STRENGTH ALONE
Paul Melko

| am grength.

| am not smart, that isMoira. | cannot articulate, like Meda. | do not understand the math that Quant
does, and | cannot move my hands like Manud. My world is not the fields of force that Bola sees.

If to anyone, you would think | am closest to Manuel; his abilitiesarein hishands, in his dexterity. But his
mind isjagged sharp; he remembersthings and knowsthem for us. Trivid information that he spinsinto

memary.

No, | am closest to Moira. Perhaps because sheis everything | am not. Sheis as beautiful asMeda, |
think. If she were asingleton, shewould il be specid. If the pod were without me, | think, they would
be no worse off. If | were removed, the pod would still be Apollo Papadopulos, and still be destined to
become the starship captain we were built to be. We are dl humansindividualy, and | think my own
thoughts, but together, we are something different, something better, though my contribution is nothing
likethe others.

When | think this, | wall it off. Bolalooks at me; can he smell my despair? 1 smile, hoping he cannot see
past my fortifications. | touch his hand, our pads diding together, mixing thoughts, and send him a
chemica memory of Moiraand Medalaughing as children, holding hands. They arethree- or
four-years-old in the memory, s0 it is after we have pod-bonded, prior to Third State, but till inthe
crA che. Their hair is auburn, and it hangs from their headsin baloney curls. Moira has askinned knee,
and sheisn't smiling aslargely as Meda. In the memory, in the distant past, Meda reachesfor Bola, who
reaches for Manuel, who reaches for Quant, who touches my hand, and we al fedd Medasjoy at seeing
the squirrel in the meadow, and Moiras anger at falling down and scaring it off. Here on the mountain,
thereisapausein our consensus, as everyone catches the memory.

Moirasmiles, but Meda says, &oaNe have work to do, Strom.”

Wedo, | know we do. | fed my face redden. | fee my embarrassment spread in the air, even through
our parkas.

Sorry. My hands form the word, as the thought passes among us.

We are somewhere in the Rocky Mountains. Our teachers have dropped us by air car, here near the tree
line, and told usto survivefor five days. They have told us nothing else. Our supplies are those we could
gather in the hdf-hour they gave us.

For seven weeks, we and our classmates have trained in survival methods: desert, forest, jungle. Not that
we will see any of theseterrainsin space. Not that we will find climates of any kind whatsoever, except
for deadly vacuum, and that we know how to survive.

Onthefirst day of surviva training, our teacher, Theseus, had stood before us and screamed in volleying
burgts. He was a duo, the most basic form of pod, just two individua humans bound together.

"Y ou are being taught to think! &€ yelled Theseus on the | ft.

"Y ou are being taught to respond to unknown environments, under unknown and strenuous
conditions! & continued Theseus on theright.



"Y ou do not know what you will face!”
"Y ou do not know what will alow you to survive and what will kill you!"

Two weeks of classinstruction followed, and then week after week, we had been transported to a
different terrain, adifferent locale, and shown what to do to survive. But dwayswith Theseus nearby.
Now, inour find week, we are alone, just the students on this mountain.

"Apollo Papadopulos! Cold-weather survival! Twenty kilos per pod member! Go!&€» one of Theseus
had yelled at us from our dorm-room doorway.

Luckily, the parkas were in the closet of our dorm room. Luckily, we had a polymer tent. Hagar Julian
has only canvas coats with no insulation, we know. They will have a harder time of it.

Twenty kilogramsisnot alot. | carry sixty kilos of it myself, and distribute the rest to my podmeates. In
the arcar, we note that Hagar Julian and Elliott OToole have split the load evenly among themsalves,
they are not playing to their strengths.

Srom! Once again, Meda chastises me, and | jerk my hands away from Manuel's and Quant's, but they
can gill smdl the embarrassment pheromones. | cannot stop the chemical proof of my chagrin from
driftinginthefrigid air. | reach again for my placein the consensus, striving to be an integra part of the
pod, trying to concentrate. Together, we can do anything.

