and couldn't eat. No one's clothes were
dry, and some of uswere showing the first signs of acute hypothermia. We spent achilly night on the
mountain, huddled together in our bags as the wind kicked up snow around us, Bear glaring down upon
uslikethe eye of an angry god.

When morning findly came, we discovered that Clarice was no longer among us. Renaldo found her ten
feet away; sometime during the night, she had rolled down the dopein her deeping bag until shelanded in
adeep snowdrift. Shewas dill dive, but only barely; her face was pale, her lips blue, and she never
regained consciousness despite our attempts to keep her warm. Clarice died as Umawasrising over the
summit; with the ground too hard for usto dig a grave and no one strong enough to carry her body, the
only thing we could do was zip her corpse insgde her bag and stack some rocks on top of it. Zoltan
muttered abrief prayer, then we continued our ascent, leaving her behind.

We reached the top of the mountain late in the afternoon the second day. The view was magnificent-a
great valey severd thousand feet below, surrounded by the Gillis Range with the mammoth volcanic cone
of Mt. Bonestdll far away to the northwest-but no one wasin any condition to appreciateit. By then
severd people were leaning heavily upon their staffs or each other, their feet numb from frostbite; 1an was
snow-blind, relying on Dex to lead him, and most of the others were listless and mumbling incoherently.

To make mattersworse, thick clouds coming in from the northeast warned that a storm was approaching.
We had to get off the summit as soon aswe could. Still pretending that | knew the way, | made the best



guess| could, then began leading the group down the western dope.

We madeit to thetree line shortly after dusk, but still we couldn't find anyplace for usto set up our tents.
The stronger members of the group erected a couple of lean-to shelters from fallen branches, then
covered them with unfolded tents. Unable to build afire, with nothing Ieft to eat, we crowded together
beneath the shelters as thefirgt flakes of snow began to fal upon us. That night, even Bear had forsaken
us, the sky was dark, the starsinvisible behind the storm sweeping down the mountain.

No one spoke to me except when they had to. | was necessary, but that was all; any sense of
brotherhood had long since vanished. Greer stayed away from me. That hurt the most, because athough
| had stopped caring very much about the rest of the group, | till loved her. But during that last, long
night, even though she dept only afew feet away, shewas as distant asif we were separated by miles.

By daybreak, though, the snow was dtill faling and the shelters were covered with nearly afoot of fresh
powder. Three more people had died during the night: Boris, and two otherswhose names| can't recall
today. Y et there was no way we could continue our descent; visibility had been reduced to less than five
feet, and mogt of the group were suffering from frogtbite and hypothermia.

That was when the true horror began.

"We have to eat," Zoltan said, as | was helping Renaldo drag the bodiesfrom beneath
the shelter. "If we don't egt, welll die”

"Y eah, sure. No problem.” | could barely see him through the snow; he was sitting on alog, staring at
me. "Know just the place. Nicelittle cafe at the bottom of the mountain. Just afew miles avay. Great
primerib. Cmon, let'sgo."

A bad joke. | couldn't help it. Four people dead aready, and doubtless more to come. lan most likely,
or perhaps Doria; both were comatose, and there was nothing we could do to save them. Even another
handful of raw rice sounded like afeast just then. But when | looked at him, | saw that he was gazing at
the corpsesin away that made mefed uncomfortable.

"Put them over there," he said, pointing to a place nearby. "Get some knives." Helooked at Renaldo.
"Seeif you can find some dry wood. We need to make afire.”

"What are you saying?" | whispered.

For severa long moments, Zoltan didn't reply. "We need to eat,” he said. "If we don't, well die"
"You told me God wantsusto die," | said. "Isnt that your . . . ?"

And then helifted hisgaze, and in that instant | saw something in hiseyes1'd never seen before. . . .

No. That's not right. It had been there dl dong; | had just refused to acknowledge it, even though | knew
it to betrue. Zoltan Shirow was insane. He had away's been insane. From the moment wings had been
grafted to hisback, he had been mad; nevertheless, he had concedled it behind the veneer of presumed

prophecy.

Cannibalism can be accepted if you're desperate to survive. Many have done it beforein order to
continue living, and more often than not they weren't crazy. Asrepulsve asit may be, it'sapragmatic
choice; egt the dead and remain dive, or dieyoursdlf. Y et in that instant, looking into Zoltan's eyes, |
redized that thiswas what hed had in mind al dong. Given a choice, though, he would have preferred to
taste my flesh than that of any of hisfollowers. He wasn't going to wait until | died of cold or starvation.
That waswhy held let me remain with the group. | wouldn't give him my blood, so hed consume my



body instead. Don't ask me how | knew what he intended; | just did.

"Okay," | said. "You'reright. It's gotta be done." | turned to Renaldo. "Y ou go get the knives. . . | think
they'rein Borissbag. I'll get some wood."

Renado nodded dumbly. His mind was gone. He began trudging back through the snow toward the
nearest lean-to. | watched him go, then | turned and started hobbling down the dope.

After thefirst few steps, | broke into arun. | had nothing with me except the clothes on my back and the
boots | was wearing; no pack, no bag, no lantern, no stove. But if | returned to the shelter where I'd left
my things, | had little doubt that I'd never come out again.

And | didn't have Greer. | tried to forget that as| ran for my life.

| had dmost made a clean getaway when | heard Zoltan call my name. | wanted to keep going, but
something made me stop, look back around. Zoltan was till where I'd left him; he hadn't moved at all,
making no effort to pursue me. A gargoyle crouching in the snow. He knew what | was doing.

"Benjamin,” he said, hisvoice dmost lost to me, "do you believe?!

| started to say something, but | didn't. Instead, | started running again.

How | survived, I'll never know. By all rights, | should have perished on Mt. Shaw. | ate
snow and the bark off trees, and dept covered by piles of dead leaves, and kept going downhill until |
found my way to the bottom of the mountain, where a hunting party found me three days later. If Zoltan
had been around, he might have said that what saved me was divine providence. Persondly, | think it
was fear, and the knowledge of what I'd left behind.

A doctor named Kuniko Okada nursed me back to health. Two toes on my left foot had rotted with
gangrene from frostbite, so she was forced to amputate them, but other than that and severe malnutrition
I'd come through in relatively good shape. | remained in her care for the next week, until | was strong
enough to get out of bed and hobble across her cabin with the aid of awalking stick. It wasn't until Dr.
Okada hel ped me out onto the porch that | discovered that the place was suspended fifteen feet above
the ground.

Theorigind colonists had built their new settlement within the boughs of an ancient stand of blackwood
trees, not far from awide creek that flowed down from the Gillis Range. Looking out from Dr. Okada's
porch, | saw avillage of tree houses, connected to one another by rope bridges, with livestock pens,
brick kilns, and grain sheds scattered across the forest floor. | even saw the ill where they made their
bearshine. No wonder the Union hadn't been able to discover its location; the blackwoods not only
provided protection against boids, but aso camouflage from the cameras and infrared sensors of the
gpacecraft orbiting high above.

Once | waswdll, | agreed to meet with the Defiance Town Council. | recognized their leader as soon as|
walked into the room: Robert E. Lee, former captain of the URSS Alabama , the man who'd stolen
Earth'sfirst starship and brought a group of politica dissdentsto the new world. His beard had gone
white, lending him astrong resemblance to his famous ancestor, but he was clearly the same man whose
face I'd seenin history texts when | was growing up. Lee was almost as surprised to seeme as| wasto
meet him, aswere the other members of the Council. Although | wasn't the first Shuttlefield refugee
who'd managed to find their way to Defiance, | was the only man who'd ever crossed Mt. Shaw during
winter. Not only that, but apparently I'd done it on my own, with only the clothes on my back.



| had alittle trouble telling them my story; the form of English they spoke was over two hundred years
old, and only recently had they learned Anglo. Once we were past the language barrier, | informed them
that they were only haf-right; | hadn't been adone, but so far as| knew there were no other survivors.

L ee and the others listened to my story, and when | was done they excused mein order to hold an
executive sesson. It didn't last long; when | was brought back into the meeting room, Lee told me that
the Council had voted unanimoudy to accept me as anew member of their town. | accepted the
invitation, of course.

A month later, | was ableto wak on my own. By then it was early spring; the snow had melted, and it
was possibleto climb Mt. Shaw safely once more. | took afew days off from my new job as goatherd to
escort asmall group of men up the western dope. It was a dow ascent-I had to stop often to rest my left
foot, and also try to remember the way |'d come-but after a couple of days of searching we managed to
find the place just below the tree line where I'd last seen the members of the Church of Universal
Transformation.

Two lean-to shelters, aready on the verge of collapse, lay near aring of stoneswhere afire had been
built. Within them, we discovered rotting deeping bags and backpacks, tattered robes and dead lanterns,
acouple of Bibleswhose brown pages fluttered in the cool wind. Charred and broken boneslay in and
around thefire pit; not far away, we found apile of mutilated skeletons, some missing their ams and legs,
otherswith skullsfractured asif struck from behind by one of the staffsthat lay here and there.

Therewas no way to identify anyone. Weather, animals, and insects had done their work on the bodies,
and | couldn't look for mysdlf. After afew minutes, | knelt on the ground and wept until one of my
companions picked me up and led me away.

I'm sure none of them survived. Thereé's no way anyone else could have madeit off the mountain. Not
even Greer. Even today, her fateis something | can't bear to contemplate.

Andyet. ..

Before my partners buried them, they carefully counted the corpses. They came up with twenty-seven
bodies. Not counting Clarice, whose body was |ft on the other sde of Mt. Shaw, or me, that was two
short of the thirty-one Universalists who left Shuttlefield, including Zoltan Shirow. We never found
anything that looked like awing, or a skull with fangs among itsteeth, or a hand whose fingers had been
reshaped astalons.

To thisday, though, people who've ventured into the Gillis Range have come back with stories of
shadowy forms haf-seen through the trees. Sometimes they've caught a glimpse of afigure with batlike
wings, and sometimes they've spotted what appears to be a young woman. These could only be stories,
the mountains are haunted, and lonely as only the wilderness can be.

| don't know the answer. But every night, before| go to bed, | pray to God that | never will.

rat3 THE GARCIA NARROWS BRIDGE

The day is Anael, Adnachiel 66, C. Y. 05: a perfect morning in early autumn. Theplaceis
the Eastern Divide, the greet row of limestone bluffs running aong the eastern coast of New Florida,
separating its flat marshlands from the East Channel. On the other side of the channel is Midland, the
equatoria continent that straddles the northern half of Coyote's meridian; like most of the plant, it's
largely unexplored, but thisis about to change. For where there was once only an expanse of water,



theré's now an dien object, something never before seen on thisworld.
A bridge.

Almost two mileslong, with amidlength clearance of 110 feet, the bridge is built dmost entirely of native
wood and stone; indeed, the only metal used in its construction are the thick stedl bolts that hold together
the post-and-beam structure of the six blackwood arches holding up the concrete roadway. The arches
and the towersthat support them rest upon massive limestone piers, and suspended between each arch is
ahinged span that seemsto float in midair above the channd. The bridge appearsfragile, but
gppearances are deceiving: designed to withstand the harshest winter storm or the highest spring flood, it
can hold the weight of pedestrians, carts, rovers. . . even an amy, if need be.

At the moment, though, the bridgeis vacant. For thefirst time since last Machidid, when construction
began, no one stands upon it. The scaffolds have been dismantled, aong with the temporary caissons that
once surrounded the piers at the base of the towers; the bamboo basket that transported workmen along
along cable strung between the towersis till in place, but soonit'll be taken down. The bridgeis
finished. The only thing left to be done is the dedication ceremony.

Almost eight hundred people have gathered beneath the river bluffs. During the course of thelast year, a
smdl town has grown up within the shadows of the Eastern Divide: dormitories, commissaries,
warehouses, and sheds, sprawling across acres of savannanear the limestone quarries where workers
chipped out the blocks used to build the towers. Today, though, Bridgeton is empty; everyone has hiked
up the new road blasted through the Divide, where they now gaze across the Narrows at adightly
smdler group standing atop the Midland Rise: Forest Camp, whose workmen chopped down the
blackwoods and milled them for the massive beams used for the arches and support towers.

More than fourteen hundred men and women have labored long and hard for nearly seven months,
amost two years by Gregorian reckoning. They paid for the bridge not only with swest and muscle, but
aso blood: seven people perished in congtruction accidents ranging from falling from the towersto
drowning in the channdl. But thisday isnot for mourning, but for celebration. Red and blue pennants
dangle from the trusses, and garlands of wildflowers are woven around the handrails. In the Bridgeton
mess hadl, the long tables have been laid out, and dozens of chickens and pigs have been butchered, in
preparation for amidday fiesta, while casks of sourgrass de carted in from Shuttlefield wait to be tapped.
Outsdethe hdl, asmdl stage has been set up-the Coyote Wood Ensemble will perform a symphony
written especidly for this occasion by Allegra DiSilvio-and anearby field has been cleared for a softball
game. The crowd shuffles restlesdy, impatient to get through the dedication ceremonies so they can begin
the long-awaited party.

Standing at the bridge entranceisasmal group of dignitaries. The colonid governor, the Matriarch Luisa
Hernandez, a stocky woman in a purple brocade cape, her hood pulled back. The lieutenant governor,
the Savant Manued Castro, hisblack robe concedling his skull-like face and metalic form. ChrisLevin,
the Chief Proctor, one of the original colonists from the URSS Alabama , thefirst starship to reach the
47 Ursae Mg oris system; his eyes congtantly shift back and forth, asif searching for trouble. Leaders of
the various guilds whose members were recruited for the congtruction effort; many of them are mildly
inebriated, having aready sampled the ale before coming up to the bridge.

Andintheir midst, aquiet figure, dight of build and stooped at the shoulders, histhin face framed by a
beard peppered with grey. He wears athreadbare frock coat despite the warmth of the day, and his soft
brown eyes peer owlishly from behind wire-rim glasses.

James Alonzo Garcia, architect and chief engineer of the Garcia Narrows Bridge. Not the sort of person
onewould expect to lead such amonumental task. Indeed, he sees himsalf not so much as an engineer



but rather as a poet. Instead of words, though, physicsis hisform, mathematics his meter; for him, the
bridge that bears his nameis a poem of gravity and resistance, tension and compression, an e egant
sonnet whose couplets are expressed in equations. Others may see the bridge as an edifice, yet for him it
isasong that only he can hear.

It ishismasterpiece. And he hatesiit.

A red ribbon has been stretched across the entrance, tied together in athick bow. James Garcia-formerly
known, alifetime ago back on Earth, as" Crazy Jmmy"-looks down, gently squeezes hisleft thumb.
Digits appear on thefingernail: 1329:47:03. Almost noon. He's supposed to deliver aspeech at thistime;
afew public words, expressing his thoughts upon the grand occasion. Thissort of thingisn'tin his
character-he's shy, reticent when it comesto things like this-yet amike dangles from his|eft ear, wired to
asound system set up o that what he says can be heard by al. Everyoneiswaiting for him, but he holds
off, delaying the ceremony.

Acrossthe channel, just for amoment, he catches aflash of light. Once, twice, three times, from arocky
outcrop on the Midland Rise just below the east Side of the bridge. Asif to shade his eyes from the sun,
Garciabriefly raisesahand. Thelight winks twice more, then isno longer seen.

He turnsto the woman standing next to him, nods briefly. The Matriarch smiles, then turnsto Savant
Cadtro. Ruby-colored eyes stare into his own, then ametalic claw comes from benegth the cloak,
offering a pair of shears painted gold to resemble ceremonia scissors.

Garcia accepts the shears, steps forward to the ribbon. Seeing this, a cheer rises from the nearby
onlookers, reciprocated afew moments later by those on the other side of the channdl. Garcialetsthe
applause wash over him. For better or worse, thisis his moment; none of it would have been possible
wereit not for him.

Heraisesthe shears, his hands trembling as he opens the blades. So tempting just to cut the ribbon, get it
over and done. But, no, there are things that must be said; thisisan historic event, after al, and history
must be served.

And so he spesks. . .

In order to properly understand what James Alonzo Garcia said that day, and why he
did what he did, one must go back. Not to the beginnings of the colonization of Coyote-that story has
aready been told esewhere-but to the events after the disappearance of the original settlersand the
arrival of the next wave of colonists from Earth. It explains why a bridge was constructed acrossthe
Eagtern Channel, and why Crazy Jmmy was the man who built it.

When the Alabama party abandoned their origina settlement and fled New Florida, following the
unexpected arrival of the WHSS Glorious Destiny, they did so inlongboats, kayaks, and sea canoes
they had fashioned from native materials. Using aroute discovered by the Montero Expedition of C .Y .
02, they traveled down Sand Creek until they reached the Shapiro Pass, which dlowed them access
through the Eastern Divide to the East Channdl. By the time asquad of Union Guard soldiersled by
LuisaHernandez set foot in Liberty, the settlers had aready crossed the channel and vanished into the
wilds of Midland, never to be seen again.

Once the Western Hemisphere Union assumed control of New Forida, the Matriarch turned her
attention to tracking down the Alabama party. Despite her efforts, though, their whereabouts remained a
mystery; dthough every square mile of Coyote was surveyed from orbit, no signs of human habitation
were found anywhere on the planet. No radio signals were detected by long-range sensors, and
low-dtitude sorties by shuttles were likewise unsuccessful.



Suspecting that the colonists had established anew settlement somewhere on Midland, Savant Castro
proposed sending amilitary expedition into the adjacent continent. However, the Matriarch declined. Her
primary objective had already been fulfilled, so there was no real reason to pursue them. Her major
concern now was assuring the survival of the one thousand people aboard the Glorious Destiny ; since
Liberty was much too small to house dl of them, a second town was established near the landing field.
During their first long winter on Coyote, most of theimmigrants were forced to livein tents, subsisting on
meager rations brought from Earth; morae was|ow, and only areative handful of Union Guard soldiers
were availableto keep them in line. So Hernandez was unwilling to spare any of her troops; the location
of the vanished colonistswould have to remain amystery, at least for the time being.

Astime went on, though, the Matriarch cameto redize that her troubles had only begun. Over the course
of the next year and ahdf, by LeMarean reckoning, three more ships arrived-the New Frontiers , the
Long Journey , and the Magnificent Voyage -each depositing a thousand more colonists on New
Floridabefore turning around for the trip back to Earth. The mgority were unsuited for frontier life;
athough most had won their berths through public lotteries, many had bribed their way aboard; nor was
it asecret that some were politica exiles or furloughed criminas. Shuttlefield swelled in Size, soon
becoming a shantytown ruled by various guilds, groups, and gangs. The newcomers were put to work on
collective farms, yet after awhile even the Matriarch was forced to admit-albeit only to Manuel Castro,
her closest aide-that socia collectivism was inadequate for settling anew world.

Making the situation worse was the fact that New Foridawas asavanna, avast expanse of grasdands
and swamp, with few forests to supply wood for building new houses. Within ayear, dl the nearby
stands of blackwood and faux birch had been leveled; athough Japanese bamboo had been successfully
introduced, it wasn't suitable for dwellings able to withstand Coyote's long winters. Clearly, they had to
look elsewhere for native resources.

And o the Matriarch cast her gaze upon Midland. Not only wasit closer and more accessible than
Great Dakotato the west, but its lowlands were aso covered by denserain forests. Geologica surveys
aong the Gillis Range indicated that the mountains held szable deposdits of iron, titanium, copper, even
dlver and gold-metals scarce on New Forida. Midland was virgin territory, just waiting to be conquered.

All they needed was away to get there.

The East Channdl wasthe obstacle. From high orbit, it only looked like ariver, until oneredlized that, at
the Montero Delta, where the channd flowed into the Great Equatoria River, it was nearly fifty miles
wide. Furthermore, there were only four major passes through the Eastern Divide, none of which was
eadly navigable except during late winter and early spring, when the streams that had carved them
through solid limestone were flooded by melting snow . . . and even then, it was only aone-way trip,
because the currents were too swift to make areturn crossing.

A group of macontents, fed up with lifein Shuttlefield, had built atiny settlement near the Monroe Pass,
establishing aferry ableto carry people over to Midland, including areligious cult whom the Matriarch
was only too glad to et go. However, Thompson's Ferry was inadequate for her purposes; she needed
reliable access across the channel, one that was firmly under Union control, so she would be able to send
timber and mining crewsinto Midland and bring back wood and ore. Asthings stood boats were
dependent upon weather and the seasons, aircraft limited by low payloads and inability to land in difficult
terrain.

Clearly, she needed abridge. And that was when she turned to James Alonzo Garcia.

In the year 2246, the sea-mining industry had grown to the extent that OceanSpace LLC
determined that it was more cogt-€efficient to build apermanent colony on the continental shelf off the



Atlantic coast of Florida. Until then, the only successful degp-ocean habs had been small ingtd lations
capable of supporting no more than fifty people at atime; OceanSpace wanted asmall city, located more
than three hundred feet beneath the surface, able to support more than athousand peoplein ashirtdeeve
environment. Not only that, but it aso would have to sustain a one-atmosphere internal pressure of
oxygen-nitrogen instead of oxygen-hdium, and betotally self-sufficient. And it had to be comfortable; no
bunks or crowded compartments, but rather individua living quarters, spacious pedestrian malls, even

hol otheaters and miniature golf courses.

Quite afew people thought it wasimpossible. Many predicted that the colony was a disaster waiting to
happen, and they produced graphs, smulations, and pie charts to make the point. Y et Sx years|ater,
Aquarius opened its airlocks to submersibles bringing aboard its first residents. Despite dire forecasts, the
buckydomes never collapsed under pressure, nor did its hydrothermal power systems or open-loop
life-support systems ever fal.

The architect responsible for this miracle was James Alonzo Garcia. He was thirty-one years old when
Aquariuswas finished, yet he never visited his creation; he was prone to seasickness.

In 2253, the Mars colonies needed an efficient means of traverang the Vales Marineris. Until then, the
only way to travel from one Sde of the vast canyon system to the other was by means of airship.
Semirigid dirigibles could only carry ahandful of people, though, and had limited cargo capacity, and
were aso vulnerable to Martian weather conditions. A solution had to be found.

On AresDay, 2258, the Alice B. Stanley Bridge across the Noctis Labyrinthis was officidly dedicated.
Over ten milesin length, with twin five-hundred-foot towers supporting a stayed-cable roadway above a
chasm nearly amile deep, the bridge was so enormousthat it could be seen by the naked eye from low
orbit. Again, there were predictions that it would be destroyed by the first mgjor dust storm or
marsquake, yet the Stanley Bridge survived everything that nature threw &t it.

Its designer, the thirty-nine-year-old engineer James Alonzo Garcia, attended the opening ceremoniesvia
holotransmission from hishomein Athens, Georgia. He claimed that the flu prevented him from making
thetrip to Mars, yet everyone who worked on the project knew that he was mortified by the prospect of
setting foot aboard anything that |eft the ground.

Crazy Jmmy didn't earn his nickname by accident. The stereotypical image of the civil engineer is one of
abroad-shouldered, barrel-chested man with a blueprint in one hand and a protractor in the other.
Garciadidnt fit the profile: ascetic and thin-faced, he looked more like Robert Browning than Robert
Moses. Those who knew him persondly-there weren't many, outside asmall circle of associates-often
described him in two terms: genius and mad. He graduated from the University of Georgiaat age
twenty-one with adoctorate in physics, and after that he seldom Ieft home, and only then if he could
travel by maglev train. He wore black at al times, and hisfavorite article of clothing was afrock coat
he'd found in his grandfather's attic. He dept no more than four or five hours anight. He had no apparent
interest in women; hisonly love affair was with a seventeen-year-old second cousin he met at afamily
reunion when he was twenty-three, and he was shattered when she spurned his marriage proposa.
Though he claimed to be an atheigt, those closest to him knew that he believed in reincarnation and that in
apast life he had once been adog.

Nevertheless, no one denied the fact that Garciawas brilliant, abelt otherworldly. He perceived complex
engineering problemsin poetic terms; for him, an equation was a couplet, an dgorithm arhyme. Aquarius
was ahomage to Edgar Allan Poe's"The City Under the Sea" expressed in mathematicd terms, the
Stanley Bridge a contemplation on the value of pi asamaterid object. In these things, and
others-elaborate homes he designed for friends, skyscrapersthat seemed to defy gravity, the occasiond
public monument as adiverson-he displayed his gifts.



Although he was a perfectionist by nature, he was far from perfect himsdlf. Garciahad little patience for
those who couldn't keep up with him. Hefired assistants for aslittle reason as showing up for work a
couple of minuteslate, and once walked off project in which he had been involved for severa yearsonly
because the client failed to gppreciate the awning held designed for the front entrance. Many of his
colleagues perceived him as arrogant, and few redlized that his erratic behavior ssemmed from adeep
sense of insecurity. For dl histalent, James Garciawas alonely man, unable to communicate with the
world in any meaningful way except through the things he built.

Even today, historians disagree over what compelled James Garciato migrate to Coyote. Certainly it
wasnt to find adventure; for al intents and purposes, he was arecluse. Some speculate that he was
seeking another off-world chalenge after the Stanley Bridge. If that was so, then why travel forty-six
light-years, leaving behind everything he knew? Jonas NcNair, the architecture critic, believesthat he
may have logt favor with the Proletariate after he refused to design anew Government Centrefor the
Western Hemisphere Union in Havana, an alegation supported by Garcia's well-documented didikefor
socid collectivism, asystem that wouldn't alow him to earn as much as he did when he worked on
projectsin Europe and the Pecific Codlition. Or perhaps, as some have theorized, like so many others
who went to Coyote before him, Garciasmply reached apoint in life when he wanted to make afresh
dart.

Thetruth isvery smple: he had no choice. The Proletariate redlized that, sooner or later, Coyote would
require the services of amaster architect, someone able to tackle the most difficult engineering problems.
Only one person fit that description, and so he was drafted. Had he been given advance warning, Garcia
might have been ableto flee the Union; like so many other rich people in the WHU, he kept his private
earnings in Swiss banks, and the Union was willing to look the other way so long as he paid histaxes and
didn't flaunt hiswedlth in public. One of the tenets of collectivist theory wasthat individuas should be
willing to make sacrifices for the greater good of society, so when the Proletariate decided that Coyote
needed the talents of James Alonzo Garcia, he avoke one morning to find al hislines of credit frozen, his
travel permits denied, his contacts no longer willing to answer the phone, and a Patriarch and two
Proctorswaiting in his office with an offer that he could not refuse.

And 0, on Barchiel 6,C .Y . 05, James Alonzo Garciawalked down the ramp of a Union shuttle. Unlike
the hundreds of other immigrants who'd spent the last forty-eight yearsin biostasis aboard the
Magpnificent Voyage , though, Garcianever had to endure acold night in Shuttlefield. The moment he
st foot on Coyote, proctors ushered him to awaiting maxvee, which spirited him away to Liberty, where
he was assigned to athree-room log cabin in the center of town. And that evening, while he was
unpacking his bags, Garciareceived hisfirg vistors: LuisaHernandez and Manud Cagtro. They
persondly brought him dinner, and while a Union Guard soldier stood watch outside the three of them
had ameeting. It lasted only an hour, and &fter they left Garcia stood on the front porch of his new home,
slently gazing up a Bear asit roseinto the night sky.

Garciawas treated with far more dignity than the average immigrant. Since dl the usud weight limitshad
been waived in hisfavor, his comps, books, and even his antique drafting board had al been freighted
from Earth. When it was apparent that he needed awarmer jacket than hisfrock coat, hewas given a
fur-lined parka (which he wore only on the coldest days). He didn't eat in the community hdl, but insteed
took hismedlsin the privacy of hishome. Whenever he needed anything-pads, fresh sheets and blankets
for hisbed, a coffegpot, anew pair of boots-it was available smply for the asking. Compared to the
thousands living in squalor in Shuttlefield, James Garcialived likeaprince. . . and al he was expected to
doinreturn wasto lend histaentsto the colony.

His circumstances weren't unbearable. He hadn't left behind anyone he couldn't live without, and while his
quarterswererelatively primitive, they weren't uncomfortable. So he went to work on thefirst task given



to him by the Matriarch, designing amadter plan for Shuttlefield that would ease the settlement’s
overpopulation problems. It took only six weeks for him to come up with awhed-shaped layout for
streets and neighborhoods, compl ete with a sawage system, a zoned business digtrict, schoolsand a
public commons, with roads leading to Liberty, the nearby farms, and the landing field. Although it was
something afirst-year student could have done, when he showed it to the Matriarch she prased him asa

genius
And that's when she told him she needed a bridge.

From the outset, Garcia knew that building a bridge across the East Channel would be
more difficult than it might seem. No two bridges are exactly aike, no matter how smilar they may
appear; each posesits own unique chalenges, and while the Stanley Bridge was one of the largest ever
built, Garciaquickly redlized that this new one would stretch the limits of hisingenuity.

Midway through Machadid, the last month of winter, Garciajoined afour-man expedition down Sand
Creek to survey the channel and the Eastern Divide. Never much of atraveler, the architect made thetrip
only with great reluctance; however, he knew that he had to see the channd with his own eyes and not
smply rely on reports made by others.

Another expedition member was Chris Levin, the Chief Proctor. Levin wasthe natura choiceto lead the
survey team; not only had he designed and built the single-mast keelboat, the Lady of Huntsville , which
the team used for the trip, but he had also been on theill-fated Montero Expedition that crossed the
Eastern Divide three years earlier.

Sand Creek was il running high, so the boat made it through the Shapiro Pass without any difficulties.
Oncethey reached the East Channel, the expedition turned north, spending the next severa days
exploring the seventy-mile stretch between the Shapiro Pass and Thompson's Ferry. It wasadow and
arduous voyage; the current was against them, making the ride anything but smooth, and Garciawas
frequently seasick, trying the patience of the other men aboard. After the first two days on the channd,
Garciadected not to remain aboard any longer. While Levin and hisfirst mate, Union Guard lieutenant
Bon Cortez, went ahead in the keelboat, Garcia and Frederic LaRoux, ageologist, hiked the rocky
beach beneath the towering bluffs of the Eastern Divide, catching up with the Lady of Huntsville whenit
came ashorefor the evening.

Thisturned out to be awise decision, for it gave Garciaand LaRoux achance to ingpect the bluffs more
closdy. As Garcia suspected, much of the Eastern Divide was comprised of porous limestone, unsuitable
for supporting alarge structure. However, here and there the limestone had been eroded away, exposing
impermeable shae beneath it. And midway between the Shapiro Pass and Thompson's Ferry,
fortuitoudy located at the most narrow point of the Eastern Channd, rested agranite bluff suitable for
their needs.

The Narrows, as Levin labeled the Straits on his map, were alittle less than two miles across, the
Midland Rise could easily be seen from the beach. The expedition made camp on the western side, and
spent the next severd days surveying the site from both sides of the channel, using deep-core drillsto
extract rock samples and sonar to gauge the depth of the waters. At midpoint, the Narrows were nearly
ahundred feet deep, but a severd placesthe floor rose to within forty feet of the surface. Soundings
revedl ed the existence of solid bedrock several feet beneath the muddy river bottom. Garcia climbed to
the top of the Eastern Divide and set up his theodolite, then spent aday examining the eastern side of the
channd through its scope, repesting thisthe following day from the top of the Rise, while Bon Cortez
stood two miles away with ameter stick in hand.

Eight days after it set sail upon the East Channel, the Lady of Huntsville arrived at Thompson's Ferry,



thirty-eight miles upstream from the Narrows. Levin, Cortez, and LaRoux took advantage of Clark
Thompson's hospitality, luxuriating in hot baths and devouring everything Aunt Molly put before them;
they spoke enthusiagtically about what they'd found, and Thompson listened with interest asthey told him
about the plansto build a bridge across the Narrows. The loner Garcia shared none of this. Locking
himsdlf insde a storeroom of the town lodge, he spread his maps, charts, and notebooks across atable
and went gtraight to work, deeping on the bare wooden floor and egting only when Molly Thompson
ingsted that he needed food.

Two days after the Lady of Huntsville showed up at the ferry, Clark Thompson and his nephew Garth
went fishing. Cortez and LaRoux took little note of this, but Levin watched from the deck of thelodge
while their kayak madeitsway toward Midland. It returned many hours|ater, just before sundown;
goparently it had been abad day for fishing, for neither of the men brought home anything. The Chief
Proctor took note of the fact that their bait box apparently remained untouched, but he carefully said
nothing.

The following morning, Garciaemerged from the soreroom, haggard and red-eyed, with severa scrolls
beneath his arms and a hoarse-throated request to return to Liberty at once. His bridge existed, if only on
paper and within hismind's eye.

All he needed to do was build it.

James Garcia was under no delusions. Since there were no iron depositson New
Florida, and the ones on Midland weren't ready to be mined, the bridge would have to be built amost
entirely out of wood and stone. With no iron for cables, he ruled out any sort of suspension bridge. While
the channd wasrdatively shdlow, its current was swift; the support towers would therefore have to be
erected while the waters were at their lowest mark, during late spring and summer. And because none of
the heavy machinery available to him on Earth or Mars-tower cranes, dredges, earthmovers-existed on
Coyote, they would have to rely upon hand-built derricks, high explosives, portable generators, and
sheer muscle. In short, atwo-mile bridge would have to be built within ashort period of time, using only
native maerias, under primitive conditions.

A Crazy Jmmy project, to be sure. And he couldn't have been happier; it was the sort of challenge he
thrived upon.

When Garciashowed his plansto Luisa Hernandez, the Matriarch quickly gave her approva to the
project. Indeed, he was surprised at her sanguine acceptance of the difficulties; it didn't seem to matter
very much to her that the bridge would tax the colony's resources in terms of both material and human
effort. Whatever you need , shesaid, you'll get it .

Such carte blanche should have been an engineer's dream, but Garciawould soon learn otherwise. A few
dayslater, the Matriarch held a public meeting in Liberty. The community hal wasfilled to capacity, with
hundreds of colonists standing outside; flanked by her staff, with ChrisLevin on one side and Manuel
Cadtro on the other, Hernandez announced plans to build a bridge across the East Channel to Midland,
with work beginning immediately. She went on to state that the bridge would be the colony'sfirst priority
for the coming year, and that, in the spirit of socid collectivism, she expected every able-bodied person
to contribute to the effort.

It soon became clear what the Matriarch meant; she wasn't seeking volunteers so much as she was
issuing adraft notice. Over the course of the next two weeks, Proctors combed Shuttlefield, locating
every man and woman above the age of e ghteen and checking their employment status against their
records. Everyone who wasn't dready working on the farms or serving some other vital function was
conscripted to the construction project. No exceptions, no deferrals. When someone tried to refuse, they



wereinformed that their ration cards would be voided, meaning that they wouldn't be allowed to egt in
the community hall. When the Cutters Guild attempted to go on strike, the Matriarch responded by
having their leaders arrested and their camp torn down by the Union Guard, their belongings confiscated
and impounded. Upon seeing what happened to the largest and most powerful group in Shuttlefield, the
other guilds hadtily fell into line.

Garciawas outraged, yet when he told the Matriarch that he needed skilled workmen, not dave laborers,
shereplied by saying that wasn't true; everyone would be paid, in credits good for purchasing goods at
shopsin Liberty (which, it went without saying, were co-opted by the colonid government, meaning that
alarge percentage of workers paymentswould go straight back to the Union). She then pointed out that
most of Shuttlefield was unemployed, with little to do except Sit around and wait for ajob to open up.
The bridge would shake them out of their indolence, give them apurpose for their lives. Thiswasthe
genius of collectivist theory: the efforts of individuals applied to the greater good of society asawhole.
Why, didn't he believe in socid collectivian?

Garciagrumbled and returned to his drafting board.

Sincethe Narrows lay sixty milesfrom Liberty, one of the first tasks was the establishment of aroad to
the Eastern Divide. Thirty men spent two weeks marching through the grassdands, burning al the
swampgrass and spider bush in their way and building footbridges across the swamps. There were
severd stands of blackwood and faux birch dong the way, the last few remaining in that part of New
Florida. They were cut down, the logs hauled on carts down what came to be known as Swamp Road to
the congtruction site. A new settlement began to take form beneath the Eastern Divide-barracks, latrines,
amess hdl, warehouses, craft shops-and it wasn't long before Shuttlefield began to empty out, asmen
and women were rel ocated to the coast. Every day, Bridgeton grew alittle more, while Shuttlefield
gradudly shrank.

While that was going on, anew ferry was established on the channd. Chris Levin, temporarily released
from hisduties as Chief Proctor, was put in charge of building afleet of construction barges. Y et another
crew under Bon Cortez was given the task of setting up alogging camp and lumber mill on the other side
of Midland Rise, with roads |eading to the rain forests afew miles away. Forest Camp was smaler than
Bridgeton, but no less active. Only the toughest men and women lived there, the oneswho didn't mind
getting splintersin their hands or enduring the long nights spent huddled around smoky fires. Indeed,
many preferred the hardship; at least they were away from Shuttlefield, and more or lessfree solong as
they ignored the armed soldiers|oitering nearby.

Garciaremained in Liberty during that period. He worked out of his cabin, revising his blueprints,
receiving daily reports via satphone from his foremen. Every few days, hed warily climb aboard agyro
piloted by a Guardsman and pay avist to the congtruction site; he il didiked flying, but it wasthe only
way he was able to get to the Narrows on short notice. Those who saw him then remember asmall figure
inafrock coat, his hands clasped behind hisback, silently walking past stacks of cut timber as he listened
to crew chiefs whose names he often forgot, occasionally stopping to jot down notesin his pad.

Herarely spoke, though, so no one knew what was on hismind.

Garcia wasn't the only one quietly observing what was going on. Theactivity at Forest
Camp had drawn the attention of otherswho had avested interest in the Narrows.

When Clark Thompson and his nephew went fishing that day in Machadid, they weren't out to hook a
few channdmouth. After they rowed across the channd, the elder Thompson left Garth behind with the
boat while he hiked up anarrow path leading to top of the Midland Rise. A young man whom he knew
only asRigil Kent waswaiting for him, summoned two days earlier by abrief satphone cdl Clark had



made when no one was watching. The two men had a short conversation, then once again Rigil Kent
vanished into the woods.

Rigil Kent was the dlias adopted by Carlos Montero, the Alabama colonist who, on and off over the
course of the last two years, had waged guerrillawar against the Union. Twice dready held led small
raiding parties across the channel-thefirgt time to stedl firearms from Liberty, the second to blow up a
shuttle. Although his efforts were still sporadic, Carloss objective wasto force the Union off New
Florida; even if he couldn't get the newcomersto return to Earth, at least he might be able to make them
surrender Liberty, which he and his followers considered to be stolen property.

After hisrendezvous with Clark Thomjpson, Carlos returned to Defiance, the settlement hidden within a
river valley on the other sde of Mt. Shaw that the Matriarch had been unableto find. That evening, he
made his report to the Town Council. Like everyone else, Robert Lee-once the former commanding
officer of the Alabama , by then the eected mayor of Defiance-was disturbed to learn that Luisa
Hernandez intended to erect a bridge across the East Channdl. Thusfar, Lee had supported the
resistance efforts only reluctantly; he believed that, if his people lay low on Midland, the Union would
leave them aone. Yet it had become clear that the Matriarch wanted Midland aswell as New Florida
Oncethe bridge was built, it would only be amatter of time before Union troops invaded Midland.

Severad Council members favored destroying the bridge before it could be completed, yet Lee had no
desireto do anything that might kill or injure any civiliansworking on the project. Severd newcomers had
aready made their way acrossthe Gillis Range to Defiance; from them, held learned that the Union had
mided immigrants asto how they'd be living on Coyote. If Rigil Kent attacked the bridge, then innocent
liveswould doubtless be lost, and Lee knew that would only cause colonists who might otherwise be
sympathetic to their cause to turn againgt them. Therés afine line between being afreedom fighter and
being aterrorist, and Lee was reluctant to crossit.

However, Carlos had another idea. According to what Clark Thompson had told him, it appeared that
the bridge's architect might not be marching in lockstep with the Matriarch. If that was true, then they
might be able to reach him somehow, perhaps convince him of the error of hisways. If they could do so,
perhaps there might be away to make the bridge work for them. . .

The Council listened to him, and Lee gave hisapproval. See if you can contact Garcia, Leetold
Carlos. Maybe we can work something out with him.

And that'swhat Rigil Kent set forth to do.

By the middle of Ambriel, the second month of spring, the first phasewaswell under
way. The spring floods had subsided by then, alowing for the construction of eight watertight caissons,
made of thick, rough-barked logs harvested on Midland that had been hauled by barges from Forest
Camp into the Narrows, where they were verticaly sunk in astraight line across the channdl, a quarter
mile from one another. Once the water was pumped out, masons descended into the shafts to build
permanent caissons for the support towers; from the New Florida side, limestone blocks were excavated
from quarries near Bridgeton and transported by barges to the caissons, where they were dowly lowered
by hand-cranked derricksinto the empty shafts. Once the permanent caissons were finished, they would
befilled with concrete brought over from Bridgeton, forming the piersfor the support towers.

In the meantime, mill workers at Forest Camp were busy stockpiling wooden beamsfor the trusses.
Care was taken to keep the beams individually cut to precise specifications; once finished, they were
covered with canvas tarpsto prevent sun and rain from warping them. While that was going on, a
demoalition crew was using plastic explosivesto blast road cuts through the Eastern Divide and the
Midland Rise, providing easy accessto the Narrows from either side of the channel.



By then, it had become impractica for James Garciato remain in Liberty. Although held found ardliable
chief foreman-Klon Newall, acivil engineer who, by coincidence, had overseen congtruction of the
Stanley Bridge before deciding to immigrate to Coyote-there were too many details that he had to look
after himself. So once aone-room cabin was built for him in Bridgeton, he packed up his belongings and
moved there.

Garciasoon discovered that he no longer had the same degree of solitude held enjoyed in Liberty. Since
there was no oneto bring hismealsto him, he had to eat in the mess hdll, sitting dongside swesty,
dirt-caked workmen. The air was thick was limestone dust from the quarries, forcing him to put awet
handkerchief againg hisface whenever he went outside; at night, as he hunched over hisdrafting board,
his thoughts were frequently interrupted by the sounds of men and women carousing in the nearby
dormitories. With the exception of Klon, there was no one in Bridgeton with whom hefelt comfortable.
Theworkers remained unfriendly toward him, tresting him with resentment asif he was the source of their
hardships.

And hardships there were aplenty. Because the Matriarch trusted no one working, she posted Union
Guard soldiersin Bridgeton and Forest Camp, to prevent anyone from taking off into the wilderness.
Naturaly it wasn't long before some of those soldiers began to assume roles as straw bosses. Workers
caught resting at any time other than designated breaks were subject to spending the night in the
stockade, deprived of food and water. One evening, in the privacy of Garcias cabin, Klon told him that
earlier that day held found three Guardsmen surrounding ayoung woman in the mess hall kitchen; only his
timely arriva prevented her from being gang-raped. A few days later, aworkman on Tower Two fell
from the top of the temporary caisson; if someone had dived into the water after him, hislife might have
been saved, but the Guardsman standing watch on the nearby barge thought that he should swim back by
himself and demanded that everyone stay on the job. The current was too swift, and the workman was
pulled under; he drowned in the channdl. Later, hisbody washed up several miles downstream.

Theseincidents, and others like them, began to open Garcias eyes. In the past, hed always been able to
maintain a certain distance from hiswork, his hands remaining clean, his mind focused entirely upon the
discrete poetry of physics, the hidden music of mathematics. Y et on Coyote, there was no room for such
luxuries; there was only one bruta day after another, of watching men and women being dowly ground
down benesth the burden of his dreams. There was beauty in what they were building, yes, but it was
tainted with their suffering . . . and with each passing day, James Garcia percelved the mongtrosity that his
masterpiece was gradudly becoming.

Although he protested to Luisa Hernandez that his people were being mistreated, she turned a deef ear,
saying that discipline needed to be maintained if the bridge was to be finished before the winter. He tried
to talk to Manud Castro, but the Savant was detached from al human fedling, and in his glass eyes
Garciasaw only adisturbing reflection of himself. Chris Levin was alittle more understanding, yet he
ingsted that there wasllittle he could do; hisjob was making sure that the barges he built didn't sink.
What it dl came down to wasthe fact that Garciahimsdf wasin charge. . . even though, beyond a
certain point, his authority was nonexistent. The Matriarch wanted nothing more from him than what hed
always done before, and yet he'd found that he was no longer able to do even that.

In desperation, Garcia decided to relocate to the other side of the channedl. There was no private cabin

for himin Forest Camp, but that didn't matter; he requisitioned atent and had it erected asfar from the
mill and the barracks as possible. And so, on Ambriel 91, thelast day of the second month of spring, a
keelboat transported his drafting board, comp, and books across the East Channel.

Forest Camp offered alittle more solitude than Bridgeton. There weren't as many people over there,
consequently there were fewer soldiers, most of whom tended to be less overbearing. With the absence



of quarries, the air was cleaner; demoalition work on the Rise had already been completed, so there were
no more sudden explosions. Garcia came to know afew of the lumberjacks and mill workers, but
otherwise he kept to himsalf. He spent his days making sure that the truss beams had the proper
dimensions, and received regular reports from Klon viahis comp. When he grew tired of watching tower
congruction from the Rise, he went off by himsdf to meditate, taking short hikes dong the timber paths
that meandered through the nearby rain forest, quickly being reduced to vast acres of ssumps.

And then, on the afternoon of Murid 15, he went for awak and didn't return.

When Garcia failed to show up for dinner, several men took lanterns and went off to look
for him. Failing to find him, they derted Bridgeton; within the hour, gyros were making low-level passes
above Midland, their searchlightslancing down into the forest, and by daybreak asquad of soldiers had
been ferried across the channdl to continue the manhunt. Y et no trace of him was found, nor was there
any indication that held been attacked by a predator. He had smply vanished.

The search went on for two days, during which soldiers fanned out across a semicircle with atwenty-mile
radiusinland and to either side of Forest Camp. They even paddled kayaks down the channel, checking
the riverbanks just in case held fallen off the Midland Rise and drowned. Nothing, not so much asa shred
of clothing or afootprint.

By nightfall of the second day, the search parties had returned to Forest Camp. Proctors were once
again questioning those few who had last seen him when someone happened to walk past Garcias tent
and noticed that the light was on. Looking ingde, he was startled to find the architect Sitting at his comp,
camly sorting through the reports that had piled up in his absence, asif nothing had happened.

When Luisa Hernandez received word that Garcia had resppeared, she inssted that he be brought to her
at once. Garcia had barely finished alate dinner when he was bustled aboard a gyro and flown to
Liberty, where Hernandez, Manny Casiro, and Chris Levin were waiting for him. With two Guardsmen
posted outside her cabin, the Matriarch, the Savant, and the Chief Proctor began interrogating the
architect asto where he'd been for the last sixty-two hours,

They were surprised when he informed them that he'd been kidnapped.

He'd been wandering dong atimber trail, he said, when three men heéld never seen before emerged from
the undergrowth. Before he could resist, they'd pulled his arms behind his back, yanked abag over his
head, and injected him with something that knocked him out. To prove his story, Garcialoosened his
shirt collar and showed them a bruise on the right side of his neck where the needie had gonein.

When he woke up many hours later, he found that he was in a deep cave, apparently somewherein the
hills some distance from the East Channel. The cave entrance was covered with athick blanket, so he
had no ideawhether it was day or night. There was afire, with the smoke rising through a chimney vent
high above. And he wasn't alone; the three men who had taken him were there, dong with afourth, a
young man who identified himsdf as Rigil Kent.

Levin wanted to learn more about Rigil Kent, but there waslittle that Garciacould tell him; al four wore
bandannas across the lower parts of their faces and never took off their wide-brimmed hats (although
Garciamentioned that Kent wore an old-style ball cap embroidered with the wordsSURSS ALABAMA ).
They carried rifles, and it was made clear to him that he wouldn't leave until they were ready for him to
go. Nonetheless he was treated well; he was never roughed up or beaten, and he was given food and
water. When he needed to relieve himsalf, he was led to the back of the cave, where achamber pot had
been placed. When he got tired they gave him abedroll and et him stretch out next to the fire. But he
was never |eft unguarded; nor did he ever get agood look at his captors faces.



" So why wer e you there?" Castro asked, and Garcia shrugged. They only wanted to know the detail s of
the bridge project: how it was going to be built, what form it would take, when he anticipated that it
would befinished. "You didn't tell them, did you?" Of course hedid. . . why not? It wasn't asif it was
classfied information; even the lowliest quarryman knew how the bridge was going to be built. In fact, he
was under the impression that they'd been quietly observing the construction effort for quite sometime;
they'd addressed him by name, and knew that he was the architect and chief engineer. Sincetherewas
no point in being stubborn, he told them everything they wished to learn, even tracing sketchesin the dirt
onthe cavefloor. " And what happened then?" They knocked him out again. When he cameto, he
found himself back in the same place where held been taken. Indeed, the worst part of his ordeal was
retracing his stepsin the dark; he had gotten lost a couple of times before he managed to find histent.

Hernandez, Castro, and Levin made him repeat his story again, with Castro asking him to reiterate
various parts of it. They were suspicious, of course-how could Garcia have been taken so far, then back
again, while search partieswere looking for him?

Despite their doubts, there was nothing to disprove his story, and enough physica evidence to support it:
his clotheswere dirty and rumpled, asif held dept in them for a couple of days, and he was obvioudy
exhausted. So they told him that they were glad to have him back, then had asoldier walk himto his
cabin.

After that Garciawasn't dlowed to return to Forest Camp. Luisa Hernandez decided that he needed to
be kept on aleash, so he continued to work out of his cabin in Bridgeton. The few times he crossed the
channd to Midland, it was with a Proctor congtantly at hisside.

By then, though, it didn't matter. A plan had been set in motion.

As spring became summer, the bridge grew a little more with each passng day. The piers
for the eight support towers were completed in the first month of Verchie, when thelast layers of
concrete were poured into the caissons, and attention shifted to building the towers themsalves. By then,
there were dmost as many men working on theriver at any given time as there were on the shore, with
boats moving back and forth across the Narrows, hauling construction materia out to the barges
anchored next to the piers. It was hard, backbreaking labor for the carpenters on the towers; exhaustion
took itstoll as accidents began to occur more frequently, causing men to be rushed to thefirst-aid tent set
up on the Midland side.

Every day, James Garcia stood on the Eastern Divide, watching the activity through binoculars as he
listened to radio reports from Klon and the other foremen. Asthe accident rate began to rise, he voiced
his concernsto Luisa Hernandez, yet she remained adamant in her refusd to let work stop for evena
single hour. The Matriarch was determined to see the bridge finished by autumn and would alow nothing
to stand in her way. So Garcia quietly decided to take the matter into his own hands.

He began by indtituting aregular schedule of job rotation, reassigning men who'd been on the towersto
Bridgeton and Forest Camp, and bringing those who'd been onshore to the river. The changes dowed
thingsahit, at least at first, while foremen retrained people to handle different jobs; but it also meant that
the workmen were given bresks from the repetitive tasks that caused them to become doppy and
careless.

Garciadso had the soldiers removed from the construction site. That took alittle more doing, sncethe
Matriarch continued to believe that anyone working on the bridge would try to escape if not watched
every moment. The architect persisted, pointing out that it was better for morale if the men were ableto
work without having guns pointed at their backs. Besides, boids had recently been sighted lurking near
Bridgeton and Forest Camp; now that it was the warm season again, the carnivorous avians had returned



from the southern regions where they migrated for the winter, so Union Guard were needed to protect
the settlements from the man-eaters. Reluctantly, Hernandez agreed, and the soldiers were replaced by
Proctors.

Garciahimsdf started spending more time with the workers. No longer as doof as held once been, he
began by going out to the towers, ostensibly to check on their progress but also to see how the guys
working on them were doing. He made an effort to memorize their names;, very often, at the end of the
day, hedd join them for dinner. No longer preferring to sit by himself, hed carry his plate over from the
serving line and take a seat at the long tables between men and women who'd been hauling beams or
hammering nailsfor the last ten hours. They didn't know what to make of thisat first, and many remained
hostile or suspicious, but gradualy he began to make friends among them. Soon he began to learn who
they were, theindividua circumstances that led them to come to Coyote.

His attention to the workers was good for morale, too, but that wasn't the sole reason why Garcia
courted them. Through short encounters on the bridge and dinnertime chats, he dowly determined who
among them wasloya to the Union and who was not.

By midsummer, the bridge was beginning to take form. Upon each tower base, two A-frame structures
were built, cross-braced to provide stability. The towers gradualy rose in height from both ends of the
bridge, with Towers One and Eight eighty feet tall, Towers Two and Seven ninety feet, Towers Three
and Six ahundred feet, and Towers Four and Five risng ahundred and ten feet above the Narrows.
Oncefinished, the bridge would be shaped like alongbow, thus alowing for compression at the center

span.

The towers were completed on Hamaliel 37, aweek ahead of schedule. For the occasion, Luisa
Hernandez made asurprise visit. Escorted by apair of Guardsmen, with Savant Castro walking just a
few steps behind her and Garcia, the Matriarch strode up the packed-earth path leading through the road
cut recently blasted through the Eastern Divide until she reached the end of the unfinished ramp leading to
the bridge, and sillently gazed out upon the long row of towers that loomed above the East Channd.
Derricks bolted to platforms on top of the towers hauled truss beams up from barges; the humid air was
filled with the sound of hammers and saws as carpenters worked on temporary scaffolds suspended from
the towers.

The Matriarch silently observed the activity before her, making aface as she batted at the skeetersthat
tormented her. Garciatried to explain what was being done, yet it was clear that the details bored her;
she only seemed to take interest when she noticed a couple of nearby workmen fastening safety lines
around their somachs and thighs, mountaineering-style.

"Seamslikealot of wasted effort,” she said, and Garciainformed her that he had mandated the practice
as asafety precaution after acouple of men had falen to their deaths from the towers. She shrugged as
she swatted another skeeter. "Very wdll. If you think it'simportant.” Then she turned to smile at him.
"Have you given any thought asto what we should cdll this? Whom we should name it after?”

"No, maam." Garciawatched the men attaching safety linesto themsdves. "1 have more important things
to think about just now."

She regarded him coldly. " Perhaps you should take thisinto consideration,” she replied, then she turned
to march away.

Before work commenced on the arches, Garcia had cable cars installed betweenthe
towers. Made of tightly coiled rough-barked vine harvested from the Midland forests and greased with
creek cat fat, the cables were stretched from one tower to the next, with sturdy baskets woven from



sourgrass hanging from pulleys running dong the cables. Although riding the cablewas hair-raising, it was
the quickest way to transport workers from one end of the bridge to another, and once they got used to
racing along a hundred feet above the channd, many said the commute was the best part of the day.

Providing chegp thrills, though, was the farthest thing from Garcias mind; he also had a quick means of
getting people over to Midland. By First Landing Day, Uriel 47, Garciaand Klon had recruited nearly
three hundred men and women they knew they could trust; two and three a atime, they were transferred
across the channel to Forest Camp, where they switched jobs with people who had been working on the
timber crews and at the mill. Sinceit wasdl part of the job-rotation system Garcia had set up, the
Proctorstook little notice; only afew foremen were keeping track of who waswhere at any onetime,
and most of them had dready been enlisted by Garcia.

The archesweren't long enough to support the roadway by themsalves; to make up for the distance, and
asotordievethe bridge from stressin the event of high winds, Garcia designed bolt-hinged suspension
gpans that would be laid between them. The hundred-foot spans-four in dl, practicaly small bridgesin
themselves-were built as single-piece units on the wharves benesth the Midland Rise; once completed,
they would be floated on barges out into the channel, then carefully hoisted into place by the tower
derricks.