Chemical thoughts pass from hand to hand in our circle, clockwise and counterclockwise, suggestions,
ligts, afterthoughts. Some thoughts are marked by their thinker, so that | know it is Bolawho has noted
the drop in temperature and the increased wind-speed, which causes usto raise the priority of shelter and
fire. Consensusforms.

We haveto rig our shelter before dark. We have to start afire before dark. We have to eat dinner
before dark. We haveto dig alatrine.

Thelist passes among us. We reach consensus on decision after decision, faster than | can reason
through some of theissues: | add what | can. But | trust the pod. The pod isme.

Our hands are cold; we have removed our glovesto think. In the cold of the Rockies our emotionsa€’ the
pheromones that augment our chemical thoughtsa€” are like lightning, though sometimes the wind will
whisk the feding away before we can catch it. With gloves on our touch pads and parkas over our noses
and neck glands, it ishard to think. Almosg, it islike working adone, until we finish some sub-task and join
for aquick consensus, shedding gloves.

"Strom, gather wood for the fire,&€» Moirareminds me.

| am strength, so the tasks that require broad shouldersfal to me. | step away from the others, and | am
suddenly cut off from them: no touch, no smell. We practice this, being alone. We were born alone, yet
we have spent our youth, from First State to Fourth State, striving to be asingle entity. And now we
practice being alone again. Itisaskill. | look back at the other five. Quant touches Moiras hand, passing
athought, some shared confidence. The spike of jealousy must be the face of my fear. If they have
thought something important, | will know it later, when we rgoin. For now, | must act done.

We have chosen an dmost-flat tract of land in ameager grove of wind-stunted pines. The rock dopes
gently away into aV shape, acatch for wind and snow. The shalow ravine drops sharply into aledge of
rock, the side of along valley of snowdrifts and rock that the air car passed over aswe arrived. Above
usisasheer wall, topped with amass of snow and ice. | cannot see the peak from here; we are many



hundreds of metersbelow it. Stretching in either direction are lines of jagged mountain tops, their white
faces reflecting the afternoon sun. Clouds seem to bump againgt their western sides.

The snow is thin enough on the ground here that we can reach the rocky ground beneeth it. The treeswill
shelter usfrom the wind and provide support for the tent lines, we hope. | walk down the gentle dope,
dongthelineof pines.

We have no axe, so | must gather falen logs and branches. Thiswill be a problem. We cannot have a
good fire with half-decayed logs. | file the thought away for later consensus.

| find asundered pine branch, thick as my forearm, sticky with sap. | wonder if it will burn, as| drag it
back up to the camp. | should have climbed up to find wood, | redlize, so that | could drag it down to the
camp. It is obvious now, and would have been obvious beforeif | had asked for consensus.

| drop my wood in the clearing the others have made and start to arrangeit into afireplace. | draw stones
into a U-shape, the open end facing the wind down the mountain for adraft. The stones at the Sides can
be used for cooking.

Srom, that is where the tent will go!
| jump back, and | redizethat | had been working without consensus, making decisions on my own.
Sorry.

Confused and embarrassed, | drag the stones and wood away from the tent clearing. | think that | am not
well, but | suppressthat as| sweep snow away and place the sones again.

We decide to gauge our classmatesa€™ progress, so | climb thetrail above the tree line to see how the
rest of our classisdoing. Therearefive of uson survivad training, al of us classmates, dl of usfamiliar
with each other and in competition. It is how it has aways been among us.

Each isdegtined to be agtarship pilot. Or so we think. How many master pilots can the Consensus
have? Not more than one. Will there be other shipsfor the rest of usto pilot? None are being built. Will
therest of usbe dlowed alesser rank or position in the ship? Would we want it? These are questions we
have asked oursdf often.

How therest are doing isimportant.