No one noticed the extra care that was being taken, by mill workersin the Forest Camp, to carve small
cavities within the cross braces of the suspension spans. Each cavity was large enough to contain a
one-pound plastique charge, and was hidden by athin panel through which atiny hole had been drilled.

The suspension spans were raised during mid-Adnachiel, two weeks after the trusswork for the arches
was completed. All that was |eft to be done was the laying of rough-barked planks for the roadway and
rigging solar-powered lights on lampposts. For al intents and purposes, the bridge was nearly finished.

Even while preparations were being made for the dedication ceremony, Chris Levin kept awary eye
upon the congtruction site. Although there had been no further sign of Rigil Kent, the Chief Proctor was
unconvinced that his nemesis had lost interest in the bridge. He pulled the guards out of Forest Camp and
posted a twenty-seven-hour watch on the bridge itself, with Proctors stationed on the roadway and at the
entrances and more patrolling the channd itself. Because they were dert for trouble onshore or on the
water, they weren't closaly observing the workmen wiring the eectrica fixtures, and thusfailed to notice
where some of the wires were leading.

On the evening of Raphadl, Adnachid 65, in the cool twilight as the sun setting behind the Eastern Divide,
James Alonzo Garciaingpected the bridge one last time. Although there were soldiers every few hundred
feet, for thefirgt time in months he walked aone. Hands clasped behind his back, wearing the frock coat
that had become increasingly frayed and dirty over the past severd months, the architect strolled down
the entire length of the bridge, taking the moment to admire hiswork. Of al the things he'd built, thiswas
his greatest achievement. Aquarius might have been more revolutionary in design, the Stanley Bridge
taller and more ambitious, yet this edifice-as yet unchristened, or at least nameless until the next day-was
the thing of which he was the most proud.

But he heard no poetry initsarches, felt no music in itstowers. He had long since stopped thinking in
abgtract terms; too many lives had been logt, too many injustices had been committed, for him to find any
beauty in his accomplishment. The symphony was amost finished; dl that remained for him to do wasto
write the coda

When he reached the Midland end of the bridge, he found Klon Newall waiting for him. He shook hands
with his chief foreman, exchanged afew pleasantries. A meaningful look passed between them, and Klon
nodded once. Everything was ready.



Garcianodded in return. Then he began to walk back toward New Forida, as alone as he ever had
been.

So now it's the following morning, and he stands before the red ribbon stretched across
the entrance, the gold shearsin his hands poised before the bow. On either sde of him, therésan
expectant sllence. The architect hesitates, then he beginsto spesk:

"Thisbridge. . ." Garciacoughs, clearing hisdry throat. Hisvoice, picked up by the mike under his|eft
ear, iscarried to the crowd behind him by the loudspeakers and reverberates ten seconds later off the
Midland Rise. "Pardon me. . . thisbridgeisthe result of months of effort by hundreds of men and
women. They've suffered long and hard to bring it into existence. Some of them sacrificed their lives.
Nothing | can say will ever makeup for this. | just. ..l just..."

Uncertain of what to say next, he hesitates. From the corner of his eye, he sees LuisaHernandez staring
at him. Thisisn't what she expected: afew words extolling the virtues of socia collectivism, perhaps, or
promises of therichesto be found in the mountains of Midland.

"Otherswould like to claim this bridge for themsdlves" he continues, steadfadtly refusing to meet the
Matriarch's angry gaze. "They would claim credit for thework of others, but they must be told that al this
wasn't donein their name. We didn't build thisfor them . . . we built it for ourselves, for our own future.”
He hesitates. "What well call thisis not for me to decide, but for you. Let higtory give it aname. My
work isdone.”

Then heturnsto look at the Matriarch. "But this. . . thisisfor you, maam." And then he cutsthe ribbon.

A thin wire was concealed within the fabric of the ribbon, which led to adetonator
hidden beneath Tower One. When Garcia severed it, he tripped the detonator, which in turn caused an
electrical chargeto be sent to charges concealed within the crossheams of the suspension spans. A quick
succession of thunderous explosions echoed off the limestone walls of the Eastern Divide and the
Midland Rise, and the spans toppled into the channel.

Onthe New Florida side of the Narrows, there is a collective gasp of horror from the officias standing
nearby. On the Midland side, though, aloud cheer rises from the hundreds of people whose freedom
Garciahad secretly arranged over the past few months as they watch the spans crash into the channe,
leaving behind only a series of towers and arches unconnected to one another. The few Proctors and
Union Guard soldiers remaining on the eastern side of the channdl are caught unprepared for the mob that
descends upon them; acouple of them try to resst, but they are quickly brought down, with the rest
forced to flee for boats anchored benesth the bluffs.

The bridge could be repaired, of course. . . but not until the following spring, when it would become
possible to replace the suspension spans. The seasond currents within East Channel would not permit
restoration work before next year. New beams would have to be harvested from the few remaining
stands of blackwood on the western side of New Florida. By then, the men and women of Forest Camp
had escaped into the Midland wilderness, where they were met by Rigil Kent's compatriots, eager to
enlist those ready to defy the Western Hemisphere Union.

Garciawas not among them.

To thisday, no one knowswhy he didn't take the chance to escape. The cable car had been |eft intact
for that very purpose; the moment he severed the ribbon, the plan called for him to run over toiit, jump
aboard, and race across the Narrows, going from tower to tower until he made hisway to Midland.

Instead, Garcia kept his back turned toward the bridge even as it was being ruined by his own hand and



camly waited for a couple of soldiersto put him under arrest and take him away. Perhaps he realized
that any attempt to escape was futile, that he would have been shot before he made it to the first tower.
Or perhaps, as others have speculated, there was only one way this particular poem could end.

Whatever the reason, Garcia spent the next two daysin the Liberty stockade, awindowless|og cabin
built by the origind settlers. He was doubtless interrogated, and equaly without doubt hetold his
interrogators everything that he knew, even though there wasllittle useful information that he could have
reved ed; the bridge was ruined, his accomplices dready vanished. Eyewitnesses would later say that the
last time he was known to be aive was when the Matriarch and two Union Guards soldierspaid him a
vigt. A gunshot was heard, and the following morning it was announced that Garcia had hanged himsdif.

James Alonzo Garciawas buried in the Shuttlefield graveyard, beneath atombstone that bore only his
name. The bridge he built was eventudly repaired, but it never bore the name of the Matriarch Luisa
Hernandez, as she had intended. The locals know it asthe Garcia Narrows Bridge.

They dso clam that, in the twilight hoursjust after the sun goes down behind the Eastern Divide, you can
sometimes see him walking acrossit, asif admiring his creation one moretime,

rat4a THOMPSON'S FERRY

"They're coming."

Larssvoice cameto him asawhisper, carried by the subcutaneous implant within hisleft ear. Clark
Thompson looked away from the windswept waters of the channel to peer up at the Eastern Divide. The
limestone bluffswere dick with therain that fell from the lead sky; he couldn't see his nephew, but he
knew Lars was hiding somewhere up there, watching the entrance to the Monroe Pass, the narrow river
gorge that led through the Divide. Good. If he couldn't see him, then no one e'sewould either.

Thompson touched the side of hisjaw. "Onfoot?"

"Simmer. Too large to get through the pass, so they're hiking the rest of the way in."
"How many?'

"Ten ... no, twelve. Wait a sec . . . make that fifteen." A pause, marred by athin ripple of
carrier-wave gatic. "We've got a clear shot. Want usto drop 'em?"

Fifteen Union Guard soldiers, arriving on an armored skimmer from Liberty. From their vantage point on
theridgeline, Lars and the four men with him could easily pick them off, no doubt about that. But the
skimmer was doubtless equipped with a 30mm artillery gun, and the patrol was till on the other side of
the Divide, wdl within radio range of Liberty; if Lars attacked too soon, the squad would have enough
timeto cdl for reinforcements while they turned the gun upon theridge. Better to let them fed sofe, at
least until they made their way through the pass.

"Hold your fire,” Thompson murmured, "but keep ‘em in sight. Whatever you do, dont let 'em seeyou.”
"Got it. Out." A thin beep as Lars disconnected.

Cold rain pattered againgt the wide brim of his hat and seeped into histhick beard; it pelted the waters of
the East Channel, raising athin mist that obscured the figures standing on the pier next to the anchored
ferry. It seemed asif everything had been cast in monochrome hues of black and grey: the colors of early



Hanad, with summer adistant memory and winter only afew weeks away.

Pulling his catskin poncho closer around himself, Thompson walked away from the town lodge, his boots
crunching againgt sand and pebbles. The people gathered on the pier looked up as he marched down the
wet planks toward them: four men and three women, with hisyounger nephew Garth standing nearby.
Everyone looked wet and miserable, yet it wasn't discomfort that he saw in their eyes, but fear.

A tall young woman turned to him. "They're after us, aren't they?"

Thompson nodded. "There's asgquad on the other side of the Divide. Guess the Matriarch doesn't want
to be deprived of her dinner music.”

A couple of wan smiles. Thiswasn't just another group of refugees from Shuttlefield, but the Coyote
Wood Ensemble. Until afew days ago, they had been eight woodwind musicians, practicing their art
together in peace, sometimes performing in public at the behest of the colonia governor. Then one of
their group had made the mistake of composing aribald song about L uisa Hernandez; someone had
overheard the ensemble rehearsing it, with him singing the lyrics, and the following day he disgppeared.

So now the remaining members were on the run, and when you're wanted by the Union Guard, there's
only one place to go, and only one way to get there. Many people had come before them, yet the
moment they arrived in town and told him their story, Clark knew that thistime would be different.

Allegra DiSilvio shook her head within the hood of her waterlogged sergpe. "It's not usthey want,” the
ensemble'sleader said quietly. "It's her.”

The older woman beside her didn't seem to hear. Frail and grey-haired, her thin arms crossed tightly
againgt her patched secondhand parka, she stared at the channel with blank eyes. A bamboo flute was
clutched within her left hand; it seemed to Thompson that shewas holding it for comfort, ashield against
acold and threatening world.

"Sissyis. . ." Allegrahestated, uncertain of hersdf. "Her sonis ChrisLevin, the Chief Proctor. If it
weren't for her, they probably wouldn't careless, but . . ."

Thompson held up ahand. "We don't have timefor this. My lookout saysthey're on the way. It won't
take 'em long to get through the pass.”

A smdl pile of duffel bagswere bundled together on the raft next to the rotary winch. A canvastarp had
been laid across them; he stepped onto the ferry, knelt to tug at the rope that lashed them together. This
was everything the group had with them when had they arrived in town early that morning, the sum total
of their possessions. Stepping back onto the pier, Thompson looked at Garth. "Better get moving," he
said, then pointed to the biggest man in the group. "Y ou got a strong back?' He nodded. "Good. Then
help my boy with the winch. Four arms are better than two. Everyone else, climb aboard. Stay closeto
the middle and don't rock the boat. Anyone who fals overboard ison their own . . . once you get going,
hewon't have timeto stop and pick up anyone."

The passengers glanced nervoudy a one another, but no one objected; one by one, they stepped off the
pier onto theraft, finding seats upon the wet stack of duffel bags, with the man Thompson had picked as
copilot taking a position next to the upright whed of the winch. Allegrawas the next-to-last person
aboard; she helped Sissy step onto theraft, then she paused to look back at Thompson.

"You Hill haven't told uswhat thefareis," shesad.

For thelast two years, Thompson had charged everyone who used hisferry. Colonid scrip was useless



because no one ever went back to Liberty or Shuttlefield; you paid with whatever you brought with you
that could be spared, whether it be hand tools or guns, deeping bags or spare clothes. The barter trade
of outcasts.

Thistime, though, Thompson shook hishead. "Freeride," he said quietly. "Next time | seeyou, well
work something out."

Allegragazed back at him. "Is because we don't have anything you want,” shereplied, "or isit because
we don't have anything you need?'

Thompson didn't answer that question. He impatiently cocked his thumb toward the raft; without another
word, she climbed aboard, settling in next to Sissy Levin.

Garth was astonished. Held never seen his uncle refuse payment. Before he could say anything, though,
Thompson pulled his nephew aside, put his face next to the teenager's ear. "Whatever you see or hear,"
he whispered, "don't turn back. Just keep going, and don't turn back unlessl| tell you to."

The boy's eyeswent wide. "But what if they .. . 7'

"Y ou heard me. Rigil Kent will meet up with you on the other side. They know you're coming. Leave the
raft and go with them.”

"But what about youand. .. ?'

"WEell be dong soon enough. Don't worry, well find you." Thompson clasped Garth's elbow. "We
awaysknew it would eventualy come down to this. Now get aong, and don't come back unless you
hear fromme."

Garth's mouth trembled; there was wetness againgt his face that might have been tearsor only rain. He
knew better than to argue, though, so he nodded once, then stepped onto the raft, taking his place on the
other side of the whedl. Thompson dipped the loops of the mooring lines off the pier cleats, then planted
the sole of hisright foot against the raft and kicked it off. Garth and the other man grabbed the wheel
handle and began to turn it hand over hand.

Rainwater duiced off the cable suspended six feet above the surface asit fed through the winch. A few
seconds | ater, the raft was clear of the pier, dowly making its way across the channel toward the distant
bluffs of the Midland Rise, half-seen through the rain and mist. The distance between New Floridaand
Midland was little more than two miles; with luck, the ferry would get across before the soldiers arrived.

Thompson didn't watch it go. Instead, he quickly walked down the pier, then broke into arun once he
reached the beach.

He jogged up the back stairs of the lodge and pushed open the door. Themainroom
waswarm, afire crackling within the stone hearth. It could have been lunchtime, with bowls of Molly's
redfish chowder laid out across the long blackwood table that ran down the center of the room.

Y et there was no food today, only guns. On either side of the table, men and women wereloading rifles
they had taken from the hidden closet behind the bedroom where he and Mally dept. A few of the
townspeople looked up as he camein, then they went back to fitting cartridges into the stocks and
checking the sights of their scopes. No one said anything to him as he strode over to the storeroom that
held madeinto his office.

As he expected, Molly wasthere. Cam as ever, she was selecting ceramic jars of pickled fish from the
shelves, packing them into crates. "I don't know about these," she said, as her husband camein. "I mean,



they're marked last April, but | opened one and it smdllslikeit might have spoiled.” She picked up ajar,
held it out to him. "What do you think . . . good or bad?"

Moally. Good old Aunt Molly. She had never quite become accustomed to the LeMarean caendar,
preferring to use the old Gregorian system. Y et nothing had ever spoiled while she wasin charge of the
community food supply, athough she kept records only on strips of tape and within her own head.

Thompson took the jar from her, took a perfunctory sniff. ""Okay to me. Now, look-"

"Oh, what would you know?' Molly took the jar away from him, sniffed it hersdf, then put it back on the
shelf. "l swear, you'll eat anything. If it wasn't for me, you'd be sick as-"

"Will you just shut up asecond?’ Molly lifted her head, stared & him in shock; in al the yearsthey hed
been married, there were very few times hed ever told her to shut up. "Thefishisfine," he continued,
"WEell eat whatever you give us. Right now, | just want one thing fromyou. . . ."

"Clark .. ."

"Stay in here." Helowered hisvoice. "Bolt the door, lie down on the floor, and don't come out until | tell
you to."

"Oh, for God'ssake, Clark . . ."

"Honey, you're agreat cook, but you can't shoot for squat, and | don't want to have to worry about
you." Helet out hisbreath. "1 just told Garth to make himsdlf scarce, and Lars can hold hisown. Right
now, what | need you to do isbecome invisible. Can you do that for me? Please?’

Moally'sface betrayed no emotion, yet her hand trembled as she selected another jar from the shelf. "I'll
day here," she murmured, not looking at him. " Just be careful, dl right?"

"l'will. 1..." He stopped himsalf. He had more to say, not the least of whichwas | love you , but the
others needed him just then, so instead he gently lifted her chin and gave her aquick kiss. It was
something, he redlized, that he hadn't done enough lately; he felt her hand touch hisarm, asif shewas
trying to hold him back, but he hagtily withdrew from her. "Just stay out of sight,” he added. "Thisl| be
over soon enough.” Then he left the storeroom, shutting the door behind him.

Thompson spent afew minutes with the militia, making sure everyone knew where they were supposed
to be, what sgnasthey would use. Only afew had implants, with the others relying on headsets, yet he
warned them to keep radio communications to a bare minimum, to reduce the chances of being
overheard by Guardsmen who might be scanning the same frequencies. Firepower, though, wasthe
major concern; athough everyone was armed, the seven who had semiauto carbines-Union Guard
firearms, stolen or bartered over the last two years-only had one or two spare cartridges of ten rounds
each, while the remaining twelve carried bolt-action rifles-crude arms bartered to them by Rigil Kent,
handmade somewhere over on Midland-which carried only four rounds, pluswhatever they had in their
pockets. Thompson placed the ones with the carbines closer to the center of town, where they would
have the minimum range and maximum efficiency, and posted the ones with the bolt-actionsfarther away
to back them up.

"Don't wagteashot," hefinished, "and don't fire until you get my signd." He paused. "And one more
thing . . . let me handle the leader.”

Everyone nodded, except for Lonnie Didman. "Why not him?If you're pinned down, then .. ."

"If I'm pinned down, then take care of it. If theleader'swho | think heis, though, then | want him dive."



Thompson looked the younger man straight in the eye. "Just do as| say, okay?" Dielman shrugged, then
nodded, and Thompson glanced at the others. "All right, then. Take your places. . . and good luck.
Remember what you'refighting for."

Everyone nodded. They took amoment to shake hands with one another, knowing al too well that this
might be the last time they saw each other dive, then they put on their jackets, pulled on their hats,
picked up their guns, and stepped out into the rain.

Thompson wasthe last to leave the lodge. The rain was lightening up alittle as he stepped out onto the
front porch, but it was till coming down hard. From where he stood, he could see townspeople moving
into position: behind the stilts supporting the blackwood cabins six feet above the ground, behind stone
chimneys, behind chicken shacks and goat pens. The children had aready been taken over to the other
sde of the channel, along with acouple of adultsto shepherd them; the livestock remained where they
were, if only to give the town some semblance of normality. He hoped none of them would be caught in
the crossfire.

He checked his carbine, making sure that around was chambered and the safety was off, then he opened
the front door, propping it with alarge geode one of the kids had given him asaFirst Landing Day
present, and concedled therifle behind it.

Thompson touched hisjaw again. "Lars, where are they?"
"Coming through now." A pause. "Castro's with 'em.”

Good. Just as he expected. "Stand by," he said, then he walked down the front steps and sauntered
across the wet sand toward the center of town.

Company was coming. Might aswell greet them.

The soldiers came out of the mist in triangular formation, fifteen men spread out across
the rocky beach, marching into town with carbinesin hand. Their rain-soaked fatigues were caked with
mud up to the knees where they had waded across the North Bend after making their way singlefile
through the pass; rain pattered off their helmets, and they dumped beneath the weight of their packs. A
long time ago, he'd been one of them: just another grunt, sent out on yet another thanklesstask. Any
merciful impulses he might have had, though, disappeared when he discerned the black shape among
them.

Manuel Castro walked without the encumbrance of a pack; his mechanica body needed no rest or
nourishment, so it wasn't necessary for him to carry adeeping bag or food. Beneath hisblack cloak, his
ceramic-aloy feet clicked softly against the pebbles, leaving deep impressionsin the sand behind him.
Although the squad surrounded him, none of the soldiers walked adongside the Savant; it might have been
in deference to his position as lieutenant governor, but Thompson suspected that it was out of loathing,
and not alittle bit of fear.

The soldierswere uneasy; Thompson could seeit in their faces asthey surveyed the tiny settlement with
quick, nervous glances, taking in the dark and sillent cabins, the absence of motion upon the wharf where
kayaks|ay upended near the empty pier. In sudden hindsight, Thompson redlized it might have been
better to have afew townspeople visible, in order to help preservetheilluson that the soldiers arrival
was unexpected. Too late for that, he could only hope they didn't spot any of the snipers hiding beneath
the cabins and on the rooftops.

The squad leader saw him, raised ahand; his men cameto ahalt, and he stepped forward, raising the
carbine so that its barrel pointed toward the sky. "Good afternoon,” he said. "l take it that you'rein



charge here?'
"Yes, | am." Thompson carefully kept hisarmsat hissdes. "Andyou are. . . 7'

"Captain Ramon Lopez, Thirty-third Infantry, Western Hemisphere Union Guard." He hesitated. "If you
say yourein charge, thenyou must be. . ."

"Clark Thompson, mayor of Thompson's Ferry."
Lopez raised an eyebrow. "Not Colonel Thompson? | wastold you were. . ."

"Not anymore. | resgned my commission along time ago." Long before he decided to immigrate to
Coyote, in fact, bringing his wife and two adopted nephews with him. Held tried to put the past behind
him, but when they discovered that the Union was just as omnipresent asit had been on Earth, they and a
handful of friendsfled Shuttlefield, journeying on foot across the Eastern Divide to establish asmal fishing

village

It wasn't long before others joined them, the lucky few who had managed to leave theinland colonies
without being stopped by soldiers or Proctors. With fewer than forty people living there, Thompson's
Ferry was more like acommune than atown. Thompson called himsdf mayor only when newcomers
showed up. Most of them stayed just long enough to barter safe passage across the channd. They'd had
alot of passengerslately; the Matriarch was cracking down on dissidents.

"Sorry you've had to come so far, Captain,” Thompson said. “In any other instance, I'd invite you and
your men to stay for lunch. Asit stands, | hope you won't consder merudeif | ask you to leave."

A soldier nearest the squad |eader shifted from one leg to another, hisleft hand moving aninch closer to
thetrigger of hisrifle. A faint smile danced at the corners of Lopez's mouth. "I appreciate your hospitality,
Colond . . . pardon me, Mr. Thompson. We don't want to cause any trouble.”" The smilefaded. "But we
believe that you've received some other visitors lately. We're here to take them home.”

"Sorry, Captain, but that's not possible.” Thomjpson pretended not to notice the restless corpord. "Again,
| haveto ask youtoleave. . . please.”

"Mr. Thompson, | don't think you understand. Thisisnta. . ."

"Captain, if | may . .. ?' The Savant's voice was amodulated tonality from the grille-like mouth of his
metallic skull, devoid of accent or even, Thompson imagined, asoul. "Perhaps| should explain mattersto
the mayor.”

L opez hesitated, then stepped aside, dlowing Manuel Castro to step forward. "Mr. Thompson . .. or
may | cdl youClark ... 7'

"No, you may not."

A discordant rasp, like coarse sandpaper rubbing acrosstinfail; it might have been laughter. "Very well.
In any case, the situation issmple. For the last two years, the Matriarch has gracioudy permitted your
Settlement to exist out here, even though it operates aferry that regularly carries Union citizens over to
Midland."

"No law against that." Thompson shrugged. "It'sanew world. A lot of room here for people to come and
go asthey will. If somefolks want to leave New Floridaand set out on their own, | see no problem with
that. Do you?'



"So long asthey're not vauable assets to the Union, no.” A softer rasp, one that might have been asigh.
"Until recently, weve dlowed various. . . shdl we say, undesirableindividuas. . . to leave the colony, so
long asthey weren't necessary to our growth. Indeed, we even went so far asto construct abridge
acrossthe channe earlier thisyear, which would have served much the same purpose until it was
sabotaged by anticollectivist dements. .. ."

"Interesting way to describe the guy who built it."" Thompson felt histhroat go tight; he'd met James
Alonzo Garcia, the architect of the Matriarch Hernandez Bridge, and had nothing but respect for him. "
understand he was executed.”

"Y ou have the facts wrong. He hanged himsalf." A moment lgpsed, asif Castro was awaiting arebuttd;
when he didn't get it, he went on. "Even after the bridge was rendered impassable, we alowed your ferry
to continue to siphon away those who didn't want to Say. . . ."

"Unless you stopped them fire."
"Unlessthey were essentiad to New Floridas continued growth and stability . . ."

"That's not the way I've heard it. From what |'ve been told, Luisas got her pantiesin abunch over the
bridge. Now she'slooking for . . . what did you call them, anticollectivist elements?. . . under every bed.
Infact, | hear you can't even sSing anaughty little song about her without risking arrest.”

"Oh, s0 you've heard about this aready? Then someone who's vidited here lately must have told you.”

Thompson felt hisface grow warm. Held let dip more than he intended. Castro haf turned away from
him, raising ahand from beneeth hisrobesto indicate the nearby pier. "A smal group left Shuttlefield on
foot yesterday, and we have good reason to believe they were headed here. They would have arrived
ather latelast night or, morelikely, early thismorning. Musicians, mainly . . . and honestly, their departure
isof no rea concern to us, except that one of them is CecdliaLevin, the mother of the Chief Proctor of
Shuttlefield. Mr. Levinisaclose persona friend of the Matriarch. He's concerned about his mother's

soety.”
"If he's so concerned, then why isn't he here?!

"The Matriarch decided that this was a matter more suited for military intervention. Asaformer Union
officer, I'm sure you understand.”

Oh, indeed hedid. "And you're here because.. . . 7'

"Asl just said, welvetolerated this settlement until now because it was harmless. Now, by your own
actions, you've violated the terms of that understanding. I've come herein an attempt to . . . well,
establish a better relationship.”

Thompson knew what Castro was saying. Stop carrying refugees over to Midland, and the Matriarch
would alow Thompson's Ferry to continue as aremote settlement. Otherwise, it would be placed under
Union control. The Savant was her voice, the soldiers her figt.

"Y es, they camethrough here" he said. "They arrived early thismorning.”
"Ah. Very good. And where are they?"

"l imagine they're dmost across the channd by now." Thompson couldn't help but smile. " Sorry, but
you'retoo late."



Cadtro said nothing, yet hisright hand made a smal motion. Lopez said something beneath his bregth;
hearing his voice through their implants, the soldiersraised their guns ever so dightly. "Don't make this
difficult," Castro said. "Contact the ferry, tel it to turn around and come back.”

"Andif | dont?'

"Then you'l suffer the consequences.” Castro hesitated. "Colond, there's no reason to ruin everything.
Give uswha we want, and well go avay."

"Simple asthat, huh?' Thompson sghed, looked down at the ground. Then, asif hewas mulling it over,
he reached up with hisleft hand to tip back his hat.

That was how the revolution began.

In yearsto come, historians would argue over who fired thefirst shot at Thompson's Ferry. Some would
say that it was the Union Guard, while otherswould contend that it was the local militia. Culpability was
the issue, yet the fact was that a misunderstanding was at the heart of the matter.

Thompson thought hed made hissignas clear to everyone. If he touched his hat with hisleft hand, it
meant that negotiations had broken down, yet they weren't supposed to fire until they saw him reach up
with hisright hand and take off his hat. It was agood plan, one that alowed for alast-minute cease-fire;
in retrospect, though, he realized that he hadn't counted on someone with an itchy trigger finger getting it
wrong.

Thefirgt shot came from the right, from benesth the cabin where Lonnie Dielman was crouched behind
the front porch stairs. The bullet went wild, striking no one; nonetheless, its effect was deadly. In the next
moment, the soldiersraised their guns and locked their sights on the cabin. Lonnie never sood a chance;
heat seekers ripped through the blackwood steps asif they were plaster, and Thompson caught a brief
glimpse of the young man as he went down.

A hdf second later, the very air around him seem to explode. He threw himsdlf to the ground as
townspeople opened fire upon the soldiers. The Guardsmen, caught by surprise by gunshotsfrom all
sdes, crouched on the beach and returned fire in every direction.

Lying on his stomach, stunned by what had just happened, Thompson heard a ziiing! The sand afew
inches from hisface made atiny implosion. That shook him out of his paradys's; he scrambled to his hands
and knees, bolted toward the lodge. Within hisear he heard Larsyelling his name, but he didn't stop
running until he was up the front gairs.

Hed just managed to grab his carbine when afireball erupted afew dozen yards away. He whipped
around, saw acabin go up in flames. One of the soldiers had produced a mortar, launched an incendiary
grenade through the window. He caught a glimpse of Todd Bishop on the rooftop, about legp to safety,
only to be cut down before he could jump. Thompson raised his gun to his shoulder; heaimed in the
generd direction of the nearest Union soldier, pulled the trigger. Three shots and the Guardsman went
down, dumping to the sand next to another corpse.

From somewhere behind him, he heard Molly scream. " Stay down!™ Thompson shouted as he kicked the
lodge door shut, then he kept firing, aiming a anyone who was wearing Union colors. Timeitsalf seemed
to expand, with seconds becoming minutes and everything collapsing into a surreal montage.

Two soldiers sprinted for the goat pen, only to be killed before they made it. One of the goats brayed as
it caught astray bullet, then toppled back on its hind legs and sprawled againgt atrough.



Another cabin exploded, scattering glass across the backs of two men standing on the front porch. The
guardsman wielding the mortar lobbed another grenade at athird cabin. By asmall miracle, it missed the
target, careening between its stilts to explode harmlesdy on the beach behind it. The soldier who fired it
barely had time to curse before blood spurted from his neck and he fdll to the ground.

JuanitaMorales, who had refused to leave dong with her two children, died while defending her home.
She managed to take down two soldiers before athird put a bullet through her heart.

A lone Guardsman, finding himsalf separated from his fellows and with nowhere to run, aboruptly dropped
hisrifle, flung up his hands. He might have been screaming for mercy, but it didn't matter, because his
attempt to surrender wasignored. The back of his skull exploded and hefell backward, his hands still
outstretched.

Captain Lopez, flanked by the three remaining soldiers, attempted to retreet to the safety of the Eastern
Divide. One by one, they were cut down by the men standing upon the ridge high above. Lopez was the
last to go; in the last moment of hislife, he seemed to stare straight at Thompson, asif asking how a
former Union officer could do thisto another. Then abullet caught him in the back and he kedled over
facefird.

Just as suddenly asit began, it was all over. Fourteen Union Guard soldiers lay dead within the town
center, crumpled brown forms whose blood seeped into the sand, diluted by the cold rain. Through the
crackling roar of the burning cabins, Thompson could hear distant reverberations, gunshots echoing off
the bluffs of the Midland Rise. Within hisear, he heard Lars give arebd yell, repeated ahaf second later
from on top of the Eastern Divide. In town, though, everything was quiet, everything was Hlill.

No. Not quite silent or gtill. A dozen yards away from where Thompson stood, Manuel Castro crawled
on hands and knees across the beach. With his black cloak draped around him, helooked like a
wounded dug that had emerged from the water, only to have abag of sat dropped on it. As Thompson
came closer, he heard arasping sound, like a gear that had come loose and was grinding against metal.

The Savant had taken a bullet, he redlized; he was dragging hisright leg behind him, and he was unable to
stand. As Thompson stopped, Castro arched his neck, peered up at him from beneath his hood.

"Y ou planned this, didn't you?' Less a question than a statement.
"Y ou had achance." Thompson let out his bregth, not willing to admit the truth. "Y ou didn't takeit."

"Yes, wel . ..sodidyou." Therewas no pain in the Savant's voice; if there was any emotion, it was only
resignation. "So what do you do propose to do now?"

Thompson didn't answer at once. Nothing would have given him any more satisfaction than to plant his
gun barrd againgt Castro's head and squeeze the trigger, even though it wouldn't have done much good.
The Savant was a cyborg, a human intelligence downl oaded into a quantum comp contained within its
chest, adjacent to the nuclear battery that supplied power to the body's servomotors. Castro's limbs
were hisweak points; even if Thompson tried to shoot him in the head, the bullets would probably
ricochet. Unlike the flesh-and-blood soldiers held led here, the Savant was virtudly immortd.

At least three of Thompson's people were dead, with no telling how many others wounded. Two cabins
were ablaze, with black smoke funneling up into the grey sky, and it was only amatter of time before the
otherswould catch fire aswell. Even if no one from the squad had managed to transmit amessage back
to Liberty, it wouldn't be long before other Union soldierswould arrive to investigate their silence, this
timein grester numbers.



Histown was doomed. No option left except evacuation; |oad everything aboard the boats, cal back the
raft, and make for Midland asfast as possible. HEd known this might happen; that was why hed told
Molly to start packing up the food and Garth to remain on Midland.

His bets were covered . . . except for one detail.

The raft creaked softly, water spilling across the rough planks of itsdeck asit moved
acrossthe channd. Therain had stopped an hour ago; the sky had cleared above New Florida, and Uma
had begun to set behind the vast wall of the Eastern Divide. Dark clouds remained above Midland, and in
the waning hours of the day arainbow had formed above the channdl, atrand ucent arch of orange and
purple that seemed to form a gateway from one world to another.

"Damn, that's beautiful." Clark Thompson stood at the front of the raft, one hand braced against crates of
pickled fish. "I mean, I'velived here two years now, and I've never seen anything quite likethis.” He
turned to look at Manuel Castro. "What do you think? sn't that something?*

"I have no ideawhat you're talking about.” The Savant was seated awkwardly on the raft, propped up
againg abarrdl. His cloak had been taken away from him, and without it he looked curiously naked: a
robot with athorax like an upside-down bottle, with narrow pipelike armstied at the wrists behind his
back and spindly legsthrust out before him, the broken one a an odd angle, its knee ruined. "Do you see
something?!

"Therainbow.” Thompson turned to look at him. "Y ou don't seeit?"

"Sorry, no. My vison isn't sengitive enough.” Castro lifted his head; multifaceted red eyes peered
unblinkingly from hismetallic skull. "I can seecolors. . . even ultraviolet and infrared wavelengths. . . but
thingslike sunlight shining through water vapor dude me.”

"So you've never seen arainbow?' Thisfrom Lars; he and Garth stood at the winch, turning it hand over
hand. The others aboard took little interest in the conversation; their attention was upon the receding
New Forida shore, watching the flames that consumed the smdll village they had once called home.

"Oh, I've seen rainbows." Castro didn't look back at him. "A longtimeago . . . alittle over eighty years,
by Earth'scalendar . . . | wasflesh and blood, just like you. But nature wasn't as kind to my body asit's
been to yours, so when | had the choice of dying asahuman or surviving as a Savant, | gave up watching
rainbows."

"Do you missthem?" Thompson asked.
"It seemed like agood idea a the time." Castro shrugged, an oddly human gesture. "Are we there yet?"

Thompson turned to gaze the other way. The eastern shore was still dmost amile away; the canoesand
kayaks carrying Mally and the rest of the townspeople had nearly reached the Midland Rise, but it would
take the dower-moving raft alittle while longer to get across. "Almost. So what were you before you had
yourself downloaded?"

"You'd never believe meif | told you."

"Try me. Besides, what do you haveto lose now?"

Again, the queer buzz that approximated alaugh. "l was a poet.”
"A poet?' Thompson looked back at him. "I don't believe you.”



"Well, that makestwo of us. | have ahard time believing that you were once aUnion Guard officer."

Severd peopleraised their heads. It wasn't something that Thompson kept secret. On the other hand
everyone knew that he didn't like to talk about it, either. "Weve dl got our crossto bear,” Thompson
said, looking away once more. "Tell me something dse. . . why did you do this?'

Cadtro didn't answer at once. "Y ou know, | think | may be able to make out that rainbow. Not the same
way you seeit, of course. . . sort of asan atmospheric distortion. If you had my vision, you might be
ableto seeit the sameway that | do.”

"Don't change the subject.”

"l didn't." The Savant |looked directly at him. "We see things differently, Colond. Y ou believe that you've
just fought for your freedom. It cost many lives, and you even let the fire consume the rest of your town
just to prevent it from faling into enemy hands. Nonethdless, you think you'vewon."

Thompson didn't reply. By then the fire had reached the lodge, its smoke rising as athick brown plume
that obscured the white bluffs behind it. Somewhere within those flames were the bodies of everyone
who'd died that day, laid out upon the long table where he and the others had shared many medls
together. He il fdlt the ache in hisarms from hauling the blackwood logs he and his nephews had
carried through the Monroe Pass. Sometimes freedom means giving up the things you cherish.

"But theway | seeit," Castro continued, "you're only ressting the inevitable. Coyote belongsto the
Union. That'safact. Y ou may not believein collectivism, but it's here to stay, whether you like it or not.
And so arewe."

"And that'swhy you came here? Because of some goddamn political theory?"

"No. | came here because | want to see the human race expand into the cosmos, and because
collectivismistheonly socia system that makes sense. What you cdll freedom, | cal anarchy. And
anarchy doesn't-"

"Can't wejudt get it over with?' Larsinterrupted. "I'm sick of hearing him."

He and Garth let go of the whedl. The raft drifted to a stop as they stepped across the sacks and crates
to stand on ether side of the Savant. Castro heard them coming, but he continued to gaze at Thompson
with eyesthat could no longer see the colors of arainbow but could make out the lines of aface.

"Y ou think you've won," he went on, "because you've ambushed a Union patrol. But there are till more
then two hundred soldiers where they came from, and another ship ison itsway with even more. It's
futile, Colond. Y ou'reliving on borrowed time and afew stolen guns. Give up now, and you may be able
to get out of thiswith your lives

Figts clenched at his sides, Thompson regarded the Savant with hel pless anger. He didn't want to admit
it, but Castro was right. They had managed to take down a squad of fourteen soldiers only because they
knew they were coming. Next time, they might not be so fortunate. . . .

"You'rewrong," hesaid quietly. "Y ou know why? Because thisisour home. . . ."

"How noble. Pathetic, but noble." Again, the eerielaugh. "I hope someone carves that on your
tombstone.”

"l hope s0. At least I'll get agrave.”



Thompson glanced at his nephews, then cocked athumb toward the channd. Lars and Garth bent over,
grasped Castro's arms from either side. They grunted as they hauled the Savant to hisfeet. His body was
heavier than it looked, yet he didn't fight back as they pushed him to the edge of the raft. Itsweight
thrown off-balance, theferry listed dightly, water doshing acrossthe planks.

At the last moment, Castro stalled, yet the deck was too dippery and the cords binding hiswrists were
too tight. Behind him, the other passengers silently watched; there was no emotion on their tired faces,
save perhapsfor resentment.

"Any last words?' Thompson asked. The Savant said nothing. "Write apoem about this. Y oull have
time." Then he nodded, and his nephews shoved him overboard.

Manud Castro tumbled into the water with aloud splash. He sank quickly, without leaving so much asa
bubble to mark his passage.

They were over the degpest point of the Eastern Channel between New Forida and Midland; his body
would plummet more than a hundred feet before it came to rest upon the muddy riverbed. He couldn't
drown, because he was incapable of such adeath, nor would he be crushed by the pressure of all that
water on top of him, yet he couldn't swim or even walk. Trapped in animmorta form, marooned in the
lightless depths of an dienriver, he would have plenty of time to contemplate the nature of freedom.

Thompson watched him long after he disappeared, then he picked up the black robe held taken from
Cadtro. At first, he was tempted throw it overboard after him. Instead, he folded it under hisarm.
Someday, he promised himsdlf, he would raise it on a pole above the ashes of the town held built, the
day hereturned to build it again.

The poet was gone, and so was the mayor. Now only the colonel remained.

"All right, let'sgo" he murmured. "Weve got awer to fight.”

sook2 REVOlution

If you are cheated out of a single dollar by your neighbor, you do not rest satisfied with
knowing that you are cheated, or with saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning
him to pay you your due; but you take effectual steps at once to obtain the full due amount,
and see that you are never cheated again. Action from principle, the perception and the
performance of right, changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does
not consist wholly with anything which was. It not only divides states and churches, it divides
families; ay, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him from the divine.

-HENRY DAVID THOREAU Civil Disobedience

WHSS Spirit of Social Collectivism Carried to the Stars

rart5 INCIDENT AT GOAT KILL CREEK




CamaeL, GaBREL75C .Y. 06/0849-P oNEERVALLEY,, MIDLAND

A storm had passed over the valley during the night, leaving behind sx inchesof fresh
snow. Inthe cool, clear light of morning, it lay thick upon the forest, an occasiond gust of wind blowing
tiny flakes off the branches, the bright sun causing them to scintillate like fairy dust asthey drifted toward
the ground. The snow muted al sound, turning the valey into aslent winter cathedrd. Save for cakes of
looseice gliding dong the ha f-frozen river that meandered between the mountains, nothing moved.

At theriver'sedge, alarge brown form bobbed upon the cold water like agiant cork. Sunlight reflecting
off glass caught Carloss eyes. Training the binoculars upon the floating mass, hisright forefinger found the
autofocus; the image became sharper, losing itsfuzziness. Even from ahundred yards uphill, he knew
exactly what he was seeing: aUnion Guard patrol skimmer, aflat-bottom hovercraft with a30mm chain
gun mounted above the glass hemisphere of itsforward cockpit. The top hatch between itstwo fanswas
open; as he watched, a soldier climbed up through the hatch, looked around, then disappeared into the
vehicle once more.

"Can you see'em?’' Marie whispered. She lay on the ground next to him, belly down behind the boul der
that hid them from view. "How many are there?'

"Wait aminute. Still looking." The skimmer was floating next to the shore; he could hear voices,
unintelligible yet distinct nonethel ess. Carlos panned the binoculars toward the ramp that had been
lowered from the craft, but there were too many treesin the way for him to make anyone out.

Helowered the binoculars, raised himsdf carefully into akneding position, and made alow chirping
sound between hislips: too-too-sweet, too-too-sweet , the mating cal of agrasshoarder, innocuousin
the woodlands unless one knew that the small birds went into hibernation during winter. Most Guardsmen
were too new to Coyote to be aware of such things.

The sgnd caught Barry's attention. Thirty feet to Carloss|eft, heraised his head from behind the falen
trunk of arough-bark where he and Lars were crouched. Carlos pointed to his eyes, then pointed down
at theriver, then traced aquestion mark in theair: How many do you see? Without hesitation, Barry
raised an open hand, then added two fingers.

"Shit." Carlos settled back behind the boulders, turned to hissister. "Thereés seven . . . and that's just
what Barry can see. No telling how many are till aboard.”

"Seven?| don't think s0." Frosted air drifted around Marie's mouth. "Gimmethat," she said quietly, and
Carlos handed the binoculars to her. She raised hersalf up on her elbows, took a brief look at the
skimmer, then came back down again. "He'swrong. Theresonly six.”

"Howdoyou...?

"That'san Armadillo AC-11b," she said, much asif she was reciting the table of ementsin Bernie
Cayle's science class. "Pilot, gunner, and four infantry in the back. Can't carry more than that." She
caught thelook in hiseyes. "Sure, I'm sure. | know this stuff.”

"l believeyou." And it wasalittle scary that she did. Not so long ago sheldd been alittle girl playing with
dolls, now her idea of fun was being able to rload a carbinein less than ten seconds with her eyes
closed. That worried him; thiswasn't supposed to befun. . . .

Not agood timeto reflect on such things. Thiswas the first Union patrol anyone had ever seeninthe
valey. The skimmer had doubtless come upstream from the Great Equatoriad River. It wasalong way
from home. . . and much too closeto their home for comfort.



Another birdcdl, thistime from behind and to the right. He glanced back, spotted Garth crouched behind
afaux birch about ten feet away, riflein hand. Damn it, held told the kid to remain with the shagswhere
they had |eft them farther uphill. He should have known better, though; the Thompson brothers were il
new to the outfit, and wherever Lars went, Garth wasn't far behind. And neither of them was good a
ligening.

"Stay here," he murmured, then he crawled away from Marie, careful to keep his butt down and hisrifle
out of the snow as he made hisway to where Barry and Lars were hiding.

"l waswrong," Barry murmured as he joined them. "Theréssix . . . five on the shore, one on the
Kkimmer."

"I know. Wefigured that already." Carlos reached over to tap Larssarm. "Tell your brother that when |
give him an order, | want it obeyed,” he said, switching to Anglo so Lars could understand him. "Got
that?' Lars nodded, started to raise ahand to hisjaw. "Not now! They might be on your frequency!"

"Sorry. Forgot." Red-faced, Larslowered his hand. The Thompson brothers had subcutaneous implants
that enabled them to communicate with each other. A little piece of twenty-third century tech that the kids
from the twenty-first century didn't have. But the soldiers down there would have the same thing;

birdcals and hand sgnas might not be as efficient, but they were lesslikely to be intercepted.

"Think we can take'em?' Barry asked, spesking in Anglo aswell.

Good question. Five againgt six. They had the advantage of surprise, along with better knowledge of the
terrain; he and Barry had hiked nearly every square mile of the valley ever since they moved there amost
three Coyote years ago, with Marie joining them as soon as she was old enough to go out with Rigil
Kent. Y et thiswould be the first time they'd try taking on the Union Guard, or at least in broad daylight.
Before, it had dways been guerrilla skirmishes, nighttime hit-and-run raids upon Liberty and Shuttlefied
with darknessto hide them. Thistimeit would be out in the open. And the chain gun on that skimmer
intimidated him. .. .

"Wecandoit. No swest." Lars pointed down the gentle dope; even without using the binoculars, Carlos
could now make out the soldiers. Fivefigures, sanding in acircle ontheriversde. A couple of caseslay
open between them; two of the men were knedling, doing something he couldn't see. "The three of us
comeinonthisside" hewent on, "and the other two comein on the other side. Box 'emin, take 'em
down...."

"L et me decide the plan, okay?' But he had to admit that it was agood idea. If they camein from both
sdes, with any luck they might be able to catch the soldiers by surprise.

What then? Shoot them down? Carlosfelt acold knot in his somach. As much as he despised the
Union, the notion of killing Sx men had little apped for him. It was different for Lars and Garth, of
course; the memory of the battle at Thompson's Ferry was gill fresh for them, and they had payback
coming. Carlos glanced at Barry, saw the rdluctance in hisfriend's eyes. They'd seen death afew times,
too, but unlike the brothers, they weren't eager to repest the experience.

"All right," he murmured. "Y ou and Barry comein from theright. I'll take Garth and Marieand circle
around from the left. When werein position, I'll get Garth to com you.” It was risky, but once they were
closer the soldiers might get wiseto any birdcalls. "One morething,” he added. "Hold your fire until | give
thesignd. | want to take 'em diveif we can.”

"Yourecrazy." Larsregarded him with disbelief. "Theresahaf dozen guys down there. Y ou think
they'rejust goingto...?"



"I'm not kidding. We give'em achanceto surrender first." Carlos stared him straight in the eye. "That's
theway itis'

For afew long moments, the two of them gazed a one another, until Larsfinally shrugged and looked
away. "You'rethe chief,” he mumbled, asif resenting thefact. "But if they start shooting . . ."

"If they start shooting, wefire back. But not until.” Carlos hesitated. "That skimmer'sgoing to bea
problem, though. If the pilot getstothegun . . ."

"Let me handle the skimmer." Barry'svoice waslow. "I'll circle wide, comein from the beach. If hetries
anything, maybe | can pick him off first." He grinned. "And I'd love to get my hands on askimmer,
wouldn't you?"

Barry was a dead shot, and he knew how to sneak through the woods without being heard. And, Carlos
had to admit, bringing home a Union Guard skimmer would be amajor coup. "Y ou got it. Are we s&t?"
Barry gave him athumbs-up; Lars shrugged again, his eyes on the soldiers gathered at theriver's edge.
"All right, then. Weroll onmy sgnd.”

Carlos crawled back to the boulder, spent afew seconds explaining the plan to Marie and Garth. Ashe
expected, Garth wasjust as reluctant as his brother to give the patrol a chance to surrender; he insisted
upon joining Lars, until Carlos pointed out that he needed to keep them separated in order to facilitate
communications between the two halves of the team.

"I'm going with Lars." Marie started crawling over to where the other two were waiting.

"Oh, no, you don't." Carlos snagged his sister by the hood of her parka; it pulled back, exposing her dark
brown hair, tied into a bun behind her head. "Y ou're sticking with me."

She angrily swatted his hand away. "'If Barry's going after the skimmer, then Larsis going to need
backup. Either you doit, or I will."

Mariewasright; Lars couldn't handle hisside done. Carlosdidn't like it very much-he was reluctant to
leave hissigter in afirefight-but the other reason he wanted to keep the Thompson brothers gpart from
each other was that they were bloodthirsty. Thompson's Ferry had been amassacre; none of the Union
soldierswho'd raided the settlement had come away dive. Perhapsthey had it coming, but then again. ..

"Okay. But nofiring until | say s0." Marie grinned, then scuttled away, keeping low to the ground. Carlos
watched her go and prayed that he hadn't made a mistake.

Another exchange of too-too-sweets, then he and Garth began to advance down the hillsde, moving
single file on hands and knees, remaining behind trees and large rocks as much as possible. The deep
snow muffled the sounds they made, and they were careful to avoid putting any weight upon dead
branches their gloved hands found benesth the drifts. Once again, Carlos found himsalf impressed with
how well Garth handled himsdlf; the kid was only fifteen, but it was asif held been practicing this sort of
thing hisentirelife. Perhaps he had; his uncle was aformer Union Guard colond, after dl, before hed
decided to resign his commission and bring his nephewsto Coyote in search of anew life.

Carlos had been Garth's age when held arrived here with his own family, but held been very much aboy
then, till thinking dl thiswas agreat adventure. His childhood ended two days after the Alabama party
set foot on New Horida, when hisfather and mother were killed by aboid. That was over thirteen
Earth-years ago, and everything had been different since then. He doubted that Garth had much of a
childhood, either. No one got to savor adolescence very long on Coyote.



The voices gradualy became louder. Hearing someone laugh, he froze in place, thinking that they had
been spotted. As he peered through the underbrush, though, he saw that the soldiers backs were ill
turned toward him. The group was only afew dozen feet away, gathered around the two men knedling
on the riverbank. It appeared asif they were assembling some sort of instrument on atripod. The three
men standing carried rifles, but they were still hanging by their shoulder straps;, the two knedling on the
ground, he noticed, weren't wearing Union parkas, but instead catskin jackets. Civilians? What were they
doing with aUnion Guard patrol?

Carlos glanced back to make sure that Garth was till with him, then he motioned toward a clingberry
thicket at the bottom of the dope, not far from the group. Garth nodded, and Carlos began creeping
closer. They could hide there for amoment, wait until Marie, Lars, and Barry werein position. Then they
might beableto. ..

A shout from the skimmer. Once again believing that they'd been seen, Carlos dropped flat to the
ground. Hearing footsteps againgt metal, he raised his eyes; the skimmer pilot waswalking acrossthe
ramp, swinging a canvas bag by its strap. He was about to hop down onto shore when there was sharp
bang like someone pushing a pin into aballoon, and the pilot suddenly twisted sideways and toppled off
the gangway, fdling into the shalow water below.

Damnit! Who fired? Carlos didn't have time to wonder. The men on the riverbank were dready reacting
to the gunshot, the soldiers reaching for their weapons, the two civilians scrambling for cover. More
semiauto gunfire, again from the other side of the riverbank. One of the soldiers brought up his carbine,
began firing wildly in that direction. The two civilians threw themsdves to the ground, knocking over the
tripod as they covered their heads with their hands.

Carlosleaped to hisfeet. "Hold your firel" heyelled. "Stop shoo . . . I"

He didn't get achance to finish before the nearest Guardsman whirled around, brought up hisrifle. Carlos
caught aglimpse of the black bore of the gun muzzle, and in that instant realized that he had made a
mistake. The soldier was no more than thirty feet away, and he was completely exposed.

Oh, shit, I'mdead. . ..

The gunshots behind him nearly deafened him. He ducked, indtinctively raisng his handsto his ears, but
not before he saw the soldier's parkarip apart, his hemet flying off the back of his head. Carlos barely
had timeto redlize that Garth had saved hislife; remembering his own gun, he brought it up to his
shoulder, amed at the soldier turning toward them.

No time to bother with the scope; he lined up the barrel, held his breath, and squeezed the trigger. The
second soldier had just enough time to take his own shot before abullet caught himin the gut. He
doubled over like someone with abad case of ssomach cramps, then another shot from somewhere
behind caught him between the shoulder blades, and he went down.

Carlos looked for another target, but there were none to be found. The remaining soldier lay facedown a
few yards away, sprawled across a patch of red snow. All that could be seen of the Armadillo pilot was
apair of legs sticking up out of the water next to the skimmer'sramp. The hollow echoes of gunfire were
gtill reverberating off the tree line on the other sde of the river; the chill air, once fresh and clean, now
reeked of gunpowder.

Carlos heard arebe yell from adozen yards away. Lars emerged from the undergrowth, hisrifleheldin
both hands above his head. " Skragged three!" he shouted. " Score for the hometeam!™ Hedid alittle
victory dance, looking like a soccer player who'd managed to drive aball into the opposing team's net.
"Werule"



Sickened by what he.. . . what they . .. had just done, infuriated by how it had happened, Carlos
dropped hisrifle, marched out from behind the clingberry bush. ™Y ou cold son of abitch,” he snarled, "I
toldyounotto..."

Larssface changed. Armsfalling to hissides, he gazed at Carlosin confusion. "Whoa, hey, wait a
second . . . | didn't shoot first. She did.”

Carlos stopped. Unable to believe what held just heard, he stared at Marie, who was coming out from
behind atreg, rifle clagped in her hands. He was till taking in the smile on her face when he heard avoice
behind him.

"Carlos? Carlos, man, isthat you?"

One of thetwo civilians who had taken cover when the shooting began. He had dl but forgotten them,
and it was only the fact that they had hugged the ground that had saved them. Carloslooked down at the
person struggling to his knees, saw aface held dmost thought he would never see again.

"Chris?' hewhispered. "Chris, what the hdll are you doing here?"

GaBREL75/1012-WHSS S piriToF S ociaL C oLLecTivism C ARRIED TO THE S TARS
"Shuttle from Liberty on approach, Captain. Requesting permission to dock."

Fernando Baptiste lifted his head to peer up at the ceiling of the command center. Projected against the
dome was the fourth moon of 47 Ursae Mgjoris-B: avast landscape of idands, somethe size of small
continents, separated from one another by a sinuous maze of rivers. Above the slver-bluelimb of the
planet, he could make out the tiny form of the shuttle carrying the governor of the New FHorida colony.

"Permission granted,” Baptiste told the lieutenant seated at her console afew feet away. "Inform the
Matriarch that I'll meet her in the conference room on Deck 10."

She nodded, then prodded the side of her jaw as she repeated his message. Baptiste took alast glance at
the section report on hislapboard, then pushed it away and carefully stood up, feding duggish against the
pull of gravity. Nearly aweek had passed since he had been revived from biogtasis; during thistime, the
interna gravity induced by the Spirit 's Millis-Clement field had been gradualy increased to .68g to
match Coyote's surface gravity, yet he dtill felt duggish, perpetudly off-balance. He wasn't the only
person aboard-or at leadt, the only basdline human-experiencing such maaise; al around him, he
observed crewmen with dumped shoulders, moving asif in dow motion.

All the same, he was looking forward to setting foot on the planet below. Before held been picked by the
Union Agtronautica to command the sixth ship to 47 Ursae Mgoris, held spent dmost hisentirelife on
the Moon or Mars, with most of his adulthood aboard one vessel or another. What would it belike to
walk benegath an open sky, without having a pressurized dome above his head or be surrounded by
compartment bulkheads? It would be worth spending forty-nine yearsin biostasis for the smple pleasure
of feding unfiltered sunlight againgt hisface, grass beneath hisfeet. Would he get askinrashif he
removed his boots? Perhaps he should query the doctor if he needed another inoculation before. . .

"I'd liketo join you, Captain, if you don't mind."

Baptiste looked around, saw atdl form standing beside him. Wearing along black robe, its cowl pulled
up around his head, Gregor Hull regarded him with red eyes that gleamed softly in the darkness of the
command center. Once again, the Savant had come up from behind without his noticing.