Abovethetreeline and to the west half akilometer away, | see our classmate Elliott OToole's tent
aready up, with the pod ingdeit. To the east, afew hundred meters away, | see another

student&€” Hagar Julian&€” working in the snow, instead of on an area of rocky dope. They are digging
into adrift, perhapsto form asnow cave. They will havealongtimetodig, | think. Hollowing out a
gpace for sx will expend much energy. They can't have afire.

The other two pods are hidden in the trees beyond Hagar Julian. | cannot determine their progress, but |
know from experience that our greatest competition will befrom Jdulian and O'Toole.

| return, and pass the others memories of what | have seen.

We have begun pitching the tent, using the nearby pine treesto support it. We have no ground spikes,
removed from the packs to reach the twenty-kilogram-per-person limit. There are many things we have
removed to make our weight limit, but not matches. | kned to Sart thefire.

Srom!



The scent cal is sharp on the crisp wind. The pod iswaiting for meto help pull and tie the tent support
lines; they have consensed without me. Sometimesthey do that. When it is expedient. | understand; they
can reach avaid consensus without me easily enough.

We pull the spider-silk linestaut, and the tent stretches into place, white on white, polymer on snow, a
bubble of sanctuary, and, suddenly, our shelter isready. Thethrill of successfillstheair, and Bolaenters
and comesout again, smiling.

"We have shdter!"
Now dinner, Manud sends.

Dinner issmall bags of cold, chewy beef. Once we have the fire going, we can cook our food. For now,
it'scold from the bag. If we were really on our own in the mountains, we would hunt for our food, |
send. Theimage of me carrying the carcass of an elk over my shoulders makes Moiralaugh. | meanit as
ajoke, but then | count the bags of jerky and dried fruit. We will be hungry by the end of thetest. Itis
my job to see to the safety of the pod, and | feel bad that we did not pack more food.

"Another test,&€+ Bola says. &€csAnother way to seeif we're good enough. Asif thismountainis
anything like another world! Asif thiswill tell them anything about usl”

Sometimes we fed manipulated. | know what Bola means. Everything we face is another test to pass.
Thereisno falure, just success, repeated, until it means nothing. When wefall, it will be catastrophic.

"We can watch the sunset,&€- | say.

We have loosened hoods and glovesin thetent, though it istill just above freezing inside. But the
difference between insde and out becomes even more severe as the sun now hides behind the western
peaks. The sunset is colorless, the sunlight crigp and white. It reflects off the bottom of the Ring, making
the dim orbital torus brighter than it is at noon. Wispy clouds dide across the sky, moving fast, and | note
to the othersthe possihility of snow. Before our five days on the mountain are over, we will see more
snow, that is certain. Perhaps tonight.

Elliott O'Toole has managed to light afire, and we smell the burning wood. He hasfinished histent, and
he hasafire. The smdl of roasted meat drifts on thewind.

"Bastard! &€+ Quant said. &€ceHe has steak!"

We don't need it.

| want it!

| say, &oeThisisonly about surviving, not luxury.”

Bolaglaresat me, and | sense hisanger. Heisnot adone. | cave before this partia consensus and
apologize, though | don't know why | do. Meda hastold methat | hate strife. | assume that everyone
does. Wearesix and | am one. | bow to the group consensus, aswe dl do. It is how we reach the best
decison.

With dinner finished and night upon us, we finish what choreswe can outsde: afire, if we can dart it, and
alatrine. Manud and | work on thefire pit, moving stones, breaking tinder, building up a steeple of
wood. Thewind istoo strong, | redlize, for afire tonight. The flatness of the plateau made it agood place
for atent, but the wind whips down the ravine. The tent ropes sing.



We amell fear on the wind, child pheromones, and | think one of usisin danger, but thenwe smdll it asa
foreign fear: one of our classmatesisin danger. Then, asthe wind dies for amoment, we hear the heavy
breathing of someone running through the snow drifts. The pod condenses around me, asit doesin times
of crisis. Wetouch, assess, but we have only the smell and the sound to base consensus on.

| move forward to help whoever it is. | smdll the cautionin the air, but ignoreit. Now isthetimeto help.
Sometimes we spend too much time being cautious, consensing on things. | would never share such
thoughts.