"Of course" Baptiste replied. "In fact, | wasabout to call you." It wasalie, of course, but if the Savant
knew this, there was no indication on hismetdlic face. "Please, come with me."

"Thank you, Captain." Hull stepped aside, dlowing him to lead the way to thelift. "I'm rather hopeful that
the Matriarch will clear up amysery.”

"Oh?" Hewaited until Hull was aboard the lift, then pushed the button for Deck 10. A dight jar, then the
cab began to move downward. "I'm surprised. | would have thought that there wasllittle in the universe
that remained mysteriousto your kind."

"Sarcasm doesn't suit you well, sir." Asaways, the Savant's voice was dull, without inflection. Except
when helaughed, and fortunately that was seldom-it sounded like acoustical feedback. One more thing
Baptiste didiked about Savants. Perhaps he was subconscioudy bigoted against them, but the fact
remained that he'd never enjoyed their company.

"My gpologies. | thought | was being sincere.” Another lie,and they both knew it. "What's so
mysterious?'

"Shortly after we made orbit, | attempted to make contact with one of my brother Savants. . . Manud
Cadtro. He has been on Coyote for the past seven years. | haven't been able to hear him.”

"Hear him?| don't understand.”

"My kind share asymbiatic rdaionship.” Was heimagining things, or was Hull rubbing it in, theway he
phrased that?"Virtud telepathy, achieved through extra ow-frequency transmissions. A sort of group
mind, if you will. It'susudly short-range, but we can increase the distance by tapping into long-range
communications systems. |'ve attempted to do so, but | haven't received any response from Savant
Cadtro.

"Have you spoken with anyonein Liberty about it?"

"l have, yes. | wasinformed that Savant Castro disappeared over amonth ago by loca reckoning. . .
about three months ago Earth-time. He led amilitary detail to asmal settlement on New FHorida, to
round up some colonists who hed fled from Shuttlefield. Apparently there was an incident during which
the soldiers were killed. When another detail was sent out to investigate, they discovered that the
settlement had been torched. The remains of the soldiers were found, aong with those of afew of the
colonists, but there was no trace of Savant Castro.”

"Which means he'sdead."

The Savant shook his head; it was strange to see such a human gesture, and it reminded Baptiste that
Hull wasn't arobot, gppearances notwithstanding, but rather a human intelligence downloaded into a
mechanica body. That made Savants perfect stewards of starships outbound to 47 Ursae Mg oris, they
remained awake while everyone else lay in dreamless comawithin their biostasis clls, carrying on
endless philosophica arguments with each other, indulging themselvesin studies of thingsthat few people
would ever understand or even deem necessary. Another aspect of their existence that made them seem
so remote, so disconnected from the rest of humanity . . . but then, they preferred to refer to themselves
as posthuman, didn't they?

"When one of us perishes," Savant Hull continued, "it'susudly by accident. In that case, our interna
systems are programmed to transmit asteady signd, indicating astate of morbidity. Since | haven't
received such asignd, thisindicates that either Savant Castro's body has been destroyed, or he's unable

to respond.”



Baptiste nodded. Tota destruction seemed unlikely, at least under the circumstances Hull had just
mentioned. For al practica purposes, Savants wereimmortd, their forms designed to endure dl but the
harshest of conditions; the quantum comps that contained their minds were deep within their chests,
protected by layers of shieding. If Castro was till aive, then what would prevent him from being able to
contact Hull?

Hewas till mulling this over when the lift glided to ahat. The doors whisked open, and they stepped out
into one of the short, narrow halways that led to the concentric passageways circling the ship'saxia
center. "Perhaps the Matriarch will be ableto tell us," Baptiste said as he led the Savant to the nearest
intersection and turned | eft. "There's probably a good explanation.”

"| can dready think of one." Hull stepped aside to allow acrewman to pass. "Not for the disappearance
of Savant Castro in particular, but for the genera reason why."

The captain nodded, but said nothing. A revolt among the colonists. This had been foreseen by the
Council of Savants even beforethe Spirit |eft Earth nearly ahaf century ago. Four thousand people had
been sent to the 47 Ursae Mgoris system since 2256, aboard the four Western Hemisphere Union
garshipsthat had followed the URSS Alabama , itself launched in 2070. In their endlessmusing, the
Savants had come to the conclusion that the origina Alabama colonists would resent the arrival of
newcomers, the palitical system of the Western Hemisphere Union, based upon socid collectivism, was
radicaly different from that of the United Republic of America, which the crew of the Alabama had
sought to escape when they stole their ship from Earth orbit. Thiswas one of the reasonswhy Union
Guard soldiers had been aboard the WHU ships sent to Coyote nearly two hundred yearslater. . . .

To hisright, adoor abruptly did open. A sergeant mgor, shaven-headed and wearing a cotton jumpsuit,
stepped backward out into the corridor. "And no excuses," he was saying to someone on the other side
of the door. "When | get back, | want everyone ready for weapons drill. | don't careif .. ." Looking
around to see Baptiste, he quickly snapped to attention, hisright fist clamping againgt his chest. "Pardon
me, gr!"

Baptiste casudly returned the salute. "Carry on,” he murmured. Just before the door shut, he caught sight
of the room behind him: two dozen Guardsmen, wearing identical jumpsuits, Sitting on bunks or standing
inthe narrow aides. Throughout the Spirit , there were many othersjust like them: men and women
recently revived from biogtasis, sent as reinforcements for the troops aready on the ground. Unlike the
first four Union ships, which had carried mostly civilians asits passengers, only afew colonistswere
aboard the Spirit . Hismisson was primarily military in neture.

Thisisn't why you came here, asmal voiceinsde him said. Thisisn't what you were meant to do .
And indeed, it wasn't. Until just afew days before the Spirit had departed from Highgate, hismisson
had been to bring more colonists to Coyote. He remembered Tomas Conseco, the young boy he'd met
on the maglev train afew days before launch; he and his parents were in biostasis on another levd,
waliting to be revived. HEd have to wait awhile longer before setting foot on Coyote; first, his captain
would haveto quell apotentia uprising, by any means necessary.

That isn't for you to decide. Again hedisciplined his conscience. You have your orders. Don't ask
guestions. Just carry themout .

The conference room was located farther down the corridor. The Matriarch hadn't arrived yet; doubtless
she was il undergoing decontamination procedures. Sesting himself at the console at the end of the
table, Baptiste spent afew minutes checking on the status of the heavy-lift landing vehicles that would
ferry soldiers down to the planet. The wallscreen displayed the cavernous interior of the Bay Four;
crewmen moved around ateardrop-shaped spacecraft, |oading cargo through the hatch beneath its



horizonta gabilizer. The Spirit carried three HLLV's; he wondered how and where they'd be able to
land. The shuttle fields outside Liberty weren't large enough for dl of them. . ..

The door opened. He looked up to see two Guardsmen step into the room. They wore winter gear and
hed rifles dung over their shoulders, their faces were tanned, and one had athick beard. Union soldiers,
up from the planet below; they looked like barbarians tramping through the gates. They saluted as he
stood up, then assumed positions on ether side of the door, making way for the woman behind them.

The Matriarch looked different from the pictures of her held seen: auburn hair longer, now reaching her
shoulders and showing streaks of grey, her stout figure was no longer asfull asit had once been. She
wore the gold-trimmed blue robe of her office, yet its colors were faded; beneath it was abrown outfit of
some sort of anima skin. Like her escorts, she showed signs of having spent the last severa yearsin an
untamed environment.

"Captain Baptiste?' she asked. "I'm LuisaHernandez, governor of New Forida."

"A pleasure, Matriarch Hernandez." As Baptiste stepped forward to extend his hand, he noticed the
holster on her belt. Why did shefed it was necessary to carry aweapon, or be accompanied by armed
men?"l must confess, I'm surprised to see you so soon. | thought . . ."

"Wed meet once you landed?' A quick smilethat quickly vanished. "I'm afraid we can't afford the luxury
of time, Captain. We'rein the middle of amgjor military operation. In fact, I've been counting on your
arivd."

"| takeit that you've been waiting for us." Until then, Hull had been quietly standing off to theside. The
Matriarch's eyes widened a bit as she saw him; Baptiste guessed that, for an instant, she thought he was
Savant Castro.

"Oh, yes" Sherecovered quickly, returning her attention to Baptiste. "Quite so. Thefact of the matter is
that we have a stuation down there. With your assstance, though, we may be ableto bring it to a swift
concluson.”

"Redlly?' Baptiste pulled achair back from the table. "Please, tell me dl about it.”

Matriarch Hernandez ignored the offered seat. Instead, she reached into her robe, pulled out a datafiche.
"Thiswill supply most of the background,” she said, holding it out to him, "but I'll make it smple. Were
engaged in amanhunt for one of the origind Alabama colonists. He now goes by the name of Rigil Kent,
but histrue nameis Carlos Montero.”

GABRIEL75/1038-P 1IONEERVALLEY

"C'mon, give us a break." Lars stood up from the hole he'd been diggingfor thelast
hour, rested his arms againgt the handle of the entrenching tool held taken off the skimmer. "We don't
need to do this."

"You'reright. Wedon't need to do this. . . but you do." Carlosdidn't look up from the portable stove
he'd set up afew yards away; the chunk of river ice held placed within the pot had melted, and he
squatted next to the stove, patiently waiting for the water to bail. "If you're going to murder someone,
then you're going to haveto dig agrave for him."

"It'snot murder if it's. . ." Marie caught the look in her brother's eye and stopped. The hole she
excavated was barely deep enough for the body wrapped in a deeping bag that lay nearby, but the



ground was frozen, and she had brought up amost as much rock as soil. "Never mind,” she muttered,
and went back to work.

Garth had completed histask afew minutes ago. He stood next to the open grave, hishandsthrust in the
pockets of his parka. Another soldier lay nearby, also cocooned in a deeping bag. "Go ahead,” Carlos
sad. "Put himin. Thenyoure. . ."

"You put himin." Thekid sullenly glared a him. "I'm done teking ordersfrom . . ."

"Doashesays." Lars shoved the shove blade back into the hard ground. "The sooner we're done, the
sooner we're out of here." Carlos watched as Garth bent over, grasped the toe of the degping bag, and
dragged it into the shalow grave. Stepping out of the hole, the kid hocked up amouthful of sdiva. For a
moment it seemed asif he was ready to spit on the body, then he looked at Carlos, thought better of it,
and swallowed. He picked up his entrenching tool and began to cover the corpse.

So much like David. Carlosthought. Same attitude.. . .

That was an uncomfortable thought, and he pushed it asde. The water was boiling. Carlos picked up the
pot, poured water into two meta cups held found in the mess kit. When Barry recovered the canvas bag
the skimmer pilot had dropped in the water, they discovered that itsrationsincluded asmall supply of
freeze-dried coffee. Neither he nor Marie or Barry had seen ingtant coffee in many years. . . a least not
sncethelast of the Alabama 's food supply had been used up, what seemed alifetime ago. It wasa
luxury they had forgotten; no beansto grow, roast, and grind. No sensein letting it go to waste, yet
Carlos couldn't help but feel another surge of guilt. The skimmer pilot had been doing nothing more
offengve than fetching breskfast when Marie had shot him down.

Picking up the cups, he walked over to where the two prisoners were seated on a driftwood log.
Kneding in front of Congtanza, he offered coffeeto him. "Hereyou go," he said quietly. "Might warm you
upalittle”

Congtanzaremained silent. He stared at the ground between his boots, his arms wrapped tightly together
againg his chegt, his hands bunched beneath his armpits. The fur-lined collar of his catskin jacket was
pulled up around hisface; his eyes gazed into some abyss only he could see.

"He'sgone." Chriswas Sitting next to him, his ankles crossed, handsin the pockets of hisjacket. "I've
tried talking to him, but he's zeroed. Shock, | guess.”

It wasthefirg thing held said in nearly an hour. A sign of progress. Carlos silently offered the other cup
of coffeeto him. Chris hesitated, then reached up to take it from him. "Thanks. Yourearea pa."

"Yourewelcome." Carloswalked over to the other end of thelog, sat down next to him. For the
moment, at least, the othersignored them. Lars, Garth, and Marie continued buria detail; Barry was
aboard the skimmer, trying to figure out how to operate it. Carlos Sipped the hot coffee, stared at the
half-frozen waters of Goat Kill Creek. "Ready to tak?"

"What are you going to do to meif | don't? Sic your girlfriend on me?"

Carlosamogt spit out amouthful of coffee. For an ingtant, he felt an impulse to backhand the guy seated
next to him, until he remembered just how long it had been sincethelast time Chrissaw Marie. "That's
not my girlfriend,” hesad. "That'smy sger.”

Now it was Chrissturn to sputter. He clgpped a hand against his mouth as his eyeswent widein
asionishment. "Holy . . . that'sMarie?| didn't . . ."



"Y ou thought she was going to remain nine forever?' Carlos shook his head. " She's eighteen, dmost
nineteen. Call her my girlfriend again, and were going to have aproblem.” Asif they didn't areadly.

"Sorry, man. | didn't. . ." Then Chris seemed to remember where he was. "What did you do to her? She
shot our pilot down like it was a Skeet shoot.”

"I didnt..." Carloslet out hisbreath. He couldn't explain Mari€'s actions either; like Chris, he
remembered when hislittle sster had been someone other than asniper. Letting her join Rigil Kent had
been amistake; he saw that now. "Let's talk about something el se, okay? Why are you here?'

For amoment, it seemed asif Chriswas going to clam up again. He sipped coffee as he watched Marie
and Larsdig graves, now that Garth had buried the third soldier, he was rummaging through the mess kit
for something to eat. "1 wasther guide," he said, asif that explained everything. " Sort of their native
sherpa.”

"Don'tlie" Carlos shook hishead. "Y ou've never been herebefore. Last time | heard, the Matriarch
made you Chief Proctor of Shuttlefield. What are you doing with a Union Guard patrol in Midland?*

"Lagttime | heard, you were going by the handle of Rigil Kent." He smiled. "I looked it up, by the way.
An old European name for Alpha Centauri, the closest star to Earth, besides Sol. Good name. . ."

"Don't change the subject. What are you doing here?!
Chris shrugged. "Sure, why not? Might aswell tell you."
"Tel mewha?'

"We'relooking for you. Your little club, | mean." He gestured toward the tripod-mounted instrument,
lying upended upon the ground near the bullet-pocked equipment cases. "Seethat? It'scalled a
SIMS. . . schematic information mapping system. Y our dad would have loved it. It'sright up hisdley.”

"Forget about my family." Carlosfdt hisface growing warm; whether Chris meant to or not, he was
scratching an old wound. "What doesit do?’

"It'safull-suite sensory package . . . infrared, motion detection, body hest, the works. It'slinked via
satdllite to adozen or S0 likeit they've been setting up al over Midland. Theideaisto collect information
on your people's movements. Once the datais collated, then they'll be able to predict where you're likely
to be at any giventime." Helooked at Constanza. "It's his baby, so he might be able to explain it better.
If you can get himto talk, that is."

A remote surveillance system. Carlosfdt achill that didn't come from the weether. If he and the others
had been any dower coming down the hillsde, then the SIM S would have picked them up as soon as
they were within range. The odds would have been reversed; he might have become Chris's prisoner,
and the soldierswould have been digging graves for Marie, Lars, and Garth.

Y et that was only conjecture. Redlity wasn't much more kind. Goat Kill Creek |led northwest into the
Pioneer Valley until it reached the southern dopes of Mt. Shaw, where Defiance was located. If Chris
wastelling the truth, then his people were in danger of being found by the Union.

And Defiance wasn't the only settlement at risk. During the last few months, following the sabotage of the
GarciaNarrows Bridge, severa hundred immigrants who had been involved in its construction had
managed to establish tiny villages here and there across Midland; most were scattered dong the Gillis
Range, with afew asfar north as the Medsylvania Channd. It had become clear that the Union wasn't
going to be content with New Horida; assuming control of the vast resources of Midland remained vita



to itslong-range plans, and the bloody events at Thompson's Ferry had demonstrated that Luisa
Hernandez wouldn't tolerate any interference. The newcomers had aready experienced the Matriarch's
iron hand while living in the squatter camps of Shuittlefield, and they had no desireto do so again.
Although Carlos had taken the name Rigil Kent for himself, it had since been adopted as the name of the
resistance movement so many of them had joined.

Until recently, adl they had to worry about were the Union Guard garrison on New Florida. Only acouple
of days ago, another Union starship had arrived in orbit above Coyote; it could be seen from the ground
at night, abright star moving across the sky. There would be even more Guardsmen aboard that ship,
more soldiersto be sent into Midland in search of Rigil Kent and hisfollowers. The rebdllion was il
young, and it could easily be crushed.

Carlos glanced at the scientist seated nearby. Constanza might be persuaded to reveal where the other
SIMSwere located, but thiswas neither the time nor place. And Carlos didn't trust Chris. Eveniif he
wasn't lying, there was something about his story that didn't quitefit. . . .

"So why areyou here?' His coffee had gone lukewarm, and he made aface as he took aanother sip.
"Don't tell meyou just wanted exerciseand fresh air.”

"Hey, | lovethe great outdoors just as much asyou." Chriss expression became serious. "My mother
disappeared last month. Where | come from, when people go missing, there's usually one place they go.”
He pointed to the ground. ™Y ou know where sheis?'

"If | told you, would you help me?"
"Oh, cmon. Get red."

"Didn't think so." Carlos stood up, tossed the rest of the coffee into the snow. "Well take the skimmer.
Your friend, too . . . he needs medical attention. I'll leave you with some rations and acompass. The East
Channd's about two hundred miles from here. Y ou should be able to find your way back."

"Y ou wouldn't do that."

"You just said you love the great outdoors. Here's your chance to get as much of it asyou want.” Carlos
garted to walk away. "Niceto seeyou again. I'll tel your mom you said hi."

He was hafway to where the others were waiting when Chris called after him. " Okay, you win. What do
you want meto do?"

Carlosturned around. "I want you to take ahike with me."

"A hike?' Overhearing this, Marie looked up from shoveling the last spadeful of dirt over Gondolfo's
grave. "What doyou. . . where are you taking him?"

"Back where we came from, of course." Before she could reply, Carlos stuck hisfingersin his mouth and
whistled sharply. Barry emerged from the top hatch of the Armadillo. Carlos gestured for him to come
over, then looked at hissister again. "Y ou guys take Mr. Constanza here-"

"It'sDr. Congtanza," Chrissaid quietly. "Enrique Congtanza."
"Dr. Congtanza, | mean, and take the skimmer back. Chrisand | will ride the shags."

"That'll taketwo days, at least." Lars put down his shovel. "Why can't you. . . 7



"The skimmer only has room for six. Counting these two, we've got seven.” Carlos glanced back at their
two prisoners. "Kuniko should take alook at Dr. Constanza as soon as possible, so helll go with you.
Besides, we need to return the shags. . . hey, you think you can drive that thing?”'

Barry had joined them by then. He shrugged. "L ooks easy enough. Sort of like amaxvee, just alittle
different"

"I'm sure you can handleit,” Carlos said. With his back turned toward Chris, he gave hisfriend awink.
"If weget log, | can dwayscal inand ask for help. Know what | mean?'

Rigil Kent avoided using satphones because they were dependent upon the Alabama for uplink; the
Union might be ableto triangulate their position by using RDF receiversto search for the point of origin.
They carried short-range transceiversinstead, but observed radio silence except in case of emergency.
Barry understood his meaning; he gave abrief nod. "Thisis stupid,” Marie said. "Someone can just hang
on to the hatch, ride outside. We can be homein just afew-"

"Don't argue with me." Carlos dropped hisvoice. "Do as| say, and | won't tell anyone who fired the first
shot." Marie turned red, looked away. "Just leave us with food and another pack for him. Or do you
have one aboard, Chris?"

"It'sin the skimmer. Of course, we could use another gun, just in case we run into any boids.”

"The boids are wintering south of here. Y ou know that." Carlos turned toward the Thompson brothers.
"Onemorething. Dr. Congtanzais your respongbility. When | get back, | expect to find himin good
hedth. If he hasany accidentsontheway . . ."

"That's not going to happen. Count onit." Barry gave Lars and Garth adark look. "Are you sure you
wantto...?

"l know what I'm doing." Knedling next to the camp stove, Carlos snuffed it out, then began to fold it.
"Lars, Marie, load the SIMS and bring it with you. Barry, help Dr. Constanza aboard. Garth, pack some
snow on top of those graves. | want this place to look just the way we found it."

Asthe others went about their tasks, Carlos shoved the collapsed stove into his backpack, then dug
some rations out of the messkit. "They follow orderswell, don't they?' Chris murmured with just atrace
of sarcasm.

"Sometimes." From the corner of his eye, he saw the entrenching tool Marie had dropped. It lay on the
ground just acouple of feet away. For the moment, no one was paying any attention to them. Chris could
eadly snatch it up, bash him over the head. If he was lucky, he could then grab hisrifle, shoot everyone
while their backs were still turned. "When we're out here on our own," he added, "we learn to count on
each other to stay aive. Know what | mean?”

Chrisreached down, picked up the shovel. Carlos swiveled on his hips, watched as he folded the blade,
collgpsed the handle, and held it out to him. "Yeah, | know," Chrissaid quietly. "The only thing | don't get
iswhy you're doing this"

"Haven't seen you inalong time." Carlostook the entrenching tool from him, shoved it into aloop on the
sdeof hispack. "Think it'stimewe had atak."

GABRIEL75/1422-F orTLoPEz, HAMMERHEAD



Like an immense swoop descending upon its nest, the heavy lifter cameinfor
touchdown, its VTOL jets blagting snow away from the ring of flashing red beacons that marked the
landing field. The ground crew watched as the spacecraft settled upon itstricycle landing gear; they
waited until the engines cut off, then trotted over to the aft cargo hatch, while an honor guard of six
soldierstook up position, three on each sde of the forward crew hatch. Asthe hatch swung open and
the gangway ramp lowered, an officer standing nearby shouted acommand. The soldiers cameto
attention, swinging their riflesto their left shoulders and snapping their boothedl stogether.

It wasn't the reception Captain Baptiste had anticipated; in fact, he was quietly appalled by the formdity.
But he said nothing as Matriarch Hernandez |ed the way down the ramp, Savant Hull bringing up the
rear. She pointedly ignored the honor guard as she walked past them, pulling up the cowl of her cloak.
"Many apologiesfor not giving you a proper welcome,” she murmured once they were past the soldiers.
"It's the best we can do under the circumstances.”

"Think nothing of it." And indeed, the absence of whatever the Matriarch considered "a proper
welcome'-amilitary parade, perhaps, with full colors-wasthe least of his concerns. A cold wind whipped
across the plateau, stinging hisface and causing him to shiver despite the thick parka he wore. Hefelt
light-headed-the lower atmospheric pressure, of course; he had been warned about it-but when he took
adeep breath, thefrigid air caused histeeth to chatter. He pulled down the bill of his cap before the wind
could snaich it away. All things considered, he reflected, he would have preferred New Florida; even the
name sounded warmer.

By then, the officer in charge of the honor guard had dismissed histroops and come over to join them.
"Captain, Savant Hull, may | present First Lieutenant Bon Cortez," Hernandez said. "Lieutenant, Captain
Fernando Baptiste, commanding officer of the Spirit of Social Collectivism Carried to the Sars."

"A pleasure to meet you, Sir." Cortez clasped agloved fist againgt his chest. "Welcometo Fort Lopez.”

"Thank you, Lieutenant." Cortez was younger than Baptiste would have expected for someonein charge
of amilitary ingtalation; no more than twenty-five Earth-years, his beard was probably the first one hed
ever grown. "1 hope you've been able to keep warm," he added, at loss for anything elseto say.

Cortez amiled, rlaxed just alittle. "We're keeping busy, Captain. It helpsalittle. If you'll follow me,
please, I'll show you around.” Asthey walked away from the HLLV, two platoons of Guard infantry
were marching down the ramp; Baptiste could hear the shouted commands of their squad leaders asthey
fdl into formation next to the craft. They stamped their feet againgt the hard ground and hunched their
shoulders againgt the brutal wind. Only Gregor Hull wasimperviousto the cold; for once, he felt envious
of the Savant for hislack of mortal concerns.

"Weve only been herefor the last eight weeks," Cortez was saying, "just after the beginning to the month,
so you'll haveto pardon our lack of facilities. There hasn't been timeto build permanent structures.” He
was spesking of the semirigid inflatable domes, each ahdf acrein diameter, near thelanding field. "The
forest isabout a haf mile away, and we've begun marking trees for when we get around to-"

"Wefdt it more important to establish a base of operations as quickly as possible," the Matriarch
interrupted. "1 picked the lieutenant for thisjob because he was instrumenta in selecting the stefor the
bridge we constructed across the East Channel. So far, he's done a commendablejob.”

Baptiste noted the expression on Cortez's face; he seemed to be chewing his lower lip. "Thank you,
maam," he said, hisvoicetight. "I'm glad you approve." Then he pointed to the edge of the plateau. "If
you'll comethisway, I'll show you why Fort Lopez is here.”

"I waswondering about that,” Baptiste said. "After dl, if you dready have alarge force on New Forida,



then why put a base west of Midland?’

"New Florida has been compromised, sir. Rigil Kent can sneak across the East Channdl anytime they
want. They've dready hit Liberty twice, not to mention the job they did on the Garcia Narrows
Bridge. . ." Behind them, Luisa Hernandez cleared her throat. "The Matriarch Hernandez Bridge, |
mean . . ."

"We had to ook elsewherefor amilitary base," the Matriarch said, "and Hammerhead was the most
likely place." She extended ahand from benegth her cloak. "Asyou can see, here we enjoy acertain
geographic advantage.”

They had reached the edge of the plateau. Below them, a sheer granite escarpment fell away; three
hundred feet down, waves crashed againgt jagged rocks. Fort Lopez overlooked the confluence of the
Midland Channd and Short River; in the distance to the south lay Barren Ide, barely visble as small
dun-colored lump. To the east, they could see the shores of Midland, with Mt. Bonestell on the far
horizon. Asamilitary surveyor, Lieutenant Cortez had done hisjob well. The diff offered anatura
defense againgt anyone who might try to crossthe channdl, and theidand itsalf was a perfect place for
daging military operations.

"A good choice." Baptiste admired the view. Thiswould be a gresat place to build a house, were heto
decide to remain on Coyote. That wasn't hisintent; nonetheless, it wastempting. "But | till don't
understand why it's so important to expend so much effort upon capturing a handful of mal contents.”

Thewind ruffled the edge of the Matriarch's cowl; she pulled it back from her face. "I thought I'd made
that clear dready,” she said, her voice low. "Perhaps | haven't. They've attacked us again and again ever
since we arrived. They've stolen firearms, destroyed spacecraft, sabotaged a bridge, ambushed soldiers,
and assassnated the lieutenant governor.”

"Y ou have no proof that Savant Castro isdead.” Until then, Gregor Hull had been silent. "I tend to
believetha he may Hill bedive.”

"I have no proof that heis." LuisaHernandez shook her head. "With al due respect, Savant, you and
Captain Baptiste only arrived recently. We've been dedling with this Stuation for just over Six

Earth-years. What was once aloca disturbance has become amajor uprising. Left unchecked, it will
metastasize into afull-scale revolution. Rigil Kent . . . that is, Carlos Montero and hisfollowers. . . have
made it their mission to chase the Western Hemisphere Union off Coyote. Y ou know aswell as| that this
isnt anoption. . . ."

"We're aware of that, Matriarch.” Baptiste paused. A gyro waslifting off the landing pad, itsrotors
clattering as it rose above the shuttles parked near the HLLV. He waited until the noise abated, then
went on. "Have you tried to talk with the origina colonists? Open adidogue with their leeders?’

"I met with Robert Lee shortly after we arrived.” She lifted her chin, dmost asif daring him to challenge
her. "Infact, heled asmdl group to the Glorious Destiny. . . . It was hisideato negotiate, not mine. |
attempted to reach an amicable understanding, but he refused, and instead abandoned the Liberty colony
and fled to Midland. Since then, their actions have been nothing but hogtile.”

"Which makes me wonder what you may have said that would have caused them to-"

"Captain, | refuse to stand here and listen to someone second-guess what was done six years ago. Asthe
colonia governor, my duty isto maintain aUnion presence on thisworld. Y our duty isto back me up, by

forceif necessary. | say that it's necessary.”



"l only wishto..."

"Point out the dternatives, yes. Y our objections are noted.” The Matriarch turned away. "Come with me
now. We have work to do."

Baptiste watched as Hernandez began striding back toward camp, Savant Gregor following her. Helet
out abreath, looked out over the channdl. Cortez remained with him. At first the younger man said
nothing, then he stepped closer. "Y ou haveto forgive her, Sr," he said quietly, hisvoice dmost logt inthe
wind. "Ever since Savant Castro disappeared, she'sbeen . . . well, obsessed . . . with tracking down Rigil
Kent."

"Sol see...." Andtothat end, shedd laid atrap, in hopes that Montero would take the bait. " And how
do you fed about it? Do you think that she may have exceeded her authority?'

Cortez gtiffened, hiseyesraising to meet hisown. "l lost severd friends at Thompson's Ferry,” hereplied.
"Please, dir, don't speak to me of excessive authority. | owe Rigil Kent."

Then he walked away, leaving Baptiste anding by himsdlf. Fedling cold, and in atrgp of hisown.

GABRIEL75/1917-MT. ALDRICH

"This is as good a place as any." Carlos gently pulled the reins, lifting the shag'sheavy
head and bringing the beast to a halt. He shifted sideways on his blanket saddle, looked back at Chris.
"Need ahand there?'

"No, | ...howdoyou...?" Chrisyanked too hard; his shag bellowed in protest, and once again
attempted to shake itsrider off its hairy back. Thistime, it nearly succeeded; thrown off-baance, Chris
stayed on only by grabbing two fistfuls of matted fur. The shag grunted and shook again like an enormous
dog coming out of thewater. Then, resgning itsdf to rude treatment, it obediently knelt onits
elephant-like legs, giving Chrisachanceto dip hisfeet over theside.

"A little better." Carlos suppressed agrin asthe shag farted loudly. Chris staggered away from the
animd, holding his nose as he massaged his aching backside. "Y ou'll get the hang of it after awhile. Once
they get used to you, you hardly haveto. . ."

"Yeah, yeah. Sure." Chrisregarded the shags with disgust. They resembled water buffalo with
dreadlocks, save for € ongated snouts with upward-curved tusks like those of awild boar. Despite their
ferocious appearance, the herbivorous creatures were as docile as cows and easily trained as pack
animds. "l would have rather walked."

"WEell be doing that soon enough.” Climbing down from its back, Carlostook the shag'sreinsand,
coaxing it with aclick of the tongue, led it to the nearest faux birch. Once it wastied up, the beast raised
its snout, pedled adirip of bark off the tree, and began munching upon it. They'd left behind the three
shags Marie and the Thompson brothers had ridden, after moving their blankets and bags; since shags
had an unerring sense of direction, Carlos knew they'd make their way back to their point of origin.
"They don't like having riders when they're going downhill,” Carloswent on as he pulled off the
saddlebags, "so well have to lead them once we head down the mountain.”

Following Carloss example, Chris gingerly approached his own shag, took it by the reins, and tugged it
over to another tree. They had spent the better part of the day climbing Mt. Aldrich, following agame
trail that led around the eastern dope of the mountain. Now they were on top of aridge afew hundred



feet below the summit. Through the trees, they could make out the other side of the valley; Umawas
setting behind Mt. Shaw, with Coyote's sister worlds Raven and Fox beginning to glimmer in the dark

purple sky.

Carlos stood off to the side, watching Chris as he pulled atent from one of the saddlebags and began to
unrall it on the snow-covered ground. "Y ou can help by gathering somewood,” Carlos said. "The stuff
ontopiswet, but if you dig under it, you can find-"

"I know how to find firewood." Chris eyed therifle that Carlos pulled off his shoulder and leaned against
aboulder. "Y oure awfully trusting, you know that?'

Carlos shrugged as he assembled the tent poles. "What would you do? Y ou have no ideawhere you are.
Without me, you'd belost." He glanced up at the sky. "Better hurry. It's going to be dark soon."”

Chris hesitated, then turned and walked away. By the time Carlos had finished erecting the dome tent
and had unpacked the camp stove, he reappeared with an armload of dry branches. Carloswatched as
Chriskicked asde the snow, built a miniature tepee of twigs, then used a pocket lighter to set fireto
some leaves held tucked beneath the kindling. Within minutes, asmall firewas burning, bringing alittle
patch of warmth back to the world just asthe last light of day was fading.

They atein sllence, dining on rations reheated on the camp stove. Asnight set in, Bear begantoriseto
the east; it was aclear night, and soon the stars began to come out. Carlos left Chris with the cleanup;
while he was scrubbing the plates and pan with water he boiled on the stove, Carloswalked over to the
tent and produced asmall catskin flask from one of the saddlebags.

Chrisraised an eye as Carlos uncapped the flask. "What isthat stuff?

"Bearshine." Carlostook asip, winced, and offered the flask to him. ™Y ou remember Lew Geary, don't
you? Thisishisstuff . . . good old-fashioned corn liquor. Try some, it's good.”

"I'll pass, thanks. Stopped drinking."

"Sorry. Didn't know." Recognizing hisfaux pas, he capped the flask, then sat down on the saddle blanket
he had spread out next to thefire. "Glad to hear it. Y ou werein preity sad shape therefor awhile.”

"Yeah, wdl . .." Chrispicked up abranch, absently stirred the cods. "Nothing like alittle family tragedy
to turn you into the town drunk.”

Carlos hesitated. The memories of their last daystogether in Liberty were ill sharp. "If you want meto
gpologizefor Davidagain .. ."

"I'm over that." Chris shook hishead. "It wasn't your fault. David brought it on himsdlf. He did something
supid, and . . . well, he'sdead, and that'sit." He was quiet for amoment. "And I'm not going to blame
you for Wendy, either. She had a choice between you and me, and she picked you. How is she,

anyway?"

"Wendy'sfine." Carlosfed another piece of wood onto thefire. " Susan's growing up fast, going to
school. Weve got adozen or so kids in Defiance now, so Wendy and Kuniko have their hands full,
taking care of them."

"Good." Another pause. "And my mother?

"Doing much better, now that she's. . ." Carlos stopped, reluctant to say more.



"Now that she's away from Shuttlefield?* Chrislooked up from thefire. "Go ahead, say it. 'Y our mother's
great, now that she doesn't haveyou around . . . " "

"Y ou know that wasn't what | was going to say." Carlosfet histemper rise. "Why are you making this
hard?I'mtryingto. . ."

"Makefriendsagain?' Chrisremained irritatingly cam. "Wasthat your idea? Take me up in the woods,
have alittle cookout, dip me some booze. Pretty soon I'd soften up and let bygones be bygones? C'mon,
oldbuddy .. ."

"Stop cdling methat."

"Why not? Old buddy, old friend, old pd . . . best friend from childhood, al that." Chrissmirked. "You
know, even our names are dike. | was born just a couple of months before you, our dads were friends,
s0 your father picked another name that began with aC. Chrisand Carlos, Carlos and Chris. Thefolks
thought it wascute. . . ."

"Sopit.”

"Then you abandoned me. When the Union showed up, you locked my mother and mein acabin while
everyone else made a clean getaway. Y ou know how hard that was, knowing that we were dirt so far
as..."

"Y ou transmitted a message to their ship, telling them where we were located.” Carlosglared a him. "If
anyone's quilty of betrayd, it'syou, not me. And then you joined up with them, became their Chief
Proctor."

"Like | had achoice? Y ou guys weren't going to take us back. What elsewas | supposed to do?Livein
the squatter camp dong with all those poor bastards they'd conned into leaving Earth so that they'd have
asource of cheap labor?'

"If you can't beat ‘em, join'em. Isthat it?" Carlos shook hishead. "They're going to ruin this place. Every
few months, another ship arrives, bringing another thousand people. . . ."

"Gosh, redly?' Chrisrolled hiseyesin mock surprise. "Why, if athousand more shipsarrive over the
next . .. oh, say, ahundred years. . . then well have amillion people on this planet. Why, we might even
have a population exploson!™

"Given our limited resources. . ."

"Oh, ¢mon" Chris chuckled as he looked askance at Carlos. "Weve bardly explored one tenth of this
world. Evenif the Union emptied al the cities and sent everyone here, weld still have miles of elbow
room."

"Isthat what you want? To have this place become just like Earth, complete with its own dictatorship?
Fedling the darkness encroaching upon them, Carlos stood up, walked over to where he'd left hisrifle.
He brought it back to the campfire and laid it down next to him. "That'swhy we came herein thefirst
place, to get away from dl that. So far asI'm concerned, the Union is no better than the Republic.”

"And you redlly think you're going to get them to pack up and go home? Dream on." Chris gestured
toward therifle. "Why'd you do that? Y ou said yoursdlf that I'm not going anywhere.”

Carlosdidn't reply. He unstopped the flask and took a sip of bearshine that burned itsway down his
throat. He was surprised when Chris reached out his hand. "1 thought you said you stopped drinking.”



"It's cold. Unless you've got some hot chocolate stashed away . . ."

"Haven't had hot chocolate since we left Earth. Be my guest.” Chris accepted the flask from him,
upended it, and took adug. He gagged, coughed into hisfist. "Sorry," Carlos murmured. " Should have
warned you . . . it's powerful stuff.”

"God!" Chris gasped, pounding his chest with hisfist. "Now | remember why | don't drink anymore.”
Tears seeped from the corners of his eyes as he thrust the flask back toward Carlos. "So . . . why'd you
get your gun? Worried | might run away?'

For a second, Carlos was tempted to tell him the truth. For better or worse, they were talking to one
another for firs timein years. Y et he ill couldn't trust Chris, and they till had another day of travel
before they reached Defiance. If they made it asfar as Johnson Fdls. . . "Up here a night, sometimes
you hear things." He pulled therifle alittle closer. "I'd rather be safe than sorry.”

"What things?' Chris unbuttoned the canteen from hisbelt and drank some water. "The boids stay in the
lowlands and the creek cats arein hibernation. What's going to bother you up here thistime of year?”

"Remember Zoltan Shirow? The First Church of Universal Transformation?'

"Thefreak with the bat wings?' Chrislaughed. "Oh, boy, do | remember him. | heard he brought his
people over here from Thompson's Ferry early last year. Good riddance . . . whatever happened to him,

anyway?'

"They tried to hike over Mt. Shaw, but they got caught in anor'wester. Everyone died up there except
their guide. Ben Harlan. Y ou might know him.. . . ?* Chris shook his head. "Anyway, Ben managed to
make it down the mountain. When we found him, he said that they'd killed each other. When thefood ran
out, they went canniba.”

Chriswhistled benesth his breath. "No joke."

"No joke. After the snow melted, Ben and some other guys hiked back up, found the place where hed
last seen them. From what | hear, it was pretty gross. But when they counted the bodies, they came up
two short . . . and it's hard to miss someone with wings and fangs even as a skeleton.”

"So what are you saying?' Chris peered at him from acrossthefire. "Zoltan's still running around up
here?'

Carlos was tempted to uncork the flask again. He reconsidered and | eft it done. "Weve had patrolsin
these mountainsfor the last year. That's how we found you guys. Every now and then, they've come
back, saying that they've seen things, heard things. . . ."

"Oh, get off it. I'm too old for ghost tories.” Chris stood up, arched his back. "Go ahead, keep your gun
handy if you want. I'm going to get some shut-eye." He shambled over to where held Ieft his pack, hauled
it to thetent. "Tell meif you see Zoltan. Maybe held like some of that rotgut you carry around.”

"I'll dothat." Carloswatched as Chris crawled into the tent, shoving his pack before him. He waited
while he heard him unroll his deeping bag, then he put aside therifle and picked up the flask once again.

He dropped another piece of wood into the fire. Sparks flickered upward into the bare branches, melded
with the starsin the black sky. He was abouit to ook down again when he spotted asingle point of light,
dowly moving east to west across the night.

Thelatest Union starship. Watching it, hefet atwinge of unease, asif someone up there was spying upon



him. Anirrationa thought. He took alast swig of bearshine, then stood up and headed for the tent.

One more day on thetrail, and then hed be home again. He missed Wendy and Susan. He hoped that
the rest of the journey would be uneventful.

GaBRIEL75/2302-ForTLoPEZ

"Captain Baptiste?" The warrant officer standing near the map wall cupped ahand
againg her earpiece. "Receiving orbitd telemetry from the Spirit . They report tracking two clear sgnds
from theground.”

"Thank you, Acosta. Put it up, please." Baptiste stood up from the chair in which he had been dozing for
thelast half hour, walked acrossthe dimly lit Situation room to join her. He needed to go to bed; it had
been along day, and the only thing keeping him awake was coffee. But he had been waiting al evening
for hisship to fly over Midland; now that it wasin position, they should be able to get afix upon the
extra ow-frequency signas coming from the ground.

Gisdlle Acosta tapped afew keys, and a holograph formed within the map wall: a topographic map of
Midland, its mountains and valleys depicted as contour lines. As Baptiste watched, two illuminated
cross-hatches appeared on the southeastern corner of the idand, so close together that they almost
merged.

"Enlargethisarea," he said, pointing to the markers. Someone came up behind him; looking around, he
saw Lieutenant Cortez. "Didn't know you were still here," Baptiste murmured. "Are you off duty?'

"Thought you might need me, sir." Cortez watched as the image expanded, becoming abroad valey
surrounded on three sides by mountains. "That's the southern end of the GillisRange . . . Mt. Shaw up
here and Mt. Aldrich down there." He pointed to a sinuous line weaving through the center of the valley.
"Thisriver comes down between them and emptiesinto the Great Equatorid about ahundred milesto the
south.”

Baptiste nodded. The two markers had moved farther gpart now: one on the river admaost midway
between the two mountains, the other near the top of Mt. Aldrich. "They've separated,” he said, then he
turned to cal acrossthe room. "Any further contact from the patrol ?*

"No, sr." A corpora seated at the com station swiveled in his chair to look at him. "Last report was at
0830 thismorning.”

"Looks like we may havelost someone." Cortez frowned. "But the other two signasare dill active.
Should | wake the Matriarch?"

Baptiste shook his head. If they got Luisa Hernandez out of bed, sheld only demand immediate action.
But anight sortie in unknown terrain was an invitation to disagter; their target wasn't likely to go anywhere
before morning. "L et her deep,” he replied, then patted Acosta's shoulder. "Good work. Get alock on
those coordinates and tell your relief to keep an eye on them when Spirit makesits next flyover in about
sx hours”

Acostatyped another command into her keyboard, and atrand ucent grid appeared above the map,
displaying latitude and longitude lines. Baptiste yawned, then he looked at Cortez once more. "Get afew
hours of shut-eye, then muster two Diablo recon teams at 0500."

"Diablos?' Cortez raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure we're going to need them, sir?”’



"Rigil Kent's been pretty good at taking down light infantry. Let's see how they handle heavy stuff.”
Baptiste raised ahand to tifle another yawn as he walked away. " Four Diablos on the flight line for liftoff
a sx. Tomorrow we go hunting.”

ZAMAEL, GABRIEL76/0753-MT. ALDRICH

"From here on, we walk the rest of the way." Carlos hopped down from hisshag into the
snow. "Y ou can leave your pack,” he added as he withdrew his carbine from its scabbard and pulled its
Strap over hisshoulder. "They'll carry thet . . . just not you."

Chris carefully climbed down from his mount. His shag had cometo astop onitsown, and it waited
patiently for him to take the reinsin hand. Ever since they had resumed their journey just after sunrise, the
trall had gradudly led down a gentle incline, taking them off the ridge where they had spent the night until
they had cometo the top of asixty-foot granite bluff. Below them, the Pioneer Valley narrowed,
becoming a deep and heavily wooded canyon. On the other side, only afew miles away, they could see
the lower dopes of Mt. Shaw; Goat Kill Creek lay several hundred feet below, invisible save as adender
line that meandered acrossthe valley floor.

"Watch your step. It gets pretty steep after this." Clucking histongue, Carlos led his shag toward a break
inthe trees, where the trail began to descend into the canyon. He stopped to pick up afalen branch;
breaking it over a boulder, he tossed the other half to Chris. "Here, usethis. Might makeit alittle easier.”

"Thanks." They'd spoken little that morning; too much had been said the previous evening, and neither of
them fet like talking. "Y'know, I'mjust curious. . . why do you cdl this Goat Kill Creek?!

"Hrst spring after we moved here, we let the goats graze near it." Keeping his eyes on where he put his
feet, Carlos was paying more attention to the trail than to what he was saying. "We didn't know that it
floods after the snow melts. Lost afew that way. The name stuck."”

"Makes sense." Chrisfdt the soles of hisboots dide on loose gravel beneath the snow; he used the stick
to balance himsdlf. "So | guesswe're not far from Defiance.”

Carlos suddenly redlized that he'd revedled more than he should. "Not thet far,” he said noncommittally.
"Maybeafew..."

He stopped. From somewhere not far away, anew sound drew his attention. At first, he thought it was
treesrattling in thewind, yet it had adifferent qudity: artificid, more repetitive. Carlos peered at the
overcast sky through the snow-laden branches, trying to figure out where the noise was coming from.

"What?' Chrisasked. "Y ou think you-"
"Hush." Carlos held up ahand. The sound was louder. It dso sounded like.. . .

A gyro suddenly roared overhead, passing only afew hundred feet above them. It swept over the top of
Mt. Aldrich, therattle of its blades clattering against rock and timber, shaking snow off the treetops. The
shags brayed in terror; Carlos grabbed his beast's reins and fought to keep it under control asthe gyro
skimmed out over thevalley.

What the hell? Wheredid that . . . ?

And it wasn't done. He could see another gyro, cruising at low dtitude up the valley severd miles away.
Asthefirgt aircraft banked to the left, making a sharp turn that brought it back toward them, the second



dowed to anear Sop, itstwin nacelles canting upward into vertical pogition. Like agiant dragonfly, the
second gyro dowly descended into the canyon, gliding back and forth asif searching for aplace to touch
down.

"Duck!" heydled, but it was much too late for that. Thefirst gyro hurtled toward them once more, this
time even closer. Carlos couldn't restrain his shag any longer; in blind panic, the beast tore loose fromits
reins, then turned and galloped back uphill. For an ingtant it seemed asif the shag would trample Chris,
but he let go of hisown mount and threw himself out of theway. The animas nearly collided with one
another asthey charged up thetrail.

"They're getting away!" Chris scrambled on hands and kneesin an absurd attempt to grab hisshag's
reins. "They've got our-"

"Let'em go!" Carlos grabbed him by the back of hisjacket, hauled him beneath the nearest tree. But
Chriswasright; dl their gear-including, he redlized, hisradio, dong with extra cartridgesfor hisrifle-were
in packs and saddlebags lashed to the shags. Given time, they might be able to chase them down. But
they were out of time, and the gyrowasclosing in.

It was at treetop levd, its propwash causing twigs and clumps of wet snow to rain down upon them; the
noise of itsrotors was deafening. Raising a hand to shidd hisface, he caught aglimpse of the gyro's
undercarriage. The craft was hovering directly above them, nacelles rotated into landing position. In
another few seconds, it would comedownand. . .

Y et it seemed to hesitate in midair. A couple of seconds passed, then the gyro veered away. Coughing
againg the snow flurry, Carlos watched the aircraft asit retrested. Gaining dtitude, it glided toward the
summit, searching for . . .

Of course. There was no way it could touch down there. The mountainside was much too steep, with too
many treesin the way; the pilot would have to find alevel spot near the top of the mountain.
Unfortunately, they had passed severd clearings where the gyro could safely land. Once the pilot located
one of them, then he could drop into it. And Carlos had little doubt that a squad of Union Guard soldiers
was aboard.

"C'mon. Weregoing." Carlos pulled Christo hisfeet. For asecond, it seemed asif he was about to
resst. Carlos shoved him in the back, propelling him down the steep trail.

Their boothed s dug into snow asthey haf ran, hdf fell down the rocky dope, grabbing at saplingsfor
support. Within minutes, Carloslost sight of thetrail. Desperately trying to spot it again, he dipped, fell
back onto his butt. Swearing beneath his fogged breath, he sumbled to hisfeet. Chriswas dready a
dozen yards ahead of him; as much asthey needed to put distance between themselves and the ridge, he
couldn't afford to lose him. He'd had suspicions before; now their survival depended upon hisingtincts
being correct.

Carlos charged downhill until he reached the base of the bluff. A massive sone wall rose above him,
shelves of granite date forming an overhang that loomed over hishead. Piles of broken taluslay &t the
bottom of the bluffs, where erosion had caused the bluffsto gradudly disintegrate, forming ancient
rockdides. From far away, he could hear alow, steady rumble, like distant drums. Thetrail might be
gone, but Johnson Fallswas only ahdf mile away.

Chriswas struggling across the talus when Carlos caught up with him. Grabbing his shoulder, Carlos
turned him around, dammed him againgt the cold rock wall.

"Whereisit?' he demanded.



"Whereswhat? | don't know what you're-"

"They didn't find us by accident." Carlos yanked therifle off hisshoulder. Y ou're wearing some sort of
tracking device. Hand it over."

Chriss mouth trembled. "Man, you're paranoid. There's no-"

"I'm not kidding." With aflick of histhumb, he disengaged the safety. He backed up astep rested the
stock againgt his armpit, and raised the muzzle so that it was aimed straight at Chriss chest. "So help me,
I'll kill you if you don't show mewhereitis. And | won't count to three."

Chris stared back at him, not quite believing what hed heard. Carloss forefinger moved within the trigger
guard, and that was dll that it took. "All right, dl right!" Christore off hisjacket, turned around. "It's
herel"

A smadll plastic unit was hooked to the back of hisbelt. "Take it off," Carlos said, and watched as Chris
fumbled at the buckle. "Who € se was carrying these things?

"Weall were." Hisbet now unfastened, Chris reached back to pull it off from behind. "If you'd checked
the guys you shot, you would have found theirs. But you buried them. . . ."

"Leaving just you and Constanza. And we separated you." Carlostook the belt from him, gave the unit a
quick examination. An ELF transponder of some sort, its signal capable of being received from orbit.
Probably by the Union starship he'd spotted the previous night. He yanked the unit off the belt, dropped
it on the ground, and stamped on it a.couple of times until it made a satisfying crunch benegath the sole of
his boot. "1 figured thiswas some sort of setup. Finding you out here was too convenient.”

"Damn, you're swift." Chriss smile was fatuous, the smug look of someone who'd played agood game
and figured that he held the winning hand. "They'relooking for you, genius. Thefamous Rigil Kent. And
now they've got you wherethey . . ."

The distant sound of rotorsinterrupted him. Looking around, Carlos spotted the second gyro lifting off
from farther down the canyon; it looked asiif it had touched down somewhere on theriver, at least three
or four miles away. He couldn't see or hear the gyro that had been tracking him and Chris, but he had
little doubt that it had managed to find someplace to land farther up the mountain.

One squad coming at them from above, another from below. The team in the canyon would be homing in
on Constanza's transponder, though, and he'd just destroyed Chris's. He had something of a head start.
So long as Marie and her guyswerent il . . .

"So what now?" Chriswas amost casud about this. "L eave me? Shoot me? Better make up your mind. |
think you're going to have company soon.”

"That way." Carlos gestured in the direction of Johnson Fdls. ™Y ou're coming with me."

"Sure. Why not?" Chris gave anonchaant shrug. "Sort of figured you'd say that." He turned, then
stopped to glance back over his shoulder. "In fact, so did she.”

"What'sthat?' Carlos didn't have to ask whom he was talking about. "What did she say?

"That you'd never kill me." Again, the self-assured amile. "To tdll the truth, though, that's not why | told
her 1'd go dong with this. | just want to be there when they bring you down."

"Sorry to disgppoint you. I'm not dying today." Carlos pointed in the direction of thefalls. "Now march.”



GABRIEL76/0837-F orTLOPEZ

"Flight One reports Diablo Alphais on the ground.” The master sergeant seated at the
carrd closest to Baptiste didn't ook away from hiswraparound console. "They've lost the transponder,
but they've had visud contact with primary target. Closing in to intercept.”

"Diablo Bravo reporting in, dr." Acosta, seated at the adjacent carrel, glanced back at him. "They have a
clear fix on secondary target. It gppearsimmobile. Moving to investigate.”

"Thank you." Baptiste continued to study the map wall. Two red markers on aridgeline below the summit
of Mt. Aldrich indicated the position of Diablo Alpha. As Sergeant Cartman had just said, the crosshatch
indicating the location of the EL F beacon worn by Chief Proctor Levin had disappeared shortly after he
had been spotted by Flight One. The transponder worn by Enrique Constanza, though, was il active; it
hadn't changed position since it had been acquired by the Spirit the night before, though, and that
worried him.

Hewalked over to the Diablo Alphacarre. "Tell them to proceed with caution,” he said quietly. "This
could be atrick of some sort."

"What makes you think that, Captain?' LuisaHernandez came up from behind him, her cloak brushing
softly againgt the cement floor. The Situation room was crowded, filled with Union officers monitoring the
operation. "For al we know, that might be the location of the Alabama party.”

She had a point. Constanza's signa was coming from a point a considerable distance from the
last-known whereabouts of the advance team. Theloss of contact with its other four members tended to
support the theory that it had been ambushed by Rigil Kent nearly fifty miles down-river; it had to be
assumed that they were now dead, their trangponders buried along with their bodies. If Constanza had
been taken prisoner, then his captors might have taken him to a site somewhere upstream . . . perhaps
even their ultimate objective, the Alabama party's hideaway.

Baptiste absently rubbed his chin as he watched the images being transmitted from Bravo Leader. One of
the screens displayed a shot from the cameramounted on the Diablo's chest: fuzzy and monochromatic,
lurching abit with each heavy step that the team leader took, it showed ariverbank overgrown with
dense brush, theriver itsdf aslver surface reflecting the morning sun.

"Too easy," he murmured, not so much to the Matriarch asto himself.

"What did you say?" She stood next to him, her armsfolded across her chest. "Y ou think thisis easy?
Captain, this operation has been monthsin the planning. | assure you, we havethe ability to . . ."

"And from what you'vetold me," he said quietly, "you've consstently underestimated them. Y ou seem to
believe that, smply because you have more men and more equipment, your adversary lacks resources.
That'samigtake."

Her handsfell to her Sdes, and she glared a him with something close to contempt. Although he hadn't
raised his voice, Baptiste was conscious of the fact that the room had gone quiet; al around them,
officerswere listening to the exchange. He wondered how many had felt the same way themselves but
had been unwilling to chalenge the authority of the colonia governor.

Hernandez stepped back, her eyes narrowing. " Perhaps you're correct, Captain. We should change the
purpose of this operation.” She turned away, walked over to the Diablo Alphacarrel. "Where are your



men now?'

"Descending the ridge now, maam." Cartman pointed to a screen depicting the location of Diablo Alpha,
apair of asterisks dowly making their way down a close-set pattern of contour lines. Its chest camera
displayed ablurred image of trees and snow-covered boulders. "They haven't made visual contact ye,
but sonic patterns indicate movement about five hundred yards ahead. . . ."

"Show me the shot Flight One caught of them," she demanded. Cartman worked his keyboard, and
another screen lit to depict ajolting overhead image: two men, captured for afew brief seconds by a
gyro's bely camera, peering up at them from beneath snow-covered branches. "Freeze!" She pointed to
the man on the right: young, bearded, a Union carbine dung over his shoulder. "Take agood ook,
Captain .. . . CarlosMontero, Rigil Kent himsdlf. Tell me, do you think thisisa person youd
underestimate?'

"No, maam, | wouldn't." It wasn't fear that Baptiste saw in Montero'sface, but something else. .. a
determination that, under other circumstances, he would admire.

"Neither do I. And I've been dedling with him for much longer than you have." Hernandez prodded her
lower jaw. "Patch meinto Alphaand Bravo," shetold Cartman. "I wish to speak with them directly.”

"Matriarch," Baptiste said, "may | remind you that thisisaUnion Guard opertion. . . ."

"And may | remind you that I'm colonid governor." She ddiberately turned her back upon him. Cartman
looked up and nodded, indicating that she was being heard by the two strike teams. "Diablo Alpha,
Diablo Bravo, thisisthe Matriarch Luisa Hernandez. The mission objective has now changed. Y our first
priority istermination, not capture. Repest . . . termination is now the primary objective. That isal.” She
prodded her jaw again, then looked at Baptiste once more. "1 think that should convince you how
serioudy | regard this™

Baptiste regarded her with horror that he hoped his face wouldn't betray. Thiswasn't what held been led
to believe they were doing. "I never doubted it," he said, carefully choosing hiswords, "yet you redize
that your ordersinclude the termination of two civilians. . . including your Chief Proctor.”

Her face went pale, asif she suddenly realized what sheld done. There was dwaystimeto rescind the
order, or at least changeit. But then the coldness returned.

"Of course| know that," shesaid. "Just doas| say."

Shewaked away, and it wasin that moment that Baptiste realized just how far her obsession with Rigil
Kent had gone.

GABRIEL 76/0846-P IONEERVALLEY

At first, the binoculars revealed nothing save the swaying of tree limbsinthewind. Then
ashadow passed across the bottom of the bluffs, flitting across the rockdide. Almost as soon as Carlos
gpotted it, though, it seemed to vanish; as he continued to watch, he caught a brief glimpse of snow faling
off aclingberry bush, asif knocked down by a specter following the tracks he and Chris had left behind.

"Having trouble?' Chrislay against the boulder next to him, asmirk on hisface. "1 imaginethey're hard to
gpot in ghost mode.”

"And | bet you're not going to tell mewhat that is, are you?' Carlos kept his eyes on the bluffs, hoping to



spot any further movement. Yes, thereit wasagain . . . but now there appeared to be two shadows, one
just behind the other.

"Umm . .." Christhought about it amoment. "Okay, let me giveyou ahint. You'relooking a them dl the
wrong way."

Carlos consdered what held just said, then laid down the binoculars and picked up hisrifle. Peering
through the scope, he switched to infrared. Everything went dark, asif twilight had settled upon the
forest. He could make out two hulking slhouettes, ill defined yet vaguely man-shaped, resembling eggs
with short legsand oversize arms.

"Thereyou go." Chris chuckled. "That's their weak point. Their suits are coated with some sort of
polymer that |ets them camouflage themsalves, but they've never been able to mask the heat from their
power systems. Go IR, and on acold day like this, you can see'em.. . . sort of."

"Y ou seem to know an awful |ot about these things.” Carlos studied the two figures dowly making their
way aong the bottom of the cliff. He had led Christo alarge, tooth-shaped outcropping about a hundred
yards downhill from the bluff. For afew minutes, they were safe. Just enough time for him to take stock
of their pursuers. "What did you cal them? Digblos?"

"Diablo Mark 111 combat armor, uh-huh. Tactical assault gear. Some friendsin the Guard told me dll
about them, but I've never seen one until now. Wannalet me take alook?'

Carlosignored him as he sguinted through the scope, lining up the two figures within the crosshairs. He
had aclear shat, if he cared to takeit. If their shielding was heavy armor, though, it was probably
imperviousto low-cdiber anmo; shooting at them would only expose his position. "Anything ese you'd
caretotdl me?

"Wl ... if thisisastandard hunter-killer team, then it meansthat the leader is probably sweeping this
entire areawith his sensor array. So if you think they don't know where we are, you're wrong. They're
probably listening to usright now . . . if they haven't picked up the infrared beam from your scope.”

Carlosfet hisblood freeze. At that moment, the Diablo in front turned toward him. A cylindrical shape
mounted on itsright shoulder swiveled hisway, asif taking aim directly a him. He ducked, pulling hisrifle
againg his chest; an ingtant later, there was afaint hiss as hot flecks of superhested granite stung the right
gdeof hisface.

"Ohyeah. .. and they're armed with particle-beam lasers, too!" Chrislaughed out loud. "Oh man, you
are so screwed!”

Chriswiped ahand across his forehead and cheek; his glove came away with blood from ahalf dozen
scratches. He cast abaleful look a Chris as he did down the boulder. If they were fast enough, they
might be able to get the rest of the way down the hillside before.. . .

"Hey! Down here! Y ou guys, down herel”

Carlos looked around. While his back was turned, Chris had scampered past him up the outcropping.
He stood on top of the boulder, waving his arms above his head.

"I got him!" Chrisyelled again, then whistled sharply and pointed toward him. "C'mon, he'shere.”

A dozen memoriesflashed through Carloss mind as he brought up hisrifle, leveled it at Chrissback. He
tried not to think about al the things they'd done together when they were kids as hisfinger curled within
thetrigger guard. He took a deep breath, prayed that God would forgive him. . ..



There was a soft fizzing sound, like awhite-hot rod being shoved into a pound of mest; for ahaf second,
Carlosglimpsed adight distortion in the air. Then Chris screamed and fdll back from the boulder,
clutching at hisleft shoulder just above the biceps. Carlos scrambled up the outcropping, grabbed Chris,
and hauled him down next to him. He pulled aside his hand, looked closdly: ablackened holein his
jacket, about aquarter inch in diameter. The laser had lanced through his shoulder, cauterizing the flesh
and leaving an entrance wound that smelled like burned pork. Apparently the Diablo team wasn't being
too particular about itstargets. . . .

"Son of abitch shot me!" Chriswinced as he clagped a hand across his shoulder. "I don't believeit! He
just-"

"Shut up." Thefalswere only afew hundred yards away, but Carlos needed to dow the Diablos down
somehow, or they'd never reach them. "Stay here," he whispered, then he scrambled up the boul der
again, careful to keep his head down.

A quick peek through the rifle scope showed that the two figureswere still beneath the bluffs. They were
heading in hisdirection, but their heavy armor and the loose rock benegth their feet might buy him afew
seconds. Switching off the IR, Carlos peered through the scope at the top of the bluffs. Thereit was: an
icicle formation, precarioudy suspended above the rockdide far below. Hetook careful aim, then
squeezed the trigger.

Bullets split through the ice. The formation shattered, plummeted to the ground. The Diablos had no time
to react before hundreds of pounds of ice cascaded down on them. The one in front escaped the worst
of it, but the rear Diablo was knocked off itsfeet. Something within its carapace must have shorted out,
because it suddenly became visble: asand-colored golem made of ceramic dloy, itsenormous ams
awkwardly thrown outward as the man inside struggled to regain balance. Asit toppled and fdll, the team
leader, now rendered tenuoudly visible by the ice and snow that covered its carapace, lumberoudy turned
toward it.

Good. That might hold them for afew minutes. Carlos did down off the boulder, wrenched Christo his
feet. "Get going! And if you do anything likethat again, | swear I'll-"

"They shot me!" Holding his shoulder, Chris stared back at the Diablos. I can't believethey .. ."

"Y ou're expecting amedd?' Carlos shoved him. "Hurry up, or I'm leaving you behind!" He wondered
why he hadn't done so aready.

They plunged through the forest, dodging large rocks and fallen timber, branches whipping their faces as
they raced down the hillsde. Carlosfdt ice within hislungs, burning him from the insde out; he coughed,
wiping snow from hisface with hisfree hand. The dull rumble of thefals grew louder, becoming aroar;
through the trees, he could make out athin white haze. Chris blindly followed him, staggering with each
step he took. They needed to rest, take care of hiswound, but that was out of the question. It wouldn't
be long before the Diablos recovered; soon they'd be on them again, tracking them by their body-hesat
signatures, the sound of their breathing. If they stopped, even for asecond . . .

The rumble became a deep-throated roar, and suddenly they were through the trees. A chasm opened
before them: avast gorge, severa hundred feet in diameter, an enormous sinkhole degp within the
mountains. Sixty feet to the right, Goat Kill Creek plunged into the gorge, asixty-foot waterfal spilling
down upon jagged rocks. Water foamed at the bottom of the falls, churned away into the valey beyond.

Chris stopped, stared into the abyss. "Oh, great," he rasped. "Just wonderful. Now where are we going
to...?



"Thisway." Carlosturned to the right, began making hisway dong the edge of the gorge. If they hadn't
lost thetrail, it would have led them Straight to the top of Johnson Falls. Asit was, they'd haveto
bushwhack it. He could only hope that the Diablos were till behind them. . . .

From somewhere down in the valley, the distant chatter of automatic gunfire echoed off the granite well
of the gorge. That would be Mari€'s group, engaging the other Diablo team. They must have homed in on
Congtanza'ssignd. Y et hissister had the benefit of three armed men at her Sde, dong with astolen
skimmer. All hehad washistifle. . ..

"It'snot too late. . . ." Out of breath, holding on to his shoulder, Chris collapsed againgt atree. He gazed
a Carloswith red-rimmed eyes. "It's not too lateto give up . . . if we surrender, they might just take us
prisoner . . . that'sal shewants. . . ."

"Y ou want to stay here, go ahead.” Carlos searched the wooded dope above them. No doubt the
Diabloswere homing in upon their voices. "Give her my best regards.”

Atfirg it seemed asif Chriswas going to remain behind. Then he apparently thought better of it and
staggered to hisfeet. "Hope you know where you're going.”

Carlos nodded, turned away. He did . . . but he wasn't about to let Chris know that.

They continued moving toward the fals. Without atrail to follow, Carlos had to rely on his sense of the
land. Over the course of the last two years, though, hed explored every gully and knob of thisvalley; the
terrain was more familiar to him than the neighborhood in Huntsville where held spent his childhood.
Somewhere farther up the hillside, he could hear faint noises; the Diablos weren't very far behind. The
sound of rushing water was very loud now. Only ashort way togo. . .

A sudden flash of heat against hisface, and suddenly atree branch just above his head snapped and fell,
missing him by only afew inches. "Run!" he yelled, and took off, not bothering to ook to see where the
shot had come from.

They were sprinting headlong through the forest. Carlos couldn't see the falls anymore; the gorge was
somewhere behind him. Chriswasright on his hedls, panting as he struggled to keep up. Another beam
diced bark off atree afew yardsto their right. The Diablo team knew where they were, but they didn't
have aclear line of sight; they werefiring blindly into the woods. All he and Chris could do was stay in
motion, hope the trees would foul the Diablos aim.

They were above the falls, with the creek to their left and the hillsde to their right, when Carlos came
upon thetrail they'd lost. "Thisway!" he snapped, then turned to the lft, his boots thudding againgt the
soft snow on the path as he headed straight for the creek. He knew exactly where they were now; the
rest of the way was clear. If they could only makeit afew moreyards. . .

Thereit was: the bridge.

Fifty feet long, along row of rough-barked planks suspended by taut cables made of coiled tree vine, it
swayed above the rushing waters of Goat Kill Creek, faintly obscured by the lingering haze of the
morning fog. Two days earlier, he and histeam had crossed the bridge while the first flakes of snow of
the approaching storm fell upon them. Now the planks were coated with athin glaze of ice, the ropes
collecting snow; the bridge seemed frail and weather-beaten, but it was sturdy nonethel ess.

Carlos sprinted past the two blackwood trees around which the support cables had been lashed. The
bridge creaked asit took hisweight, swayed dightly. On the way back, the shags would have waded
acrossthe shdlows alittle farther upstream while their ridersleisurely marched across the bridge, but



now the shags were gone and the bridge was his avenue of escape. Glancing back, he saw Chrisright
behind him. No time to savor the surprise on hisface. Just afew more yardsto the other side of the
creek . ..

Carloswas halfway across the bridge, barely touching the frayed hand ropes as he dashed acrossthe
dick boards, when he heard someone shout his name. Looking up, he saw afigure emerge from the
woods on the opposite shore, waving both arms above his head. Carlosraised a hand, started to wave
back . . .

"Down!"

Carlosbarely heard Chrisyell before he was knocked off his feet. He went facedown; therifle fell from
his hands, clattered upon the bridge behind him. He glanced up just in time to see athumb-szed hole
appear on the walkway only afew inches avay, meting the snow and causing the damp wood to szzle.

Twigting sdeways, he looked back, and for the first time he saw one of the Diablos clearly: amechanical
man, like arobot from one of the Japanese cartoons he'd watched on netv as akid, only lacking a head.
It stood at the end of the bridge, a sensor pod protruding from its massive chest peering a him likea
cyclopean eye. The sausage-shaped particle-beam cannon mounted upon its right shoulder swiveled
toward him. In that ingtant, he knew that the Diablo waslocking him inits sights. The next shot wouldn't
miss. . . .

"Run!™ Chris shouted. "Go!" And then he brought up the rifle Carlos had dropped, opened fire on the
Diablo.

Armor pinged as bullets ricocheted. The Diablo staggered, but didn't fall. Now he could see the second
unit, coming down thetrail just behindit . . .

"Get out of here!" Chrisdidn't look back at him. "Go, dammit!"

Scrambling to his knees, Carlos grabbed the hand ropes. Hed barely hauled himself to his feet when
there was ahollow shush! above his head.

What the hell ... ?

A hdf second later an explosion ripped across the place where the Diablos had been standing. He turned
around to look. . . .

Hisfeet dipped on the wet planks. Off-baance, he tried to grab the ropes, but the bridge seemed to
twist beneath him, and suddenly he was no longer onit.

For atimeless moment, he was suspended in midair, alimp doll flying through space. Then therewasa
tremendous blow againgt his back, and he was underwater.

A thousand tiny knives stung hisface. He involuntarily gasped, and freezing water rushed down histhroat.
Darkness closed upon him; fighting panic, he began to swim as hard as he could, kicking and clawing his
way toward the shimmering blue light above him.

C'mon, ¢'mon,cmon . . . ! You can't die here!

His head broke the surface. Coughing up water, Carlos began to thrash hisway through the swift current.
The undertow clutched at his ankles, threatening to yank him under once more. Histhick clothing was
waterlogged; it was asif thelining of his parkawerefilled with wet cement, his boots strapped to
ten-pound weights. It was dl he could do just to stay afloat.



Pain lanced through hisright knee as it connected with a boulder he couldn't see. Gritting histeeth, Carlos
floundered toward shore. It was still more than twenty feet away; and he could hear the roar of thefdls
as he was pulled toward them. Another dozen yards or so, and he would hurtle over the edge, falling into
the gorge to be smashed againgt the rocks far below. . . .

He kicked harder, fighting to keep his head above water, trying to swim with the current instead of
againgt it. Foot by foot, the shore came closer; he spotted a dead tree that had falen into the creek. He
managed to reach it, but when he grabbed at abranch it broke off at the root, and the rapids seized him
once again and hauled him away.

Theroar was deaefening. Water sit at hisface, blinding him. Turning his head, he saw the edge of thefadlls
lessthan adozen feet away. But histoeswere touching sand, the soles of his boots diding off rocks. If he
could only grab hold of something, pull himsalf through those precious few inches that remained between
himanddry land. . .

Another boulder rose from the waters only afoot from shore. The current swept him toward it. He
wrapped hisright forearm around the rock, held on with the last of his strength. He only had to reach out
with hisother hand, find something eseto. ..

Something grasped the hood of his parka, hauled him upward. It was asif amighty hand had reached
down from the sky to tear him out of the violent water, for in the next instant he was dragged from the
creek and onto firm ground.

Carloslay facedown on the riverbank, gasping for breath as he trembled againgt the frigid air. So cold, so
incredibly cold. . .

He saw apair of boots, old and worn, with animal skinstightly wrapped the ankles. Someone from
Defiance. Probably the same guys who'd taken out the Diablo team. "Man, I'm so glad to seeyou," he
mumbled asheraised hishead. "I thought | .. ."

The face that peered down a him was inhuman.

An elongated jaw, covered with a coarse beard, with yellowed fangs protruding from his mouth. A filthy
parka beneath a soiled white robe, apair of leathery wings rising through dits on its back. Eyes dark but
brilliant, kindly yet insane.

"Zoltan?' Carloswhispered.

From somewhere nearby, voices. The gargoyle looked up, glanced in their direction. Without another
word, he stood up and scuttled away, heading for the waterfal only afew feet away. He climbed onto a
large boulder overlooking the gorge. Hiswings extended to their full length; he raised hisarmsto grasp
their leading edges with taloned hands.

"No!" Carlosydled.
Then thefigure flung himsef into the chaam.

Carlosraised himsdf on his hands and kneesjust in timeto catch aglimpse of abat-winged shape gliding
across Johnson Fdls. Within momentsit disappeared from sight, vanishing into the shadows of the trees
at the bottom of the gorge.

Hewas dill staring after it when Chris came up behind him. Several men were behind him; Carlos
couldn't tell if they werefollowing him or chasing him, and for the moment it didn't maiter. "Hey, man, you
dl right?' he said, laying ahand on hisarm. "We thought you were dead.”



"l just..." Carlosfound himsdf shaking, not so much from the cold but from the face held just seen.
Would they believe him? He wasn't sure he bdlieved it himself. From somewhere not far away, he heard
agyro gpproaching. They weren't out of trouble yet. "Never mind," he murmured. "Let'sjust get out of
here"
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The screen showed two men on arope bridge, one lying face-down , the other standing
above himwith arifle, firing toward the camera. Then the camerazoomed past them, briefly focusing
upon a couple of figures within the shadows of the trees on the other side of the creek. One of them bore
something on his shoulder. Above the chatter of gunfire, they heard the squad leader's voice:

"Reinforcements spotted. Movinginto. .. oh, shit, they'vegota...!"

A brief flash from the opposite Sde of the bridge. Thelast image wasthat of asmall, dark shape hurtling
toward the camera. Then the screen went blank.

"That'sit, gr." Cartman looked up from his console. "No contact after that."

Baptiste said nothing. He didn't need another replay from Alpha Leader's externd camerato know what
had happened: the Diablo team had been taken out by a shoulder-launched RPG, probably one of the
weapons stolen from Liberty during one of Rigil Kent'sraids.

And it wasn't just Diablo Alphathat had been brought down. When Diablo Bravo had closed in upon
Congtanzas sgnd, about seven miles downstream from the falls, they found the missing patrol skimmer
afloat next to the creek bank, tied to atree. It appeared to be abandoned, but when the Diablos moved
into investigate, they came under fire by asmall group of armed men lurking on the nearby hillsde. Bravo
could have fought them off without any problem, but it turned out that they were only adiverson; the
skimmer wasn't deserted, and the men aboard knew how to operate its chain gun. All contact with Bravo
team was|logt less than aminute later; ten minutes after that, Alphawent off-line.

Two Diablo teams-four specidly trained soldiers, equipped with state-of-the-art Union Guard combat
armor-taken out by little more than guerrillaforces armed with stolen wegpons. What was supposed to
have been atactical operation had become atotal |oss of men and equipment. Baptiste closed his eyes,
rubbed histempleswith hisfingertips. It should have been easy. . ..

"Sir? Hight One and Hight Two are till on standby. Awaiting new orders.”

Baptiste opened his eyes. Cartman patiently waited for him to tell them what to do now. The Situation
room had gone quiet, the officers seated at the consoles silently watching him. Two gyros remained on
the scene, hovering at opposite ends of the operation zone; if the mission had been successful, they would
have retrieved Alphaand Bravo, perhaps even taken aboard prisoners. That wasn't going to happen
now, though, wasit?

"Tdl them to return to base," Baptiste murmured. "Well . . ."
"No. Cancel that order, Sergeant."

LuisaHernandez had been standing quietly off to one side, observing events as they unfolded. Now she
walked into the light, her back erect as she approached Baptiste. “"We're not through yet, Captain.
Theres ill work to be done™



Baptiste let out his breath. "With al due respect, Matriarch, | disagree. Our ground forces. . ."

"Nullified, yes. I'm aware of that." Her face was taut, her mouth drawn into astraight line. "Nonetheless,
we gill have two unitsin the air. We can use them to our advantage." Before Baptiste could object, she

pointed to the screen he had just been studying. " Sergeant, run back what we just saw." Cartman turned
back to his console, tapped afew keys. Once more, the last few seconds captured by the team leader's
onboard camera appeared. "Freezeit. Look at this, Captain, and tell me what's out of place here."

Baptiste examined the image. Nothing here he hadn't seen twice dready. "l don't understand what
you..."

"The bridge, Captain. Look at the bridge. For dmost nine Earth-years, we've searched every square mile
of Midland, both from high orbit and from low-altitude sorties. Never once have we spotted anything like
this. Now, out in the middle of nowhere, we find arope bridge. Why do you think that is?'

Before he could answer, Hernandez marched over to the map wall. "No one builds abridge unless they
mean to useit," she continued as she pointed to the last-known positions of Alphaand Bravo teams. "It
can't be a coincidence that there were armed men inthe area.” Laying afingertip upon the glass, she
traced acircle around the upper part of theriver valley. "Put it together. Their settlement must be located
somewhere within range. If we act quickly enough, we may be ableto find it."

Murmurs around the room as officers caught on to what she was saying. Baptiste found himsalf nodding
in agreement. With two gyros gill airborne over the valey, they might be able to backtrack the
opposition's movements to their base camp. And yet . . .

"We can do this" he said, carefully choosing hiswords, "but | must urge you to be cautious. Y ou may be
overlooking something.”

Hernandez scowled. "And that is?"

"Wetried tolay atragp for them . . . but could it be that they've laid atrap for us?’

GABRIEL76/0946-P IONEERVALLEY

Carlos was pulling on a dry shirt when he heard voices from the mouth of the cave.
Leaving the coarse tunic unbuttoned, he bent down to snatch up hisrifle from where he had rested it
againg thewall. A few seconds later, the chopping thrum of rotors echoed through the tunnel asagyro
passed low overhead, just afew hundred feet above the gorge.

"Someone's coming.” Seated near the lantern burning on the cave floor, Chrislooked up. "Think it'sthe
other Digblo team?”

Carlosdidn't reply. He checked the cartridge-about eight rounds left. Not enough to hold off a
determined assault. He glanced at Ted LeMare; the older man was guarding Chris, hisrifle pointed at his
back. Ted said nothing, but his attention was no longer on their prisoner but on the cave entrance. Chris
had sworn that he wasn't carrying another homing device, and even if he was, they were far enough
underground that alow-frequency radio signal wouldn't penetrate the granite around them. The gyro
could ssimply be making another random sweep, asit had done three times aready.

Chrishad saved hislife up on the bridge. But Carlos wasn't ready to trust him quite yet.

Jack Dreyfus was standing watch near the cave entrance. As the gyro moved away, he raised ahand to



signal that the coast was clear, then disappeared from sight. More voices, thistime closer. One sounded
like Barry; Jack was doubtless relieved to find that his son was till dive. Carlos relaxed; he put down his
gun, reached for the wool sweater lying nearby. Jack wasn't the only one to be grateful; when Henry
Johnson had discovered this natura cave in the bluffs below the fallsthat now bore hisname, he
recommended that it should be stocked with spare clothes, food, and afish-oil lantern, just in casea
hunting party who'd lost their way might need them at some future time. Henry's foresight had been
correct; Carlos made amenta note to buy him adrink the next time he saw him.

Light flickered off the cave walls. Jack appeared amoment later, flashlight in one hand, his other arm
around Barry's shoulder. Behind them were Marie, Lars, and Garth, with Jean Swenson bringing up the
rear. Marie rushed past the others, dmost dropping her riflein her haste to embrace her brother. No
words were necessary; they wrapped their arms around each other, and Carlosfelt hissster tremble
againg him. The disgust he'd felt toward her only the day before vanished; she was safe, and right then
that was al that mattered.

"Welcometo the party.” Ted lowered his gun, stepped away from Chris. "Got some food if anyone's
hungry. Just beans, but-"

"Man, I'd eat acreek crab if . . . hey, thereésthe son of abitch!" Chrishad barely risen to hisfeet before
Larslunged across the cave to grab him by the collar of hisjacket and dam him againgt thewall. Before
anyone could stop him, he yanked a Union Guard automatic from his belt. "Man, | was hoping I'd see
you again,” he snarled, shoving it againgt Chrissface. "Payback time for you!"

"Cut it out!" Carlosgot hishand on the gun, pulled it away. "No on€e's paying anyone back! Heswith
LHII

"A littlelatefor that,” Marie said quietly, as Ted hauled Lars away from Chris. "His pd's dready paid
up.”

Carloslooked at her. "Don't tell meyou. . ."

"She had no choice.” Barry went to assist Garth. For thefirst time, Carlos saw that the kid was walking
with the aid of atree branch, hisright knee wrapped in abloodstained bandage. " Constanza was playing
possum al along,” he continued as he helped Garth hobble over to the thin circle of warmth cast by the
lantern. " After we madeit to the rendezvous point yesterday, he dropped the shell-shock act and made a
grab for Garth'srifle. He got off ashot before Marie took him down.”

"Enrique was an intelligence agent.” Chriss face was ashen; he avoided looking & anyone. "Hewasa
civilian scientist, sure. . . | didn't lie about that part . . . but his primary mission wasthis operation. | guess
he wanted to make sure that the skimmer didn't fall into enemy . . . into your hands."

"We searched his body, found the tracking device." Barry helped Garth sit down, making sure that his
wounded leg was set straight. "We tried to contact you, but we couldn't get through.”

"My unit was switched off. The shags bolted when the gyros showed up, and that'swhen | logt it." Carlos
nodded toward Chris. "He was wearing one, too. The whole thing was a setup. We were supposed to
capture them so that the Union Guard could track us down.”

"But it backfired." Ted moved away from Lars. "When Marie called in and told us what happened,
Captain Lee sent Jack and me out to find you guys and Jean to look for the others. Lucky for us that we
caught up with you at the bridge."

"Lucky for usthat you decided to pack an RPG, too." Carlos couldn't help but grin.



Jack shrugged. "No luck to it. Wefigured that you might need some heavy artillery if the Union was
sending asquad after you.”

"We left Constanza's tracker aboard the skimmer, then hunkered down and waited for them to show up.”
Marie bent down to check Garth's bandage. " The skimmer's gun was what saved us. Weren't counting
on having those . . . what were those things, anyway?"

"Diablos. Nasty stuff." Chriswas nervous, but he appeared to realize that he wasn't going to be executed
s0 long as he cooperated. Or perhaps there was more to it than that; Carlos noticed how he kept looking
at Ted, Jack, and Jean, former Alabama crew members, with newfound gppreciation, familiar faceshe
hadn't seen in years. They were far from being long-lost friends, but neither were they strangers. "It'sa
good thing you managed to-"

"Stop yanking me." Larswasn't in aforgiving mood. Hetook his gun back from Carlos. Although he
didnt aim at Chrisagain, neither did hereturnit to hisbelt. "If you guys hadn't screwed up, wed dl be
prisoners by now. Or dead.”

"And Congtanza might have led them to Defiance.” Barry glanced at Chris. "Y ou had theright idea,
leading him away likethat."

"I had ahunch, that'sdl." Carlos shrugged. "It wasthelong way, but . . ."

"What sort of . .. ?Wait aminute, | don't get it." Now Chriswas confused; he looked first at Barry, then
at Carlos. "'l thought you were taking me back to your camp.”

Carloskndt by the lantern. "Not the straight way, | wasn't," he said, warming his hands. "The path we
took isahunting trail. We put up the bridge late last year as an easy way of getting across the creek to
Mt. Aldrich, but it's not the direct route to getting home.”

"Thenyou knew. . . ."

"I didn't know anything.” Carlos shook hishead. "Likel said, | only had asuspicion. That'swhy | told
Barry to meet us upstream from where we found you. If your friends hadn't shown up, we would have
crossed the bridge, then doubled back and met up with them afew miles down the creek. If everything
looked safe, then we would have taken you to Defiance.”

He clasped his hands together. "Which brings us back to the here and now," he went on. "Technically
speaking, you're a prisoner of war. Not only that, but you're atraitor, too."

"| told youwhy | did what | did. You heard what | said last night. . . ."

"That was last night. We didn't know you were setting us up.” Carlosturned the lantern'swhedl, feeding
morefish oil to thewick to makeit burn alittle higher. Different campfire, but the same conversation,
continued only afew hourslater. "Cards on the table, buddy. Only way ether of usisgoing to get out of
thisisto ded draight.”

From somewhere outside, they could hear the Union gyros prowling back and forth across the gorge as
they searched for Rigil Kent. "We both have something to win," Carlos went on, "and we both have
something to lose. Y ou want to see your mother again . . . and believe me, she wants to see you, too.
Weve got an injured soldier, and no one wantsto wait here until Hernandez sendsin another Diablo
team. And | think you know by now that she considers you expendable.”

Chrisdowly nodded. Everyone was watching him. "We want to go home," Carlos continued. " Some of
these guyswould just as soon shoot you, but I'm willing to give you a second chance.”



"l ..." Chrishestated. "Why would you do that?"
"Oh, for theloveof .. ." Larsturned away in disgust. "Don't trust him. Hes afriggin' boid in the bush.”

"Shut up and gimme your radio.” Carlos hed out hishand, staring at Lars until he surrendered hisunit. "A
long time ago we were friends. We grew up together. Then | made amistake, then you made amistake,
then . . ." He shook hishead. "Maybeit'stime we got past dl that. Do you want to go home, Chris?'

For amoment, there was no one else in the cave. Just the two of them, guyswho'd played army with toy
guns, told each other dirty jokes, shared secrets about teachers and girls. They had goneto the stars
together, watched their fathers die, gone on amisguided adventure and survived only to become distant
from one another, and findly enemies. Y et Carlosknew that, even if Chrissaid no, hedd never kill him.
Hed had that chance once dready that morning and hadn't taken it. For better or worse, hewas il his
friend.

"Yeah." Chrissvoicewasvery quiet. "I'd like that.”
Carlos nodded. "Okay. Wecando that . . . but first you've got to prove yourself."
Chriswatched as Carlos unfolded the radio antenna. "What do you want meto do?"

"Y ou've been atraitor before." Carlos extended the unit to him. "Now | want you to be atraitor again.”

GABRIEL76/1036-F orTLOPEZ

"Have they spotted him yet?" Baptiste approached Cartman; who wasnow monitoring
communicationsfrom Hight One.

"No, gr. He's il . . ." The sergeant stopped, cupped ahand againgt his ear. " Just a moment. They've got
movement on theriver, not far from thefals”

"Pull up the forward camera" Baptiste watched as the middle screen of the carrd lit to display animage
from the gyro's nose camera. He could see what its pilot was seeing: an airborne view of the gorge, the
fdlsin the background, the creek directly below. Theimagetilted dightly to theright asthe aircraft svung
around. "Give methe audio feed, too," he added. "I want to hear what they're saying."

"Wherés Hight Two?" LuisaHernandez had come up to stand beside him. " They should be close by."

"Just saw something down there. Close to the creek bank, about seventy feet from the falls.” The
voice of Flight One's pilot was laced with static, yet discernible. "Closingin . . ."

"Hight Two coming in to cover Hight One, maam." Without waiting to betold, Acostatapped at her
keyboard. The screen above her board showed an image from the FHlight Two's nose camera, nearly the
same as Flight One's, except from a higher dtitude. The other gyro was visible in the foreground, about
two hundred feet below. "Do you want audio feed?'

"Negative." Baptiste spoke before the Matriarch could respond; he caught the sour look on her face, but
chosetoignoreit. He didn't want to be distracted by crosstak between the pilots. "Monitor their
channel and tell meif something important comes up,” hetold Acogta, then returned his attention to the
screenin front of him. "Patch meinto Hight One" he said, touching hisjaw. "Hight One, thisis Gold
Ops. What do you have?'



The image steadied, became horizontd ; the fallswere no longer visible, and they could only seethe
rushing waters of the creek. " Gold Ops, we thought we saw something move down there. Could be
our man. Coming down to check it out."

"We copy, Flight One." Baptiste continued to stare at the screen. "Get ready for pickup, but keep a
sharp eye out. We don't know what's down there. Over."

"Suspicious, aren't you?' During dl this, Gregor Hull had glided up behind him; now he stood between
him and the Matriarch, a black-robed specter, aloof yet omnipresent. ™Y ou don't trust our man
anymore?'

Baptiste gnawed hislower lip, refrained from making acomment. No, he did not. Ten minutes ago, Flight
One had received aradio message on acoded frequency from Chief Proctor Levin. Everyone else
involved in the operation had been lost so far, and Levin'stracer had failed amost two and ahaf hours
ago. Suddenly, Levin had made contact, claiming that hed escaped from his captors and requesting
rescue, with pickup in the gorge below thefalls.

Baptiste shot aglance at the Matriarch from the corner of his eye. Her face remained stoicdl, registering
no emotion. The moment the Diablo teams had hit the ground, she'd written off Levin as expendable; held
been little more than bait for Rigil Kent, not worth saving if he got in the way. Now that he was known to
be dive, shewanted him back. All well and good. The mission had been afailure; they might be ableto
sdvage something fromit yet.

Nonetheless, before Diablo Alpha had been brought down, the team leader's camera had captured two
men on the bridge. The camera had moved away before their blurred features could be discerned. One
of them had opened fire upon the hunter-killer team just moments before it was wiped out.

He could have been Carlos Montero. That was what the Matriarch believed. Y et he might have been
someonedse. ..

"Visual acquisition.” The pilot's fuzzed voice jerked him from hisreverie. "We got someone, Gold
Ops. Two down, dead ahead . . ."

Baptiste rested his hands upon the back of Cartman's chair, leaned close to study the screen. Y es, there
he was. asmdll figure, standing on a boulder near the creek's edge, waving both hands above his head.
The camerazoomed in, caught aface: ayoung man, in hislate twenties, with long blond hair and a short
beard.

"That'shim." The Matriarch smiled. "Hight One, go down and take him aboard.”
"l don't think that's. . ."

"Weneed him," she said, barely glancing hisway. "He's been in close contact with Rigil Kent. He may
know somethingwe. . ."

"Gold Ops! Were. .. !"

A sharp bang, followed by a high-pitched screech. In the same ingtant, the screen went dark. "Flight One
down!" Acostashouted. "Hight Oneisdown!"

Hernandez's mouth dropped open. "What?1 ... what didyou...?

Baptiste shoved her aside, bolted toward the next carrel. Acostastared at her screen, watching in
openmouthed horror as aflaming mass plummeted into the creek, rotors till spinning asit disntegrated



againg therocks. "It just ... dr, itjust. . ."

"Get them out of there!" Baptiste yelled. The warrant officer wasin shock, unableto perform her duty; he
shoved her aside, stabbed at the console. "Hight Two, thisis Gold Ops! Get out of there! Return to base
a_ll

"No!" The Matriarch rushed forward, tried to pull Baptiste away from the console "He's down there!
Rigil Kent isdown there! Weveamogt gat. . . !"

Baptiste turned around, shoved her away with both hands. Staggering back, she tripped over the feet of
the sergeant. She would have falen to thefloor if one of bodyguards hadn't been there to catch her.
"Hold her!" Baptiste yelled, snapping hisfinger at the Guardsman. "Detain the Matriarch! That'san
order!”

The soldier hesitated, caught in amoment of uncertainty about whose authority was grester. Baptiste was
aUnion Agtronautica senior officer, though, while Hernandez was acivilian, so hisduty was clear. He
gently grasped Hernandez's arm, murmured something to her. For amoment it seemed asif shewould
resist, then she surrendered.

"We copy, Gold Ops. Returning to base." Baptiste looked at the screen again, saw the gorge disappear
asthe gyro peded away. The pilot was probably grateful to receive the order to withdraw. Someone
down there had an RPG; the next heat seeker would have hisname onit.

"You'reout of line, Captain." Hernandez glowered at him, ill held back by the Guardsman. "I can have
you placed under arrest for this."

"No, maam, you cant." Before Baptiste could respond, Savant Hull stepped forward. "Thisisamilitary
operation, and Captain Baptiste is the commanding officer. In thisinstance, his authority supersedes
yours™

She sared first a him, then a Baptiste. "You can't. . ."

"It'sdone." Baptiste let out his breath. "Thismisson isover. I'm not going to put anyone dseat risk just
S0 that-"

"Matriarch?" Acostalooked over at her. "Flight Two saysthey're receiving another ground transmission.
The person sending it says hewantsto talk toyou. . . persondly.”

For asecond, no one said anything. "Put it on so that we can al hear,” Baptiste said quietly. "And tell
Hight Two to remain on sation.”

A few moments passed while the orders were carried out. Then the fuzzed tones of alow-frequency
radio signd filled the Situation room, and they heard ayoung man'svoice:

"Matriarch Hernandez, do you hear me?"

Acosta nodded, indicating that she was patched into the comlink. The Matriarch prodded her jaw. "
hear you, Chief . . . Chris, | mean. Good to know you're alive and well."

"Yeah, I'mstill here." A short, rancorous laugh. "How nice of you to be concerned, considering that
one of your men put a hole in me. Know what a laser feels like when it's going through your
shoulder? Hurts like hell, lemme tell you."

"I'm sureit wasamistake." Theleft corner of the Matriarch's mouth twitched upward. "Wetried to pick



you up, but we came under enemy fire. If you'l tell uswhere you are, we can make another attempt.”

A low hissfrom behind Baptiste. From the corner of his eye, he saw Cortez standing nearby. Like
everyone dseinthe room, hewas slently listening to this exchange. The Matriarch's cam sdf-assurance
had returned; she cast asmug look at Baptiste. Thiswasn't over yet. She'd get her man back, then they'd
hunt down Rigil Kent.

"No, | don't think so, but thanks anyway. Before | go though, a friend of mine would like to talk to
you."

The Matriarch's eyes widened. She was about to reply when another voice came over. "Matriarch
Hernandez, thisisRigil Kent. . . ."

Murmurs swept through the room; Baptiste heard someone mutter something obscene. Acosta reached
to her console, trying to get alock on the source of the signd. "1'm going to make this quick," the
voice continued. " You've succeeded in getting a lot of your people killed today, I'm sorry for that,
but you picked the fight, not us. We appreciate one thing, though . . . convincing Chris that he was
on the wrong side. He's back with us now. Thanks for that, at least.”

Hernandez'sface had gonepae. "You. . . you're holding him prisoner,” she ssammered. "I demand that
you. . . that you rlease him immediately beforewe. . ."

"You're in no position to demand anything, Matriarch. Now go away. Thisis our home, and you're
not wanted here."

The transmission ceased suddenly, asif someone at the other end had flipped a switch. Baptiste |ooked
down at Acosta, and she shook her head; sheld failed to pinpoint its source. "Tell Flight Two to return to
base," he murmured, then he turned to spesk to the Matriarch.

LuisaHernandez was no longer listening. Without another word, she turned her back on him and walked
away. No one dared to speak or even look at her as she strode through the operations center, followed
afew steps behind by her rductant bodyguard. The Guardsman stationed at the exit sduted as she
marched past him; his stiff gesture went unacknowledged. Winter sunlight briefly streamed through the
door, followed by acold draft before it dammed shut again.

It had been abad morning for the colonia governor of Coyote.

GABRIEL76/1803-DEFIANCE, MIDLAND

Twilight came as a gradual lengthening of shadows upon the snow-covered ground, cast
by Umaasit sank behind the summit of Mt. Shaw. A cool wind drifted through the blackwoods, curling
the woodsmoke that rose from fieldstone ovens sheltered by the forest canopy, causing bamboo chimes
to rattle and clank gently in random melody. As darkness closed upon the village, fish-oil lampsflickered
to life within tree house windows. Dogs barked as they helped their masters herd goats and sheep into
their pens; within work sheds on the ground, glassblowers and potters extinguished their kilns, put away
their tools. The evening air wasfilled with the aroma of cooking food; here and there were the creaking
of rope ladders, the muted buzz of conversation, an occasiona laugh. The day was done; Defiance was
ettling down for the night.

"| can see why they never found you." Chriswaked aongside Carlos asthey strolled along a path
leading through the center of town. All around them, small wood-frame cabins were suspended within the



boughs of enormous trees, with rope ladders that led to floor hatches and porches dangling to the ground
below. "A hundred people here.. . ."

"A hundred and fifty-two. Like you said, weve been having a population explosion latdly.” Chris glanced
at him, and he shrugged. "We've had afew more babies, and we've picked up some people from your
gdeof theriver.”

"All these peoplein one place, and the Union never figured out where you were." Chriswinced as he
shook his head. He'd spent the better part of the afternoon in the clinic, letting Dr. Okadatend to his

shoulder wound, yet every move he made hurt alittle. "But the farms, the grazing land. How did you. . .
?

"See dl those poles over there?' Carlos pointed toward a broad meadow near the edge of the forest.
"That's where we hang camouflage nets. From above, it looks like just another empty field. Can't tell
we've got crops there unless you approach them from the ground.” He had dready shown him the water
tanks, the grain sheds, the privies and communal bathhouses, &l concealed by the blackwoods
surrounding them. "We're careful about how we do things," he added. " There's some rules you're going
to haveto learn.”

"Likewhat?'

As he spoke, afigure came toward them: Ron Schmidt, who long ago had worn the uniform of the
United Republic Service. Now he wore a catskin serape over his patched URS parka, acarbine dung on
itsstragp from his shoulder. "Ten minutes," he murmured. Carlos raised a hand and he went on, pausing to
shine aflashlight beam upon acouple of children playing on acatwalk between two tree houses.

"That's one of 'em," Carlos said. "No one outdoors after sundown except the night watch. Keeps down
on thermd emissions. . . especialy important during winter. The chimneys have caps on them, and dl the
windows have shutters. In ten minutes, it'll be dark as hell around here. Unless you know where to look,
you'd never know there was someone living here.”

"Youvegot it dl figured out.”

Carlos shook his head. "No, not redlly. We've been lucky so far. The Union hasn't found us because they
didn't know where to look. But now they know we're somewherein thisvaley, so they're going to come
searching for us. | don't think trees and camouflage nets are going to hide us much longer.”

"And you're going to blame me, right?'

"Uh-uh." Carlos stopped, turned toward him. He couldn't see Chriss face, but he could hear the
accusation in hisvoice. "So far as1'm concerned, our billsare paid. Y ou're going to have to work things
out with everyonedse, but . . ."

He stopped. They werent friends again; there were still many things that had to be settled between them.
On the other hand, neither were they enemies anymore. They would just have to see how thingswould
come out, one day at atime. "When push cameto shove, you did theright thing," hefinished. "That'll get
around.”

"Yeah, wdl, maybe." Chrisdidn't seem convinced. "I've been away awhile. I'm going to haveto. . ."

From atree house not far away, someone played a bamboo flute. An old tune, "Soldier's Pay," dating
back to nineteenth-century America. A few seconds later, a second flute joined in, alittle more hesitantly,
asif the second person was dlill learning the melody.



Chrislistened, turning his head to focus upon the music. "Isthat her?* he asked quietly.
"That's her. She's been getting better. Allegra's been agreat help.”

"I thought she'd be. That'swhy | encouraged her to look after my mom." Chris started to walk toward
the tree house, then stopped. "L ook, there's one thing I've got to know."

"Sure" Carlos shoved hishandsin his pockets. "What isit?"

"When you found me, you had afeding that thiswas al a setup, but you didn't shoot me. Then you found
out for surethat it was atrap, and you didn't shoot me. And then | tried to give you away to the guys
who were chasing us, and still you didn't shoot me."

"Yeah?And...?'
Neither of them said anything for afew moments. "Nothing,” Chrissaid at lagt. "Just checking.”
"Goonhome" Carlossaid quietly. "1 think your mother's caling you."

An old line, remembered from a shared childhood, long ago and far away. Chrislaughed softly,
understanding something that didn't need to be said, then turned to walk toward the light gleaming
through the cracks of a shuttered tree house window.

Carloswatched him go. It waslate, and he wastired. Hiswife and child were waiting for him. He turned
around, began making hisway through the night. For the moment, at least, dl waswell. Now it wastime
to go home.

Part 6 SHADY G ROVE (from the memoirs of Wendy Gunther)

The revolution against the Western Hemisphere Union occupation of Coyote wasthe
turning point of our lives. We'd come to the new world to escape one form of tyranny, only to have
another take its place; wetried to run away, but found that doing so was little more than atemporary
solution. Sooner or later, we had to stand and fight.

No one wanted awar, but we got one anyway. Y et there are worse things than war. | discovered that in
the winter of C .Y . 06, when the Union Guard attacked Defiance.

They appeared shortly after sunrise on the morning of Anael, Barchiel 29. Bill Boonewasjust ending his
shift on overnight watch when he spotted two aircraft coming in over Mt. Aldrich from the east. Heran to
the bell post and sounded the darm, but it was early and most of uswere ill in bed, so only afew
people managed to grab their guns before the gyros touched down in afarm field about three hundred
yardsfrom town.

Carlosand | were awakened by the bell, but we thought it was only another drill until the shooting began.
Hethrew on his clothes, pulled hisrifle off its hooks, and was down the ladder before | was even
dressed. Weld discussed what we would do if something like this happened, so my duty was clear; |
yanked Susan out of her bed, shoved her benegth it, then pulled off the mattress and stuffed it in after her
to catch any dray bullets that might come our way. She screamed like hell-little girls don't like rough
treatment, least of all before breakfast-and | tried to cdm her asbest | could, but by then | knew we
wereintrouble.



| was supposed to stay in the tree house and protect Susan, but that's not what happened. This may
sound negligent, but when your home is under attack, you've got a choice: either bolt the door and hide,
or pick up agun and go out to face the enemy. I'd long since made up my mind, without telling Carlos,
that if the Union ever atacked Defiance, | wasn't going to play the role of defenselessfemale. When |
was akid back on Earth, | had the benefit of paramilitary training in Republic youth hogtdls; if anything, |
was a better shot than my husband. So | told Susie to stay put and that Mamawould be back soon, then
| took down my own rifle, jammed in a cartridge, opened the floor hatch and jumped, not bothering to
usetheladder.

| liketo think | was brave. Perhaps, but | was also stupid. | was wearing nothing more than athin
nightshirt and apair of drawstring pants, and in my haste I'd forgotten to pull on moccasins or ajacket;
when my bare feet hit the ground, they sank into three inches of snow. If | wasn't fully awake by then,
that did thetrick. | hardly noticed, though, because all around me were my neighbors, coming down rope
ladders and running across catwalks from one blackwood tree to another. Anice-fog lay thick above
fieldswhere only last autumn corn had grown high beneeth camouflage nets; | couldn't see Carlos, but
from themist | could hear the popcorn sound of gunsin full-auto mode, interspersed with the more
distant noise of enemy fire.

The snow numbed my feet asachill wind ripped through my clothes. | was usdess asfar asleading any
sort of cavalry charge, so | headed for the nearest dry spot | could find, awell about a dozen yards
away. Thelow stone wall that surrounded it had been swept clear of snow; | jumped on top, taking
cover behind the wooden yoke supporting the bucket.

It was an absurd moment-Wendy Gunther, wife of the legendary Rigil Kent, crouched in her pgjamason
top of awel-but there wasn't much else | could do. Leaving the cabin was abad move; | had realized
that by then. Yet there | was, dl the same, so | held my rifle against my chest and waited for something to
come close enough for me to shoot.

But the Union wasn't fighting fair that day. A sudden boom from out in the fields, then ahigh-pitched
whigtle as something hurtled through the air. | barely had time to realize whét it was before atree house
only afew dozen feet away exploded. Wood flew inadl directions; | ingtinctively ducked, faling off the
wall just intimeto avoid having my skull fractured by abroken post that went sailing past my heed.

"They've brought in amissile carrier!” someone yelled, and | raised my head to peer over thewall. |
couldn't see anything save for vague formsfiring into the fog, yet somewhere out therewasaUnion
Guard skimmer. Doubtlessit had come up Goat Kill Creek in a coordinated attack with the gyros.
Another shriek, then apatch of ground about sixty feet away went up in afirebal. Men werethrown in all
directions, hitting the ground asif they werelittle more than broken toys.

It's easy to talk about courage when you're Sitting at the table, sharing a bottle of sourgrass e with your
husband; it's something €l se again when you find yourself the target of an armored hovercraft |oaded with
enough rockets to take out asmall town. Hiding behind thewdll, | covered my ears, closed my eyes,
tried towishit al away. It was abad dream, nothing but abad dream. In aminute, I'd wake up to find
out that | was il in bed, with Carlos curled up against me and Susan adegp on the other side of the
room. Yet | couldn't ignore the evidence of my senses: the cold, the smoky odor of burning wood, the
gunfire. Thiswas no nightmare. My town was under attack. If we didn't do something, then wewere dl
goingtodie. ...

"Get someriflesup here!™ All around me, voices. "Don't fall back!" "Find some water, put out that fire!"
"C'mon, dammit, move! "

No,| thought, you can't do this. Go back to the cabin. It's warm and dry and safe up there. Susan



needs her mother. You're not supposed to be here. . . .
"Fan out! Don' let 'em get through!”

Another rocket ripped into the settlement. Another tree house went up in flames. For aterrifying moment
| thought it was my own, until | looked back and saw that, no, it wasn't mine, but the Gearys. Buit it
could have been my home, and Susan could have been . . .

"Where's the kids? Someone get the kids out of herel”

In that instant, something came over me. It wasn't bravery, or courage, or honor, or any of those things.
Fear, yes, but dso pure rage, plain and smple. Someone out there wanted to kill me, but worse than
that, they wanted to kill my little girl, too.

And | just went berserk.

Before | fully redlized what | was doing, | was on my feet, charging out from the tree house village, racing
into the fiddds with my riflein my hands. The cold meant little to me now, the fact that | was barefoot even
less. Nothing mattered save the cauldron of hate that boiled within me, awhite-hot furnace that melted
away all considerationsfor my own safety. Thiswas my home, everyone and everything | loved and held
dear. | couldn't-1 wouldn't -let that be taken away.

Through thefog, | spotted afigure-little more than asilhouette, but obvioudy aUnion soldier. | went
down on one knee, braced therifle stock against my right shoulder. Line up the target in the crosshairs
. Take a deep breath . Hold it . Fire . Therifle kicked against my shoulder. Three sharp cracks, and the
half-seen Guardsman sagged in upon himself, toppled to the ground. | leaped to my feet again, continued
to run forward. . . .

"Wendy!" From somewhere behind me, Carlos. "What areyou . . . 7"

To my left, another soldier, this one closer than thefirdt. | could see hisuniform clearly, dong with the
face beneath hishemet. He gaped a mein astonishment, asif not believing what he was seeing, then his
gun started to turn my way. No time to take careful aim; | sprayed bulletsin his direction until he grabbed
at theright side of his chest and pitched sideways. He squirmed on the ground, blood bubbling upward
from apunctured lung, as | walked over to him. He was trying to raise ahand toward me, asif to beg for
mercy, when | fired again. One shot, and his brains were blown across the snow. No mercy.

My friends and neighbors were running past me. | was about to join them when a heavy force dammed
into my back, knocking me facedown to the ground. Snow stung my eyes, blinding me for amoment, as
theriflefdl from my hands, landing afew feet away. For asecond | thought I'd been hit. . . .

"What do you think you're doing?' Carloswas knegling on top of me, pinning my body to the ground.
"Stay down!"

| wastrying to crawl out from under him when | heard engines. Rubbing snow from my eyes, | saw the
colony's cagptured Union skimmer roar past, Clark Thompson standing behind the 30mm chain gun
mounted above its bubble canopy. He turned the gun on aline of advancing soldiers and mowed them
down, then the skimmer-doubtless piloted by Barry Dreyfus, who had liberated the craft only amonth
earlier during the Goat Kill Creek incident-roared away into the mists.

Carlos removed his knee from my back. "I thought | toldyouto. . ."

"Get off mel" | impatiently shoved him aside, scrambled to retrieve my rifle. ™Y ou want meto fight or
what?'



Carlos started to argue, then thought better of it. "Just stick close," he said as he yanked me to my fest.
"Y ou don't want to get logt in this."

| wasn't about to object. The soldierswere among us, and it was hand-to-hand combat within awhite
veil. | caught aglimpse of Paul Dwyer, blood streaming down one Sde of hisface, ashe buried a
machete within the chest of a soldier. Ron Schmidt and VVonda Cayle ran past us, firing at anything that
moved. Ben Harlan and Molly Thompson and Klon Newall: al newcomersto Defiance, yet nonetheless
just as determined to defend the settlement asif they'd been with us from the beginning. Ron Schmic,
one of the URS soldierswho'd tried to retake the Alabama when it was being hijacked, shot someone,
then fell as someone dse shot him.

A few feet away, Ellery Baliskndt to the ground, a stolen Union Guard RPG resting upon hisright
shoulder. Asagyro lifted off ahundred yards away, Ellery trained hisweapon on the aircraft. He
sueezed the trigger and ashell lanced through the fog. The gyro's port nacelle exploded; the aircraft
careened sharply to one side, lost dtitude, plummeted back into the mists, and went up as an orange-red
blossom. Ellery pumped hisfist once, then stood up, tucked the RPG beneath hisarm, and ran away.

"Let them handlethis" Carlos pulled a me, trying to lead meto safety. "You're only intheway."

"No!" | toremysdf loose. "l want to see!” In hindsight, | must have sounded like a petulant child, being
told that she couldn't stay to watch the gory part of aflix. And perhaps| was; 1'd never been in battle
before, and there was a certain terrible fascination to al this. And 1'd killed two men myself; now |
wanted more.

There were no other soldiersin sght. | could still hear gunfire within the fog, but it was less frequent.
Somewhere out there, | heard the chatter of dueling chain guns, like two mad pianists trying to top one
another in alethal symphony. The missile carrier hadn't fired any more rockets, which meant that its crew
must be engaging Thompson's skimmer. Another gyro lifted off; | could see wounded Guardsman within
its open &ft hatch, staring down at us. Ellery fired another grenade at it, but it missed and the gyro peeled

avay.

And then, al of asudden, an eerie calm descended upon the field. No more shots. No more explosions.
It wasif God had come down to silence the guns. Now | could only hear the groans of the wounded, the
criesof the dying. The sun had risen above the mountains, its warmth burning away thefog, reveding
bodies strewn over the ground. Some still twitching, others perfectly ill.

Findly, | felt the cold, and with it, a strange delirium. Leaning againgt Carlos, | turned away, began to
lurch back toward town. It was over. We were safe. No one could touch us. We'd fought back and
won. But | felt no jubilation, no rgoicing. Only sickness.

A body lay on the ground before us, lying in apatch of blood-drenched snow. For asecond | thought it
was a Guardsman, then | came close enough to recognize theface. . .

Tom Shapiro. Theformer firgt officer of the Alabama , the first man to set foot on Coyote. His chest had
been ripped gpart, hissightless eyes dully reflecting the cold light of the rising sun.

| stared at him for afew moments, then | tore mysdlf away from Carlos, staggered afew feet, collapsed
to my knees and threw up.

We lost Tom that morning . .. and twelve others, too, including Michad Geissd, Tony
Lucches, and Ron Schmidt. Thelatter three were blueshirts, members of our loca militia: thefirst to fight,
and thefirgt to die. Their livesweren't meaninglesdy sacrificed, though; the bodies of fifteen Union Guard
soldierswere dso found, and no telling how many of their wounded had been airlifted out by the gyro



that Ellery failed to take down.

Over twenty of our people were wounded as well-some criticaly, including Henry Johnson, who took
bulletsin the gut and hisleft knee and came close to bleeding to death before Kuniko got to him, and
Jean Swenson, who suffered massive internal injuries and severe burns across most of her body when
one of the tree houses collapsed on top of her. As soon asthe battle was over, we set up atent asa
temporary hospita-Kuniko's infirmary smply wasn't large enough-and started drafting people as blood
donors.

Shortly after Defiance was established as anew colony, Kuniko started bresking mein as her assistant.
Mogt of the Alabama crew members had first-aid training, but Dr. Okada was the only one among us
who had gone to med school. So when | wasn't doling out pills and delivering babies, | was aso learning
how to perform minor surgery.

If I had been Kuniko's student before thefirefight, that day | received my final exam. Until then, the most
I'd donewas assist her in an emergency appendectomy; after the Union attack | found myself removing
bullets, tying off veins, stitching wounds, performing transfusions, and trying like hell not to lose either my
wits or my stomach. By nhoon my arms were drenched with blood up to the elbows, we didn't have
enough instruments to exchange them after each operation, so it was al that we could do to have them
serilized in boiling water before we went to work on the next patient. Don't ask about nanites, cloned
tissue grafts, or any of that stuff; we didn't have them. Thiswas combat surgery at itsmost bruta, as
primitive as anything since the early twentieth century. We didn't have enough drugsto go around, so we
reserved general anesthesiafor those who needed it the most, administered local sedativesto the others,
and offered bite-blocks and jolts of bearshine to those strong enough to takeiit.

Not everyone made it. We did our best for Jean, and she toughed it out as long as she could, but shortly
after midday she lgpsed into acomaand two hours later she passed away. | pulled a sheet over her face
and said aslent prayer for her; afew momentsto dry my tears, then | went out to tell her husband that
shewas gone. That was the hardest thing I'd ever done; Ellery probably saved alot of liveswhen he shot
down one of the gyros, but in the end held not been able to save hisown wife.

Someone once said that liberty ispaid for with the blood of patriots. If so, then the bill waspaid in full,
for we saw alot of blood that day.

Sometime around twilight, 1 findly left the tent and began trudging home, making my way adong aquiet
path that led through the trees. For afew minutes, | was alone, which waswhat | needed. | was
exhausted, heartsick, and miserable. I'd seen enough violence and deeth to last alifetime. The next
morning we'd haveto bury thirteen of our friends. Up on the high meadows outside of town, their graves
were being dug in the frozen ground with pickaxes, along with those for al the soldiers who'd been killed.
My husband and daughter were waiting for me; | wanted to take them in my arms, tell them how much |
loved them, then collgpsein my bed and deep for ayear. It was early evening, yet it felt like midnight.

"Wendy? Got afew minutes?'

| looked around, saw Robert Lee coming toward me. From the Town Council meeting, | assumed; while
| wasin thetent, Vondacamein to tell methat it was being convened in an emergency sesson. | wasa
Council member-the youngest, in fact-but there was no way | could attend. VVondatold me that she'd
explain my absence, and someone would tell melater what happened.

"Yeah, sure” Thelast thing | wanted to do just then wastalk to anyone. But thiswas town business, and
it couldn't be avoided. "How did the meeting go?"

"Maybe| should wait till later. Y ou look like you need arest.”



Someone had ddlivered hot coffee to the tent, but | hadn't eaten al day, and my eyes were heavy-lidded.
| was about to agree when | raised my faceto look at him. Robert E. Lee wasn't just the mayor; he was
aso captain of the Alabama , our leader from the very beginning. Over the course of the past few years,
hisdark hair had become streaked with slver, his beard white asivory. Wed often remarked on how
much he'd come to resemble his famous ancestor, sometimes even jokingly referring to him as Generd
Lee, yet a that moment the smilarity wasn't just superficial. There was adarkness within hiseyesthat I'd
never seen before; he looked like aman who'd just fought a bloody battle and was aware that he'd have
to fight again dl too soon. You don't say sorry, try me again tomorrow to someone like him.

"No, go on. Let'shaveit now." | looked around, spotted the well behind which I'd taken cover an
impossible amount of time ago. Strange that | would find myself there again; | sat down onthewall,
bunching the hood of my parka around my neck.

Robert took a seet beside me. "First off," he began, "'l want to tell you what afine job you've done today.
Wewould have lost more peopleif it hadn't been for you and Kuniko.”

Hewastrying to say theright things, but only a couple of hours ago I'd pronounced Jean Swenson dead.
Doctors might get used to the fact that they occasionally lose patients, but | barely qudified asa
paramedic. Jean's death made me sick to my soul, and | wasn't ready to handle any well-meaning words
of gratitude.

"Thanks," | mumbled, and there was an uncomfortable silence. Not far away, the ruins of the Geary
house smoldered upon the ground. Thetreein which it had been built was till standing; blackwoods are
astough asthey arelarge, and it takes alot to destroy them. If only human flesh were asresilient . . .

"So what happened at the meeting?' | asked again, trying to change the subject.

Robert straightened his back, gave me the full rundown. Two houses were destroyed by enemy fire. The
Geary and Sullivan familieswere moving in with friends until new homes could be built for them, but the
Construction Committee informed the Council that it was unlikely that new tree houses could be erected
within the next two months-i.e., the end of Machidid, thelast month of winter. A grain slo had aso been
destroyed; like the cabins, it could be rebuilt, but one-third of the autumn harvest saved for the feeding of
livestock had been lost. The Farm Committee had been ingtructed to put the goats and chickens on half
rations and look toward culling their numbers by daughtering the older animals. That in turn, meant a
reduction of food; we could only hope that we'd be able to hold out until we could plant new crops next

Soring.

Finger-pointing was inevitable. Some of the Council memberswereinclined to blame Rigil Kent-that is,
Carlos and his brigade-for bringing the Union down upon us, yet Robert refused to hear any of it. He
pointed out that the Union had been looking for Defiance for over two Coyote years now, and, despite
al our precautions, it was only amatter of time before they managed to locate our position. Luisa
Hernandez would have ordered araid even if there hadn't been ares stance movement, he said, and in
fact we should be thankful that Rigil Kent had captured apatrol skimmer last month; otherwise, we
probably wouldn't have been able to beat off the attack.

Therewas one bright point. Lew Geary had ingpected the missile carrier-hearing that, | had to wonder;
though his house had been destroyed, the man was gtill capable of examining the machine that did it-and
determined that it could be salvaged. Even though its cockpit was riddied with bullet holes and one of its
engines had been shot up, itslaunchers till worked, with eight rockets remaining in their magazines. Lew
aready had his people working on it, and they hoped that the skimmer could be restored to operating
condition. To defend the town if-or, more likely, when-the Union returned.



And that was the question. When would they attack again? And what could we do about it?

"Thisisn't over. Not by along shot." Robert idly tapped at the ground with a stick held picked up. "They
know where we are. Sooner or later they'll try again.”

"We need to fortify the town."

"We discussed that. Sandbag emplacements, tiger traps. And now that we've got enough gunsto go
around, everyoneisgoing to bearmed.” He shrugged. "But I've got afeding that they were just testing
our defenses. Seeing how much we could take."

"Y ou don't think they were serious?'

"Oh, they were serious, dl right . . . to acertain extent.” He turned his head to gaze acrossthe field where
only afew hours earlier we'd fought for our lives. "But we know that they've received severd hundred
troops from the ship that arrived last month, dong with heavy equipment like that missile carrier. So why
didn't they throw everything at usat once?"

"They were taking a poke at us. Seeing what were made of." | remembered the bullies | used to haveto
ded with when | wasin the youth hostd. The dumb ones came straight at you with their figts; if you could
take them down the first time, then they'd leave you aone, knowing that you'd fight back and it wasn't
worth getting abloody nose. The guys you redlly had to watch out for, though, were the oneswho
prodded and needled you, seeing how much you could take, observing your weaknesses. Only then
would they attack-late at night, when you weren't ready for a pillowcase over your head and sawed-off
baseball bat to your ssomach. "I think | understand.”

"I thought you would." Robert nodded appreciatively; he knew my life story. "Then you know our
gtuation. Even if we arm everyonein town, were till on the defensive. That isn't where you want to beif
you have any hope of winning. Sooner or later, were going to have to take the fight to them.”

| raised an eyebrow. "Y ou've got aplan?’

"Sort of." His voice became quiet. "Nothing I'vetold anyoneyet . . . or at least, no one who's il with us.
Tom knew, but . . ."

Robert stopped, looked away. Before hishand came up to rub hisface, | saw tearsin hiseyes. Aslong
as|'d known Captain Lee, thiswas one of the few times | glimpsed even atrace of degp emotion.
Perhaps Dana, his mate and the Alabama 'sformer chief engineer, saw asideto him that we didn't. To
most of us Robert wasintensdly private, even enigmatic. Tom Shapiro had not only been one of his
senior officers, but dso aclosefriend. Losing him hit closer to home than he was willing to admit.

"I've got an idea, yes," he said, looking back at me again with dry eyes. "If it'sgoing to work, though, I've
got to know that we've got little to lose. Asit is now, there'stoo much in our way."

"Wheat areyou saying?'
Helet out hisbreath. "Weve got to do something about the kids."

As soon as he spoke, | knew he was right. 1'd charged into battle, barefoot and with little more than a
rifle to defend mysdlf, only because | was afraid for Susan. If Carlosand | had been killed today, then
our daughter would have been left an orphan, just as both he and | had been left without parents the first
few days after the Alabama reached Coyote.

Susan had been thefirst child born on the new world, but now there were nine other children in Defiance.



Among them was Tom's son, Donad, born only afew months later; hiswife Kim was not only awidow
now but also asingle mother. 1'd tried my best to protect my daughter, but taking out a couple of soldiers
doesn't count for much when amissile carrier islobbing rockets at your home. And the neighborhood
bully likesit when you've got one hand tied behind your back.

"Y ou want to get them out of here?' | asked, and he nodded. " Got any suggestions?”
"Infact, | do," Robert said. And then hetold me al about it.

| went home and slept for a few hours. Night had fallen by the timel woke up, and Carlos
and Susan dready had made dinner. Carlos warmed up some of the leftover stew; whilel ate at the
table, hetook Susieto bed and read her astory. We'd been making our way through The Chronicles of
Prince Rupurt -ageneration of Coyote children were growing up with Ledie Gillissfantasy-yet | noticed
that he skipped the scene where Rupurt fights the skeleton army. Susie had been very quiet al evening;
shewasten years old by Gregorian reckoning, so she was very much aware that several of her parents
friends had lost their livesthat day, and she didn't need to be frightened any more than she aready was.
When story time was over, | gave her agood night kiss while Carlos turned the lamps down, then we put
on our coats and dipped out onto the porch to have atak.

We could see lights glowing in tree house windows, hear muted conversations, and yet the paths and
crosswaks were empty. Therewas a certain stillness I'd never seen before, asif Defiance was an injured
animd, licking itswounds asit curled in upon itsdlf. Not far away, we could see Lew and Carrie picking
through the ruins of their home, their flashlight beams roaming across the wreckage as they searched for
any belongings they might be able to salvage. From somewhere nearby, there was the sound of two
flutes: AllegraDiSiIvio and her companion Sissy Levin, playing "Amazing Grace" in duet asnight closed in
on town.

Carlos unfolded a couple of camp chairs and set them up on the narrow porch, and we kept our voices
low so as not to wake Susan. | told him about what Robert and | had discussed afew hours earlier, how
he thought it was wise to send the children away in case there was another attack. | wasn't surprised
when Carlostold methat Robert had aready broached the subject with him aswell.

"I think it'sagood idea. If Susan had been killed, it would have been . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off, and he
looked at me sharply. "That's why you went out there, wasn't it? Y ou were trying to protect her.”

"I know. That wasn't part of the agreement.” | looked away. "It was either that, or . . ."

"l understand. It wasjust that . . ." He shook his head. "L ook, when Rigil Kent has gone out, I've never
had to worry about you and Susie, because | knew you were safe back here. But when | saw you today,
| couldn't do what | had to do, because | had to look out after you aswell."

"I'm sorry. | didn't mean to-"

"Let mefinish." Heheld up ahand. "l redize dl that. Y ou did what you thought had to be done. But you
know, and | know, that the next time this happens.. . . and there probably will beanext time. . . we can't
afford to worry about mothers and children being caught in the crossfire. If we haveto. . ."

"You'renot listening to me. Y ou think I'm against theidea. Not at al. Not in the dightest. Robert'sright. |
think it'stimeto get the kids out of here."

"You do?' He peered at me through the darkness. "How much has he told you? | mean, about where
wedgo...?



"He mentioned a new settlement up north aong the Gillis Range. Shady Grove, near Mt. Bonestell. The
Union doesn't know about it yet, 0. . ." Suddenly, | realized what he'd just said. "What do you mean,
'we'? He asked if I'd beinterested in taking the children up there, and | told him | would, but he said
nothing about . . ."

"Robert's playing both ends against the middle. Typica poalitician.”" Carlos chuckled, then became serious
again. "No one expects you to go off into thewilderness dl by yoursdf. It'samost eight hundred milesto
Shady Grove. He asked meto go with you, and | told him that | would."

"But. . ." Thiscaught me by surprise. "What about everything else? Like, defending the town?”

"Weve got plenty of people herefor that. They don't need my help.” He hesitated. "Theres moreto this
than you know," he added. "I need to talk to some people up there."

| was about to ask about that before | remembered something Robert had said earlier: Sooner or later,
we're going to have to take the fight to them. For the past two years, Rigil Kent had been waging
guerrillawarfare againgt the Union. Occasiond raids on Liberty and Shuttlefield to sted weapons and
destroy shuittles, the sabotage of the Garcia Narrows Bridge . . . hit-and-run tactics, without any clear
purpose except to encourage hope that the Union would surrender New Florida and leave those who'd
fled to Midland alone.

For awhile, it ssemed asif our Side waswinning. Then the Union Guard raid on Thompson's Ferry
ended in the settlement’s destruction and the loss of many lives. Shortly afterward, the Union had
established amilitary base on Hammerhead and an attempt was made to capture Carlos. Though the
mission was unsuccessful, they managed to figure out where Defiance was located. Since then, reports
had come in about Union attacks upon settlements dong the Gillis Range: Forest Camp, on the Midland
Sde of East Channdl, was assaulted, and New Boston, near the Medsylvania Channel, had been hit as
well. Shady Grove was one of the few towns that had remained untouched.

A few weeks ago, though, our satphone link to the new colonies had been severed, indicating that
someone had boarded the Alabama , ill in high orbit above Coyote, and pulled the plug on the
transceiver. So now al contact with the other towns was either done by shortwave radio-itself arisky
business, since those transmissions could be monitored from space and triangulated to their source-or
through word of mouth, which was more reliable but much dower.

Carlos had assumed the name Rigil Kent in order to protect hisidentity if any of hissmall group of
resistance fighterswas ever captured. There weren't many to begin with-Carlos, Barry, Ted LeMare,
and afew others-but as their numbers expanded to include second-wave immigrantswho'd fled from
New Horida, hisdias came to be attached to the group as awhole, and Carlosfound himself intherole
of amilitary leader. Warlord of Coyote. . . dmost sounded like a twentieth-century fantasy novel. Didn't
seem so funny now.

"Robert told me you've got something planned,” | said quietly. "What isit?'

Carlosdidn't respond for afew moments. | knew that silence: he was wrestling between a choice of how
much he wanted to tell me and revealing no more than | needed to know. "We're working on something,”
hesaid at last. "It's pretty big, and theres going to be alot of peopleinvolved. But morethanthat . . ."
He shrugged. "Sorry. Can't talk about it."

Of course, there were good reasons why he couldn't take me into his confidence. Nonetheless, wed
journeyed down the Great Equatoria River together, split up, patched things together again, had achild,
gotten married . . . alot of water under the bridge, and it stung that he couldn't trust me. "Y eah, okay,
sure. . ."



He caught the hurt in my voice. "I'm sorry, but were till pulling things together. That's one of the reasons
why I'm making the trip with you. It's not just to help you watch out for the kids. It's also because | have
to..."

"Tak to some people. | understand.” A new thought occurred to me. "But if Shady Grove'sthat far
away, why don't we just take the Plymouth ?*

The Plymouth was the remaining shuttle from the Alabama ; its Sster ship, the Mayflower , had been
left behind in Liberty, after weld cannibaized it for every usable component. For the last three yearsiit
had remained grounded, conceal ed beneath camouflage coversin afield about amile from town. Now
and then Robert, Dana, and Tom had gone out there to clean it up, reactivate its mgjor systems, and
test-fireitsengines, yet it hadn't moved an inch since it was used to evacuate most of the Alabama party
and our belongings from Liberty. It was till flightworthy, though; if you wanted to trangport nine children
and several adults across eight hundred miles, that was the quickest way to doit.

Carlos shook hishead. "We're not using Plymouth . We'd get there quicker, but . . ." He hesitated.
"Wed just as soon not remind the Union that we've got a spacecraft. If they remember it a all, better to
let them assumethat it's rusting awvay somewhere.”

Ah-hal But | didn't say anything. " So we'reriding shags? Or are they classfied aswell?"

He chuckled, patting my knee. "Y eah, well have the shags. As many aswe need. | know Susiethinks
they stink, but . . ."

"Shelll get used toit. The other children will loveit." | took hishand. "So it'syou, me, thekids. . . and
who d<se?'

"Don't know yet. Haven't thought that far ahead. Maybe Chris. . . ?' He caught the look in my eye- il
had personal problemswith his oldest friend-and quickly shook his head. " Chris should stay back, help
hold down the fort."

"Barry's good with children. Maybe Klon, too." The kidsloved Uncle Klon; he made agreat Santa
Claus, and his pad wasfilled with old fantasy stories he'd brought with him from Earth.

"They'll need both of them back here. Barry's my second-in-command while I'm gone, and Klon hasto
help build the fortifications. It's going to be hard for usto spare many peoplefor this. Besides, weve only
got room for four adults.” He paused. "I was thinking about asking Ben. He's got this sort of backcountry
experience.”

"If hell doit." It had been nearly ayear since Ben Harlan had attempted to lead the members of the
Church of Universal Transformation across Mt. Shaw. He still didn't like talking about what had
happened up there; held lost someone whom he cared about. But Carlos was right; Ben knew what the
GillisRange waslikein the dead of winter, and he got dong well with kids. "I'll ask him," | said. "Maybe
hell sgnon.” | thought about it for amoment. "Kim should go, too. Shelll want to look out after Donad.”

"We can't risk sending Kim. She knowshow to . . ." He stopped himsdif, but | knew what he was going
to say. Kim Newell had been the Plymouth 's copilot; with Tom gone, she was needed to fly the shuittle,
for whatever they intended to do with it. "I think we should take Marie"

Something within me went cold. "I know she'syour sgter, but . . ."
"She'sgood with agun. And thekidslike her. . . ."
"Hell they do. Suse hatesher.”



"Mari€'sgoing. I've aready told her s0." Before | could object, he stood up, headed for the door. "It's
late. Timeto goto bed.”

The caravan left Defiance two days later.

We were supposed to leave shortly after daybreak, but it wasn't until midmorning that we were able to
mount up. Therewere alot of teary farewells as mothers and fathers hugged their children, made sure
that they had their hats and gloves, promised them that they wouldn't be gone very long. A couple of kids
refused to let go of their parents and had to be gently prised away; others wept or threw tantrums when
they weretold that they couldn't take their dogs or cats because we wouldn't be able to feed them. | had
alot of private discussonswith their folks; each one needed to tell me about their child's persona needs,
and | had to assure them that they wouldn't be neglected.

I'd haf expected Ben Harlan to refuseto join us, so it came as asurprise that he didn't. He still walked
with alimp from having lost two toesto frostbite during his ordeal on Mt. Shaw, and he warned me that
he couldn't do any serious hiking, but when | told him that we'd ride most of the way, he waswilling to
undertake the task. He liked the children, and besides, heéld lately graduated from herding goatsto
minding the shags. And, adthough he didn't say so, | think he privately needed to confront the mountains
again, if only to exorcise the memories of what had happened to him the year before.

The saddest moment came when Kim Newell said good-bye to Donald. They'd been through alot in the
last forty-eight hours, first Tom's burid, now this. She would have preferred to go with us, but she dso
knew that she was needed there, so she clung to her son until we were ready to saddle up. When |
looked back, she had her head against Robert's shoulder, weeping asif sheld never see her son again.

We had five shags: four to carry adults and children, and oneto haul dl the food and camping equipment.
Susan and the four other older children-none of whom was more than ten Earth-years, with Susiethe
eldest-were able to Sit upon saddles dong with the adults, although we made sure that they were secured
with harnesses so they couldn't fal off. Thefour youngest children werelittle more than toddlers; for
them, we'd fashioned papoose bags that were dung over the sides of each animal.

We gave names to the two groups, taken from the Prince Rupurt stories-the older kids were called
Scouts, the younger children Dauphins-while the grown-ups were referred to as High Riders. The
arrangement worked out well; at any one time, each shag carried a High Rider, one or two Scouts, and
one Dauphin. Susan was designated Chief Scout for aslong she chose to serve. | whispered in her ear
that, at some point, she might have to share thét title, to which she agreed, albeit reluctantly.

The shagswerewell suited for the trip; their coarse fur was warm, their e ephantine legs tramped through
the snow asif it were nothing more than soap flakes. The children were till upset, so again wetried to
make the best of it by giving the Scoutsthe privilege of naming the shags. After much discussion, they
settled upon Achmed, Zizzywump, Saly, Old Fart, and George the Magnificent. Go figure; it helped
cheer them up ahit.

We made good time; by early afternoon of the first day, we reached Johnson Falls, where Marieand |
dismounted to lead the children across the rope bridge over Goat Kill Creek while Carlos and Ben took
the shags through the shallows upstream. We gave the shags afew minutes to shake off theicy
water-which the kidsloved, sinceit reminded them of big, grunting dogs-then we climbed aboard again
and continued making our way on thetrail leading us up the northern sde of Mt. Aldrich.

| knew the kids pretty well because Kuniko and | had seen them troop through the infirmary at onetime
or another with the usual childhood bruises, fevers, and earaches. Susan, Donald, Lewis, Genevieve, and
Rachd were the Scouts; Lilli, Alec, Ed, and Jack were the Dauphins. Every one of them had their own



persondities, with which | wasfamiliar, and before long the High Riders were known to them aswell.
Carlos was our undisputed |eader-whatever he said, that was the rule-and they looked up to him with
reverence. | was Dr. Gunther, the surrogate mother who made sure their caps were on tight and their
harnesses weren't too loose. Ben was the easygoing chum who told jokes, tended to the shags, and
made sure that we'd stop whenever anyone needed to pee.

But Marie. . . they didn't know quite what to make of Marie. As ateenager, she was the youngest of the
High Riders, and the children immediately redized that she wasn't that much older than they. Y et she
remained aloof from them: sitting stolidly upon her saddle, rifle never leaving her hands, eyes congtantly
searching the mountainsde as if expecting Guardsmen to emerge from the woods a any moment. Donad
rode with her until we reached Johnson Falls; after we crossed the bridge, though, he insisted upon riding
with me, and amost threw afit until Susan, in her role as Chief Scout, volunteered to take his place.

It wasn't just Marie'sinability to warm up to children that made me wish wed left her behind. She hadn't
been very much younger than Susan was now when the Alabama reached Coyote; since then, acertain
hardness had entered the eyes of thelittle girl who'd once splashed around in Sand Creek and giggled
whenever she saw Carlosand | sneak akiss. Over the course of the last couple of years, sheld changed
into a person whom | barely recognized-cold, tough, cynical, and on one notable occasion even
bloodthirsty. Only a month ago, she'd shot an unarmed Union soldier in cold blood, and smiled about it
asif held been nothing more than aswamper caught prowling through the garbage.

Marie was scary, and she made the children nervous, yet Carlosinsisted that we bring her. "I don't want
to leave her here," held said when we argued about it the day before our departure. "Lars and Garth are
abad influence, and I'd like to get her away from them for awhile. And since I'm putting Barry in charge
of the outfit while I'm gone, | don't want the three of them getting together to pull something behind his
back."

It was difficult to argue with that. The Thompson brothers were stone killers, no question about it; Carlos
had recruited them to join Rigil Kent shortly after they moved to Defiance dong with their uncle and aunt,
on account of the fact that they'd fought the Union Guard before. It wasn't until much later that he redized
just how mercilessthey could be. Marie had lately been spending alot of time with Lars, and not just to
trade tips on how to keep their rifles clean. That worried him, too, even though hetried not to pry into his
sgter's persona business. Lars and Garth might not be able to conspire againgt Barry, but if they had
Marieontheir side. ..

So there were good reasons why Carlos would want to keep his sister close to him. Besides, shewas
good with agun, and wed be on thetrail for four weeks. It was ftill winter, so the boidswere in their
migratory grounds on the southern coast of Midland, but there was no telling what else we might runinto
out therein the wilderness.

All the same, though, | privately vowed to keep a close eye on my sigter-in-law. We might be kin, but |
didn't want to leave her done with the children for very long.

Fortunately, the journey to Shady Grove was largely without incident.

We spent two days climbing Mt. Aldrich and coming back down the other side. In terms of geography,
that was the hardest part, because there was no clear pass over the mountain and we had to spend a
cold and windy night on aridge below the summit. But we set up the tents so that we were dl together,
and after dinner that night Ben began telling the kids about Prince Rupurt, astory they'd never heard. It
wasn't something Ledie Gillis had written. Indeed, Ben would later tell methat held been making it up as
he went dong. But the children were fascinated dl the same, and that night he ended with a cliffhanger
that made them want to hear more. "Tomorrow night," he said, "and only if you're good." Then we put



out the lights and went to deep.

And that pretty much set the pattern of our days for the next two weeks. Shortly after sunrise the High
Riderswould get up, stir the ashes of the campfire and get afire going again, then start making breskfast
while we woke the children. A bite to est, then the Scouts would disassemble the tents and hel p the
Dauphinsinto their papooses, while we rel oaded everything on the shags so we could start making our
way north along the southeast side of the Gillis Range. Once we descended from the mountains, the
forest occasionally gave way to lowland marshes, which were still frozen over, so the shags had little
trouble going through the swampy areas. On good days, we'd make fifty miles or more; a our worst,
when we'd encounter aravine that we'd have to skirt, only about forty. But, aside from the occasional
snow squal or having to stop to retrieve something val uable that someone dropped, we made good time.

It wasn't dways easy. The children got homesick, and it passed like avirus among them, with alot of
crying jags, until they findly got over it. Lewis and Dondd got into a nasty fistfight one evening over
whose turn it was to wash the dishes, and days went by before Genevieve would talk to Rachel again
after afeud over something about which | never learned. Lilli got diarrhea, and Ed and Alec came down
with colds, so | had to tend to them. Jack demanded that he become a Scout-and indeed, he was the
oldest and largest of the Dauphins-so after considerable discussion we decided to make him a Scout
Apprentice, with dl due privileges. now he had to wash dishes and help the older kids forage for
firewood. Two days of that, and he wanted to be a Dauphin once more. Y et every night, al their
differences were put aside as they curled up against each other and waited for Ben to continue the further
adventures of Prince Rupurt. | think Ben spent most of histime trying to figure out how he'd get Rupurt
and hisfriends out of the latest peril held put them in the previous night.

We had other ways of having fun. Every few days, we'd choose anew Chief Scout. Carlos taught the
Scouts how to make afire with damp wood, how to determine location from the position of the sun and
dars, how to guide ashag with little more than adight tug of their reins, while | showed the Dauphins
how to make snow angels and tie square knots. One night, we sat up late to watch arare convergence of
Coyote's Sster moons Dog, Hawk, and Eagle against Bear's ring-plane.

And every day, our destination grew alittle closer. Mt. Bonestell was the highest point on the Gillis
Range, and a so the second-talest volcano on Coyote, exceeded only by Mt. Pesek on the western side
of Hammerhead. Like Mt. Eggleton and Mt. Hardy in the southern hemisphere, it had been named after a
twentieth-century astronomicd artist-Henry Johnson'sideayet even though Pesek wasthe largest,
Bonestell wasimpressivein its own right. An enormous cone rising twenty-six thousand feet above sea
levd, itsflat-topped summit was beyond the reach of any climber unaided by oxygen. Frequently
shrouded by high clouds, it was avesome to behold on a clear day. We had compasses and mapsto
guide us, but even if wed lost them, we would have been able to find our way to Shady Grove smply by
hiking toward Mt. Bonestell.

On the deventh day, shortly after we'd stopped for lunch, we heard the low clatter of rotors. Looking up,
we spotted a pair of tiny specks moving across the sky, coming from the west. Not taking any chances,
Carlos quickly moved the caravan beneath a couple of blackwoods, and there we waited while two
gyros cruised high overhead, heading due west. Until then, the Union had been the least of our worries.
Thissmall incident reminded us that our journey wasn't acamping trip, as we had managed to pretend,
but something far more serious.

Three days after we saw the gyros, we were about sixty milesfrom Shady Grove. We'd entered the
broad mountain valley between the Gillis Range and Mt. Bonestell, where Longer Creek flowed south
from the highlands. The marshes behind us, once again we were surrounded by dense forest, yet we'd
located atrail leading north to the settlement. Barring any problems, we'd reach our destinationin a



couple of days. Ben was carrying the radio, and, once we were within range, Carlos planned to get in
touch with the settlement and tell them we were coming.

L ate that afternoon, as Umawas beginning to set behind the mountains, we came upon asmal clearing
that looked suitable. By then the Scouts and Dauphins had become accustomed to their roles. While the
High Riders unloaded our equipment from George the Magnificent, the Dauphins helped unroll the tents,
and the Scouts went into the woods to scrounge for firewood. The kids liked sharing the respongbilities;
the older ones had made it a game to see who could find the best dry wood, and the toddlers had
learned how to use branches to sweep away snow to make room for the tents. So we had the tents set
up, and Lewisand | were breaking up kindling for the fire, when we heard a girlish scream from the
woods.

At fird, | didn't think much of it. We'd become used to this sort of thing; someone finds a dead swamper
decaying under the leaves, or akid takes a snowball and shovesit down the back of another kid's parka.
Easy toignore. But then | heard the scream again, and thistime it had anote of pureterror. The others
heard it, too, because Carlos and Marie dropped the rain tarps they were setting up and Ben scrambled
out of the tent where he'd been taking asiesta. | told Ben to stay back with the Dauphins, then Carlos
and Marie grabbed their rifles and we bolted for the woods.

We were only about fifty yards from camp when Genevieve came running toward us. Clingberries
covered her arms and legs where she'd charged through the undergrowth, and there was athin stregk of
blood across her nose from when alow branch had whipped against her face, but it was thelook in her
eyesthat | noticed firdt: absolute horror, asif shed just seen something that scared her half to death. She
ran past Marie and Carlos and barreled straight into my arms as | knelt to stop her.

"lI'saw...|saw ...l saw...!"

"Easy, easy. It'sal right. Everything's okay." | stroked her hair as she buried her face against my parka
Never beforehad | falt achild tremble so much. "You're sefe. You'refine, .. "

"What did you see?' Marie was standing nearby, her rifle hdf-raised. "C'mon, kid, spill it."

"Marie..." Carlos shot her alook, then crouched down next to us. "We're here," he said, laying ahand
on Genevieve's shoulder. "Nothing's going to get you, | promise. Now what didyou. . . 7'

"A...a...am-man. A I-I-little man."
| sared at her. "Y ou saw aman?"

"Uh-huh. A li-little man." Genevieve snuffled, raised her face. Tears diluted the blood from her cut; she
started to wipe them away, but | caught her hand, not wanting the scratch to get infected. "B-but not like
ared man. L-likea. .. amonkey. A monkey, with fur and everything."

A little man, or amonkey. Which was more implausible? The nearest human settlement was over Sixty
miles away, nor were there any monkeys, or smians of any kind, on Coyote. Genevieve must have
learned the word from tutorial discs, because it was beyond the range of her experience.

"Probably acreek cat." Disgusted, Marie lowered her gun, started to turn away. "Hell . . ."

"Go seewhat you can find." Carlos nodded in the direction from which Genevieve had come. "If you
spot anything . . ." He hesitated. "Don't shoot. Just come back, that's dl.”

Marielooked at him askance. "You can'tbe. . ."



"Just doit, dl right?' By then we could hear the other Scouts crashing through the underbrush toward us;
they'd heard Genevieve's screams and were rushing over to investigate. Marie gave her brother a
skeptical ook, then walked away. Carlos watched her go, then turned to Genevieve again. "You saw a
littleman,” he said quietly, looking her sraight in the eye. "What did he do? Did he say anything?'

"N-n-no. H-h-he was just standing behind at-t-tree, w-watching me." She was caming down alittle,
beginning to pick clingberries off her parka. "And . . . and then he started for me, and th-then | . . ."

"Youran away?' | asked.
"Uh-huh." Shelooked up @ me again. "Did | do something wrong?'

"Not at al, sweetie. Not at adl.” | took her in my arms again, but she was through crying by then. When
her friends showed up afew moments later, Genevieve told them dl about what she'd seen.

Marie returned awhile later with nothing to report, and that wasit for the evening. We discussed the
incident over dinner, and athough Genevieve stuck to her story, the other kids either disbelieved her, or
else bdieved her but decided that thiswas just another story like the ones Ben had been telling them all
aong. When you're very young, the line between fact and fantasy isthin; this was agood ghost story, and
it helped us get them in bed alittle earlier than usud.

Carlosand | didn't get achanceto talk that night. Even if we had, though, | don't think he would have
told me everything he knew. Y et just before we tucked away the kids, he told Ben that held take the
overnight watch, and quietly cautioned usto keep our guns where we could find them in the dark.

He knew something we didn't. But he wasn't letting on.
Two days later, late in the afternoon, we reached Shady Grove.

The town was smaller than Defiance by at least haf, and looked little like it: anine-foot stockade wall of
blackwood timbers surrounding a haf dozen longhouses, thatch-roofed barracks providing shelter for ten
people, each arranged around asmall commons where awell had been dug. Just outside the stockade
were barns and corrals for livestock, toolsheds and grain silos, not far away was abroad plastic dome,
apparently agreenhouse. The front gate was open, and we could see woodsmoke rising from behind the
walls. Nonethdess | had the impression we were gpproaching afortress. It should have been comforting,
but it wasn'.

A watchtower rose on stilts from the center of town; as we came within sight, a sentry called down to
someone below. We'd barely reached the gate when severa dozen men and women rushed out to greet
us. Theresdents of Shady Grove might have been strangers, yet they had received our radio message,
and they trested us asif we were long-lost relatives they hadn't seen in years. They clapped us on the
back, shook our hands, introduced themsalves so fast that | was barely able to remember their names.
Severad men helped us unload the shags before they were led to anearby corral, then we trooped insgde
the stockade and went straight to the main lodge, where we discovered that they had aready prepared
dinner for us.

Shady Grove had been in existence for alittle less than four months. Its population was just over fifty-al
adults, dthough afew women were obvioudy expecting children soon-but in that short time they had
donewell by themsdlves. Lifein Shuttlefield and Forest Camp had taught them how to make do with
what little they'd managed to bring with them when they'd escaped. The greenhouse we'd seen earlier
was carefully stitched together from transparent plastic tarps and heated by awood furnace; in thisway
they managed to grow crops even in the dead of winter. The longhouses had been built with energy
conservation in mind; internal partitions dlowed for privacy while dlowing hesat from woodstovesto



circulate through the rafters, and the cracks between the log walls were stuffed with cloverweed as
insulation. One of the longhouses served asthe main lodge; long tables ran down haf of itslength, and it
was there that everyone had breakfast and dinner. No one was starving; no one was sick. Everyone
there worked hard to survive, sure, but that was the way it was in Defiance, too.

It seemed asif everything was perfect. Wed crossed eight hundred miles of wildernessto find a
settlement inhabited by friendly people who'd welcomed our arrival. There was a storage spacein the
back of the lodge that could be cleared out to make room for the children; afew more bunk bedswould
have to be built, but that wasn't much of a problem. And they had enough food to go around, so long as
no one minded shag stew on occasion. Although the residents also used shags as pack animals, they
weren't disinclined toward daughtering the old and weak. | decided to keep my mouth shut about the
practice. People in Defiance had come to revere shags as more than livestock and seldom had we eaten
one, and only then in despertion.

The mayor of Shady Grove was Frederic LaRoux. A geologist by training, hed been amember of the
expedition that Chris Levin had led up the East Channel to pick out asite for the Garcia Narrows Bridge.
Following the sabotage of the bridge, he and the others had fled Forest Camp, making their way across
the mountains to establish Shady Grove on the other side of the Gillis Range. Carlos had met him back
then, but only briefly, and over dinner they came to know each other alittle better. When the tables had
been cleared, and Carlos broke out one of the jugs of bearshine he'd brought with us, the discussion
became more serious.

"| gppreciate the necessity of what you've done," Fred said, speaking in Anglo, "and why you had to do
it. But Rigil ... Carlos, | mean. . ."

"Don't worry about it. Y ou can cal meRigil." Carlos grinned as he poured ashot of bearshinefor
LaRoux. His mastery of the newer form of English had become better since Chris had taught him the
nuances. "Most people in the new settlements know me only by that name. I'm used to it by now."

"Aswel you should. Y ou've become something of alegend, you know." Fred settled back in his chair,
idly swishing the liquor around in aceramic mug. "Rigil Kent, scourge of the Union, leader of the
revolution." Heraised an eyebrow. "When wefirst met, you were younger than | expected. But now that
| seethat you have awifeand child . . . thisexplains much."

"Just trying to protect them, that's al." Carlos glanced in my direction. Ben had escorted the children to
bed, and everyone else was either cleaning up or doing other odd jobs. For the moment, it was only the
three of us. "I hope thisisn't an inconvenience. Were asking alot of you."

"Under any other circumstances, no, it wouldn't be." Fred shook his head. "Either the Union doesn't
know we're here-rather unlikely, since were out in the open-or our town is so small and remote that they
don't consider us much of athrest. It's aso possible that they've seen our stockade and figured that wed
be ahard target to take down."

"They used amissile carrier againg us,” | said, speaking up for thefirgt time. ™Y our walls wouldn't stop
something likethat."

Carlos cast me alook; but LaRoux just nodded. " She's right. We couldn't fight them off if they came at
ustheway they came at you. But we've kept our heads low, haven't caused any trouble. Maybe that's
the reason.”

"Maybe for now, but not very much longer." Carlos bent forward. " Sooner or later, they're going to-"

"Why isthisinconvenient?' Yes, | wastrying to change the subject. Carlos was looking for recruits, but



my top priority wasthe safety of the children. "'Isthere something we should know about?”

Fred took adrink, made aface as the corn liquor scorched histhroat, then rested his mug on the table
and tepped hisfingersagaing it. "Therésanirony inal this" hesad, very quietly, "because | was
thinking about sending someone down south to ask if we could take refugein your town."

Carlosstared at him. "But you just said-"

"I know, | know. But thisisn't about the Union." Helet out hisbreath. "Tell me something . . . whileyou
were coming up here, did you fed any tremors? Did the ground shake at dl?'

Carlosand | looked at each other. "No.. . . no, we didn't," he said, and | shook my head.

"Good. Glad to hear it." Fred took another sip. "Twice since we've been here, we've experienced small
tremors. Nothing mgjor, just enough to break afew things and knock down part of the stockade. All the
same, | think we made a serious mistake by settling here.”

"Earthquakes?' | nearly said Coyote-quakes , but that would have sounded silly.

"No. Worsethan that." He hesitated. "We don't have any seismographs, and right now I'd givean arm
and aleg for adecent tiltometer, but it'smy professond opinion that Bonestdll is coming out of a
dormant period.”

"The volcano?' | leaned acrossthe tableto look him straight in the eye. "We thought it was, y'know,
dead. Inactive. Whatever."

"Not achance. Oh, Mt. Pesek is probably extinct. It's ashield volcano, very old, maybe one of the
reasons why Coyote has a breathable atmosphere in the first place. Ditto for Mt. Eggleton down south.
But | havelittle doubt that Bonestell is coming out of dormancy, and that it's only ameatter of time before
it blows™

"How long?' Carlos asked.

"Can't say. Evenif | had theright instruments, | couldn't tell you that. Predicting volcano eruptions has
aways been an inexact science a best. But | wouldn't bet againgt its happening sometimein the next

year. If and when that happens, the last place | want to beishere.” He glanced over his shoulder to make
sure he wasn't being overheard, then lowered hisvoice. "We're happy to take care of your children, but
pretty soon we're going to have to abandon the town and head south ourselves. Maybe you ought to
keep that in mind."

Whilewe were mulling it over, he drained the rest of hismug. "But that's not dll,” he said as he reached
acrossthetable for the jug. "There's something else. . . were not alone out here.”

"What do you mean?" Carlos kept hisvoice neutral, but there was something in hisface that told me he
was hiding something.

Fred gtarted to pick up the jug, then reconsidered and put it down again. "The last couple of months,
some of our people have seen thingsin the woods. Sometimesthey look like. . . well, | know this sounds
slly, but they look like monkeys." He glanced first at me, then at Carlos. "I know how this sounds, but it's
not cabin fever. We've had things turn up missing, Stuff that wasleft outside overnight. Anything small
enough to be taken away."

Carlosremained quiet, absently running afingertip around the rim of hismug. "One of the girls saw
something like that yesterday,” | said.



"She did?' Fred nodded grimly as helet out his breath. "Y ou know, I'm amost glad to hear you say that.
| didn't want to mention it to you, because. . . | dunno . . . maybe you'd think we'd gone around the
bend. But if you've seen these things, too . . ."

"Keep the children in the stockade," Carlos said abruptly. "Don't let them go out, not under any
circumstances.” He knocked back adug of bearshine, then looked at me. "He'sright. Thiswasa
mistake. We should have never come here."

"What?' | couldn't believe what hewas saying. "You're. ..l mean. .. youreteling mewe-"

"Fred, we appreciate your hospitaity. Y ou've been very kind, and we won't forget this. But | think we
should take the kids and head back as soon aswe can." He pushed back his chair and stood up. "If you
want to send anyone with us, we can make room for them. It may not be safe here much longer.” He
hesitated, then added, "With the volcano being activeand al, | mean.”

Fred was just as astonished by Carlossreaction as| was. " Sure. Whatever you say. | can ask around,
seeif anyone wantsto-"

"It'sbeen along rideto get here. Let's talk more about thistomorrow.” Carlos stepped away from the
table. "I'm going to go check on the kids, make sure they're tucked away. See you in the morning. Good
night.”"

| caught up with him just before he opened the door leading to the back of the lodge. "What aren't you
telling me?" | whispered, grabbing hisarm and pulling him asde. ™Y ou know something.”

Carlosdidn't reply. For thefirgt time since weld been married, he avoided looking a me. "It'simportant,”
he said at last. "I've kept it from everyone for along time now. Maybe | should | have talked about it
earlier, but"-he glanced back at the dining room, where Fred was still seated at the table, gazing at usin
puzzlement-"thisisn't thetime or place," he added softly. "Ask me again tomorrow."

"If it'sthat important . . ."
"Itis" Now helooked me gtraight in the eye. "But it'll keep until the morning. Will you trust metill then?”

| wastired. He wastired. It wasn't agood timeto carry on along conversation. "All right,” | said, letting
go of hisarm. "Sure. But tomorrow . . ."

"Of course.” Carlosforced asmile, then bent down to give me akiss. "I love you," he murmured. "Now
let'smake surethe kidsarein bed.”

When morning came, | awoke to find Shady Grove already up and around. Thesmdl of
hot coffee and cooked food permeated the log walls; chickens cackled and roosters crowed as they
were fed, and men and women murmured to one another while they waked past the shuttered windows
of our longhouse. Carlos turned over and wrapped himself against me. | opened my eyesto see Ben
scratching at himself; in the bunk above him, Marietried to burrow beneath her blankets.

It was a cold winter morning, and it had been many days since any of us had dept in abed with aroof
over our heads. One of the women had told me that the community bathhouse had warm water. The tank
was solar-heated, and so long aswe didn't pump too much we could get a decent shower. So | prised
myself loose from Carlos, put on my clothes, and headed for the bathhouse. The others could deep a
littlewhilelonger; | just wanted to fedl clean again.

The sun was up, rising over the southwestern flanks of Mt. Bonestell. No cloudsin the sky; with luck,
maybe wed get through the day without any more snow. Through the open gate of the stockade, | could



see townspeople heading out to do the morning chores. No onein Shady Grove dept late, and neither
did the children. The Scouts were playing tag in the commons while the Dauphins built asnowman
nearby. | spotted Susan talking to an adult, and for amoment | considered going over to introduce her,
but decided to let her make friends by hersdf. Shemight likeit here. . . if Carlosdlowed her and the
other childrento tay, that is.

The bathhouse had two stalls, markedMEN andWOMEN , with adividing wall between them. It was
small, with unfinished faux birch floorsand walls, but therewas asmal stack of shag-fur towels on the
table and abar of lavender soap in an duminum can nailed to the wall beneath the showerhead. | took off
my clothes and hung them up on the door, then shivered against the cold as | worked the pump handle
until | received athin cascade of water. Not much better than lukewarm, but still aluxury | hadn't
enjoyed in two weeks, | stood beneath the shower and felt the sweat and grime of eight hundred miles
wash off me.

Carlos couldn't be serious about taking the children back. Y es, it was possible that Mt. Bonestell might
erupt, but LaRoux hedged his bets about when it might occur. Evenif an eruption wasimminent, surely
they'd have enough advance warning to evacuate the town and head south. But that wasn't what
bothered my mate; it was the sightings of these so-caled monkeys. Clearly he knew something about
them, and he had admitted as much. If only hed tell me. . .

From somewhere nearby, | heard adinner bell begin to ring. Timefor breakfast. | rinsed my hair, then
turned the spigot to shut off the water and reached for atowd. Even if Carlosinssted on leaving, there
was no sensein rushing home. | wasin no hurry to hit thetrail again, and the kidswould only fret. If we
stayed a couple of days, he might cometo his senses. | loved him dearly, but sometimes he took things
much too serioudly. . . .

Fedling much more civilized, | made my way across the compound to the lodge. The children had dready
gonein, leaving behind ahaf-finished snowman, and only a couple of townspeople werein sght. The
gate remained open. There was no one on duty in the watchtower; the sentry was climbing down the
ladder, heading in to get some chow. | noticed dl these things, but paid no attention to any of them. My
hair was wet, and my stomach was rumbling; the only thing that mattered was getting in from the cold and
putting somefood in my belly.

The dining hal wasfilled to capacity: men and women crowded next to one another on the benches,
passing bowls of kasha and plates of fresh-baked corn bread down the line. The kids were scattered
here and there across the room; they were probably sick of seeing each other, because only afew of the
Dauphins sat together. The older ones had joined adults who'd taken them under their wing; to seethe
townspeople aready adopting the Defiance children asif they weretheir own reinforced my belief that
weld done the right thing by bringing them there.

| found Carlos, Marie, and Ben sitting with Fred LaRoux at the far end of the middle table. "See you've
found the bathhouse," LaRoux said, grinning, as Carlos and Barry moved to make room for me. "Enjoy
yoursdf?'

"Very much, thank you." | could have dried my hair alittle better, though, for it hung in damp snarls
around my face. "Wish | could do that every day."

He shrugged. "Threetimesaweek isal we get, or at least until we get around to building more facilities.
No shortage of well water. Weve got a pretty deep aquifer, but putting in sewer pipesis murder." He
glanced a Ben. "Did y'dl have the same problems?”

"Sort of." Hetook abowl of whesat porridge that was handed to him, passed it to Carlos. "Piping wasn't



aproblem so much as heating the water. We've kept everything under the trees, so there was no way we
could use passive solar systems. We're il taking cold baths.”

| smiled at that. Ben hadn't been around when we'd put in the water pipes, yet he knew enough about
them to be able to discuss them. "Did Susan like her shower?' Carlos asked, dipping his spoon into his
bowl to gtir the kasha. "Hope so.. . . the kids are beginning to reek."

"Shedidn't comewith me." | looked a him in puzzlement. "L ast time | saw her, shewas outside, talking
to someone."

"She must have come in with them, then." Carlos put down the spoon, raised his head to peer acrossthe
room. "Susan!" he called out, and awoman seated about a dozen feet away |ooked toward him. He
ignored her, cdled again: "Suse! Suse Gunther!”

No response. | searched the room with my eyes, called for her myself. No Susan.

Rachel wasthe nearest Scout, and one of Susan's closest friends. | got up and went over to her. "Have
you seen Susan?' | asked.

Alwaysfatidious, Rachel took amoment to chew and swallow the corn bread in her mouth. " She went
out," she said nonchaantly, asif that explained everything.

"Out? Out where?"!
"Out the gate."

| turned toward Carlos, but he was aready pulling on his coat and heading for the door. | tried to tell
mysdlf that it was probably nothing. Susan had taken it upon hersdlf to seeto the shags, shewas
particularly concerned about OId Fart, who had begun to show his advanced age. Just asmall matter;
weld find her in five minutes, after which sheld receive a scolding from Mamaand Papaand along
time-out in the longhouse while her friends got to play.

But she wasn't at the corral, nor was she visiting the greenhouse nor any of the outlying sheds. We didn't
find her feeding the chickens, and she wasn't playing hide-and-seek under the floor beams of the
longhouses. Within ahaf hour, dmost everyone in town had joined the hunt; breskfast was forgotten as
people who barely knew her name searched for her in every conceivable place.

The adult with whom | had seen her talking told Carlos that sheld expressed interest in Longer Creek;
he'd told her that it flowed down from the hills north of town, and that it was where they did most of their
fishing. He hadn't seen her since then. So Carlos, Marie, and | walked around behind the stockade, and
sure enough, there were her footprintsin the snow, leading in the direction of the narrow river and the
woods that surrounded it.

We darted to follow them, still calling her name, but we'd just entered the woods when Marie suddenly
stopped. "Oh, hell,” she muttered, staring down at the ground, "look at this.”

There were Susan'sfootprints, barely six inchesin length, continuing through the ice-crusted powder. But
now, on either side of her, were several other sets of tracks; bipeda and four-toed, less than four inches
long, with deep hedl marks and sharp indentations at the end of each toe.

"Oh, my God." Carefully stepping around them, Carlos followed Susan'sfootprints alittle farther. " Oh,
dear God, no. . ."

Then | saw what he was seeing. The dien tracks emerged from the woods on either Sde of Susan's; they



surrounded hers, and there was a deep impression in the snow where she had fallen down. Her footprints
emerged from the scuffle, becoming deeper asif sheld tried to run away. In her panic sheld headed in the
wrong direction, away from the stockade and toward the forest.

"They caught her here." Marie pointed to another place where sheld falen down. "There must have been
two.. . . no, three, maybefour . . ."

"Oh, God." Carloswasfixated on the tracks. "They wouldn't do this. It's not their way. They only want
things. ..."

"What the hell are you talking about?" | lost my patience. No, not just my patience; my mind, too. |
grabbed Carlos's shoulders, turned him around to face me. "What haven't you told me? Who are they?"

Inthat ingtant, | saw something in hiseyes | hadn't seen in years. Fear, asterrible as any man could have,
yet not of death, but of the unknown. He pulled himself loose from me, turned to hissister. "Marie, go
back and get the guns. Tell Ben to stay back and take care of the kids, but you get the guns and round
up afew more people, then come after us."

"Why don't you go back yoursdf and. . ."

"They'refast. Believe me, they're dready way ahead of us. If we follow them now, we may be ableto
catch up to them. But if we go back to town, they'll have that much more of ahead start. And Ben can't
keep up with us, not with that bad foot of his." He pointed back the way we'd come. "Now move. . .
and get back here quick asyou can.”

Marie hesitated, then turned and began to sprint back toward town. "C'mon," Carlos said, taking my
arm. "We don't have much time." He glanced a me, saw the look on my face, and nodded. "I'll try to
explanaswegodong.”

Three and a half years ago, by the LeMarean calendar, Carlos had taken off by himsdf
to explore the Great Equatoria River. I'vetold my part of that story before; how he'd Ieft me, Barry,
Chris, and Kuniko behind after our attempt to explore the river had failed. | was carrying Susan then, so
| couldn’t go with him-not that | particularly wanted to; Carlosand | weren't on good terms at that point
in our relationship-and so for nearly three months he was on his own, not returning to Liberty until | was
going into labor.

| thought 1'd learned everything about that hegira -histerm for his"spiritud journey”-but | waswrong.
There was one thing held kept secret, not only from me, but also from everyone else.

Hed paddied his canoe a ong the southern coast of Midland, seeing our future homeland as no other
human had ever seen it before, until he reached its southeast point. Following abrief conversation via
satphone with me and Chris-and | hate to admit it, but we weren't very kind to him-he decided to keep
going west, raising hissalsto crossthe Midland Channel to asmdl idand south of Hammerhead. At fird,
it seemed asif theidand waslittle more than sand and brush, yet on hisfirst night there he discovered that
it was far from deserted.

"| thought they were just animas." As he spoke we were hiking uphill, following the tracks as we made
our way through dense forest toward the lower dopes of Mt. Bonestell. "Like raccoons or maybe
overgrown pack rats, but then | found something that made me redlize thet they wereintelligent. There
wasthistiny knife-"

"What?' Despite the urgency of the moment, | stopped. "Y ou're saying you found intelligent life on
Coyote?!



He looked back at me. "Uh-huh. That's what I'm saying. Now cmon.” Still talking, he continued up the
trail. "Intelligent, but very primitive. . . sort of likelittle Cro-Magnon men. They knew how to make
tools, how to build fires, erect structures from the sand. Even something of alanguage, dthough damned
if I could understand it." He chuckled to himsdlf. "And, man, werethey apain inthe ass. | spent nearly a
week ontheidand, and it wasdl | could do to keep them from stealing everything | had. | called them
sandthieves after awhile. But they were pretty peaceful. Just as curious about me as| was about them.”

"And you didn't tell anyone about them?" If the circumstances had been different, | would have had a
hard time believing him.

"No, | didn't. 1 ... oh, no. Look at this."

Wed cometo Longer Creek. It wasn't very wide at that point, its surface frozen over, but that wasn't
what distracted him, Susan's footprints stopped abruptly on its bank. Carlos bent over, picked up
something from the ground, turned around, and held it out to me.

"Oh, God!" | whispered, putting my hand to my mouth. It was Susan's cap, the one Sharon had woven
from shag fur and given to her for First Landing Day last summer. "Isshe. .. 7'

Carlos kndlt, ingpected the smaller tracks within powdery snow on top of theicethat lay acrossthe
shdlow creek. "No. She's fill with them. They just picked her up to carry her across. She probably tried
to fight, and that's how her cap got knocked off." Hetook afew tentative steps out on theice; it groaned
abit, but remained solid. "We can makeit across," he said, offering hishand. "Let'sgo."

We carefully walked across the creek, trying to avoid soft spotsin theice; when we were on the far side,
the tracks continued, Susan's among them. | could see Mt. Bonestdll clearly through the trees, looming
above us as amassive, snowcapped dome. "Go on," | said. "Give metherest of it."

"Not much moreto tell.” Carlos shrugged as he continued to lead the way. "They'reintdligent, no
question about it. But | was pretty cynical about everyone I'd left behind, and | didn't want al these
people descending upon them, the way European explorersdid to the Native Americans, so | kept it to
myself. Even named the place Barren Ide so that no one would think anything important was there. And |
haven't told anyone until now." Helooked back a me. "You'rethefirgt.”

"But if they're peaceful -"

"I thought they were peaceful." He stopped, bent over to clasp his knees and catch his bregth. "But
these aren't the same sandthieves. The ones| found over there didn't know how to swim or build boats,
S0 they couldn't have come over here. And if everyone saysthey're the size of monkeys, then this bunch
must belong to adifferent species, or tribe, or'-he shook his head-"whatever. The ones| met weren't that
large. But they must bejust asintelligent, and if they've taken Susan . . ."

"Let'sgo." | didn't need to hear any more; | pushed past him, taking the lead. My daughter had been
abducted by these creatures. | didn't care how peaceful their relatives on Barren Ide might be; | wanted
her back.

The dope quickly became steeper, the snow more thick, yet urgency pumped adrenaline into my blood,
making meforget the cold in my lungs and the ache in my muscles. More than once | was tempted to
stop for amoment, take a break, but then I'd look down at the ground to see Susan's small footprints
surrounded on elther sSde by those of the sandthieves, and my steps would quicken. That, and the
redlization that we had to be catching up to them. Carlos said the sandthieves were fast, and doubtless
they were strong enough to scurry up a mountainsde without breathing hard. Y et they had a human child
among them; even if they wereforcing her to run, her very presence would dow them down. And twice



aready Susan had tried to escape; if they were hdf asintelligent as Carlos said, then they'd redlize the
need to keep aclose eye on her, and that would sow them down even more.

So we couldn't befar behind. And asit turned out, we weren't.

So intent were we upon following the tracks, we didn't look up to notice that the mountainsde had
changed, until | raised my eyes and saw amassive bluff looming before us. At first | thought it was
another limestone formation, like those prevaent throughout Midland, yet aswe came closer, | saw that it
was dark grey rock. Much later, talking it over with Fred LaRoux, I'd learn that thiswasignimbrite,
volcanic ash left behind by ancient eruptions that had been compacted over time to form asubstance
much like concrete. Sometimes cdled tuff, it had often used on Earth as congtruction materid. In parts of
China, houseswere built of bricks carved from ignimbrite quarries, but in northern Italy the opposite
approach had been taken, with homes and shops being excavated within tuff deposits.

That'swhat we were seeing now. The vast rock wall rose above us, and within that wall were dozens of
doors and windows, resembling natural caves, until | reglized that their shapes were much moreregular,
their distance from one another obvioudy ddliberate. The trees around the wall had al been cut down;
here and there dong thewall | spotted small wooden platformsjutting out from above-ground doorways
to form terraces. Rough fabric, like woven grass, covered some of the windows as curtains, while smoke
from fires burning somewhere inside seeped through chimney holes here and there.

It looked somewheat like an ancient Pueblo cliff dwelling, yet that wasn't my first impression. What | saw
was afortress, hostile and impregnable, somehow obscene. And from behind al those doorsand
windows, eyesthat studied us as we emerged from the woods.

Carlos stopped. "That's far enough,” he said quietly, amost awhisper. "They know were here.” He
nodded in the direction of the nearest window. "See? It's hard to sneak up on them. Probably heard us
coming along time ago.”

| caught a brief glimpse of atiny face-coarse black fur surrounding overlarge eyes and aretracted
snout-before it disgppeared. Here and there, | spotted small figures within doors and windows, vanishing
assoon | looked directly at them. We were watching them, but they'd been watching usfor much longer.

And not just watching. The air was till and quiet, scarcely a breeze moving through the trees behind us.
Now | could hear anew sound: arapid cheegping and chittering, punctuated now and then by thin whistles
and hoots, animdigtic yet definitely forming some sort of pattern. They were talking to one another.

"Oh, crap,” | murmured. "What do we do now?"

"Stay cam.” Carlos pointed to the tracks we'd been following. They led away from us, straight toward a
doorway at ground level. " She's somewhere in there. They must have just taken her inside.”

So what do we do now? Chargeinto an dien habitat in search of our daughter? Fat chance. From the
looks of it, the cliff dwelling could have been honeycombed with dozens of passageways, dl of which so
smdll that we'd have to bend double just to get through the largest of them. We were unarmed, and
Carlos had dready discovered that these creatures were capable of making knives. A smal cut from a
tiny flint blade might not mean much, but a hundred such cutsjust like it would kill you just the same,
Negotiation? Sure, sounds good to me. What's the word for hello? So | did what any mother would do.

"Susan!" | shouted. " Susan, can you hear me?"

| stopped, listened. Silence, save for the chegps and chirps of the cliff dwellers. | raised my handsto my
mouth. " Susan? Sweetie-pie, do you hear me?”’



"Susan!" Carlosyelled asloud as he could. " Susan, were out herel Answer us, please!™

We shouted and screamed and called her name again and again, then we'd stop and wait, and still we
heard nothing. In the meantime, the sandthieves were becoming alittle braver. Apparently redizing that
we weren't about to storm their habitat, they ventured to the windows and stood in the doors, cheeping
madly at one another until it almost sounded asif they were mocking us. And maybe they were; one of
them, alittle larger than the others and wearing what |ooked like a serape, stood on an upper parapet
and jumped up and down, hooting in glee. Frustrated, | picked up astick and wound back to hurl it at
him.

"No!" Carlos snatched the stick from my hands. "It'll only excite them. Trust me, I'vetried that dready.”

"Trust you?"' | turned upon him. "Why didn't you trust me ?If you'd only told me. . . if you'd just been
honest . . ."

"I didn't know ... | didn't think they-"
"Mama"

The sound of Susan's voice stopped us. For amoment, we couldn't tell where it was coming from,
except that it wasin the direction of the cliff dwelling.

"Susan!" | shouted. "Baby, whereareyou?' | could see nothing in the windows except sandthieves; yet
they'd suddenly gone silent, and even the big one on the parapet was now longer prancing. " Susan? Can
you-?"'

"Here! I'mup herel”

| raised my eyesto peer at thetop of the bluff, and there was Susan, asmall figure standing alone at the
edge of awooden platform. My heart froze when | saw her. She was nearly sixty feet above the ground.
Two or three more steps, and sheld fal over.

"Stay therel" Carlosydled. "I'm coming to get you!" | couldn't see how he could, yet he was determined
to try anyway. He'd taken no more than afew steps, though, when another voice came to usfrom above:

"Stay whereyou arel”

Looking up again, | saw a human figure stlanding next to Susan. No, not quite human; with great wings
like those of abat risng from his back and fangs within an eongated jaw, he resembled agargoyle.
Although I'd never laid eyes upon him before, | immediately knew who hewas. And so did Carlos.

"Zoltan," he whispered.

Zoltan Shirow. The Reverend Zoltan Shirow, if you cared to call himthat. Founder of the
Church of Universal Transformation, the religious cult that had followed him to Coyote. They'd
worshiped him as a prophet, believing that he held the key to human degtiny, yet the truth of the matter
was that he was amadman, and the only destiny to which held led them was degth.

The last person to see Zoltan dive was Ben Harlan. From what held told me and the other members of
the Defiance Town Council, héd fled for hislife when it became apparent that Zoltan intended to kill him
on Mt. Shaw. Helater led an expedition to the camp just below the summit, where they confirmed that
the group had resorted to cannibalism. Zoltan's own remains were never found, and the body count had
come up short by two. Since then there had been reports, delivered occasiondly by hunterswho'd
ventured into the Gillis Range, of abat-winged figure lurking within the woods, sometimeswith awoman



besde him.

No one had ever given much credenceto these claims, least of dl me. Y et there was Zoltan, alive and
wdll, tanding next to my little girl. Even from the distance, | could tell Susan was badly frightened; she
didn't want to be anywhere near him, yet she was all too aware that she was standing close to the edge of
the platform.

"Don'tyoudare. .." My voice wasadry croak; | had to clear my throat. "Don't you dare hurt her!™ |
shouted. "Bring her down from there!”

Carlos glanced back a me. "Wendy, don't provoke him. He's"

"I have no intention of hurting her." Although Zoltan scarcely raised hisvoice, we could hear him clearly.
The sandthieveswere dl quiet now, and | noticed that most had falen to their knees. "In fact, if you want
her back, then I'm happy to oblige.”

Before Susan could react, he bent forward and swept her up in hisarms. And then, holding her tightly
againg his chest, he stepped off the platform.

| think | screamed. | must have, because | heard the sound echoing off the cliff. Y et, asthe two of them
plummeted toward us, Zoltan's wings unfurled, soreading out to their maximum span, catching the air and
braking their descent asif he was wearing a parachute. Zoltan couldn't fly-hiswings, grafted onto his
body long ago on Earth, didn't have the muscle structure necessary for that-but apparently he'd learned
how to use them to glide short distancesin Coyote's lesser gravity.

Nonetheless, it was along fall, and he was burdened with Susan's extraweight. He hit the ground hard,
taking the impact on bent knees, his breath whuffing from hislungs. He managed to hold on to Susan the
whole time, though, and as soon as they were down, she wiggled out of his arms and dashed toward us.
Carloskndt and caught her; she wrapped her arms around him, sobbing and refusing to let go ashe
murmured into her ear.

From the cliff dwellings, the sandthieveslegped up and down, chattering and squawking to one ancther,
out of their minds from what they'd just seen. | couldn't blame them; | was pretty much out of my own
mind, although for different reasons. "What the . . . ? Who the hdll do you think you are?' | demanded,
ignoring both husband and daughter-in fact, forgetting everything else-as | marched toward him. "What
do you think you're doing, pulling something like-"

"Quiet!" Zoltan raised ahand as he dowly stood erect. He winced as he did so-no doubt held pulled
musclesin histhighs and calves-yet he maintained the unholy charismathat had alowed him to gather
more than two dozen disciplesto his side and lead them across time and space to an unknown world.
"I've done as you've asked, in the quickest way possible. Aren't thou grateful for the miracle you've
witnessed?"

Heturned to Carlos. "And you . . . you, | know. Once aready |I've saved your life. Now I've saved that
of your daughter. Have you no gratitude in your heart?"

"What's he talking about?' | looked at Carlos. "When did he.. . ."

"I'll tell you later." Carlos shot me asidewiselook- not now-as he stood up, still holding Susanin his
arms. "l remember. Y ou didn't give me a chance to thank you before, but . . . well, thanks. And thank
you for |etting her go."

Obvioudy, there was moreto dl thisthan | knew. I'd have to get the whole story from Carlos at another



time; as before, he'd been keeping secrets from me. Just then, though, | was more concerned with the
present. "Why did you take her?" | said, looking at Zoltan again. "She'sjugt alittle girl. She meansno
harm to you."

"Exactly. She'sjug alittlegirl." Zoltan smiled, reveding thetips of hisfangs. Not very comforting. "The
chirreep .. .that'swhat they cal themselves. . . had never seen ahuman child before you came here.
Adults, yes, but never akid."

"Y ou know their language?"

"Only alittle. They actudly haveto show something to you and tell you what it's called before you know
what it means. So when they told me that agroup of smdl outsiders. . . kreepah-shee , their word for
you. . . had appeared inthe valley, | tried to get them to explain what they meant." An gpologetic shrug.
"So they found one and brought her to me. They didn't know shewasachild. . . just an immature
kreepah-shee ."

Now | understood. As Carlos had told me, the sandthieves-the chirreep -were an dien race, very
primitive, that had only recently felt the hand of man. Zoltan had asked an innocent question, and they'd
donetheir best to oblige him: take one, bring it back, and show it to him. By their nature, they were used
to seding things, so why stop at achild?

"So what are you to them?" Carlos handed Susan over to me, being careful never to turn his back on
him. "Their leader? | mean, either you found them, or they found you, but obvioudy they respect you.”

"Can't youtdl?' | nodded toward the chirreep ; they were dtill silent, their headslowered into
supplication. "He's not their leader . . . he'stheir god.”

"Thank you for recognizing thet." Zoltan'swingsrippled dightly as he stood allittle straighter. "Many years
ago, when | received divine inspiration to cometo thisworld, | believed the Almighty wanted meto lead
the human race to ahigher plane. Since then, I've cometo redlize that | misunderstood His message. Man
isaflawed creature, beyond redemption. | learned that when my followers. . . al but one, whom | saved
asmy consort . . . perished because of their inadequacies, and the one whom we'd trusted as our guide
betrayed us. He paid for hissins. Cast out, he died done, and now his soul suffersin-"

"Y ou mean Ben Harlan?' Carlos shook hishead. "Alive and well. Hetold us dl about-"

"Bequiet!" Hiswings stretched out once more, and the chirreep quailed in darm, squesking among
themsdves at this outburd. "1 won't tolerate blasphemy in my house!™

"Sorry," | said. "'l apologize for my husband." If Zoltan wanted to believe that Ben had been hisown
personal Judas, then let him. We might have found Susan, yet we were still on dangerous ground.
"Please, go on, Reverend Shirow. I'd like to hear more about-"

"I no longer acknowledge that name. It belongsto the man | once was, before the final station of my
transformation. | am now Sareech . . . the messiah, the one who has come from the stars." He beckoned
to the chirreep behind him. "These are now my people, the ones | was truly meant to lead. Unspoiled,
innocent, without original sin. Manislog, but they . . . they are my flock. And they are under my
protection.”

If Zoltan hadn't been insane before, he certainly was now. When he'd come to Coyote, held been
satisfied with merely being a prophet. With hisorigina followers gone, having sumbled upon a primitive
gpecies willing to worship him, he'd devated himself to godhood. And indeed, there was no one e'se who
could challenge that claim. He was the only human on Coyote who looked theway hedid . . . and the



chirreep didn't know any better.

"l undergtand this," Carlos said. "Believe me, | do. | found somesand. . . chirreep, | mean. . . severd
years ago, on an idand south of here.”

"You have?' Zoltan peered closdly a him. "The chirreep-ka ? Their cave drawingstell of another tribe
acrossthe waters, lost many yearsago, but | didn't . . . they didn't . . . know they till existed.”

Some god. He didn't even know about another group of sandthieves only athousand or so miles away.
"They'rethere, dl right," Carloswent on, "but | didn't let anyone know about them. | wanted to protect
them, keep their existence asecret. And | won't tell anyone about your chirreep if youll just . . ."

"It scarcely matters, doesit?" Zoltan looked at Susan, huddled in my arms. "When she was taken, you
came dfter her, and in doing so you found this. . . and | have no doubt that otherswill follow you.
Perhapsthisis part of my destiny. To save them from you and your kind."

For amoment, he'd almost sounded human again. "Then we can go?' | asked. "Wecan. . ."

"Leave. No onewill harm you." He smiled, once again exposing hisfangs. "Besides, it makesvery little
difference what you may say or do. Corah will soon speak again, asit did many years ago. It once
changed dl life on thisworld, and soon it will do so again.”

"Corah?"

He pointed toward the summit of Mt. Bonestdll. " Corah. The destroyer.” When he looked at us again,
his eyes promised fire. "Now go. Make peace with yourselves, if you can. The end of theworld is near."

Then he turned and began to walk back toward the cliff dwellings. Seeing that their god was returning to
them, the chirreep broke their silence; once again, they began to twitter and chirp amongst themselves,
bounding in and out of the doors and windows of their city. It wasn't hard to figure out what they were
saying. All hail mighty Sareech , our lord and savior. He confronts the kreepah-shee and sends them
packing. Sareech isour man. . . .

"Let'sgo,” Carlos murmured. "1 don't want to give him a chance to change hismind.” He took Susan
from my arms. "C'mon, Scout. Piggyback ride down the mountain.”

Susan nodded, but didn't smile or say anything as her father svung her up on his shoulders. Sheld lost a
bit of her innocence that day, athough it would be many years before | knew just how much. But for the
moment, we had our daughter back, and that was dl that mattered. . . .

Just before | turned away, | caught a glimpse of something moving on the parapet where wed first seen
Zoltan and Susan. Looking up, | spotted alone figure: awoman, wearing afrayed and dirty white robe,
its cowl raised above her head. Thin and terribly frail, sheleaned heavily againgt awaking stick, like
someone who wasill; she peered down at us, and in the brief ingtant that our eyes met, | felt asense of
longing, asif shewas silently begging us not to go.

Zoltan had mentioned having a consort, someone whom he'd claimed to have saved. And Ben had told
usthat hed left someone behind. | struggled to remember her name. . . .

"Gregr?'

| didn't spesk very loudly, yet Zoltan must have heard me, for he turned and looked back a me. There
was aflash of anger in hiseyes, and again | redized just how vulnerable we till were. Carlos must have
heard me, too, because he stopped at the edge of the clearing. "What's that, honey? Y ou say



something?'

"l just saw . .." But when | looked up again, the figure had vanished from the parapet. Like the ghost of a
dead woman, seen only for amoment in the half-light of winter'sday. "Never mind," | murmured. "Let's
just get out of here."

So we took Susan and made our way back down Mt. Bonestell, sayinglittleto each other
aswe followed our own footprints through the forest. About hafway back, we met up with Marie; she
was leading agroup of men from Shady Grove, dl of them armed with carbines, ready and eager to take
on whatever we might have found. It took alot of doubletalk, yet we managed to convince them that a
posse wasn't needed. Some strange aboriginas had taken off with our girl, but they'd abandoned her
after awhile, and we'd found her on the mountain. More a nuisance than anything else. We just wanted
to go home.

Wedidn't tel Ben about finding Zoltan, nor did | tell him about having seen Greer. Ben had suffered
enough aready; he was already half-convinced that Zoltan was dead and that the woman he'd once
loved had joined him. Why rip open an old wound? At best, the knowledge that they were both il dive
would have broken his heart dl over again; at worgt, it might have prompted him to go charging up the
mountain, in the vain hope that he might be able to save her. But if that wasindeed Greer, then she was
beyond hope of redemption; she'd become the consort of an insane god, and there was nothing that
could be donefor her.

So we swore Susan to silence and kept this knowledge to ourselves. That evening, though, after
everyone had goneto bed, Carlosand | met once more with Fred LaRoux. In the quiet of the main
lodge, with afirein the hearth and drinksin hand, we came clean, telling him everything that we knew,
whileinggiing thet the chirreep posed no direct threat to Shady Grove. He was disturbed to learn that
Zoltan Shirow was il dive. Hisfirst impulse was to send some of his people up the mountain to find
him, but Carlos and I managed to make him redlize that doing so would probably cause more harm than
good. So long as Shady Grove kept the gates locked at night, Zoltan and his chirreep would probably
leave them adone so long asthey left him done.

We remained in Shady Grovefor afew more days, then we loaded the Scouts and Dauphins aboard the
shags and began to make the long journey back to Defiance. Thistime, though, we didn't make the trip
aone. Nearly two dozen men and women came with us, those willing and able to take up the fight against
the Union. They were only thefirst; through the remaining months of winter, word would spread to other
camps and settlements scattered across the Gillis Range, until an army was assembled for afinal assault
on Liberty, the colony we'd been forced to abandon so long ago.

Inthe end, Zoltan Shirow- Sareech, the mad god-wasright al dong. War wasn't the worst thing, and
even Corah wouldn't have the last word. We'd seen the shape and form of spiritual davery; only the
gpocaypseitsdf would bring sdlvation.

rart7 LIBERATION DAY

KarzieL, AsmopeL5,c .y. 06/0503-WesTCHANNEL, NEwFLORIDA

Darkness lay heavy upon the north shore; sunrise was still a half hour avay, and the
stars had yet to disgppear from the night sky. Bear hung low above the western horizon, itsring-plane
rising above the channel. The winter snow had melted afew weeks earlier, and a cool breeze stirred the
tall grasses of the marshlands surrounding the inlet of North Creek; the grasshoarders were till adegpin



their nests, though, and the boids had yet to begin to hunt. A new day was coming to this part of Coyote
asit dways had, in peaceful serenity, heretofore untouched by the hand of man.

Now there were new sounds. murmured voices, wooden paddles faintly bumping against canoe gunnels.
From timeto time, thin beams of light moved across black waters, briefly exploring the shordine before
disappearing once more. Tiny wavelets lapped against the sandy beach, forced ahead by low shapesthat
glided quietly toward shore.

Asthe lead canoe approached the inlet, the figure hunched in its bow stroked in reverse, gently dowing
his craft. The kedl softly crunched against sand, and he briefly thrust the paddle downward to test the
depth. Then, carefully balancing himsdf upon the gunnels, he stood up and stepped over the side, his
boots splashing through calf-deep water.

Pulling alight from his jacket pocket, Carlos amed it toward the channel and flashed threetimes. A
moment passed, then from the darkness there was a rapid succession of flashesin response. Putting the
light away, he took amoment to look around. He was dmost home. And thistime, he was bringing afew
friendswithhim. . ..

"I could use ahand here." Chris had climbed out and was wading ashore. "Unless you're too busy
admiring theview, of course."

"Sorry." Carlosturned to help him haul the canoe ashore. "Never seen this part of theidand before.”

"Who has?' Chris bent down to loosen the ropes of the tarp covering their gear. "But you look like
you're posing for apicture. Like Washington crossing the. . . y'know, whatever."

"Hey, if youve got acamera. . ."
"Left it behind, George. Maybe next time."

Therest of the flotilla was approaching the shore: canoes, pirogues, a couple of keelboats, more than
three dozen boatsin dl. Thethin light cast by masked lampsilluminated shadowed figures asthey
climbed overboard to pull their craft onto dry land. They moved quickly, wasting aslittle time as possible;
with sunrise fast approaching, they'd have to hurry to make camp before daybreak.

Over the course of the last nine days, eighty-six men and women, from settlements al across Midland,
had navigated the M edsylvania Channd from their departure point at New Boston. They'd traveled under
the cover of darkness, deeping during the day under camouflage nets so as not to be spotted by
low-flying aircraft. Two nights ago, Red Company crossed the confluence of the East Channdl, where the
Medsylvania Channel became the West Channd, until they reached the northeastern tip of New Florida
From there, North Creek flowed south to Sand Creek, which in turn led straight to Liberty. Carlos
noticed that they al kept their voiceslow, asif they were expecting aUnion Guard patrol somewhere
nearby. Liberty was along way from there, yet no one was taking any chances.

Hearing someone coming up behind him, he looked around to see his Sster walking toward him.
"Spotted asmall blackwood grove about fifty yardsthat way,” Marie said quietly. "I think we can make
camp there."

"Very good. Take as much equipment as we need, leave everything e se here." Carlosturned to two men
standing nearby. "You and you . . . pull out the nets and start covering the boats. | want everything under
wraps before the sun comes up.”

"Got it, Rigil," one of them said. More than half of Red Company till referred to him as Rigil Kent, the



diashed chosen for himself long ago, even though they now knew hisred name. Just aswell, he
thought. If this fails, that'll be probably be the name they carve into my tombstone .

That was an uncomfortable notion, so he sought to avoid it. Y ou got the satphone?' he asked Chris.

Chrishad just unloaded their packs. He glanced at hiswatch, then gazed up at the night sky. "Little early
for that, don't you think? Alabama isn't due over for another hour or so. We don't even know if

they ..."
"You'reright. Just skittish, that'sdl." He hedtated. "Wish | knew where the other guysare.”

Chris bent over one of the packs, loosened itsflap, and dug inside until he found the satphone. "Relax,”
he said softly as he handed it to Carlos. "Y ou've done as much as you can. It's up to them now."

Carlosnodded. A hundred and seventy miles southeast of their position, Blue Company would be
paddling across the East Channel, making landfdl at the GarciaNarrows. A couple of thousand miles
away, White Company was hiding somewhere aong the eastern coast of Midland, watching the bluffs of
Hammerhead across the Midland Channdl. And meanwhile, out in space. . .

"If you're going to pitch thisone. . ." Chrisbegan.

Carlosglanced at him, not knowing at first what he was talking about, until he redlized that he'd been
holding the satphone for along time. Chriswas remembering the day, long ago, when Carlos had
unwisdly thrown a satphone into Sand Creek. "If | did, wouldyou. . ."

"Hey, what'sthat?" Chris pointed past him. "Look over there."

Carlosturned around. For amoment, he didn't see what hisfriend had spotted, then he saw it: an
orange-red radiance low upon the eastern horizon, faintly illuminating the undersides of morning clouds.
For amoment, he thought they'd miscal culated the time before local sunrise. But dawn wasn't duefor at
least another half hour, and, athough the glow flickered faintly, it didn't subside as heet lightning would.
Whatever it was, it was coming from Midland.

And suddenly, he realized what he was seeing.

"Oh, God," he whispered. "Not now. Please, not now . . ."

0532-CSS P LymoutH

"Range three hundred yards and closing." Kim Newell barely looked up from her
controls; her gaze was |ocked on the computer screens, her left hand steady upon the yoke as she gently
fired aquick burst from the forward RCRs. "On course for rendezvous. Stand by for docking maneuver.”

"Roger that." Robert Leeingtinctively reached up to tap his headset mike before he remembered that
there was no reason to activate the ship-to-ship radio. Indeed, there wasllittle for him to do at that point;
Kimwasin the left seat, and she knew the Plymouth much better than he did. All he was doing was
riding shotgun.

S0 he gazed up through the canopy and watched as the Alabama steadily moved closer. It didn't [ook
the same asthe last time held seen her-over four and a quarter years ago by the LeMarean calendar, he
reminded himsdf, or nearly thirteen years by Gregorian reckoning. Five hundred feet in length, the
gtarship filled the cockpit windows, five of the seven crew modules that had once formed aring around



its forward section were missing-they'd been jettisoned shortly after Alabama had arrived-and the shuttle
cradlesalong its central boom were empty. The aft navigation beacon had burned out, leaving the engine
section in the dark, and long-term exposure to solar radiation and micrometeorites had warped and
pitted some of the hull plates. The ship had survived a 230- year voyage from Earth, yet it was meant to
travel between the stars, not linger in high orbit. After so many years of being subjected to the effects of
gpace westher, the giant vessel was dowly faling apart, like asailing ship left to rot at the wharf.

All the same, though, it was good to seethe old lady again. As Kim coaxed the Plymouth closer, Lee
felt histhroat grow tight. It had been along while since hed considered himself to be astarship captain.
Now, at least for abrief time, he would be the commanding officer of the URSS Alabama once more.

Hefelt ahand upon his shoulder. "A little worse for wear,” DanaMonroe murmured, floating next to him
in the narrow cockpit, "but she's ill there.” She gazed up at the ship. "Glad you made the trip?"

"Yeah. Sure." Leetook his mate's hand, gave it asqueeze. "Ready to play chief engineer again?”'
Shegavehimahard look. " Playchief engineer? Sir, that isan insult.”
"Sorry. Didn't mean to question your professiona-"

"Oh, cut it out." She leaned forward to give him akiss on the cheek. "But if it's play you've gotin mind,”
shewhispered in hisear, "if we get achance maybe we can seeiif theres till abunk where we can-"

"Range fifty feet and closing." Kim nudged the thruster bar again. "Six . . . five. .. four . . .three..."
Therewas asudden jar as Plymouth 'sdorsa hatch mated with Alabama 's docking collar.
"Rendezvous complete, Captain.”

The maneuver caused Danato bump the back of her head against the canopy. She muttered an obscenity
beneath her breath, but Kim didn't notice; shelet out her bresth, then reached forward to shut down the
engines. Lee gazed at her with admiration. Kim claimed that flying a shuttle waslikeriding abicycle, but
they both knew that operating a Spacecraft was far more complex than that; considering how long it had
been since sheld last piloted Plymouth , her performance had been outstanding. True, she had been
rehearsing thismisson for the past two months, borrowing time from her farm choresto perform flight
smulationsin the cockpit, yet the fact remained that Plymouth hadn't moved an inch since it had been
covered with camouflage nets. In that time, Kim had been more concerned with raising alittle boy with
her husband. And now that Tom Shapiro wasgone. . . but it wasn't the time to mourn for lost friends.

"Thank you, Lieutenant." Ever sncethey'd lifted off from Defiance six hours before, they had
subconscioudy reverted to their former United Republic Service ranks. Old habits die hard, even after so
many years. "How'sthe airlock pressure?’

Kim looked up to check agauge. "Equdized. We're okay to pop the hatch.”

Lee unbuckled his harness and pushed himsdlf out of his seat. Kim followed him. Danahad aready left
the cockpit, floating back to the passenger compartment to undo the celling hatch. She pulled it open,
then moved aside, dlowing him captain's privilege of being thefirst person aboard.

Lee squirmed up the narrow manhole and found the zebra-stripped pand that covered the controlsfor
the inner hatch. Flipping it open, he pushed a couple of buttons. The airlock hissed dightly asit irised
open, revealing darkness beyond. Deck H5 was pitch-black save for a couple of smal red diodeson a
wall pand on the opposite sde of the ready room. The air was cold, with afaintly musty odor. With the
heat turned down, the ship was colder than he'd expected; he was glad he was wearing a catskin jacket
and trousers rather than his old URS jumpasuit.



He unclipped a penlight from his belt, then glided over to the wal pandl. Recessed lights within the low
ceiling flickered to life, reveaing the narrow compartment. Everything looked much the same as held | eft
it, down to the empty hardsuits stowed in their apertures and the fungal growth they'd discovered on the
consoles shortly after they'd awoken from biogtas's.

Danafollowed him, but Kim hovered within the airlock. "L ook, you guys don't need me," she said.
"Maybe | ought to stay back, keep the boat warm."

She was clearly unsettled by the silence, nor could Lee blame her. It felt strange to be back here again.
"Suit yourself. Seeyouin afew."

"Thanks, Captain. And . . . the docking cradle?!

"I'll take care of it topside." Plymouth was mated to Alabama only by its docking collar; until they
entered the bridge and reactivated the Al, Kim would be unable to remote-operate the cradle that
secured the shuttle to the ship. A minor safety precaution, but best not to leave anything to chance. "Well
be back soon. Don't go away."

"Not without you. Good luck." Kim retreated to the shuttle, careful to close theinner hatch behind her.
Leewatched her go, then he and Dana pushed themselves over to the central access shaft leading up
through the ship's core.

The darkened shaft echoed softly asthey floated upward, its tunnel walls reverberating with the sound of
their hands grasping the ladder rungs. Lee was tempted to make abrief tour of his ship, yet therewas no
reason to do so; with mogt of the crew modules missing, there wasllittle to be seen, save the hibernation
modules and the engineering and life-support compartments farther up the hub. He briefly consdered
climbing up to thering corridor on Deck H1, where Ledie Gillis-poor Les, condemned to asolitary
exigencefor thirty-five years-had painted avast murd acrossitswalls. Sometime in the future, hed have
to vigt the ship again, perhaps even dismantle the bulkheads and have them shipped home so that Gilliss
artwork could be preserved for future generations. But now wasn't thetime.

Lee stopped at Deck H4, undogged the hatch, and pushed it open. The command compartment was
cold and dark, with only afew muted lights gleaming from benegth brittle, fungus-covered plastic covers
that shrouded the consoles and instrument panels. The rectangular portholes remained shuttered; the chill
ar hed afaint scent of dust and mildew. Something on the far side of the compartment moved; when he
amed his penlight at it, he spotted amaintenance 'bot scuttling away upon spidery legs.

"Like ahaunted house," Danasaid softly. "Only were the ghosts.”

Sheld fetit, too. "Let'smakethisalittle less spooky.” Leeturned to awall pand next to the hatch, found
the switch that illuminated the compartment. "All right, werein. Let'sgo to work."

Danawent straight for the com station. She pulled aside the cover and shoved it beneath the console,
then tapped afew ingructionsinto the keyboard. "Just as| figured,” she murmured, studying the screen.
"Main antenna's been disabled. Won't track incoming sgnals.”

Of course. The Union had figured out that the resi stance movement was using satphones to keep in touch
with one another. Once the Union knocked out Alabama 's ground-to-space relay system, then the
guerrillas were unable to communicate across long distances, even though Rigil Kent had aready stopped
using satphonesfor fear of reveding their wheregbouts. "' Can you fix it?"

"No swest. I'll reboot the Al, then I'll have you enter your code prefix. Oncethat's done, | can redign the
antenna. With any luck, well have the satphone back in thirty minutes, tops." She glanced over her



shoulder at him. "Take abresk. I'll call when| need you.”

"Thank you, Chief." Lee pushed himsdf over to his chair. It had been many years sncethelast time hed
sat there; the soft leather was cracked and worn, and creaked softly as he settled into it. He had to
search for the belt straps that held him in place, and another minute passed before he remembered how
to open the lapboard. How strange. He could skin a creek cat, milk a goat, chop down afaux birch,
make afire with damp wood . . . yet now his hands wavered above the keypad, uncertain of what to do
next.

He sighed, shook hishead. Come on, Lee, get on with it. There are people down there depending on
you.

He took a moment to lock down the Plymouth . And then, amost asif of its own accord, hisright hand
sought out the controls that operated the window shutters. Danawas il at the com station keyboard,
awakening the ship's computer from itslong dumber; he had a couple of minutesto kill, and it had been
many years since he'd enjoyed the pleasure of 1ooking down upon aworld from space. Asthe shutters
dowly rose, he unfastened his belt again, then guided himself hand over hand dong the ceiling rails until he
reached the nearest porthole.

From an dtitude of 450 miles, Coyote lay before him as avast blue-green plane that curved away at
ether end, its clear skiesflecked here and there with tiny clouds. 47 Ursae Mgoris had risen from behind
the planet; Lee winced and held up his hand, then the glass polarized, blocking the worst of the glare.
Alabama was passing over the daylight terminator; looking down, he could see thefirst rays of dawn,
just touching the east coast of New Florida.

With any luck, Red Company and Blue Company would aready be in position. Once he and Dana
reactivated Alabama 's communications system, the two teams, d ong with White Company, would be
ableto talk to one another via satphone, coordinating their movements without fear of having their
transmissionsintercepted by the Union Guard. At that point, the operation would enter its second phase.
But until then, he could stedl afew momentsto. . .

Something caught hiseye: abrownish red cloud hovering just below the horizon. Alabama had crossed
the East Channd and was above the western side of Midland; now they were above the Gillis Range, he
could see that the cloud lay above the subcontinent's eastern half. At first he thought it might be astorm
front, yet there had been no indication of foul weather when Plymouth had lifted off. The closest edge of
the formation seemed to taper downward; like the funnel of an enormous tornado, it rose from the high
country past Longer Creek, where. . .

"No," he murmured. "This can't be hgppening.”
"Robert?'

Leedidn't respond. HEd heard hiswife, but only faintly, asif from athousand feet away. It wasn't until

sheld pushed hersdlf across the command deck and gently touched his arm that he pointed down at the
massve fumarole below them. 1t took afew momentsfor her to realize what she waslooking at; when

shedid, he heard her gasp.

"Oh, lord. . . that's Mt. Bonestdll isn't it?"

"Uh-huh." He took a deep breath. "Hurry up with the com system. We've got a problem.”



0551-MT. BONESTELL, MIDLAND

When the world came to an end, when the apocalypse finally arrived , itwaswith dl the
fury and thunder foretold by the biblical scriptures Sareech had read long ago.

Firgt the ground shook, an earthquake that rippled the mountainsde asif Satan himsdf had suddenly
flexed his arms somewhere in the caverns of Hell. He could hear trees sngpping asif they werelittle more
than dry twigs, the vast forest crashing down upon itself in waves of percussion that steadily moved
toward him, and through it al was the odor of sulfur, heavy and poisonous, as the morning sun
disappeared behind athick, black pillar of smoke that ascended upward into the heavens, blocking out
the dawn, eradicating dl warmth, dl light, al hope.

The chireep werein full panic. For many days, they had fdt the tremors, smelled noxious odorsrisng
fromtheflanksof Corah , the mountain upon which they had built their city. Some had fled-the unfaithful,
those who were more afraid of Corah than Sareech's holy wrath-but most remained behind, believing
that their god-from-the-sky would save them. Now they swarmed through the tunnels of the cliff
dwellings even asthe walls began to cavein, burying dive the young and e derly; they huddled together
on parapets, crying out to him in words that he barely understood:

Save us, Sareech! Rescue us! The destroyer has awakened! Use your powersto send Corah away!
We call upon you, please stop this!

This was the moment for which Sareech knew he'd been destined. Many years ago, far beyond the stars,
he'd been Zoltan Shirow. He had been born ahuman, had lived his early lifein that morta shell,
understanding nothing of the cosmaos until the Holy Transformation had occurred. Not recognizing his
own divinity, believing himself to be amere prophet, held traveled to thisworld with hisfollowers, only to
discover that, as humans, they were inherently sinful, damned beyond hope of redemption.

One by one, his congregation had perished in the mountains. Only one among them he managed to save,
after they consumed the bodies of the othersin order to stay dive. Greer stood beside him; her body had
becomefrail to the point that she was unable to walk without the aid of agtick, and her blue-green eyes
had grown dark and haunted, her hair grey and matted. It had been along time since held last heard her
pek, yet shewas dtill his consort even though she was no longer able to share communion with him.

Nonethel ess, she was aholdover from his past. The chiregp were histrue people. They'd found him,
worshiped him asagod, and, in their doing so, Zoltan had discovered his destiny. He was not a prophet,
but far more. He was Sareech, capable of taming the Destroyer.

So now, asthe ground quaked and ancient forests tumbled and the air itself became foul, Sareech stood
his ground. Standing on top of awooden platform high above the cliff dwellings, heraised hisarms, let his
batlike wings unfold to their farthest extremity.

"] am Sareech!" he shouted. "'l am God!"

As he spoke, ahideous black curtain rumbled down the mountainside, awall of superheated ash that
ignited the undergrowth, setting bushes and falen trees ablaze. Even the bravest of the chireep were
running away; chirping madly, they scrambled downhill in one last, desperate effort to escape. Two of his
followers clutched at hislegs, their oversze eyesinsane with terror, their claws digging into his calves and
knees, no longer even praying for savation, merely hoping that deasth would be swift.

Only his consort remained unmoved. Beneath the cowl of her ragged white robe, she stared at him,
ignoring the ash descending upon them. Her eyes chalenged him, daring him to judtify hisclam to divinity.



At last it wasthetime. It waswithin his power to perform amiracle; it was the moment when he would
conquer the e ements. Opening his hands, Sareech reached forth, caling upon the black mass hurtling
toward him to part on either side, just as M oses had once willed the Red Seato open wide and allow the
escape of the Children of Isradl.

"l am Sareech! | am-"
"Goto hdl," hesad.

Then awadll of ash struck them with the force of ahurricane. He had one last glimpse of his consort-her
head lowered, her eyes shut, her tattered robe catching fire-before she was swept away like an angd in
flames

In the next ingtant he was pitched off the parapet, hurled toward the ground far below. As hot ash filled
hislungs, roasting him from the insde out, and his skin was flayed and hiswings were ripped from his
back, he had onelast thought, asif a solemn and merciless voice had finally spoken to him.

You are not God.

0610-M ipLaND CHANNEL

Barry Dreyfus blew into his cupped hands, then stamped his feet onthe skimmer's
forward deck. The sun had come up only ashort while earlier, but it didn't make the morning fed any
warmer; achill breeze blew across the channdl, kicking up small whitecaps on the dark blue waters. He
craved acup of hot coffee, but was unwilling to venture below to brew a pot on the camp stove they'd
brought with them. It was histurn to stand overnight watch while the others dept; so closeto enemy
territory, he didn't dare leave his post.

Themissle carrier lay a anchor within asmall lagoon, conceded by the willowlike fronds of parasol trees
he and hisfather had cut shortly after they'd arrived the night before. 1t had taken over aweek for White
Company to make the journey down Goat Kill Creek from Defiance to the Great Equatorid River, then
east dong Midland's southern coast until they reached the confluence of the Midland Channdl, then
northwest up Midland's east coast until they reached the most narrow point of the channdl, directly

across from Hammerhead. Although the captured Union Guard hovercraft was capable of thirty knots,
they had traveled only in darkness, weighing anchor just offshore during daytime. There had been one
close brush, five days earlier, when aUnion gyro had flown over them when they'd stopped near Longer
Creek. Fortunately, the aircraft didn't spot them, and since then they had seen no other patrols.

Hetried not to think about how cold and tired he was. His shift had ended ten minutes ago, but he was
reluctant to wake up anyone. Hisfather, Paul Dwyer, Ted LeMare. . . they were curled up inthe
hovercraft'stiny cabin, and needed dl the rest they could get. Twenty miles away, acrossthe broad delta
north of Barren Ide that marked the confluence of Midland Channdl and Short River, lay Hammerhead,
and high upon its rugged granite bluffs was Fort Lopez.

Barry could bardly make out Hammerhead at that distance, yet during the night held seen the lights of
Fort Lopez, watched gyrostaking off occasionaly. If al went according to plan, in the morning they
would attempt to take the Union Guard stronghold out of commission by launching the skimmer'srockets
againg itslanding field. With any luck, they might be able to destroy the fort's gyros and military shuttles.
Fort Lopez was unassailable by ground force, but it was vulnerable to its own wegpons. All White
Company had to do was maneuver the missile carrier within striking range, and the balance of power on
Coyote would shift. Red Company and Blue Company would do the rest.



If al went according to plan, that is. Barry didn't want to think about how many things could go
wrong. . . .

Hearing the cabin hatch creak open, he looked around to see hisfather climb up the short ladder. Jack
Dreyfus peered at his son through bleary eyes. "Why didn't you wake me up?'

"I'm okay." Barry shrugged, gave the old man agrin. "If you want to deep longer . . ."

"Stop it. Y ou sound like your mother.” Jack stepped onto the deck, then arched his back and yawned. "
could kill the jackass who designed these things. No room for aman to get any deep. And with Paul
soringdl night ... ."

"Y eah, uh-huh." Barry had heard the same complaints every morning for the last week. His father never
stopped thinking like an engineer. He and Paul Dwyer had restored the skimmer to operating condition
after it was shot to pieces during the Béttle of Defiance; considering their limited resources, they had
done asuperlative job. Jack was a perfectionist, though; nothing anyone else ever did was good enough
for him. "Did you make some coffee?"

"Ted'sup. HEsworking on it now." Jack stretched his arms, then turned his back to him. "I need to take
ahey, what the hdll isthat?"

Barry turned to look in the direction hisfather was gazing. Until then, his attention had been focused upon
Hammerhead; he hadn't looked to the west, toward Midland. At first he saw only the lagoon-nothing
unusua there-but then his eyes moved upward, and he saw athick blanket moving across the sky.
Clouds that looked like black cotton boiled across the heavens, degp within them, he could see flashes of
lightning.

"Storm coming in," he said. "We're about to get hit."

"Uh-uh. That's no storm." And indeed, the clouds were darker than any Barry had ever seen, either on
Earth or on Coyote. They resembled smoke from an burning oil refinery, or maybe acoa minethat had
been sat ablaze. And they were moving fast . "That's so weird," Jack added, absently rubbing the stubble
of hisnew beard. "It'samogt like. . ."

Feet rang againgt the cabin ladder, then Ted appeared within the open hatch. * Alabamajust caledin.
They say . . ." Then he glanced up a the darkening sky. "Oh, hdl .. ."

Jack turned toward him. "What's going on?"

"Mt. Bonestdl just blew." Ted's eyeswere fixed upon the menacing clouds. "And it's coming our way."

0656-DEerANCE, MIDLAND

The eruption couldn't be seen from the colony-Mt. Bonestell lay over the horizon, and
the closer mountains of the Gillis Range blocked the plume from sight-yet the townspeople had been
awakened by tremors so violent that tree houses had creaked ominoudy in the swaying blackwoods and
the bell in the center of town had rung severd times. Thinking about it later, Wendy Gunther redized that
they should have anticipated something like this, for the animals had been acting strange for the last
couple of days. chickens stopped laying eggs, goats refused to give milk, dogs barked for no reason, and
shags had restlesdy paced around their corral. But no one had been that observant, and the livestock and
pets didn't have the capacity to tell their masters what was upsetting them.



It wasn't until she received the priority message from the Alabama that Wendy discovered that thiswas
no mere earthquake, but something far more serious. As acting mayor in Robert Lee's absence, the
colony's precious satllite transceiver had been placed in her care; sheld left it switched on, awaiting
word that the Plymouth had reached the ship and that orbital communications had been restored. She
was dtill picking up broken crockery and trying to cam Susan when the unit beeped for the first timein
severd years.

Legstransmisson didn't last very long, but Wendy managed to save the photo images he sent down
before the ship passed over the horizon. Suddenly, shattered plates and a child were the least of her
concerns. Once she copied the images into her pad, she put on her parka and boots, then shinnied down
the rope ladder from her tree house and ran off to gather the members of the Town Council who'd
remained in Defiance. . . and one more person, arecent arriva who knew much about such things.

So now Fred LaRoux was seated in front of the comp set up in the Council office, studying asuccession
of high-orbit images captured by Alabama 's onboard cameras. Save for the occas ona whispered
comment-"oh, boy," "uh-oh," "that's not good"-the geologist remained quiet until he ran through the series
twice, sometimes backing up to zoom in on one frame or another, while the Council members sat or
stood around him, murmuring to each other asthey gazed at the awesome views of Mt. Bonestell as seen

from space.

Wendy finally lost patience. "So what's going on?" she asked, leaning across the table so that Fred
couldn't ignore her any longer. "Arewein trouble?!

He sighed. "Good newsfirgt, or bad?' He didn't wait for her response. "Good newsisthat the prevailing
winds are pushing the plume to the east, not the west. So we're not directly in theline of theashfdl . . .
itsmoving away from us, toward the Midland Channd."

"White Company's over there." Henry Johnson leaned heavily upon hiswalking stick, taking the weight
off hiswounded knee. "Isthis going to affect their misson?'

Fred nodded. "When that ash comes down, it's going to clog up their hovercraft fans. . ."
"But it'sjust ash. | don't see how-"

"Thisisrock ash, not wood ash. With an eruption of this severity-and believe me, thisis severe-they're
going to get severa feet of what amounts to powdered stone. They'll be dead in the water if they don't
get out of there quick asthey can." He glanced at Wendy. "Better fire amessage to them as soon asyou
can, warn them what's about to happen.”

Wendy nodded, even though she knew it was hopeless. It would be another two hours before Alabama
came within transmission range once more; until then, she'd be unable to bounce asignal to White
Company. Just then, though, that wasthe least of their problems. "Y ou said that's the good news. So
what's the bad news?'

"Lava?' Kuniko Okada had been watching the comp screen with the same horrified fascination asthe
others.

Fred shook hishead. "If thiswas a Hawaiian-type eruption, then we'd expect lavaflows, yes, and even
then | wouldn't be worried. Oh, maybe I'd be concerned, if my people hadn't come down here. . . ."

Fred had been the mayor of Shady Grove, asmdl settlement in alowland valley benesth Mt. Bonestell,
eight hundred miles northeast of Defiance. Six weeks earlier, fearing an eruption, held evacuated the
town's sixty residents and brought them down the Gillis Range to Defiance. Since then, many of them had



joined the Rigil Kent brigade; they were among the members of Red Company and Blue Company,
poised for afind assault upon New Florida

"But lavaisn't aproblem here," he continued, pointing to dark grey plume captured by Alabama 's
cameras. "Seethat? Instead of liquefied rock, what we're seeing hereis vaporized lava, coming up from a
magma chamber beneath the planet's crust, dong with alot of superhesated gases.”

"Then . ..sowhat?' Vonda Cayle stood behind Wendy, nonchaant about the whole thing. "If it'sjust
smoke, then | don't know what we're supposed to be worrying about.”

"Y ou don't understand.” Fred rubbed his eyelids between hisfingertips. "L ook, thisisamajor Plinean
eruption. No, not just an eruption, an explosion. What probably happened isthat a bubble of magma,
under very high pressure, gradualy rose through the planet's crust until it reached the surface, a which
point it smply blew up." He clicked to another view of the volcano, one made from nearly directly
overhead. "It'shard to tell, but | think it's asafe bet that the force of the explosion was roughly equivaent
to that of anuke. Probably took out the top of the mountain. That's what we felt down here.”

Fred expanded the screen so that the plume appeared in close-up. " So that's not just smoke. . . that's
ash, millions of tons of it. The heavier particles stay closeto the ground and roll downhill inwhat we cal a
pyroclagtic flow. Think of atidal wave, but instead of water you've got ash, rock, even boulders, moving
more than a hundred miles an hour, reaching temperatures as high as three hundred degrees. Anythingin
its path is either crushed or incinerated.”

Wendy stared at the screen. Although most of the plume extended to the east, she noticed that smaller
pyroclastic flows extended in dl directions, including southwest toward Shady Grove. "Good thing you
got your people out of there."

"Yeah, well, | had afeding something like this was going to happen when we Sarted feding tremors a
few months ago." Fred hestated. "But your friend Zoltan . . . if he didn't leave-"

"Don't cdl him my friend." When she and Carlos had encountered Zoltan Shirow a couple of months ago,
his madness had become complete; he believed himsdf to be agod, with the sandthieves-the chirreep ,
he called them-worshiping him as such. She doubted that Zoltan had survived, but she couldn't help but
fed remorsefor the primitive creastures who had probably lost their lives. And sheld also briefly seen one
of hisorigind followers.

She must have died, too. Glad that | didn't tell Ben about her.Wendy repressed a shudder, forced
her thoughts back on track. "Mt. Bonestell isalong way from here. We shouldn't have to worry about
that.”

"You'reright. The effects of pyroclagtic flowswill belocdized . . . say, only about thirty or forty miles
from the caldera. But that's not the worst of it." Fred clicked to another view of the eruption: thisone
farther east, showing the plume as it moved toward the eastern side of Midland. “Thewind will carry the
lighter particles acrossthe rest of theidand, al the way to the Midland Channdl, then to Hammerhead,
Highland, even beyond. So you're going to see significant amounts of ash-up to two or three
inches-falling across abroad area. Fortunately, we don't have any settlements out that way. . . ."

"But Fort Lopez isgoing to get hit, won't it?* Henry amiled. "A little good newsthere.”

"Wadll, yeah, it's pretty dangerousto fly aircraft through avolcanic plume. Ash will muck up rotorsand jet
intakes. But even if their gyros are grounded, they might be able to launch their shuttles, so long asthey
only use rocket boosters and don't overload them.”



"White Company could bein trouble, though. The skimmer .. ."

"Uh-huh. If they'rein the path of the ashfdl, then the skimmer's turbofans will be knocked out. Better
hope they're smart enough to get out of there. But that'saminor detall. Look here.”

Fred pulled up another image. This one showed Mt. Bonestell from a greater distance, asthe Alabama
passed over the Great Equatoria River south of VVulcan. The mountain itself was nearly invisible, but the
plume could be easily seen as an enormous pillar rising high into the heavens, the sun catching its hazy
outer reaches and tinting them luscious shades of orange and red. A funeral pyre for a god , Wendy
thought, involuntarily recaling her earlier thoughts about Zoltan.

"Here'sthe problem,” Fred went on. " The plume doesn't contain only ash, but aso amixture of gaseous
compounds. Carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, chlorine, argon, fluorine, the works.
They're going to hit the upper atmosphere forty or fifty miles up and be caught by the jet stream, and
pretty soon they're going to Spread across the entire planet. Even if thiswas aminor eruption, we might
have something to worry about, but like | said, thisisn't ahiccup.”

"What are you getting at?" Again, Wendy found herself becoming impatient. Y ou say werein trouble?!

"Wait aminute, dl right?' Fred gave her astern look. "We haven't been here long enough for usto study
the geologicd history of this planet. All we can do islook at what's happened on Earth in the past and
make an educated guess. That havingbeensaid.. . "

Helet out his breath. "L ook, about seventy-four thousand years ago, Mt. Tobain Sumatra underwent an
eruption that put up to four hundred thousand megatons of dust and gas into the atmosphere. It caused
the average globa temperature to drop by somewhere between three and five degrees centigrade, with
the temperature in certain regions dropping as much as fifteen degrees over the course of six years.
Globd cooling caused hard freezesthat killed off al tropica vegetation and knocked out &t least fifty
percent of the forests. No doubt quite afew animal species went extinct asaresult.”

"Oh, God . . ." Kuniko held ahand to her face.

"That's the worst-case scenario. Doesn't mean that it'll happen here. But"-Fred held up a hand-"when
Mt. Laki in Iceland erupted in the late 1700's, it dumped about two thousand megatons of aerosolsinto
the upper atmosphere and dropped the average temperature in the northern hemisphere by one percent.
The same thing happened again when Mt. Tambora blew in the early 1800's, and aso with the eruption
of Krakatau later the same century. Globa cooling leading to short summers, loss of vegetation, shorter
growing sesson. . "

"And you think this could happen here," Wendy said.

"That could very well be the case, yes. The only question is the magnitude of the eruption. | don't have
much to go by, but with any luck thisisn't aTobaevent. If it is, we're sunk, because the volcanic winter
could last at least two Coyote years, and well dl die. And evenif it'sonly onthe scale of aLaki or a
Tamboraevent, then were till in trouble.”

Wendy understood. Thiswas only the earliest part of spring on Coyote; the weather was till coal, but in
afew weeksthe rainy season would begin. Once that was over, the time would come to plant the first of
severd cropsthat would sustain them not only for the rest of the year, but aso for the long winter months
that lay ahead. But if their livestock starved, if they had no grain stockpiled, if next winter came around
and there was insufficient food to keep everyonefed. ..

"| think | seewhat you mean,” she said softly. "Bad timefor arevolution, isnt it?



Fred nodded. "Uh-huh. Better hopeit's not too late for peace talks."

0803-WHSS S piriT oF S ociaL C oLLecTivism C ARRIED TO THE S TARS

As he gazed up at the ceiling of the command center, Fernando Baptiste cameto the
redization that he had no words for what he was seeing. During hislong career as an officer of the Union
Adtronautica, hed withessed many impressive sghts: thefirgt light of dawn upon the summit of Olympus
Mons, thetrangt of Galilean moons across the face of Jupiter, liquid methane raining down from the
clouds of Titan. Y et none of these was as beauttiful, nor asterrifying, as what was now displayed upon
the dome of the bridge: avolcano of an dienworld in full eruption, great clouds of pumice billowing forth
to cover half asubcontinent.

Beautiful, yes. . . but aso ominous. Coyote might be largely uninhabited; nonetheless, there were
thousands of people down there. Baptiste didn't need an extensive background in planetary scienceto
know that an eruption of this magnitude would have severe consequences. Y et he was helplessto do
anything about it that would matter. How could one contend with forces of such awesome power?

"Captain?' The officer on duty at the com station turned to him. "Receiving transmission from Fort Lopez.
The base commandant isonline.”

"Put him through, please." Baptiste touched a button on hisarmrest that elevated a flatscreen; amoment
later, Bon Cortez's bearded face appeared. "Good morning, Lieutenant. | takeit thisisn't asocia call.”

"I only wish it were, sir. | expect you already know what's happened.”

"l do indeed." Lessthan an hour ago ayeoman had knocked on the door of his quarters, awakening him
with an urgent request to report to the bridge. Since then the Spirit had completed an orbit of Coyote;
now that the ship was once again above the planet's daylight side, he'd been able to view the eruption
with hisown eyes. "How's your situation?"

"It's not getting any better, sir, if that's what you're asking." Static fuzzed his voice; the screen
wavered dightly, losng focus. "We're beginning to receive ash from the volcano . . . not much, at
least so far, but it's bound to get worse. We've also noticed a marked decrease in visibility." He
glanced to one sSide, murmuring to someone off-screen, then looked back again. "We've got a camera
outside. If you'd liketo see. . ."

"Yes, please." The com officer had been listening to the conversation, and didn't need to be told what the
captain wanted. A broad window opened on a section of the celling. Across the command center,
crewmen stopped what they were doing to gaze up at the dome so that they could see what the men at
Fort Lopez were seeing.

It was asif avast black curtain was dowly being drawn across the sky, quickly moving acrossthe
Midland Channd toward Hammerhead. In the foreground, Guardsmen stared up at the advancing cloud
formation, while flecks of what |ooked like pink snow flashed past the camera; ash was dready
accumulating on the windshields of the gyros parked on the landing field nearby. It was dtill early morning
on Hammerheed, yet it seemed asif apremature twilight was descending upon theidand. And when it
did...

"Lieutenant, | recommend that you movethe gyros," Baptiste said. "They may not be ableto fly under
these conditions.”



Cortez'sface was till on his screen, yet hisimage was breaking up. Same thing with the outside shot;
lines raced acrossthe view of the landing field. The ash cloud was causing € ectromagnetic interference.
"Sr? What did you say about the gyros? | don't under stand-"

"Get them out of there. Do you copy?'
"Yes, sir. But wheredowe. .. ?"

Hisvoice crackled, became incoherent. Baptiste could barely see him, and the outside view was dmost
lost aswell. The cloud had moved between Hammerhead and the Spirit , heredized, and wasinterfering
with the uplink.

"Get them airborne!” he sngpped. "1 don't care where, just move 'em!”

Cortez responded with something that sounded like an affirmative, then the screen went dark. Looking
up a the dome, Baptiste caught one last glimpse of the landing field-the gyros were till on the ground,
and it seemed asif ablizzard was descending upon them-and then even that image was lost.

"Lossof sgnd, gir," the com officer said.
"Do what you can to get it back." Baptiste settled back in hischair. "We can't afford to |ose contact.”

With luck, Cortez might have enough time to get some of the gyrosin the air before they were al
grounded. Y et even if he did, where would they go? Not to the west; Midland dready lay beneath the
cloud. Maybe north or south, toward Barren Ide or Highland, for whét little good that would do; the
arcraft would consume half their fud just getting out from under the plume. And there were not even
names for the wilderness areas that lay west beyond Vulcan, let done reliable maps.

Once again, heredized thefutility of the war. So much effort had been put into fighting the Midland
coloniesthat further exploration of thisworld had been neglected. Baptiste forced himself to calm down.
Perhapsit wouldn't matter. Rigil Kent had been inactive for the last couple of months. It had been along,
tough winter, and the raids the Union had made upon Defiance and the other colonies had probably
sapped their strength. This eruption would doubtless affect them aswell, cause them to retrench even
more.

If s0, why did he have the disquieting feding that he was wrong?

0834-NorTHCReek, NEwFLORIDA

Carlos gazed at the tiny screen of his pad. The unit was hard-wired to his satphone; he
could view theimages of Mt. Bonestell that had been relayed from orbit. "I see what you're talking
about,” he said. "This changes everything, doesn't it?"

"I'mafraid it does." Leg's voice from the pad's speaker wastinny yet distinct. The skies above New
Floridaremained clear, and with Alabama once again directly overhead, the satphone's parabolic
antenna had no trouble achieving an uplink. "1 don't want to abort, but I'm ready to do so if you think
we should.”

Carlosglanced at Chrisand Marie. They were sitting cross-legged across from him, beneath the shade of
one of the blackwoods where Red Company had pitched camp. Everyone €l se dozed within their tents,
save for a couple of men standing guard near the boats, which had either been pulled ashore or, in the
case of the kedlboats, covered with camouflage nets. Chrisdidn't say anything as heidly plucked at the



grass, but Marie shook her head.
"I'd liketo hear more," he said. "Any word from White Company?'

"We're still trying to make contact with them. The ash cloud's causing radio interference.
Defiance tells us that the skimmer's engines would be clogged by ash, though, so we must assume
that they're out of the picture. But their gyros probably won't be able lift off either. If that's the
case, Fort Lopezis already out of commission . . . at least, that's what they think."

Carlos nodded. Once White Company knocked out the landing fields on Hammerhead, Red Company
would movein on Liberty from the north and Blue Company would take Shuttlefield from the east. The
three attacks were scheduled to occur smultaneoudy at 0600 the next morning; taking out the Union
Guard'sair superiority was vita to the operation's success. The ashfall might have done so dready, but
dill ...

"Sounds alittleiffy, Captain. Are we sure Hammerhead isdown?’

A short pause. "We don't know for sure. . ." Leereplied after amoment. "We haven't seen anything
take off from Hammer head, but that doesn't mean they didn't launch their gyros before the cloud
moved over them. They're probably just as confused aswe are, so. . ."

"l see" Carlos absently kneaded his hands together. 1t had taken monthsto put this operation together,
and now that they were so close to achieving their objective, nature had thrown amonkey wrench into
theworks. Damn! If it had only erupted a couple of days later . . .

"l say we go ahead.” Chrislifted hishead. "Weve got everyonein place. If we abort now, we might not
get another chancefor along time."

"Hésright," Marie said. "Weve comealong way dready. .. ."
"Then well just go back the sameway," Carlossaid. "That's not the issue.”

"Hdl it an't." Chrislooked him sraight in the eye. "C'mon, man, how much hasit taken for usto get this
far? Until now, they've had us by the short hairs. Now weve got them. Y ou want to duck out now just
because of bad weather?'

Carlos started to object, but stopped short. No one had been drafted; everyone there had volunteered
because they wanted to be free, to live their lives without fear of Union Guard troopsraiding their
villages, not to work as forced labor upon projects created by the Matriarch for the further industrial
development of thisworld. Their own liveswere at risk, but aso in the balance were those of countless
individuals-not only in the present, but for yearsto come. The future of Coyote itsdlf rested upon the
decisgons held make that morning, that moment.

Hetook adeep breath. "Sir," he said, "I've decided . . . we've decided . . . to proceed.”

A short silence, just long enough for him to wonder whether they had debated too long and Alabama
had already passed beyond range. But then he heard Lee's voice once more: "Glad to hear it. | think
you're doing the right thing. And for your information, Blue Company concurs."

Carlos smiled. Of course, Lee would have been in contact with Clark Thompson. Blue Company was
holding position on the Eastern Divide, waiting to march up the Svamp Road from Bridgeton to
Shuttlefidd. "Thank you, Sr. Glad to know that Blueiswith us."

"So am1." Again, ashort pause. "There's something else.. . . | think we should consider advancing



the timetable."

The suggestion took him amost as much by surprise aslearning that Mt. Bonestell had erupted. "By how
much?"' he asked. And more importantly, he wondered without asking, why?

"Let me ask. How long do you think would it take for your teamto reach Liberty?"

Carlos snapped hisfingers, pointed to the rolled-up map they'd been using to lead theflatilla. Chris
quickly laid it out across the ground, placing stones on its cornersto keep it flat. Carlos gaveit abrief
study; from where they were now, they would have to travel about thirty miles southwest down North
Creek until they reached the point where Sand Creek branched off, then another twenty-five milesto
Liberty. Fifty-five miles. Y et they would be traveling downstream dl the way, and with the water running
high because the snowmelt farther north, they shouldn't have trouble with shoas or sandbars.

"If we gtart out thisevening-" he began.
"I'm thinking much earlier than that. What if you left now?"
"Ishe crazy?' Mariewhispered. "Wecan't. . ."

Carlos shot her alook. "'If we leave now, we could get there'-he made a quick mental
cdculaion-"sometime tonight, shortly after sundown."”

"Sure," Chris murmured. "And wed get there too tired to fight."

Carlos quickly nodded as he held up a hand. "' Captain, my people have been rowing al night. If we
spend the next twelve hours or so on theriver, they'll be half-dead by the time we reached Liberty.”

Not only that, he suddenly redlized, but they'd a so be moving in broad daylight. If anyone aboard the
Union starship above Coyote were to focus their tel escopes down upon New Florida, then they'd be
able to see Red Company heading their way. The advantage of surprise would be lost.

"I realize what I'm asking you to do." Lee said. "Clark Thompson voiced the same concerns, and
he has the same problem.” Carlos glanced a the map again. He wasright; Blue Company would have
to travel by foot for dmost forty miles before they reached the southern end of Sand Creek, then cross
the river and hike another dozen or so miles until they reached Shuttlefield. " There's a good reason for
this. I've got an idea, one that may save a lot of lives. If it's going to work, though, I'm going to
need to have Red and Blue teams within striking range of the colonies by the end of the day."

"So what's your plan?'

Hedidn't hear anything for acouple of seconds. "I can't tell you that right now." Leesaid at last, "so
I'mjust going to ask you to trust me. Can you do that?"

A legp of faith. That was what Lee was asking him to make. Chrishad hisfacein hishands, and Marie
was dowly shaking her heed, yet Carlosfound himsdlf remembering the past. Two hundred and forty-five
years ago, when they were only children, their fathers had made asmilar legp of faith when they'd joined
the conspiracy to hijack the Alabama and takeit to 47 Ursae Mgoris. And three and ahaf Coyote
years ago, after thefirst Union ship had unexpectedly arrived, Lee had trusted him to lead the origina
colonists from New Foridainto the Midland wilderness. Once again, it came down to a matter of trust.
And again the future was at stake.

"Yes, dr," hesad, "l can."



"I won't keep you then. You've got a lot to do. We're remaining aboardAlabama, so you'll be able
to reach us again in another couple of hours. But do so only if you have to."

Back toradio silence. "'l understand, Sir."

"Thank you. Good luck. Crimson Tide over and out . . ."

"Good luck to you, too. Red Company out." He signed off, then disconnected the satphone from his pad.
Marie regarded him with disbelief. "Wow, that was easy, wasn't it? And hedidn't eventhank us. . . ."

"He's grateful. Believe me." Carlos folded the satphone's antenna, then stood up. ™Y ou heard him. Were
on anew schedule. Go wake up the others, tell them to break camp and load up. We're shipping out.”

Hissger started to say something el se, but onelook at hisfacetold her that it wasn't the right time.
Heaving an expansive sigh, she stood up and marched away. Chrisdowly stretched hisarms. "1 think 1'd
mind alot lessif | knew the reason why."

"He knows what he's doing. And like you said, we may not get another chance." Carlosforced aamile.
"Look at it thisway. If everything works out, then you get to see Luisaagain alittle earlier than you

expected.”

"Now that you put it that way . . ." Chris heaved himsdlf to hisfeet, then walked away, clapping his hands
as hewhigtled sharply. "Okay, people, wake up! Timeto ride!"

0902-URSS A LaBAamMA

"Crimson Tide to White Company. Please respond, over." Lee listened for amoment,
but heard nothing through his headset but carrier-wave gtatic. "White Company, thisis Crimson Tide. Do
you copy? Over."

"Give up, Robert. We're not getting anywhere." Dana pointed to one of the screens above the com pandl.
"Transmitter's working fine, and we've got agood fix on where they should be. Wejust can't break
through dl that-"

"l know, | know." Onemoretry, just for the hdll of it. " Alabama . . . | mean, Crimson Tide to White
Company. If you copy, boost your gain. Repeat, boost your gain and respond. Over." He counted to
ten, then findly surrendered to the inevitable. "Fedsamost like they can hear us, but . . ."

"If they did, we would have known by now." She unfastened her seat belt, then floated out of her chair
and pulled hersdlf dong the calling rail until shewas next to him. "I'm sure they'refineg," she added, putting
ahand on hisshoulder. "They just can't talk to us, that'sall.”

L ee absently took her hand as he gazed out the porthole. Once again, Alabama 's equatorid orbit was
taking it over the Midland Channel. Indeed, they were passing directly over Hammerhead, yet the only
way they had of knowing that was the ground track displayed on the nav station's flatscreens. Theterrain
itsdlf was rendered invisible beneath the vol canic plume that covered everything between Mt. Bonestell
and Mt. Pesek. Even from this distance, they could seethe tiny sparks of St. EImo'sfire that roiled within
the thick clouds. Short-range radios on the ground might be able to penetrate the el ectromagnetic
interference, but from space. . .

"l guess. .. | hopeyou'reright.” If Fred LaRoux was correct, then White Company was immobilized. If



that was the case, they could till clear enough ash from the skimmer'sfansfor them to restart the engines
and retreat back down the channd. If worse cameto worst, they could always abandon the missile
carrier and make their way on foot across Midland until they reached Defiance.

Nonetheless, White Company's mission was akey part of the operation. Even if Fort Lopez's gyros were
grounded, there was no guarantee that military shuttles couldn't be launched. And with several hundred
Guardsmen garrisoned on Hammerhead, the Union il had the ability to repel Red Company and Blue
Company asthey moved in on New Forida

Lee shut hiseyes. Five hundred years ago, his ancestor must have faced these same choices. Yet even a
Gettysburg, dl Generd Lee had lost was a battle; the Confederacy might have perished, but America
itsdlf survived. The stakes for which he wasfighting were far higher: freedom not just for acountry, but
for an entireworld. And what he intended to do was something his great-grandfather would have never
imagined. . . .

"Robert? Robert, areyou . . ."

"I'm fine. Just thinking, that's al." He opened his eyes, gave her atired smile. "Better get to work. Weve
got alot to do before the next orbit.”

"Sure." Danardeased his hand, but she lingered by hisside. "Y ou didn't tell Carlos what you mean to do.
Or Clark ether.”

He shook hishead. "They might be caught. If so, | don't want to risk either of them telling . . ."
"Y ou know them better than that.”

He couldn't foal her, and he should have known better than to try. "It's better that they don't know," he
sad quietly. "If anything goeswrong . . ."

"Then let's make sure we don't screw up." Dana grasped the handralil, started to pull hersalf away. "So
what do you want meto do first? Tekethehelm, or . . ."

"I'll handle navigation. Y ou go prime the main engine." He checked hiswatch. " Another hour and
forty-five minutes before werrein range of Liberty. Movefast." He started to unbuckle his seet belt, then
he snapped hisfingers. "And we'd better tell-"

"Kim. | know. She'sgoing to love this" Danagrinned at him. "Y'know, | bet she thinkswe've been
fooling around up here."

"Bdieve me, | wishwewere."

1146-LBerTY, NEWFLORIDA

Almost noon, and the town was going about its daily routine. A pair of shagsled by a
drover pulled a cart loaded with manure down Main Street, their hooves splashing through muddy
potholes as they headed for the farm fields outside town. A couple of women walked past on the plank
sdewalk, carefully avoiding eye contact with a handful of off-duty Guardsmen lounging on abench
outside their barracks. Across the road, someone washed the front windows of his cabin. Just another
day, much like any other day in early spring.

Nonetheless, as shewatched al thisfrom the front steps of the community hal, the Matriarch Luisa



Hernandez had a certain sense of foreboding. With her bodyguard standing nearby, she should have felt
safe, and yet she found hersdlf gazing up at the sky. It remained clear, the bright midday sun promising a
warm afternoon, but she'd seen the images of Midland relayed from the Spirit , listened to Captain
Baptiste's report of the eruption. Mt. Bonestell was along way from there, the winds were carrying the
plume from its eruption away from New Florida

On the other hand, contact with Hammerhead had been lost earlier that morning. Apparently the ash
cloud was interfering with the satdllite relay. Shetold hersdlf that it waslittle more than an aberration. A
temporary inconvenience, nothing to be worried about; her people were dready working to reestablish
communications with Fort Lopez through other means. But till . . .

In the three and ahdf years-amost eleven Earth-years; had it really been that long?-since sheéd arrived
on Coyote, nothing had gone the way she'd expected. It should have been astraightforward task: assume
control of the colony established by the Alabama , indtitute acollectivist system of government, put the
second wave of settlersto work at developing local resources, and ultimately transform thisworld into a
new Earth. Sheld anticipated difficulties, of course-this was afrontier; there were bound to be
hardships-but nothing that she and the Guard shouldn't have been able to handle.

Y et it hadn't gone that way. The original colonists had not only refused to cooperate, but had aso gone
so far asto fleeto Midland, leaving behind little more than a collection of log cabins stripped to the bare
walls. The more recent settlers, those either selected by lottery or able to bribe their way aboard Union
starships, had gradually turned againgt her; Shuttlefield had become a ghetto, and those who'd |ft before
she barred emigration had joined forces with the resistance movement on Midland. Her effort to build a
bridge across the East Channel had ended in disaster when its own architect had collaborated with Rigil
Kent in its sabotage. And athough shed established amilitary base on Hammerhead and given the Guard
the task of seeking out the Alabama party's hidden settlement, the recent raid upon Defiance had been
repelled, at the cost of many lives and some irrepl aceabl e equipment.

So, after dl theselong seasons, she found herself in control not of aworld, as she had dreamed, but
ingtead of little more than anidand. And only marginal control, at that; she'd shifted most of the Guard to
Hammerhead, leaving behind only asmall garrison to defend New Florida It was arisky move, yet she
was convinced that the key to victory wastaking an offensive stance; rooting out the Rigil Kent
movement had become her top priority.

In afew short weeks, she'd take the battle to them. The locations of the mgjor settlements on Midland
had been determined by Union patrols. Although the Defiance raid had been unsuccessful, it had helped
her gauge its defengve capability. There were over four hundred Guardsmen on Hammerhead, along with
gyros, armed skimmers, and military shuttles. Once the rainy season had come and gone and the creeks
resumed their normal levels, she'd issue ordersto attack. There would be no quarter asked and none
given; by the end of spring, Coyote would belong to her.

But now . ..

A volcano erupts, and suddenly her forces on Hammerhead are rendered incommunicado. Luisa
wrapped her arms around herself, drawing her cape alittle closer despite the warmth of the day, and
stared stubbornly at the calm blue sky. A minor setback, that wasal. A dight delay in her plans. Shed
faced defest before, and had survived. This, too, would pass. . . .

The door behind her swung open. "Matriarch . . ." an eectronic voice began.
"l hope you're going to tell me you've reached Fort Lopez," she said, not bothering to look around.
Heavy footsteps upon the wooden boards, then atall figure cloaked in black moved beside her. "We



have indeed, maam, but there's something el se you should-"
"Fort Lopez. Tell mewhat you've learned.”

Luisacouldn't help being impatient with Gregor Hull; he reminded her too strongly of his predecessor.
Manuel Castro had accompanied her aboard the Glorious Destiny , and he had served asthe colony's
lieutenant governor. No, more than that; when held disappeared the previous autumn during the raid upon
Thompson's Ferry-athough his body was never found, she was certain that he was dead-she had lost her
closest confidante. As another posthuman, Savant Hull was physicaly identical to Savant Castro.
Although he'd assumed Manny'srole, he could never replace him. Indeed, his very presence was an
insult to Castro's memory.

The Savant hesitated. "Asyou wish," he said after amoment. " Satellite communi cations with the base are
gtill impossible, but one gyro managed to escape.”

"Only one?' Luisalooked at him sharply. "What about the others?"

"Two more lifted off. One attempted to fly through the ash cloud, but it lost power and crashed in the
Midland Channdl. The other reported engine trouble and was forced to turn back. It was ableto land
safely, and none of its crew were-"

"Get onwithit."

"Thethird got away, but only because its pilot broke formation. It touched down on the southeastern
coast of Midland, whereits pilot was able to uplink with the Spirit while maintaining shortwave radio
contact with Fort Lopez."

The Matriarch let out her breath. One gyro out of twenty. If only the ground crews had acted more
quickly on Baptiste'sorders.. . . "l canimaginethe rest. Lieutenant Cortez has grounded the rest of the
squadron.”

"Y es, maam, he has. He doesn't wish to risk losing any more aircraft. There are aready four inches of
ashonthelanding fidd. . . ."

"No excuse."

"Matriarch, thisisn't snow. Thisisvolcanic ash. It doesn't melt. Two military shuttles are being prepared
to lift troops and equipment to a safe location, but it may take some time before they're flightworthy.
Even then, it won't be safe for them to carry more than half their usua payload, because-"

"I understand.” Luisadidiked being lectured, and the Savant sounded asif he was speaking to achild.
"Tell them to do the best they can, but | want Fort Lopez to be ready to resume operations as soon as
possible. Isthere anything ese?"

"Y es, maam. Robert Lee wishesto speak to you."

For afew seconds, the Matriarch didn't comprehend what Savant Hull had just said. She watched the
man across the road cleaning his cabin windows, admiring the diligence he exercised, sogping and rinsing
every sngle pane. From somewhere not far away, she heard children playing softbdl in afield that hadn't
yet been planted with the first spring crops. And suddenly, for only the second timein dl these years, the
man who had eluded her for so long wanted to parley with her.

"Now?' sheasked. "Ishe. . . | mean, do you have him online now?"



"Y es, Matriarch. Histransmission is being received via satphone. I'm patched into our system, and | can
relay it to you. If you wish meto provide trandation-"

"That won't be necessary. Put him through.”

Asapastime, shed studied English during the last few years; she partidly blamed her lack of
understanding the older form of Anglo for her inability to negotiate with Lee when sheld first met him. She
sat down on the steps, then raised her right hand to push aside her hair and prod her jaw, activating the
subcutaneous implant benegath her skin. Savant Hull knew how to open the private channd to her; afew
moments passed while he established linkage between her, him, and Liberty's satellite transceiver. There
was a double begp within her inner ear, then afaint hiss.

"Captain Lee?' she asked.
" Matriarch Hernandez." Thevoice wasfaint, yet unmistakable. " You've kept me waiting."

"My apologies, Captain. | didn't redlize. . ." Luisastopped hersdf. She was the one in charge here, not
him. ™Y ou have something you wish to discuss?

"Yes, | do. | assume you've already |earned about the eruption of Mt. Bonestell

"I've been informed, yes." She glanced up at Savant Hull. "Quite an event. | trust none of your people are
inimmediate danger.”

" At least for the time being, no. Thank you for your concern.” A brief pause.” It's come to my
attention that this may have long-term consequences, ones of which you may not be aware. I've
been reliably informed that the-"

"Captain, would you hold amoment, please?' She prodded her implant, breaking the connection, then
turned to Hull. "Y ou say you're receiving this as a satellite transmisson?”

"Y es, maam. Obvioudy he's been able to restore Alabama 's orbital communications system.”

Which meant that, if Leewasn't in Defiance, then he was probably aboard the Alabama . That wasn't a
surprise; dthough the original colonists had left behind one of their shuttles when they had fled Liberty,
they had taken the other. Y et why would L ee have returned to his ship? Something was odd. . . .

No time to worry about that now. She reopened the channdl. " Sorry to keep you waiting. One of my
aldes wanted to speak with me."

" They're probably wondering how I'm able to contact you. The truth is, I'm aboard theAlabama
We came up hereto restore our com network, so that our settlements could talk to one another

again ."

His admission was unexpected and caught her by surprise. "I appreciate your candor, Captain. | regret
having to isolate your settlements, but the terrorist actions of Rigil Kent made it necessary for usto take
such messures.”

Another pause. " Matriarch Hernandez, we can debate the reasons for our conflict another time.
Thisisn't why I've contacted you. You just expressed appreciation for my truthfulness. Are you
willing to accept that | may tell you the truth about other issues?"

"I'mligening.”



" I've been told by one of my people-Dr. Frederic LaRoux, you may know him-that Mt. Bonestell
poses a grave threat to everyone on this planet. It's releasing acidic gases into the upper
atmosphere that will cause the average global temperature to drop by as much as five degrees
centigrade. Thiswill probably-no, very likely-result in climate changes that will drastically affect
crop production over the course of the coming year."

The Matriarch smiled as she heard this. "I'm out in front of the community hal. The sky isclear and the
temperature is very pleasant. Mt. Bonestdll ison your side of the world. If it erupts, that's your problem.”

" Don't fool yourself, Matriarch. It's your problem, too. You may not be able to see the effects now,
or tomorrow, or even next week, but it'll affect you as well. Much the same thing happened on
Earth in the past, and our people have little doubt that it's about to happen here, too. If we lose
the summer crops, then we'll suffer drastic food shortages, and you should know by now how
much we depend upon agriculture to carry us through the winter months.”

She frowned. He had a point, whether sheliked it or not. Despite her best efforts to increase crop
production, New Forida depended upon six months of warm wesather in order to grow enough food to
stock the warehouses during the long, harsh months of Coyote'swinter. The swvampers knew how to
hibernate within ball plants, but humans didn't have that option. "Assuming that your people are correct,”
she asked, "what do you suggest we do about it?"

" Matriarch, your people and mine have been fighting for over three years. As| said, the reasons
are beside the point.” Leepaused. " | think the time has come for us to seek a truce. We can't
afford to engage in war while we're trying to stay alive."

Luisafdt her pulse quicken. She stood up, waked down the steps, Savant Hull and her bodyguard
following close behind. "Y ou'rewilling to surrender?!

" No. Not a surrender. Armistice. A cessation of hostilities."

She clagped ahand over her mouth. After al this, the man was suggesting pesce talks! She didn't know
whether to laugh out loud or scream with victory. "1 think"-she took a deep breath, hoped that she wasn't
betraying her emotions-"I think we should discussthis further. What do you suggest?'

For an ingtant, she thought she heard another voice in the background, asif someone else aboard the
Alabama was arguing with him. Then Leereturned. " I'm prepared to meet with you in Liberty,
face-to-face, provided | can come under flag of truce. Are you willing to do that?"

"Certainly. Of course." Thiswas getting better dl the time; she found hersdf dancing from onefoot to
another. ™Y our shuttlewill bring you here?'

" Yes. We can arrive at"-afew seconds passed-" 1900 hours, by your time. We'll touch down in the
landing field just outside Liberty."

The center of Shuttlefield. Perfect. "Very good, Captain Lee. | ook forward to seeing you again.”
" Same here, Matriarch. | hope our talks will be fruitful . Alabama out ."

She heard abuzz within her ear, sgnaing that the satphone link had been broken. Luisaheaved adeep
sgh. "l got him," she said quietly, unable to kegp the smile from her face. "I findly got him."

"If you say s0." Asadways, the Savant registered no emation. "But don't you think-"

"I think very well, thank you." She turned away, dlowing her bodyguard to open the front door of the



community hall for her. In only afew hours, her enemy would walk into her hands, voluntarily and of his
own freewill. "Come now. We need to prepare for hisarrival."

He must be desperate. All the better. The negotiations would be very short, and entirely on her terms.

1214-URSS A LaBAMA

Lee switched off, then slowly let out his breath as he settled back inhischair. For afew
moments he gazed out the window, watching Midland as it passed below once more. Alabama wasinits
third orbit since they had come aboard; the titanic column of ash risng from Mt. Bonestell was clearly
visble, and, if anything, it had become larger since the last time held seen it. He hoped that Fred LaRoux
was overstating the consequences of the eruption, but he didn't think so; already the thin gauze of the
upper atmosphere above the limb of the planet had subtly changed color from light blue to reddish

brown.

"Y ou know what she's going to do, don't you?' Dana floated upside down above the engineering station,
consulting a pad she'd clipped to a pand while she carefully entered anew program into the keypad.
" She thinks you're going to give up, and when she finds out you're not, she's going to take you hostage.”

"That thought occurred to me, yes." He tapped his headset mike. "Kim, how'sit going down there?"

"1've got reentry plotted,” shereplied, " but if we're going to touch down by 1900, we're going to
have to depart by 1300 at the latest. Sorry to rush you, but we've got a tight window."

"Understood.” Lee glanced over Dana; she briefly nodded and gave him athumbs-up. " Shove some
more cod into the engines, well be there as soon aswe can.” He clicked off, then unbuckled the seat belt
and pushed himsdlf toward the engineering tation. "1 have no doubt whatsoever that shell try to take full
advantage of the Stuation. She'sthe kind of person who sees everything in terms of power.”

"And you think you can deal with someonelikethat.” Not aquestion, but a statemen.

"l think s0." He grasped aceiling rail to brake himsdf. "I was once married to someone who thought that
way."

Dana glanced away from the comp screen. "Sorry," she murmured, embarrassed by what sheld said. "I
forgot."

"Don't worry about it." It had been many years-dmost 245, in fact-snce the last time any of them had
seen Elise Rochelle Leg, the daughter of a United Republic of America senator, once hiswife before. . .
Lee shook his head. He seldom thought of Elise anymore, and when he did his memorieswere bitter.
"Let'sjust say that I've had practice, and leaveit at that."

Dana said nothing, but her eyes expressed sympathy before she returned to her work. Lee watched as
she tapped afew more keys, double-checked what was on the screen against the datapad's display, then
loaded the program into the Al. "All right, we're golden. Main engine's back online and I've preset the
ignition sequence for 1930 on the nose. All we haveto do now is set the trgjectory and engage the
autopilot.”

"I've aready worked out the trgjectory.” Lee reached for the pad. "Want meto insert the fina numbers?'

"Let me handleit. I've got 'emin my head. Excuse me. . . ." Danaunclipped the pad, then performed a
graceful somersault that sent her in the direction of the helm station. "'If you want to do something, you



can disengage the command lock-out on the autopilot. | know your code, but it'll save me aminute. Oh,
and yeah, Kim might appreciaeit if you opened the cradle.”

"Got it." Leereturned to hischair. Not bothering to seat himself again, he pulled up the lapboard while
hovering overhead, then typed in the six-digit string that would alow Danato enter anew courseinto the
navigation subsystem. Once that was done, he pushed the buttons that would reopen the shuttle cradle
and let Plymouth undock from the ship.

The instruments made their discordant music of random beeps and boops, and for amoment it amost
seemed asif the ship was dlive again. Leelet his gaze roam across the command center. He had trouble
remembering Elisgsface, but it wasdl too easy for him to recall when this place had been filled with his
crew, shouting orders to one another in those last minutes before Alabama launched from Earth orhit.
Now it wasjust him and his chief engineer, preparing their ship for onelast journey. . . .

"Done and done." Danaturned away from the helm, pulled hersdf dong the railstoward him. "Were on
the clock now. Better get below before Kim throws afit.”

"Yeah. Sure." Lee started to reach down, intending to close the porthole shutters, then redlized that it was
pointless. He withdrew hishand . . . then, onimpulse, he hit the switch anyway.

"Why did you do that?' Danawatched the shutters dowly descend upon the windows, blocking out the
sunlight and casting the compartment into darkness once more. "It doesn't matter.”

"Yes, it does" It was hard to explain, but he felt like it was the right thing to do. Like offering ablindfold
to aman being marched before afiring squad. He turned toward the hatch. "Come on,” he said, feding a
drynessin histhroat, "let's go before | change my mind."

1301-WHSS S pIriTofF S ociaL C oLLecTivism C ARRIED TO THE S TARS
"There it is,” Baptiste said. "Increase magnification, please.”

He watched as the image displayed on the celling changed. What had once been atiny diver of reflected
light amost lost among the stars suddenly became arecognizable shape: the Alabama , picked up by the
Spirit 's navigation tel escope.

The other ship was nearly two thousand miles away, gliding just above the limb of the planet. Over the
last few months, his crew had become used to spotting the derelict every now and then; its equatoria
orbit was higher than the Spirit 's, though, and on adightly different plane, and so the vessal would
disappear beyond the horizon after each brief encounter. Only once had anyone gone aboard the
Alabama , and then just to disable its communication system. Baptiste always meant to pay it avigt, if
only out of curiogity-after al, it was an hitoric artifact-but he had never found the time nor the
opportunity, and after awhileits presence faded to the back of hismind.

Onceagain it occupied hisfull attention. As he watched, atiny wedge-shaped form detached itsdlf from
itsmidsection. A brief flare of light, then it dowly fell away from the ship, beginning along descent toward
the planet below.

"That must be the shuttle," the com officer said unnecessarily. "I should be ableto locate itsradio
frequency, Sr. Do you wish meto hail it?'

"Negative." The last thing Baptiste wanted its crew to know was that it was being observed. "Reopen the
channdl to Liberty, please.” He waited until he heard the double beep within his ear, then prodded his



jaw. "You're correct, Matriarch. There was someone aboard the Alabama ."
"Was, or is?"

"Was. Past tense. We just saw a shuttle depart.” He peered more closdly at the Alabama . No light
within its portholes. "From what | can tell, its docking cradles are empty. | doubt there's anyone aboard.”

"1 see A brief pause. " All the same. 1'd like to be certain. Can you send someone over thereto
check?"

"Just amoment.” Baptiste glanced at the navigator. She tapped a couple of keys, then pointed at her
screen. He punched up her console display on his private screen, quickly studied the orbital tracks of
both ships. "I can do o, but it'll take some time for a skiff to make rendezvous. Six hours at least, and
only if welaunch a once."

"Please do so, Captain. At the very least, 1'd like to have their satphone capability taken down
again."

"Yes, maam." He didn't like LuisaHernandez very much; she was arrogant, her methods crude and
imperidigtic, and once aready they'd crossed swords. Although he wasin charge of military operations,
she was the colonia governor, and in certain matters her authority superseded his. It was her origina
order to deny orbital communicationsto the resistance movement, and in that regard she had the final
say. "I'll send ateam over right away. If that'sall-"

"Itisn't, | want you to come down here and join me."

Severd peoplelooked up as she said this. They were patched in to their conversation, as normal for
space-to-ground communications. It was no secret among the crew that the captain detested the
Matriarch, and that he'd returned to the ship, on the pretext of maintaining command disciplinein order to
avoid having persond contact with her. Baptiste deliberately turned his back on them. "Do you think
that's necessary, maam?"

"Captain, may | remind you that Robert Lee is aboard that shuttle, and that he himself has
requested this meeting? If he's planning to surrender-"

"You said earlier that he requested an armigtice.”

" Only a choice of words. This situation obviously poses a threat that he can't handle. Or perhaps
he's been considering this for a while, and just sees this as a way out. Either way, he wants to
bring hostilitiesto an end. As commander of Union Guard operations, your presence hereis
crucial."

Baptiste bit hislower lip. She had him there. In breaking off her operation nearly three months earlier to
capture Rigil Kent, he'd asserted hisrank asthe most senior Union Astronautica officer on Coyote. The
role of being acommander of an occupationd force wasn't comfortable for him, though, and since then
he'd been happy to let the Matriarch do as she would with the Union Guard reinforcements he'd brought
from Earth.

He knew he couldn't wash his hands of the matter any longer. And, he had to admit to himself, hewas
curious as to why Lee would make such a sudden gesture toward peace. And thetiming . . . therewas
something odd about thetiming. . . .

"Yes, Matriarch. I'll be there as soon as possible.”



"Very good, Captain. I'mlooking forward to-"

"Thank you, Matriarch. Spirit out." Heimpatiently cut the comlink, then stood up from hischair.
"Prepare ashuttle for me, please” he said, turning to the senior watch officer standing nearby, "and tell
the pilot | want afast descent to Liberty." With luck, he might be able to best Lee's shuttle to the ground.
"And detail an ingpection crew to the Alabama ," he added as he headed for thelift. "Tell them to burn
extrafud if they haveto, but | want them aboard as soon as possible.”

Thewatch officer was already issuing orders as the lift doors closed behind Baptiste. His hand wavered
infront of the pand as he briefly considered stopping by his cabin to exchange his duty fatiguesfor a
black dress uniform. If this was adisarmament conference, then perhaps he should be suitably attired for
the occasion.

Then he thought better of it, and pushed the button for the shuttle deck. Doing so would only waste time.
Besides, he was rdluctant to do anything that might make the Matriarch look good.

And he doubted that Robert Lee would care very much about his appearance.

1521-SaNDCReEk, NEWFLORIDA

Sand Creek split off from North Creek at the tip of a broad peninsula , whereit took its
own course to the southeast, passing grassy savannas dotted by isolated groves of faux birch and
blackwood. One after another, the flotillaturned to the I eft, the kedlboats and pirogues trimming their
sailsto catch the late-afternoon wind, the canoes keeping to the center of the narrow river in order to
ride the current. The water level remained high, so no one ran aground on the narrow sandbarsthat lay
submerged benegth the surface.

Peering back over his shoulder, Carlos watched asthe last of the boats made the turn, making sure that
no one continued down North Creek by accident. He and Chris had switched places afew hours ago;
now he sat in the stern, the better to keep track of everyone. They had long since given up trying to
remain in the lead. The pirogues and keelboats had the advantage of speed, and it made little senseto try
to outrace them, so they contented themsalves with remaining near the rear of theflotilla; once they got
closer to Liberty, he and Chriswould paddle back to the front.

For awhile, though, the current was pulling them along. Carloslaid his paddle across the gunndls, giving
hisarms amoment to rest. His back ached and his bicepsfdlt like coils of lead cable; arching hisspine,
he felt vertebrae gently crack, and he shook hisarmsin an effort to loosen his muscles. Never beforein
hislife had he pushed himsalf so hard. Even when held made his solo journey down the Great Equatoria
River, he hadn't attempted to travel such along distance in so short atime. And he didn't want to think
about how far they till had to go.

"Got somewater?' Chriswas hunched in the bow seet. Like Carlos, held pulled off his shirt once the day
had become warm; the sun had reddened his shoulders, and sweat plastered his hair against the back of
his neck. He was just astired, yet he continued to plunge the blade of his paddie into the brown water,
mindless of the fact that Carlos had stopped paddling.

"No problem." Carlos reached forward, pulled aside hisjacket to find the catskin flash. It waslittle more
than aquarter full, and athough he was tempted to take adrink himsdf, hetossed it forward. "Take a
breather. Let theriver do thework.”

"l hear you." Chris pulled up his paddle, then reached back to find the flask. Unstopping it, he tilted back



his head and upended the flask, letting some of the water fall across hisface. Carlos said nothing; they
could dways beg some more drinking water from one of the larger boats. "What ajob, man. What a
job."

"Just afew more milesto go. Were halfway there. 1t'll soon be over."

That was ahdf lie, and they both knew it. They had passed the halfway point shortly before they entered
Sand Creek, but more than afew mileslay between them and Liberty. They had made good time, and
the current was with them, but the journey was far from over. Soon enough, they'd have to put down
paddles, pick up their guns, and face dozens of Union Guard soldierswho'd had little moreto do dl day
than clean their weapons.

Whatever Lee was planning, Carlos hoped it was the right thing, because Red Company was going to
arrive dead on itsfeet. Alabama would be passing over again soon; he was tempted to pick up the
satphone and bounce asignal to Blue Company, just to see how it was doing, but he and Clark
Thompson had agreed to maintain radio silence unless absol utely necessary until the two teamswere
within Sght of their respective targets.

"Y eah, well, the sooner, the-" Chrissvoice abruptly dropped to awhisper. "Hey, look over there.”

Carlosraised his head, peered toward the riverbank to their right. At first he didn't see
anything-sourgrass as high as his chest, spider bush snarled aong the edge of the weter, afew treesin the
background-then something moved, and he saw aboid looking straight at him.

No-not just one boid, but two . . . three. . . four. A hunting pack. Though dun-colored feathers rendered
them nearly invisble againg the tall grassthat surrounded them, their enormous parrotlike beaks were
eadly discernible. Four avians, the smallest his own height, their murderous gazes locked upon them.
They stood together on the creek bank, lessthan adozen yards away. Carlos knew that the shallows
wouldn't stop them from attacking, not with prey so close at hand.

It had been years since the last time held seen aboid at such closerange; they didn't like the high country
of Midland and had learned to avoid human settlements. Y ears ago one of these creatures had killed his

parents, and another had come closeto killing him aswdl; its skull used to hang from thewall of histree
house, until Susan complained that it gave her nightmares and Wendy had made him take it down.

Keeping his eye on them, Carlos dowly bent forward, searching for hisrifle. Y et the boids remained
wherethey were. They stood till, sllently watching as the canoe drifted past. It wasn't until Chris picked
up his paddie and carefully moved them farther away from shore that Carlos relaxed. Looking back over
his shoulder, he saw the boids disappear back into thetdl grass.

"I'll be damned,” he murmured. "They didn't attack.” He looked at Chris. "That close, and they didn't
attack."

"No, they didn't. And you know why?' He grinned. "They're scared of us."

All at once, the exhaustion left him. There was no more doubt, no more need for rest. Taking adeep
breath, he picked up his paddle once more.

"Weregoing towin," Carlos said very quietly, moreto himsdf than to Chris. "We're going to win this
thing."

1859-SHutTLEFELD, NEWFLORIDA



Plymouth came out of the setting sun, making a low, sweeping turn to the west that shed
therest of itsvelocity. In the last few seconds before it descended upon the landing field, Lee caught a
brief glimpse of the shantytown that surrounded the place where this same craft-once named the Jesse
Helms before Tom Shapiro had rechristened it-had made thefirst landing upon Coyote.

Good grief, he thought, his eyes widening as he gazed upon the sprawl of shacks, hovels, and tents.
They've actually got people living here? Then thejets kicked up dust around the cockpit and the
whesdl s touched down, and Kim reached forward to pull back the throttles and kill the engines.

"All right, we're here," she murmured. "What do you want me to do now?"

"Stay put.” Lee unfastened his seat harness. "Raise the gangway after I'm gone and shut the hatch . . . just
incase"

"Right. Justin case. Captain . . ."

"Open the belly hatch and lower the ramp, please.”" He avoided looking at her as he stood up. "If it
doesnt work out . . . well, you'll know if it doesn't. Get off the ground and head back to Defiance.” She
started to object. "Don't argue with me. Y ou have your orders.”

"Aye, Sr." She reached to the center console and toggled afew switches; there was athump benegath the
deck asthe hatch opened and the gangway began to descend. "Good luck,” she added. "1 hope
everything works out."

"Thanks. Sodo I." Lee pulled on his jacket, then left the cockpit. As he expected, Danawas waiting for
him in the passenger compartment; she'd aready opened the inner hatch, and a cool breeze was drifting
in. She was putting on her serape, but he shook his head. " Sorry, no. Y ou're staying here with-"

"Like hell. Whereyou go, I-"

"No, you're not." He planted his hands on her shoulders, backed her into the nearest seat. "L ook, you
sadit yoursdf . . . therésagood chance | could be taken hostege. If they get me, that'sfine, but if they
get both of us, then they can use you to make me do whatever they want. Y ou're not going to be able to
help me very much, so you're staying here."

Tearslistened at the corners of her eyes. "Damn it, Robert," she said softly, "do you havetobeso. .. s0
logicd dl thetime?'

He smiled down at her. "Sorry. Can't help mysdlf." Heleaned down to kiss her; she wrapped her arms
around his neck, and for afew moments they held each other. "Now go forward and keep Kim
company,” he said as he released her and stood up. "And close the hatch after I'm gone.”

"Yegh. Sure" She hesitated. "Robert, 1-"
"Me, too." And then he turned and, ducking his head dightly, headed down the gangway.

Twilight was settling upon the landing field, the evening wind picking up as Bear began to riseto the east.
A large crowd of Shuttlefield residents, kept at adistance by aring of armed Guardsmen, had gathered
around the Plymouth ; he heard his name being murmured in tones of astonishment as he marched down
the ramp, and even the two soldiers waiting to meet him regarded him with awe. Here was Robert Lee,
the commanding officer of the Alabama , afigure of history and legend long before they were born. Lee
couldn't help but smile; he probably would have the same reaction if Christopher Columbus suddenly

landed in a spaceship.



Enough of this.He turned to the nearest Guardsman. "'I'm here to meet with Matriarch Hernandez,” he
said, speaking in the pidgin Anglo held managed to pick up over the past few years. "'Can you take meto
her, please?'

"I...1..." Thesoldier was speechless, and for amoment L ee thought he'd drop his gun and ask for an
autograph. "Yes, of course, butwe. ..l mean..."

"Captain Lee?' From behind the two Guardsmen, another figure stepped forward. Wearing adark blue
jumpsuit that bore the insignia of the Union Astronautica, he carried an air of authority and obvioudy was
unimpressed with fame. ""Permit meto introduce mysdlf,” he said, addressing him in flawless English ashe
extended hishand. "I'm Captain Fernando Baptiste, commanding officer of the Spirit of Social
Collectivism Carried to the Sars "

The captain of the starship that had brought the Union Guard reinforcementsto Fort Lopez. "Pleased to
meet you, Captain Baptiste," he said, formally shaking hishand, "but | had rather expected the Matriarch
to be here hersdlf."

"My apologies, Captain. She'swaiting for you in Liberty, at the community hall. | was sent to escort you
to-"

They wereinterrupted by the sound of the gangway being retracted. Lee turned to watch the ramp fold
againg the Plymouth 'sunderside. Y ou're a prudent man, Captain,” Baptiste said quietly, asthe belly
hatch dammed shut. "It might not have occurred to me to take such precautions.”

Lee said nothing as he studied Baptiste from the corner of his eye. He wore the uniform of the enemy, yet
Lee sensed no malice in the man; indeed, he had the strong fedling that he wasin the presence of a
kindred soul. An adversary, perhaps, but possibly areluctant one. He noted the satphone clipped to
Baptiste's belt, and a new thought occurred to him.

"I'velearned to be careful,” he said. "Especidly when dedling with the Matriarch.”

"Yes. .. of course" Turning aside, Baptiste beckoned in the direction of Liberty. "If you'l follow me,
please?'

They set out on foot, marching side by side dong the long, muddy road that led from the edge of
Shuttlefield acrossfalow farm fields toward Liberty. Despite the Guardsmen who formed a protective
ring around them, the crowd continued to follow them, peering through the soldiers, occasionaly shouting
Lee'sname. At one point hisleft foot found a pothole in the road; he tripped, started to fal forward, only
to find Baptiste reaching out to catch him.

Leeregained hisbaance, but thissmall incident told him that, at least for afew minutes, his safety was
assured. The Matriarch might have plans for him, but Baptiste meant him no harm. The reception held
recaived so far was cordid, but that could easily change. Y et if there was a possibility, however remoteit
might be, that he might be sympathetic to hiscause. . .

Thelast light of day waswaning, and thefirst stars were gppearing in the night sky. He turned his head to
peer toward the west, searching the heavens for one particular point of light that should berising there.
"Looking for your ship?' Baptiste stopped, dlowing Leeto do so aswell. "1 think it should be coming
over around now."

"Yes, it should."” Therewere low cloudsin the western skies, obscuring hisview. He glanced at his
watch. Fifteen minutes. . . "Captain Baptiste," he murmured, deliberately keeping hisvoicelow, "have
you been able to reach your people on Hammerhead?'



He nodded meaningfully toward Baptiste's satphone. "That way, no," Baptiste replied, speaking quietly
aswell. The soldiers, distracted by the crowd around them, weren't paying too much attention to the two
men. "Too much aimospheric interference. But we've been able to communicate with them via
short-range radio." He peered at L ee through the gloom. "Why do you ask?'

Lee heditated. It was an enormous gamble, and he was dl too aware that he was putting many lives at
risk, hisown included. But if it paid off . . .

"Listento me," he whispered. "Wedon't have muchtime. . . ."

1928-URSS A LaBAMA

Once again, the starship was dark and silent, its passageways deserted, its
compartments cold and lightless. The only movement aboard were those of the maintenance 'bots as they
patrolled the corridors and cabins, making minor repairs here and there, making sure that the vessel
remained clean.

Inthering corridor on Deck H1, a'bot stopped to vacuum a clump of dust it had found beneath a
hand-painted mural: ayoung man, leading a processon of figures across a hilltop, agiant ringed planet
looming in the background. It had just completed thisminor chore when the floor trembled ever so
dightly beneath the adhesive soles of its Six legs. Registering the disturbance, the 'bot sent an eectronic
query to its mother system. A fraction of a second later, the Al instructed the machineto returnto its
niche; the ship was about to engage in amajor course maneuver. The 'bot quickly scurried away, its
diodes briefly illuminating awork of art that no onewould ever see again.

Three hundred yards from the Alabama , askiff from the Spirit was closing in upon the ship when the
ship's reaction-control rockets suddenly flared. Asthe pilot watched, its bow pitched downward until it
was pointed at the planet far below. He barely had time to report his observation before Alabama 's
secondary thrugtersignited, and the giant vessal began to move away from him.

Grabhing hisyoke, the skiff pilot fired hisRCRsto take histiny craft to asafe distance. His precaution
waswise, for few secondslater Alabama ‘s main engine cameto life, itswhite-hot flare slently lancing
out in space. Through his cockpit window, he watched in awe as the mammoth spacecraft began to fall
toward Coyote.

With itsmain engine burning at full thrugt, it took only afew minutesfor Alabama to reach the
troposphere. The ship wasn't designed to land upon a planet, yet the deorbit maneuver its captain had
programmed into its autopilot guaranteed that it would take along, shallow dive through the planet's
atmosphere. And even though Alabama wasn't streamlined, it was till over five hundred feet long, with a
dry weight of nearly forty thousand tons.

Even asthe massive cone of its Bussard ramscoop disintegrated, bow shock formed an orange-red
coronaaround its sphericd fud tank, until the intense heat of atmospheric friction ignited the last
remaining fud. In thelast few seconds, the 'bots shut down for good before the explosion ripped apart
the forward decks, and Ledie Gillis mura of Prince Rupurt waslost for al time.

Y et the Alabama survived, if only for alittle while longer. Just long enough for it to complete onefina
misson.



1932-LiBerTY, NEWFLORIDA

Robert Lee found Luisa Hernandez waiting for him within the community hal, the
place he and the otherswho'd built it with their bare hands had once called the grange hall. He was
pleased to see that the murd of the Alabama that graced one its walls hadn't been taken down; long
benchesran down the length of the floor, and the wood-burning stove that they'd installed to hest the
room had been removed, but otherwise it was much theway held Ieft it.

The hall was vacant, except for severa soldiers positioned near the windows. The Matriarch stood near
the middle of the room, another Union Guard soldier close behind her, a Savant standing nearby. AsLee
entered, a Guardsmen stepped in front of him; with no preamble or gpologies, he quickly patted Lee
down, searching for any hidden wesgpons. Lee submitted to the search, taking the moment to Sze up the
woman standing before him.

Sheld aged quite abit since the last time held seen her; her hair had grown longer, and it wasthin and
tinged with grey. Thelines of her face had become sharper, her stout figure lessfulsome. Even so, Lee
reflected, there had seldom been any days in which sheld had to skip amed or nightsin which she'd dept
in the cold. Others might have starved while she tried to sustain a cocoon of comfort around hersdlf, but
no one survives Coyote without fedling the hardships of the frontier.

The soldier completed histask, turned to the Matriarch, and nodded. "Captain Lee," she said, asif none
of this had happened. "Good to see you again.”

"Matriarch." Behind him, he heard the front doors close, shutting out the crowd that had followed him
from the landing field. Only Baptiste had accompanied him inside, and he stood off to one Side, his hands
behind hisback. "Yourewell, | takeit."

"It'sbeen along winter." An offhand shrug beneeth her robe; the same one shed worn the first time they
had met, Lee observed, yet noticeably faded, patched in severad places with swamper hide. "Careto St?
she asked, gesturing to the nearest table; as her hand rose, he caught a glimpse of the pistol holstered
beneath her robe. "' Perhaps some coffeg?"

"No, thank you." Lee remained standing. "Matriarch, about the eruption . . ."

"Yes, of course" Still maintaining apose of amicability, shetook a seet, crossng her legs and folding her
arms across her chest. ™Y ou're concerned about the long-term effects, and nor can | blame you. Defiance
and the other settlements on Midland will undoubtedly suffer quite abit fromit.”

"No question about it, but so will you. New Floridas distance from Mt. Bonestdll matterslittle. Thismay
be the last warm day well experience for quite awhile. And you know aswell as| do how much we
depend upon regular crop rotations to keep everyone fed.”

"Oh, come now." She gave him acondescending smirk. "I doubt it'l be as serious asyou believe. And
evenif itis, werenot entirely at the mercy of nature. Greenhouses can be built, hydroponics can be
implemented.”

"| agree. If we act now, the worst of this can be mitigated. But we can only do so if were not having to
fight each other a the sametime. Thefirst thing we must do is bring an end to this conflict.”

"Absolutely. No question about it." She was having a hard time keeping astraight face. "'I'm more than
willing to negotiate terms of surrender.”

Lee nodded. "Thank you. I'm pleased to hear this. Our first condition isthat the Union Guard must lay



down its weapons at once, and-"

"Captain! | must . . . come now, be serious! We're discussing your surrender, not mine!™ Even as she
laughed at his expense, Lee watched Baptiste move closer to the Savant. Behind her back, therewasa
whispered consultation. He tried to remain calm, even though he knew what was being said.

"I'm quite serious,” he continued. Y our forces must surrender at once, beginning with giving up their
firearms. If they do 0, | promise that no harm will cometo any of them, and they'll be treated fairly by-"

"Enough.” The smile faded from her face as sheraised an indulgent hand. " Captain Lee, youvegot a
good sense of humor, but the joke's gone far enough. Rigil Kent hasinflicted some damage upon us, I'll
grant you that, yet the fact remains that your people are outnumbered by at least ten to one. Not only
that, but we have more wegpons at our disposa than-"

"No, maam,” Leesaid, "you don'. Or at least not for very much longer.” And then he turned to Baptiste.
"Ceptain...?

Hearing his name, helooked away from his private discussion with the Savant. "Matriarch," he said, "a
few minutes ago Captain Lee advised meto order the emergency evacuation of al personnd from Fort
Lopez. I've done so, but I'm not sureif there's been enough time to-"

"Youve. .. what? " Standing up, Hernandez turned to stare at him. "What areyou.. . . 7'
At that ingtant, from somewhere not far away, they heard the distant sound of gunfire.

For afew seconds, everyone in the room froze, then one of the soldiers rushed to the door. He flung it
open, and now they could hear smal-armsfire from not far away, aong with shouts from the crowd
outside. The Matriarch's bodyguard immediately moved to protect her, while Baptiste sought cover
behind atable.

Only the Savant and Lee remained where they were. The posthuman was amost placid, hisonly visble
reaction adight lowering of his head within hishood, asif he was lisening to distant voicesno onedse
could hear. Then hismetalic face turned toward Lee, hisruby eyes seeking hisown.

"Very good, dr," hesad. "Very well played.”

1947-M ipLAND CHANNEL
"Hey, you see that?"

Hearing hisfather's voice from the bow, Barry Dreyfus|ooked up from hiswork. For the past hour or
50, he and Ted had been clearing ash from the intake ducts of the skimmer's turbofans. It was the second
time they'd done s0; even after they'd left the lagoon and retreated down the channel, ash had continued
to fal upon them, clogging the intakes and threetening to overhest the engines, forcing Paul Dwyer to shut
them down before they burned out.

Pathetic. Instead of taking out Fort Lopez, they were limping home in a crippled skimmer, their misson a
falure. Oh, perhaps the gyros were grounded, yet afew minutes ago they'd spotted a shuttle lifting off
from Hammerhead, swiftly risng until it pierced the heavy cloudsthat shrouded the night sky. At least
three more were till on the ground; if the Union could launch one, then they'd soon be able to launch the
others. If that happened, the Union would be able to dispatch reinforcements to New Florida



Then Barry raised his eyes, and these thoughts were forgotten. Even though the sun had long since gone
down, to thewest he could see afaint glow within the clouds: athin hao of light, quickly moving to the
eadt, growing brighter by the moment. At first he thought it might be the shuttle returning to base, but that
didn't make any sense. Why would . . . ?

"Holy ... !" Ted ydled, and in that instant aminiature comet broke through the overcast, awhite-hot
fireball that painted the underside of the cloudsin shades of scarlet and burnt orange as it streaked across
the dark heavens. Thinking that it was headed their way, Barry ingtinctively ducked, until he redlized that
itwasfdling toward. . .

"Get down!"

Jack Dreyfussvoice waslogt in the sound of the sky being ripped open, and then the fist of an angry god
came down upon Hammerhead. Barry threw up his hands, yet even with his eyes shut he could seethe
retina afterimage of the nuclear blast seared across his plane of vision.

Theroar sent him to his knees. He put his head down, feding the deck rock beneath him. When he
opened hiseyes again, the first thing he saw was the concussi on rippling across the channel, a series of
sustained thunderclaps that sent up tiny waves across the dark waters. Then he raised hishead, and
stared in shock at the distant granite bluff. Where Fort Lopez once stood, there was now afire-drenched
mushroom shape risng high into the sky.

"What was. . . 7' Hisvoicewasadry croak, without any expression save bewildered astonishment.
"What did. ..l dont..."

"I'm not sure." Ted'seyeswerewide as hisown. "But I've got afeding that was something very
precious.”

1948-LiBerTY, NEWFLORIDA

The first shots were already fading in the distance when the advance team reached the
boat dock. Jumping from his canoe onto the dock, Carlos crouched low, brought up hisrifle, quickly
scanning the areathrough itsinfrared sights. As before, no soldierswere visible; the dock and the nearby
boathouse were deserted.

He reached down to offer Chrisahand, but he was aready clambering out of the stern, gunin hand. No
timeto tie up; they let the canoe drift away asthey dashed toward the boathouse. Behind them, more
canoes were approaching the dock: the strike force to retake Liberty.

The boathouse was the same one where he and Chris had built the canoes they'd used to explore the
Great Equatorid River. Carlosdidn't give himsdlf achanceto reflect upon that irony asthey flattened
behind itslog walls, taking a moment to assesstheir Situation while they waited for the othersto catch up.
To the south, they could hear scattered gunfire coming from the direction of Shuittlefield.

"That's Blue Company," Chriswhispered. "Clark's guys shouldn't have much trouble. A few Guardsmen,
some Proctors. . . they'll go down easy enough.”

Carlos nodded. He was more concerned about what was happening north of Liberty. They had left the
rest of Red Company a haf mile upstream, to invade the colony from the opposte direction. With luck,
smultaneous incursions from north and south would divert the Union Guard's attention from the creek,
giving histeam achanceto infiltrate the town center just afew hundred feet away.



"Y ou ready to do this?" The hoursthey'd spent on theriver had |eft him feeling light-headed; he reached
down to massage acramp in hisleg.

"Weve got achoice?' Chrisglanced back a him. "I mean, if you want to take anap, go ahead, well-"

"Never mind." Hearing movement behind them, he looked back and saw shadowed forms advancing
toward them, the weathered boards creaking beneath their boots, Bear's pale blue glow lending a soft
luminescence to their faces. Marie wasthe first to join them, her carbine clagped againgt her chest. She
caught his eye, nodded once. They were all there. Timeto movein.

Carlosraised hishand, silently pointed to either side of the shack, then leveled his pam and lowered it:
Half of you go this way, the other half go that way, and stay low . No one had to ask what he
meant, or who was going where; they'd rehearsed this phase of the operation many times over the past
month, and everyone had memorized Chriss hand-drawn maps of the colony. While ahdf dozen Rigil
Kent membersfell in behind Chris, Marie, and five others followed Carlos.

A narrow dirt path led them through brush and tal grass until they came up from behind the community
hall. By then they could hear gunfire coming from the north aswell; Red Company had apparently
engaged the Union Guard. Between the grange and the nearest cabin, he spotted Guardsmen emerging
from their barracks across Main Street, running toward both Shuttlefield and the north side of Liberty.

The battle for New Forida had begun. Although he was tempted to join the fight, Carlos focused upon
his principa task. Raising his hand, he brought his people to a hat, then crouched low and peered
through the sourgrass. Light glowed within the windows of the community hal; gpparently someone was
ingde. Good. The Matriarch might have taken cover within; Snce his group's primary objective was
capturing her, that left Chrissteam clear to achieve their task of taking down the Union Guard barracks.

The clatter of gyro rotors. Carloslooked around, saw aircraft lightsrising from Shuttlefield. Therewasa
thin streak of fire from the ground, and a half second later the gyro exploded. Asit plummeted to the
ground, he heard distant voicesraised in victory. The gunfire resumed, only more sparsely. Blue
Company had taken out agyro; now the people of Shuttlefield were joining the fight aswell, rebeling
againg the Guardsmen and Proctors who'd been their overlordsfor so long,

Staying aslow as possible, Carlos moved his people closer to the hall. They were lessthan forty feet
from the entrance when apair of soldiers came around the front of the building. Although people were
fighting on either Sde of them, they were sticking close to the hall. Someone important wasinsde; he had
little doubt who it was.

Carlosturned around, only to find Marie crouched next to him. He pointed toward the soldiers, and she
nodded; she knew what to do. Raising hersalf up on one knee, she propped her rifle against her shoulder,
took careful aim at the Guardsmen. One shot, and one of them went down; the other barely noticed that
his comrade had been hit before the next shot took him down aswell. Carlostried not to noticethe grin
on hissster'sface. It had to be done, and she was an incredible sharpshooter; despite that, he felt horror
at the pleasure she took from killing people. When thiswasover . . .

Worry about that later. Carlos jumped up, tore out of the high grass, raced toward the front steps of the
hall. He was |ess than a dozen feet awvay when the door dammed open and another soldier emerged onto
the porch. Seeing Carlos, he whipped up hisrifle and fired. Bullets zinged past Carloss|eft ear even as
he crouched, aimed, fired. The Guardsman fell, his body keeping the door gar.

Bolting up the dairs, Carlos dashed inside with hisrifle raised. Thelight dazzled him, causing him to blink,
and the warmth of the room was suffocating after the cool of the evening, yet now he saw severd figures
ganding only afew feet away.



A Savant, cloaked in black, stlanding silently in the background. A Union Astronautica officer half-hidden
behind an overturned table. A middle-aged woman in afrayed purple robe, her right hand outstretched,
holding apistol on. ..

"Don't shoot!" Lee snapped.

Carloss expression, so determined just an instant before, changed to one of bewilderment. It was
obviousthat Lee wasthe last person he expected to seethere. Y et hisrifle remained fixed upon the
Matriarch, hisindex finger poised on thetrigger.

"What . .. how didyou . . . 7' Carlos began. Behind him, severd other members of Rigil Kent were
rushing into the hal. Seeing Lee, they cameto a stop, yet no one lowered their weapons.

"I'll tell you later." Lee carefully kept hisvoice even. "Right now, | want you and everyone dseto just
cam down." That wouldn't be easy-outside the building, they could hear the sounds of gunfire-but the last
thing he wanted was to have the negotiations end in a shoot-out. He looked past Carlos to the two men
standing closest to the door. "Go out and stand watch. Make sure no one comesin.”

They hestated. "Doit," Carlos said, and they reluctantly went back the way they had come, leaving the
door open. "Captain-"

"Not now." Leereturned his attention to LuisaHernandez. Her pistol, which she had produced the
moment her bodyguard had dashed outside, was till amed Straight a him. At that range, she'd couldn't
miss. "l believe we were discussing terms of surrender.”

"Y ou had this planned al dong.” Her voice trembled with barely suppressed rage. "Under flag of truce,
you came here to negotiate peace, knowing that your people were preparing to attack-"

"I didn't plan to be here until just afew hours ago. Carlos wasn't aware of what | was doing, were you,
Carlos?' The younger man shook his head, but sheignored him. "Therés still away to resolvethis
peacefully, Matriarch. There's no reason why more of your people should die. . . and believe me, your
troops are outnumbered.”

Theleft corner of her mouth flickered in asardonic smile. "For now," she said, her gun still leveled upon
him, "but not much longer. Oh, you may be able to take control, but | can have reinforcements from Fort
Lopez here within an hour.”

Leelooked over at Baptiste. He had risen from behind the table he'd kicked over, and he stood silently
nearby, awitnessto the endgame. "Captain.. . . 7'

"Matriarch”-he cleared histhroat-"Maam, it's my sad duty to report that Fort Lopez has been destroyed.
Captain Leeinformed me of thisjust before we arrived.”

Her eyeswidened. "How . . . you can't know thisl Why would you trust hisword-"

"It'strue.” For thefirgt time, Savant Hull spoke up. "Whileyou'vebeen . . . um, engaged in
negotiations. . . | accessed the Spirit . Sixteen minutes ago, aforce as yet unknown struck
Hammerheed, obliterating our base there-"

"That forcewasthe Alabama ," Leeinterrupted. "Before| left, | preset its guidance system for adeorbit
trgectory that would bring it down on Fort Lopez. | gambled that, even if most of the forward section
disintegrated during atmospheric entry, the engine's fusion reactor would survive long enough to reach the
ground."



"Hedidn't do it without fair warning.” Baptiste stepped around the table. "After he arrived here, he
informed me of what he'd done. That gave me a chance to contact Fort Lopez and order an emergency
evacuation of dl troops. | did so before we-"

"Thank you, Captain. Well done." Hernandez looked at Hull again. "And were the troops evacuated?’

"One shuttle was able to lift off before the base was destroyed. From what 1've been able to gather, it
carried eighty-eight survivors. They're now en route to the Spirit .

Leewinced as he heard this. He glanced at Baptiste. "My apologies, Captain. I'd hoped you might be
ableto rescue more.”

"I'm sureyou did," Hernandez said coldly. "Captain Baptiste, make contact with the shuttle, tell it to
change course. It'sto land here, with the objective of-"

"No, maam. | refuse.”
She gaped a him in astonishment. "What did you say?'

Baptiste assumed aforma military position: feet spread apart, hands locked together behind his back,
back rigid and chin uplifted. "It'smy judgment,” he continued, taring straight ahead, "that the objectives
of thismisson. . . that is, to establish aself-sustaining colony upon thisworld . . . have been neglected by
apersond desrefor-"

"Get those soldiers on the ground!™

"It'sover, Matriarch." Lee spoke softly, yet his quiet voice carried more force than her outraged shout.
"Captain Baptiste knows the truth, and | suspect the Savant does aswell. Y ou can't conquer aplace
whose people don't want to be conquered. The most you can do is occupy it for ashort time. Ancient
Rome learned this, and so did Nazi Germany and the United Republic . . . those who want to be free will
remain free, a any codt, even their own lives.”

All thistime, Hernandez had held the pistol upon him. Suddenly she seemed to shrink in upon hersdlf, like
awoman who had once worn pride as her armor and suddenly found it replaced by mereflesh. The
pistol wavered, shook within her grasp; Leefound himsdf remembering the last time hed stared down a
gun barrel, many years ago aboard the Alabama .

"What isit that you want?" she asked, dmost in awhisper.

"Removad of al Union Guard troops from Coyote. Rdinquishment of al territoria clamsby the Western
Hemisphere Union. Return of the Soirit to Earth, along with anyone who wishesto go back . . ."

"Of course." Her hand dropped, asif tired of holding the gun for so long. Her eyeswere dull, registering
hopeless defeet. "It'sdl yours. Youwin."

Leefdl slent. All theyears of exile, dl the years of revolution, had come to this moment: aquiet
surrender, in a place he'd once hel ped build. His namesake had surrendered insde a courthouse in
Appomattox, with his defested troops gathered just outside; this evening, with the last few shots of battle
dying off in the distance, his own war was drawing to aclose.

Turning away from the Matriarch, he found Carloswaiting nearby. To hisrdlief, the younger man had
lowered hisrifle. That was agood start. "Tell your people to cease-"

"Robert!"



Gunshots from behind him, then something dammed into hisback: three bulletsthat punched through his
spine, hislungs, his heart. Hismind barely had time to register the pain before his muscleslost control and
he pitched forward, his hands grasping at the unexpected wetness at his chest. He hit the floor facefirs,
barely ableto think, unable to move.

Everything cameto him asahollow roar of sensation-gunshots, voices, hands grasping a him. Hefell
over on hisback, saw Carlos staring down at him even as hisvision began to form alightlesstunnd. He
heard something pounding, at first with loud persstence, and then much more dowly. Carloswas saying
something to him- Captain, can you hear me?-but he could bardly comprehend the meaning of the
words.

Benesath the pain therewasawarm inviting pillow. Hefdt himsdf falingintoit. Y et there was one last
thing he had to say before herested . . .

He spoke, hoping that Carlos heard him. Then darkness closed in upon him.

2614-SHuTtTLEFELD, NEWFLORIDA

Within the stark glare of the Union shuttle's landing lights, a long row of bodieslay upon
the ground, each wrapped in ablack plastic bag. A pair of Guardsmen picked up their fallen comrades
one at atime, and carried them up the ramp, where other soldiers secured them to the deck with cargo
nets. Twenty-two bodiesin dl, including that of the Matriarch; Carlos couldn't tell which was hers, and
he was reluctant to ask.

"I'm sorry it had to end like this" he said quietly, careful not to raise hisvoicelest it bresk the sllence. "'l
know that sounds awful, but if there could have been any other way . . ."

"Y ou don't have to apologize." Baptiste stood next to him, watching the dead being taken away. The
night was cold, and his hands were shoved in the pockets of the military-issue parka someone had given
him. "Infact, | prefer that you didn't. These men died in theline of duty. It's not for you to say whether it
wasright or wrong."

Carlosdidn't know what to say to this. Hed killed one of the men himself; the fact that he'd done so to
liberate his home mattered very little a that moment. Sometime the next day, held have to bury some of
hisown: twelve Rigil Kent members, dong with seven colonists from Shuttlefield and Liberty who'd given
up their livesin the name of freedom.

And one more, whose death weighed upon him most of al.

"But you'reright." Baptiste looked down at the ground. "There could . . . there should have been another
way. Thisworld belongsto you, and we had no right to take it from you.” He looked up a Carlos. "If
there's anyone who owes an gpology . . ."

"Thank you, but . . . maybe you'reright. Anything you'd say now would only be an insult.”

Baptiste said nothing, but smply nodded before turning his face away. Within the ring of armed men
surrounding the landing field, Carlos watched Union Guard soldiers marching aboard other shuttles. With
their guns taken away, they represented the defeated remnant of the force that had once held New
Horida. Among them were severd dozen civilians: ahandful of Union loyaigts, but mainly those colonists
who'd smply decided that they'd had enough of Coyote. More would join them before the last shuttle
lifted off early the next morning, yet Baptiste had assured him that the Spirit had enough biostasis cellsto



accommodate everyone who wanted to return to Earth.
"Arethere going to be more?' Carlos asked. "I mean, will the Union send more ships out here?!

"I don't know." Baptiste shrugged. "My ship wasthelast oneinthefleet . . . and believe me, they were
expengveto build. But that was dmogt fifty years ago, and | don't know what's happened since then. For
al | know, there could be moreontheway . .. or noneat al.”

"But Savant Hull will be awake during the journey, right?" Carlos had seen him board the shuttle just a
few minutes ago. Baptiste nodded. "Then tdll him to send amessage to any shipsthey see coming this
way. Tdl themthat .. ."

Hetook adeep breath. "Tell them that thisis our home. We want freedom, and well fight to keep it that
way. Tdl them, Captain.”

Baptiste didn't repond. Once more, his eyes returned to the bodies of the fallen Guardsmen. "I believe
you," hesaid at last, hisvoicelow, "and I'll passthe word adong, but tell me onething.”

"YS?I

"What are you going to do now?" Baptiste turned to look him in the eye. Y ou've won your freedom. So
what are you going to do with it?"

Carlos met his gaze without blinking. "WEell do what weve dways done best. WEll survive.”

For along while, the two men regarded one another in sllence. Then Baptiste offered his hand, and
Carlostook it. "Good luck to you," Baptiste said. "I hope you find what you're looking for."

Then he turned away, joining the procession of men, both living and dead, going aboard the shuttle that
would take them back to the Spirit and, eventually, back to Earth. In the days to come, Carlos would
regret never having thanked him for the choice héd made, or for failing to redize that hislast words
echoed something that had been said to Lee along time ago.

After Baptiste disappeared within the craft, Carlos watched the last few Union Guard soldiers march up
theramp. It dowly rose upward, then the hatch closed behind it. He stepped back as the ascent jets
whined to life. A ragged cheer rose from the crowd as the shuttle dowly lifted off, and afew peoplefired
their gunsinto theair. All hefet was exhaugtion, asif the weight of aworld had settled upon his
shoulders.

Coyote wasfree. Y et Robert Lee'slast words haunted him, echoing through hismind: It'syours. . . it's
yours. . .it'syours. ..

rats HOME OF THE BRAVE

The monster rose from the East Channel on a clear and sunny afternoon inlae
summer, aday so warm and fresh that it was as if the world had not skipped a season and aretrograde
spring had finally come. The monster wasn't aware of these changes; for ten months he had known only
the darkness and cold of the silent depths that had been his prison. At long last he'd had finaly escaped,
and now he emerged to see the sky again.

The creature that shambled out of the water was human-shaped and had ahuman mind, yet he wasn't



human. His ceramic-alloy body, once a burnished shade of chrome silver, was now dull and corroded;
weeds clung to the creaking joints of his skeleta limbs, and dark mud caked the clawlike feet that sank
deep into the coarse grave of the river shore. Hisright leg, broken last autumn by gunfire at close range,
had been braced with a piece of sunken wood, lashed againgt it with lengths of tightly coiled weed; even
then, hewas only able to stand upright with the assstance of awaterlogged tree branch held fashioned
into amakeshift crutch. Within his skull-like head, only hisright eye emitted aruby glow; hisleft one had
been shattered when held attempted to scale an underwater cliff, only to become haf-blind when he did
back down and hisface struck a sharp rock.

Ten monthsin the channel. Ten months by the Coyote calendar; by Gregorian reckoning, that was two
and ahdf years. That's how long it had taken for himto find away out of hiswatery tomb. A hundred
feet down, there had been only the most wan light from far above. Trapped within anarrow canyon, held
crawled dong its belly through sit and dudge, dragging his broken leg behind him as he struggled through
muck and the decaying carcasses of dead fish, until hefinally discovered adope he was ableto climb.
And even then, more than seventy feet separated him from the surface. 1t had been along hike acrossthe
river bottom until he reached the shalows, and yet he/d doneit. He had no choice but to survive; death
wasagift he couldn't give himsdf.

For along while he stood upon the rocky beach, water drooling off hisbody, held upright only by the
length of wood that he'd cometo think of as his best friend. Sunlight registered feebly upon hisremaining
eye; lacking stereoscopic vison, everything seemed flat and one-dimensiondl.

Turning around, for thefirst time he saw where he was. The massive limestone bluffs of the Eastern
Divide towered above him; ahdf mile away, an immense wooden bridge rose above the channdl,
connecting New Foridato the distant shores of Midland. He remembered the bridge; hed watched it
being built, witnessed the act of sabotage that caused its midlength spans to come crashing down. Now
the bridge had been repaired; indeed, he could dimly make out forms moving along its roadway.

Seeing the bridge intact again, he felt asurge of joy. In his absence, the Matriarch had persevered. Once
he returned to Liberty, she'd make sure that the ones who'd dare attempt to murder a Savant were
brought to justice. She would not let their crimesgo . . .

"Over herel It'sover herel”

Hearing a child's voice shouting somewhere behind him, he looked around, saw a couple of small figures
running toward him: two boys, carrying fishing rods. Lurching the rest of the way out of the weter, he
raised hisfree hand. One of the boys stopped, his face expressing fear. The other one dowed down but
continued forward, more curious than afraid.

"Who areyou?' the boy demanded.

"Ssssa..." Covered with sand, hisvocodor made only aharsh noise; the boy stared at him quizzically
until he adjusted the pitch and volume, tried again. "'S-s-savant Manud Castro. I-"

"What happened to you?' The boy stared at his broken leg. "Y ou look like crap!™

He was unaccustomed to such impudence, especialy from one so young; nonetheless, it was good to see
another face, hear another voice. "'l was captured by members of the resistance. They took me prisoner,
then threw me off araft several miles upstream. They tried to kill me, but asyou see-"

A stone struck the side of his head.

Cadro fdt no pain, yet hisvison blurred for ahdf ingtant. Looking around, he saw the other boy pulling



his arm back to hurl another rock at him. "A Savant! Tomas, get away! It'sa Savant!”
"Stop that!" he shouted. "Under authority of the Matriarch, | order you to!"
"Y ou know the Matriarch?' Tomas peered at him.

"Of course, the Matriarch Hernandez!" The other boy threw his rock, but it missed him, splashing into the
water behind him. "Stop thisl And tel mewho you are!”

"I'm Tomas Conseco, and I'm taking you prisoner.” Then Tomas kicked the crutch out from beneath his
leg.

Cadtro toppled to the ground, and the boys attacked him. He wrapped his left arm across hisface to
shidd hisremaining eye, asfor severd long minutesthey kicked him and pelted him with stonesand
gravel. When they findly got tired of their sport, the boys grabbed him by the arms and began dragging
him across the beach. He was impressed by their strength; only hatred could lend so much muscleto
those so young. For amoment, he thought they were going to pitch him back into the channel-which
would have been a blessing-but instead they hauled him toward the bridge. Y et the worst indignity came
when Tomas opened thefly of histrousers and, with hideous glee, urinated upon him.

It was at that point when the Savant Manuel Castro, former lieutenant governor of New Florida, realized
that many things had changed while hed been away.

On the eve of First Landing Day, Liberty was busy preparing itself for thefedtivities.

As he strode through town, Carlos saw townspeopl e suspending pennants between woodframe houses,
stringing lights above their windows. Out front of the grange hall, vendors and craftspeople were setting
up tents, the early arrivals had aready put out their wares upon benches and tables. handmade clothing,
catskin boots and gloves, cookware and cutlery, labor-saving devices for the frontier home both complex
and smple, hand-carved children'stoys. Shags carrying visitors from the Midland colonies shambled
down Main Street, with Proctors directing them to stables where the beasts could be kept while their
ownersfound temporary lodging ether with friends or in one of the boardinghousesin Shuttlefield.

And everywhere Carlos looked, the new flag of the Coyote Federation rose from poles or hung from
porches; it had even been painted across the faux birch walls of some of the houses that had recently
been built dong the side streets. Despite his dark mood, this gave him a certain sense of satisfaction.
During dl the public meetings held chaired as mayor, not even the long debates over the exact wording of
the various articles of the Liberty Compact had raised as much ire as the ones pertaining to the flag's
design, and it wasn't until VVonda Cayle presented her compromise-the Ursae Mgjoris congtellation,
transposed upon three horizonta bars of red, white, and blue-that al sideswere satisfied. Now that the
"Big Dipper" had been formally adopted, everyonetook prideinit; at least it wasn't as scary asthe one
proposed by the Forest Camp delegation, which featured a snarling coyote above the dogan "Don't
MessWith Mée!"

Thelong, cold summer of ‘06 was amost over, and everyone was ready for aparty, yet that wasn't what
occupied hismind just then. Ignoring the bunting and decorations, giving only passng nods and
hand-waves to citizens who called his name, he headed for the windowless|og cabin at the end of the
sreet. Firgt Landing Day could wait; before he could join the celebration, there was some family business
that needed to be settled.

The Chief Proctor was waiting for him outside. "She'sin there," Chris said, then held up ahand as Carlos
marched toward the door. "L ook, wait aminute-"



"Wait for what?' Carlos started to walk around him, but Chris stepped in hisway. "How many times
have your guys brought her in? Two? Three?"

"It'sthefourth . . . but it's more serious than that." Chris dropped hisvoice. "Thistime she's put someone
intheinfirmary.”

Carlos stopped, stared at him. It wasn't thefirst time Marie had been taken into custody by the
blueshirts; on three occasions his sister had been charged with public drunkenness, and the last time shed
aso faced charges of assault and battery ssemming from abrawl in which sheld been involved. "What

happened?’

"Larswaswith her," Chrissaid quietly. "They picked afight with some guys from Forest Camp. About
what, | don't know, but Larsthrew thefirst punch.”

"Soit wasjudt afight.”

"It got worse. Witnesses say she broke a bottle and dashed someoné's face with it. Wendy just called,
told me that she's had to put ten stitches just below the right eye.” Chris paused. " Sorry, man, but that's
assault with adeadly weapon. | can't look the other way thistime."

Carlos nodded. The first two incidents, he'd asked Christo do nothing more than lock her up for the
night. The third time, he used his position as mayor to persuade the magistrates to be lenient with her;
grudgingly, they had only sentenced her to house arrest and four weeks of public service, the minimum
pendty under Colony Law.

"All right. | understand.” Chriswasright; thistime, sheld gone too far. Carlos ran ahand through his hair
as heforced himsdf to cdm down. "Is Larswith her?* Chris nodded. "Let metak to them, please.”

Like other buildings erected during the first year of the colony's existence, the stockade had recently been
expanded. The origind log cabin-where, ironically enough, Chris himsdlf had been interred on severd
occasions before held straightened himself out-now served as his office; the new part was built of
fieldstone and cement and served as the county jail. Unlocking asolid blackwood door, Chrisled Carlos
down anarrow corridor of stone cellsfronted with iron bars; at the end of the corridor, he found his
sder.

"Heard you coming amile away." Marielay on her back upon asmdl bunk, one arm cast across her
forehead. "Y ou should keep your voice down," she added, pointing to the tiny window above her. "l
could hear you through there."

"If your ears are that good, then you know what we were talking about.”

"I only said | heard your voice. Didn't say | know what you said." Marie Sghed. "Okay, dl right. I'm
sorry. Won't doit again, | promise. Now would you get my shoes back? My feet are cold.”

"Minetoo." Inthe cdl across from hers, Lars Thompson sat on his bunk, holding a blood-soaked tissue
to hisnose. "Héll, you think I'm going to kill mysdlf just because | pounded some lumberjack?!

"Looks like that lumberjack got in afew pounds of hisown," Carlossaid, and Lars glowered a him with
mutua disdain. Hed never liked Lars, not even when held been amember of Rigil Kent, and especially
not since he'd become his sister's boyfriend. Lars had been in trouble before, too, yet his uncle was Clark
Thompson, the leader of Blue Company during the Baitle of New Florida, now amember of the Colonia
Council. Like Marie, héd aso benefited from family influence.

"l understand you started it." Carlosfolded hisarms as he leaned againgt the bars of hiscdll. "Want to tell



mewhy?'

Larssaid nothing. "He was sticking up for the corps," Marie said, lacing her hands together behind her
head. "Thisguy clamed that, if it hadn't been for Bob Lee-"

"Robert Lee." Carlos hated it when people caled the captain by a nickname he'd detested when he was
dive. Especialy those who knew better.

"Whatever . . . if it hadn't been for him, there was no way we'd have taken down the Union. That we
were outnumbered, outgunned . . ."

"And hewasright,” Carlos said. Lars started to object, but he stared him down. "Go on. Y ou were
saying...?'

"So one thing came to another, and . . . aw, cmon! Where was he when we crossed the East Channel ? |
asked him, and he said he wastaking care of hiswife and kid!"

"We asked for volunteers, not conscripts.” She began to argue, but he raised his hand. "So you two
decided to defend the honor of Rigil Kent. Isthat it?"

"Hell, yeah!" Lars stood up, advanced toward the bars. Carlos could see the dried blood on the front of
his shirt; how much of it was his own, and how much was someone e se's, there was no way of knowing.
"And what would you have done?'

"Oh, I don't know." Carlos shrugged. "Asked if he had a picture of hisfamily? Offered him adrink?
Proposed atoast to Captain Lee?' Heignored Lars, looked straight at Marie. " Anything but open his
face with abroken bottle. | understand Wendy had to put some stitchesin him. | wonder how he's going
to explain that to hiswife and kid the next time he seesthem. He'sjust lucky hell be ableto see’'em a
dl"

"l wasn't trying to hurt him." Her voice became very smdll. "Just give him ascratch.”

A sarcadtic retort hovered on hislips. Instead, he regarded her for afew moments, once again wondering
what had happened to his sister. He'd discussed thiswith Dr. Okada, in her capacity as chief physician;
athough psychology wasn't her specidty, it was her opinion that Marie was afflicted with some sort of
personality disorder. Sheld come of age waging guerrillawarfare. When she should have been engaging
in the usud rites of puberty, instead she'd been learning how to shoot people with a high-powered rifle.
Indeed, sheld even taken pleasure in her task; even if she wasn't sociopathic, her lack of remorse put her
closeto the edge.

Or maybeit wasjust that she and Lars didn't know what do with themselves now that the revol ution was
over. The remaining members of the Union Guard had long since l&ft; the Coyote Federation was at
peace. Everyone else had put down their guns and picked up hammers and nails. Even Larss younger
brother, Garth, who'd been bloodthirsty in his own right, had helped build the greenhouses that hel ped
keep everyone dive. But perhaps there were bound to be afew who weren't ready to stop fighting, if
only because that's all they'd ever learned how to do.

Nonetheless, he couldn't tolerate this behavior any longer. "I don't know what I'm going to do with you,"
he sad, "but if you think you can just let this pass, you're-"

His com unit chirped just then. As much as he wanted to ignore it, he plucked it from hisbdlt, held it to
hisear. "Mayor'soffice,” he said, trying to ignore Larss sniggering.

"Carlos, it's Jaime from AirMed." That would be Jame Hodge, agyro pilot with Liberty's medica



arlift team." We've just picked up someone from Bridgeton and we're flying himin. Touching down
in Shuttlefield in ten minutes.”

Carloslet out his breath. He turned away from Maries cell. "Jaime, can thiswait? I'm in the middle of-"
" You may want to get over there. It's Manuel Castro . . . we've found him."

Carloss hand trembled on the phone; he tightened his grip to keep from dropping it. Thelast personin
theworld held ever expected toturnup again . . .

"l understand,” he said quietly. "Don't let anyone else know about this."

" Qure. HE'sin pretty bad shape. We've already called ahead to the infirmary, and they're sending
down the ambulance to meet us.”

"I'll meet you there." Carlos clicked off, then turned to Chris. " Something's come up. Keep 'em here until
their arraignment. I'll inform the magistrates that we need to-"

"Carlog" Marie jumped off the bed, rushed to the bars. "I'm your sister! Y ou can't-"

"Sorry, kid, but you and your boyfriend have crossed the line." He reluctantly gazed back at her.
"Nothing | can do."

"You'rethemayor! You can. ..come back herel"

But he was dready walking away, trying not to hear her voice asit rose to become an angry shriek that
followed him down the cellblock. Even after he shut the door, he still heard the obscenities she shouted at
him.

Manuel Castro lay motionless upon an examination table in the Shuttlefidd infirmary’s
emergency room, his robotic form incongruousin a place meant for flesh-and-blood humans.
Nonetheless, Wendy had propped a pillow beneath his head and draped a sheet over his body; Carlos
found her with the Savant, her hands in the pockets of her smock.

"A couple of kidsfrom Bridgeton found him near the bridge,” she said. "Apparently held just dragged
himself out the channd. They were begting on him when some adults spotted them. They got them to
stop, then cdled AirMed.”

"A couple of kids?' Carlosfound that hard to believe.

"Well, hewasin pretty sad shapeto start with, being underwater for so long." She shrugged. "And since
it sounds like they were recent immigrants, they had it in for the first Savant they'd seen sincethe
revolution. | got the name of one of them. Tomas Conseco, from the Spirit .. ."

"Never mind." No point in trying to press charges, he wouldn't have been able to make them gtick.
Everyone had a grudge againgt the Union, even the children. "How's he doing?' Carlos peered at Castro.
The Savant hadn't moved since he'd arrived. "Has he said anything?”

"Not since we got him here." Wendy gently pulled asde the sheet. "Right leg isbroken . . . hed tied a
splint around it to stand upright . . . and the left eye is shattered. We should be able to fix the leg, but the
eyemay beirreplaceable.” She shook her head. "What am | saying? Thisis beyond me. Heneeds a
mechanic, not adoctor.”

"All the same, I'm pleased to see you again, Wendy." Castro's voice, amodulated purr from his mouth



grille, startled them; Wendy dropped the sheet, automatically stepped away. "Y ou are Wendy Gunther,
aren't you? It's been many years sincethelast time | saw you."

"Yes...yes itis" Shestammered ahit, trying to regain her composure. Carlos wondered why held
remained quiet. Probably to assess the situation. "I'm surprised you recognize me."

"Y ou've grown quite a bit, yet your voiceis still much the same." Castro's own voice sounded reedy; the
vocoder had been damaged during the months held spent underwater. He turned his head dightly, fixing
his remaining eye upon Carlos. "But you, | don't recognize. Who may you be?!

"Carlos Montero, the mayor of-"

"Oh, my ... Rigil Kent himsdf." A buzz from the grille that might have been laughter. "Y ou don't know
how long I've waited to meet you, Mr. Montero. The Matriarch was quite obsessed with finding you.
And now you've become.. . . what did you say you were the mayor of ?'

"Liberty. And aso Shuttlefield, since that's now part of Lee County.”

"Lee County. And you're now itsleader . . . eected, | takeit." Carlos nodded. "Then it'sreasonable to
assume that Robert Leeisno longer with us?'

"No, heisn't. He-" Carlos stopped himsdlf. "Y ou've been gone along time, Savant Castro. Thingsare
quite abit different now."

"So | takeit. Y ou know, when | was lieutenant governor, | sincerely doubt that a child would have dared
to relieve himself upon me." Again, the odd buzz. "I takeit that LuisaHernandez is no longer the colonid
governor and that there has been . . . shdl we say, achange of government?’

"That's correct.” No point in telling him, at least for the time being, that the Matriarch was dead aswell.
Hed learn these things in due course. "We never expected to see you again. Y ou were reported lost in
action during the Battle of Thompson's Ferry.”

"Logtin action. That's oneway of putting it, | suppose. And who said so, may | ask?”'

"Umm . .." Carlos had to search hismemory. "Clark Thompson. He and his nephews said that they
attempted to capture you, but that you fled from the scene. After that, you were never seen again.”

"Thompson said that, did he?' The Savant turned his head to gaze up at the celling. "A dight
embdllishment of thetruth. | guess he didn't want to admit to throwing me off hisraft in the middle of the
channel. Y ou know, it took nearly three weeks for the ropes he'd used to tie my hands behind my back
to loosen enough for meto free my hands? This may be amechanical body, Carlos-or should | cal you
Rigil?-but three weeksisalong timeto lie on your back in ahundred feet of water."

Carlosfdt hisface grow warm. Glancing at Wendy, he saw thelook of horror in her eyes. "He never told
usthat," he said quietly. "Hejust said that you . . . ran away."

"Every war hasits share of atrocities, Mayor Montero, and the victors always have the liberty of revising
history. Why should this conflict be any different?’ The Savant turned his head dightly, gazing at the
whitewashed blackwood walls, the rows of faux birch cabinets containing surgica ingruments. "A lovely
hospital, Dr. Gunther. | had achanceto look at it while your people were bringing mein. New, isn't it?"

"Built last summer. Savant Castro-"

"Please, cal me Manny. | asked you to do so when we met aboard the Glorious Destiny ." He paused.



"Orifid, Gabriel 17,C .Y. 03. And today is Camadl, Uriel 46,C .Y. 06. My internal chronometer has
remained functional, and my long-term memory is perfect. It's one of the few thingsthat helped keep me
sne”

Carlos nodded. He had to remember that, despite al appearances, there was a human mind within that
mechanica body. Something that Clark Thompson and his boys had conveniently forgotten. " Savant
Cadgtro-Manny-alot of things have changed. The Western Hemisphere Union isno longer in control of
New FHorida In fact, the last Union starship departed dmost five and a half months ago, dong with the
rest of the Guard. Since then, Coyote has experienced severe climate changes because of avolcano
eruption on Midland. We managed to survive, but only because we built greenhousesto-"

"Thisisdl fascinating, Mr. Mayor, and I'm sure I'll enjoy learning therest of it in duetime. But just now,
onething doneinterests me."

Castro pushed aside the sheet, then used hisarmsto raise himsalf upright. Turning himself around, he
alowed Wendy to help him st up on the examination table. If not for his damaged leg, he could have
walked away at any time.

"Asyou say," he continued, "ten months have passed. | went into the East Channel the lieutenant
governor of acolony and came out a cripple at the mercy of apair of brats. If the Union isno longer
here, then I'm clearly both out of time and out of place. So the only question that matters. What are you
going to do with me?*

Wendy said nothing. Carlos shook hishead. "I can't tdl you," hesaid at last. "Thetruthis, | don't know."

A hollow boom from somewhere in the fields just outside town, then atiny rocket shot
up into the night sky, itsvapor trail forming an arc that carried it high above the rooftops of Liberty. A
couple of seconds later it exploded, creating ared fire-blossom that flung sparks across the pale blue orb
of Besar.

The crowds gathered in the streets applauded and shouted in delight, then watched as another skyrocket
launched behind the first one. Carlostried to remember the last time he'd seen fireworks, when he did,
the memory came with a sharp pang of regret. duly 4, 2070, the summer evening he and hisfamily had
been taken into custody by the Prefects. Hislast night on Earth, alifetimeago. . .

"Aren't you enjoying this?' Wendy sat next to him on the porch of their house. Not far away, Susan
played in the backyard with afew of her friends. First Landing Day wasn't until the next day, but the
organizing committee had decided to schedule the fireworks anight early. The day itself would be
marked by the craftsfair, abasebal game, a shag race, aconcert by the Coyote Wind Ensemble, and, at
the end of the day, the big dinner at the grange hal. Just like Independence Day back on Earth, only this
time without mass arrests of dissdent intdllectuds.

"Who says|'m not?" Carlos reached for the jug of ale on the table between them, poured some moreinto
hismug. "I think it'sredly pretty.”

"Then why the frown?" Wendy took the jug from him, poured another drink for hersdlf. ™Y ou're thinking
about Marie, aren't you?"

Actudly, hewasnt. . . or a least not at that moment. Oddly enough, he redlized that his thoughts had
been more upon Manud Castro, about what held said earlier that afternoon. Marie and Lars would
doubtless receive a stiff sentence for what they'd done today: at least sx monthsin the stockade, plus
hard time working on public service projects: road congtruction, laying sewage pipes, digging drainage
ditches, the lousy jobs that no one wanted to do. Not that it would matter much to either of them, at least



in the long run. Ever since the Union Guard had been ousted and Chris had overhauled the Proctors,
crime had become infrequent enough that townspeopl e remembered who the perpetrators were and what
they'd done. There were peoplein Liberty whom everyone remembered being bullies and thugs from the
days of the squatter camps, and-amost universally-they were distrusted and didiked. So even after
Marie and Lars served their sentence, they'd return to the community as ostracized members. . . and
Carlosforesaw that such treatment would just make them even more bitter than they'd been before.

Even 0, there was always a chance that they'd eventually be accepted again, just as held been many
years ago after he returned from histime aone on the Great Equatoria River. On the other hand, Manny
Castro would never be a part of the community. He couldn't change what he was, and as such hewasa
living reminder to everyone of the Union occupation of Coyote. The tents and shacks of Shuttlefield were
gone, replaced by rows of wood-frame houses built during the course of the spring and summer, but no
onewho once lived therewas likely to forget that Savant Castro had once served asthe Matriarch's
right-hand man.

They'd done wdll these past few months; indeed, even better than anyone had expected. Two days after
the last Union shuttle lifted off and the bodies of the dead-including Captain Lee-had beenlaid to rest, an
ad hoc committee convened at the grange hdl to formulate survival plansfor the colonies on New Florida
and Midland. Everyone knew that time was of the essence; the eruption of Mt. Bonestell meant that
Coyote's northern hemisphere would experience cold temperatures for at least four to Six months, with a
resultant loss of crops. So thefirgt priority was building greenhouses; with available timber on New
Florida at a premium, it was decided that the Garcia Narrows Bridge had to be repaired as soon as
possible. Once that was done.. . .

Carlos watched as another skyrocket bloomed above town. Everything had fallen into place after that.
The bridge was quickly repaired, enabling teams of loggersto journey across the East Channel to the
denserain forests of Midland; blackwood, rough-bark, and faux birch were felled and hauled by shagsto
the lumberyards of Forest Camp and Bridgeton, where they were milled into wood planksfor the
congtruction of enormous greenhouses and solar-heated sheds for the livestock. Now that the war was
over, there was no shortage of coloniststo assist in any crash program; for weeks on end, the air had
been filled with the sounds of nails being hammered into wood as structures half the size of footbdl fidds
rose up in the place once occupied by squatter camps.

Thetowns of Defiance and New Boston received lumber in exchange for sending men to join the labor
force. Although the provisiona government extended an open invitation to the Midland settlersto return
to New Horida, many preferred to stay where they were. Only Shady Grove, the smdl town that once
existed beneath the shadow of Mt. Bonestell, remained abandoned, buried beneath volcanic ash.

Even as the greenhouses were rising and the surplus lumber was being used for the congtruction of new
homes, the Coyote Federation was being formed, and just as foul-smelling communal outhouses were
being leveled to make way for sewage pipes and septic systems, socid collectivism was replaced by
demoacracy, with individua rights guaranteed by the statutes of the Liberty Compact.

It was along, hard summer, with some daysin Muriel so cold that snow had fallen from leaden skiesand
ice had formed aong the creek banks. Y et no one froze to desth in atent; everyone had to tighten their
beltsalittle, but no one starved. Although there were quite afew complaints, no one loaded their guns
and marched on the grange hall, where the newly eected mayor of Liberty spent every waking hour
struggling to figure out how to keep several thousand people dive.

At long last, the skies had begun to clear, the days had become warm again. It wouldn't last long-a brief
Indian summer before the autumn equinox only afew weeks away-but they would survive another winter.
And, indeed, perhaps even come out better than they had been before.



Another skyrocket; the crowds yelled in response. Carloswas blind to it al, though, and deaf to the
thunderclaps and shouting. "Excuse me," he said, standing up from hisrocker. "Just need to stretch my

legs”

"Sure." Wendy watched as he walked down off the porch, ignoring the children playing tag nearby. Shed
become accustomed to hislong silences. "Take your time."

How far they'd come. Clean streets; no more trash dong the sides of the road. Warm houses; the original
log cabins still stood, yet he and Wendy were among the few who till lived in them. A long row of wind
turbines just outside Shuttlefield providing electrical power to everyone. A new infirmary, with free
medica treatment guaranteed for al. A schoolhouse was going up soon. And yet . . .

It'syours. . ..

Once again, Robert Lee's last words came back to haunt him. He might have taken Lee's place, yet he
could never fill thelong shadow he'd Ieft behind. HEd picked up the torch, but what good wasit if he
couldn't useit to shed light?

Oh, his people would survive, dl right. And now that the clouds had parted, there was hope of a short
growing season before another long winter came upon them. But it wasn't enough just to survive, wasit?
If their existence upon thisworld-indeed, their reasons for coming to Coyote in thefirst place-wereto
mean something, then it had to be for something more than keeping aroof over their heads and food in
their belies. Even the most brutdl dictatorship can guarantee that; freedom had to stand for something
more.

Meanwhile, hisown sster sat inajail cdl acrossfrom her lover, two mal contents with nothing elseto do
with their time than to pick fights. What did freedom mean to them? And there was Manuel Castro, once
thought to be dead, now returned to life, only to find himself aonein aworld in which he had no place.
What good was freedom to him?

A long time ago, Carlos had sought freedom. A canoe, arifle, acook pot, atent . . . that wasal hed
needed. Three months alone on the Great Equatoria River, and hed managed to get asfar asthe
Meridian Archipelago. To this day, no one else had explored Coyote as much as he had; the war had
prevented it. And there was an entireworld out there. . . .

From somewhere close by, his ears picked up amusica sound: alilting melody, carried by a dozen flutes
in harmony. AllegraDiSivio, rehearsng her ensemble for the concert. Chriss mother would be playing
with them; under Allegrastutelage, Sissy had become an accomplished musician, and to see her today
onewould never beieve that sheld once been ahermit living on the outskirts of Shuttlefield. Indeed, lately
sheld been spending alot of timewith Ben Harlan. It only made sense; both had suffered the loss of
loved ones since they'd come to Coyote, and both had seen the darker side of the human soul. And just
last month, much to Carloss surprise, Allegra had moved in with Chris. She was nearly old enough to be
his mother, but apparently the age difference meant little to either of them. Chris had been the first person
on Coyote to show her any kindness, after al, and on thisworld, such tendernesswent along way.

So Chris had taken his mother's best friend as hislover, while Sissy hersdlf had found someoneto
replace hisfather. It was astrange relationship, but . . . Carlos smiled a the thought. New families
appearing to replace ones that had been lost. On the frontier, the heart findsits own way.

The music faltered, sopped for afew moments, then sarted again. " Soldier's Joy," an ancient song from
the American Civil War. Captain Leg's ancestor had probably marched histroops into combat with this
tune, hundreds of years ago. Back when Americahad been afrontier, just as Coyote was now.



Inspiration stopped him in histracks. A crazy idea, possibly irresponsible. . .
But perhaps, just perhaps. . .

Clark Thompson met him outside the vehicle shed, down by Sand Creek near the
boathouse. Dark circles beneath his eyestedtified that he hadn't dept well last night; Carlos had little
doubt that he'd stayed up late, discussing the Mayor's proposa with hiswife and younger nephew.

"They'rewaitinginsde," Carlos said as Thompson gpproached. " Chris brought them down from the
stockade just afew minutes ago. | haven't said anything to them about thisyet." He hesitated. "It's your
cdl, y'’know. You can dwayscal it off."

"I know that." Thompson was not only Larsslega guardian, but aso amember of the Colonial Council.
He could veto thiswith just one word. "Before | tell you what 1've decided, let me ask you one thing. Do
you redly think thisistheright thing to do?'

Carlosdidn't answer at once. Instead, he gazed at the first amber light of dawn, just beginning to break in
the east. He remembered when held set out on hisown, in asmall canoe held built with his own hands,
on along journey that would eventudly take him nearly hdfway around the world. That morning had
been dmogt exactly like thisone.

"l can't. .. | don't know." He owed Clark an honest answer. "If you are asking meif | think thisiswise,
then | haveto ak if you think it'swiser to let them gt in the stockadettill next spring.”

"At least then they'd be safe. We'd know where they were."

"Perhaps, but | don't believe that'll solve anything. They'll just come out more hardened than before, and
well just have the same problem again. Thisway, maybethey'll grow up alittle. . . and we might learn
something aswdl.”

Thompson nodded, "That's sort of what 1've been thinking, too. Of coursg, it'sahdl of arisk.”

"They're used to taking risks. Maybe that's the problem. They've lived on the edge so long they can't
cope with peace and quiet. And it's not like we're asking them to do something they haven't-"

"Itis, but"-Thompson looked down at the ground, shuffled hisfeet abit-"y'know, | can't but wonder if
thisisn't partly my fault. I made that boy grow up tough. Hell, | made him shove Castro over the sde of
that raft. | didn't know he'd, y'’know, turn out thisway."

Carlosbit hislip. He thought of how things could have been different with his sster. Marie should have
never been allowed to carry agun; she was too damn young. "None of us knew. Wewere caught in
something we didn't know how to control. We got what we wanted, and now we're paying the price.”

"Yeah, wdl . .." Thompson shrugged. "And you say the magistrates approve?”

"I spoke with them last night, after | dropped by to talk to you and Molly. They said that if you gave your
approvad, then thiswas acceptable to them aswell."

Thompson said nothing for afew moments. At last helooked up. "Very well, Mr. Mayor, | say yes."
Carloslet out his bregth. "Thank you, Sir. Do you want to comein with mewhilel ... 7'

Hefirmly shook hishead. "No. | don't want Larstrying to talk hisway out through me. And maybeit's
just aswdl if | turn my back on him."



Therewas atrace of tearsin the older man's eyes. Carlos redlized that the decison must be tougher on
him that he cared to admit. "I understand,” he said quietly. "I'll let you know how it turns out.”

Thompson nodded, then, without another word, turned and walked away, heading back to his place.
Carlos watched him go, then he opened the door and walked in.

The vehicle shed had been built by the Carpenters Guild during the Union occupation; alarge, barnlike
gructure, it contained most of the ground vehicles | eft behind by the Guard. Skimmers of various makes
and sizes, acouple of hover bikes, the disassembled fusalage of agyro that had been cannibalized for
spare parts. Someone had switched on the lights; near the front of the room, Larsand Marie sat on a
couple of crates, with Chris and another Proctor standing guard nearby, stun gunsinside open holsterson
their belts.

"Stand up,” Carlos said, shutting the door behind him. "We've got something to talk about.”

"Not till welve had bregkfast." Marie glared at him like a petulant child and didn't move from where she
was ditting. 'Y ou're supposed to feed us, y'’know."

"Wasthat my uncle out there? | thought | heard him." Larslifted hishead, raised hisvoice. "Hey! Uncle
Clark! Comein hereand tell thisfascist to get us some food!”

"Y our uncle doesn't want to speak to you.” Carloskept hisvoice even. "To tell thetruth, hesturned his
back onyou." He looked straight at Marie. "And I'm about to do the same.”

Her mouth fell open. "What are you-"
"Shut up.”

"Aw, cmon. We haven't eaten snce-"
"l said, shut up! "

His shout rang from the sides of the craft parked around them. Marie visbly flinched, and the smirk
disappeared from Larssface. "Thisisn't abregkfast meeting,” Carloswent on, stepping alittler closer.
"No coffee and biscuits for you two, and no one leaves this building until werre done. And | thought | told
you to get to your feet . . . sodoit, now!"

Marie stood up, her legs shaking. When Lars didn't move, Carlos glanced a Chris. The Chief Proctor
stepped forward, pulling his stun gun from his belt. Seeing thisfrom the corner of hiseye, Lars hastily
rose from the crate, yet he wasn't done giving him lip. "Class act, Mr. Mayor. Out-of-the-way place, no
one around to watch, the maggies nowhere in sght. And two blueshirtsto do the dirty work." He glanced
a Marie. "l told you the power's gone to his head.”

Marie wasn't nearly so brave. "Carlos," she murmured, her mouth trembling with newfound fear, "I'm
your sSister. Y ou can't let them do this. It'snot right.”

For an ingtant, he saw once more the little girl who used to bug him to read her bedtime stories when
their father was too busy with hiswork. But she was an adult now-twenty years old-and very closeto
becoming someone held never recognize again. He had to do this, for her own sake.

"Whatever you think I'm going to do, you'rewrong." Carloslowered hisvoice. "No one's going to touch
you. You're going to walk out of here without ascratch. Which ismorethan | can say for the poor guy
you attacked yesterday.”



"Well, when we seethe maggies" Lars Sarted.

"Y ou're not seeing the magistrates. There's not going to be acourt date for you-or at least not unlessyou
ings. But I've met with them dready, and I've been told that, if they find you guilty, you'll spend the next
sx monthsin the stockade." He peered more closdly at him. " Six months Coyote-time, and Chris here
will make sure you and Marie are assigned to cdlls asfar apart as possible. The only time you'll seethe
sun iswhen they let you out to clean septic tanks and dig ditches, and in the middle of winter that can be
ared hitch."

"You'd do that, wouldn't you?' Mari€'s eyes were cold.

"You bet. I'll seetoit persondly that your timeisashard as| can makeit." Helooked at Chris."You
with meon this?'

"Oh, yeah." Chrisgave them hismost calousgrin. "I've got alot of lousy jobsfor y'dl to handle. Andit's
funny how often | forget to turn the lights off or change the sheets.™

"On the other hand," Carlos went on, "there's aways an aternative. Something a couple of hardcases like
you arewell suited for."

He sauntered past them to a Union Guard patrol skimmer parked nearby. ™Y ou've seen thiskind of
meachine before. Marie, | remember that you once identified it for me. . . an Armadillo AC-11b. Just like
the one we captured on Goat Kill Creek."

"Uh-huh. Even got achanceto operateit.”" She gave the skimmer apassing glance. "Let me guess. You
want usto cleaniit.”

"No, | want you to takeit."
She gtared a him. "You want usto . . . what?'

"You heard me. | want you and Larsto takeit." Carlos dapped his hand on itsarmored hull. "Driveit out
of here. Leave, go away. Go exploring. Well equip you with one month's rations, two riflesand ammo, a
medkit, deeping bags, tents, lamps. . . whatever you need to survive. Even a satphone so you can report
in. The Union left acomsat network in orbit, so you'll be able to keep in touch.”

"l don't...l don't..." Marieshook her head in confusion. "l mean. .."

"What'sthe catch?' Lars regarded the skimmer with astonishment. "I mean, you can't just be. . . y'’know,
cutting usloose like this without some strings attached.”

"Oh, therés gtrings attached dl right.” Leaning againgt the skimmer, Carlosheld up afinger. "First, you
can't stlay on New Foridaor head for Midland. If you're seen by any of our scouting parties, or try to
enter any of the settlements, then you'll be arrested and sent back here. For the next six months. After
that, you're freeto return.”

"But if you're only giving us one month of rations"

"Then | guessyou'll havelive off theland. But you two spent timein Rigil Kent . . . you know how to hunt
and fish." Carlos held up another finger. " Second, once every forty-eight hours, you usetheradio to
report to me personaly. Tell mewhereyou are . . . and, more importantly, what you've seen. | don't care
if it's nothing but swamp or grasdand or another hill, I want to know what you've found out there."

"Y ou want usto just"-Mariawaved ahand in someimagined direction-"go exploring. Wander around.



Look for suff."

"That'sright. In the five years we've been here, no one has yet crossed the West Channel to seewhat's
on Great Dakota, or gone north to check out Medsylvania, or seen the Northern River. The war's kept
ustoo busy. So you're going to be our scouts. Do that for the next six months, and you can consider your
sentences commuted as time served for the benefit of the Coyote Federation.”

"Uh-huh. Just thetwo of us." Lars gave Mariealasciviousgrin. "Oh, | think we can go dong with . . ."

"No. Not just the two of you. | think you need the mature guidance of aresponsible adult." Stepping
away from the skimmer, Carlos turned toward the rear of the shed. "Manny? If you'd join us, please?’

The Savant detached himsalf from benegth the shadows of the Skimmer behind which held been hiding.
Helimped dightly upon hisleft leg, restored to near-complete motor function by a couple of machinigts,
and he remained blind in one eye, yet his body had been cleaned up, and once again he wore the black
robe that had been taken from him by Clark Thompson.

"It'd be my pleasure.” Hisleft eye gleamed as he turned hishead toward Lars. "I believe we've dready
met. Thank you for such adeightful swim. | thoroughly enjoyed it.”

"Uh-uh!" Lars backed avay. "Noway I'm going with this. . . this"

"Yes, you are" Carlossaid. "Not only that, but | expect you to treat him with al due respect, because if
he doesn't come back with you-"

"| assureyou, Mr. Mayor, | intend to survivethistrip." Castro hobbled toward Lars, extended a claw
from benesth hisrobe. "We have much to talk about, Mr. Thompson. Or may | call you Lars? My
friendscal meManny."

Marieturned to Carlos. "Y ou're not giving usachoice, are you?'
"Surel am." Carlostouched her shoulder. "Come here"

Heled her away from the others, shaking his head at the nearby blueshirt when hetried to follow them.
"Thisis how you're going to grow up,” he murmured once they were done. ™Y ou're getting freedom, and
all therespongibility that comeswith it. It's the same choice our parents had when they decided to come
here. It'sthe choice | had many years ago. And now it's your turn.”

"l ...ldont...!" Thecornersof her eyesglistened. "l don't know what to do. | don't know whereto
go."

"Nobody does," he said softly. "We just have to makeit up aswe go aong." He gave her ahug, kissed
her gently on the cheek. "It's your world now. Go find it . . . and come back safe.”

And then, before he could give himsalf achance to reconsider, he released her. Turning hisback on his
sgter, Carloswaked away, not looking back until after hed shut the door behind him.

Morning had come upon Liberty, cool and quiet, with awarm breeze drifting in from the south. Roogters
crowed within pens, answered by the barking of dogs, the nagging of billy goats. He could smell
breskfast being prepared within a thousand kitchens, hear the faint sounds of townspeoplerising to do
their chores. Another day upon Coyote had begun.

Tucking his handsin his pockets, Carlos Montero began walking back toward town. Ready to see what
awaited him today, in the land of the free, the home of the brave.
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