It isone of Hagar Julian, just one. | don't know her name, but sheisrunning in the cold, her hood down,
her head exposed. She doesn't see me, but | catch her in my arms and stop her. In her terror, shewould
have run past usinto the dark night, perhaps over the cliff.

The smdl of herisdien. | force the hood over her head. The head isahest Sink; you must ways keep it
covered in the cold. That and the hands. Perhapsthisis why the instructors have chosen the mountains
for our final test; the organs that make us apod are nearly uselessin the cold.

"What isit? What's happened?&€e | ask.

Sheisheaving, releasing fear and nothing else. | don't know how much of her fear isfrom being
separated from her salf or from something el se that has happened. | know that Julian is a close-knit pod.
They seldom separate.

Thenight isblack. | can't see OTool€sfire, nor Julian'sice cave anymore. It isamiraclethat she
reached us.

| pick her up over my shoulder and carry her dowly through the snowdrifts to the open area around our
tent. Sheisshivering. | push through the questions of my pod. Now is not the time for questions. Quant
pulls open the tent for me.

Snow falsout of the woman's gloves. | take them off her hands, which are blue, and exchange them for
my own. | check her boots and coat for more snow, and brush it out. By then, the rest of my pod has
joined me, and | use them to access our surviva ingtruction.

Hypothermia.

The shivering, the disorientation, and the lack of response are all signs of body-temperature loss. Maybe
some of the disorientation isfrom being separated from her pod.

Hospitalize.

One of usglances at the transceiver in the corner of the tent. It is defest to useit.
"Where'sthe rest of you?a€e | ask.

She doesn't even look at me.

| take acoil of spider-slk rope and begin cinching it to my coat.

No.

"'Someone has to see what happened to the rest of her,&€ | say.

We can't separate now.



| feel the pull to stay and consense. To wait for rescue.
"Keep her warm. Huddle close to her. Don't warm her quickly.”
| pull the tent door open and close it, but not before Quant follows me out.

"Be careful. It's beginning to snow,&€» she says. She takes the rope end from me and tiesit to one of the
D-rings on our tent. The end wraps around itself and knitsitself together.

"Twill."

Thewind whips the snow into my face, needles of cold. | hunch over and try to make out Julian's tracks
from her camp to ours. Snow has dready started to fill in the prints. The moon glooms through scudding
grey clouds, making the mountainsde grey on grey. | continue, making thistask my focus, so that | do
not remember that | have left my pod behind. Even o, | count the steps | take, marking the distance of
our separation.

| have to keep my face up to follow the tracks, and when | do, the wind freezes my nasal passages. The
cold islike aheadache. Thereisno smell on the wind, no trace of Hagar Julian.

The woman haswalked across adide of broken date. Her footprints end on the jagged mounds of rock.
| pause, knowing | am closeto their campsite; they had been no farther than three hundred meters when
I'd spied them.

| turn my back to thewind and tuck my head amoment. Still the snow findsaway into my eyes. The
weather isworsening. | take amoment to memorize the fedling, the sting, the sounda€” for later.

| trudge on across the date, dipping once and falling to one knee. The date endsin ariver of grey snow.
| don't remember seeing this before. Then | redlize that it's new. The snow bank above has collapsed,
burying Hagar Julian's campsite in an avaanche.

| stand there, ignoring the cold.

| take one step onto the snow and it crunches under my boots. An hour ago, this areawas clear, and
now it isunder aflood of rocks and snow. | look up a the mountain, wondering if more will follow, but
swirling snow obscuresit.

| climb up the side of the hill of snow. Ten metersinto the dide, | seeaflap of cloth, haf covered. | pull
at it, but the rest is buried too deep for meto extract it.

"Julianl&€» Sfting flakes muffle my voice. | yell again for my classmate.
| hear no reply, though | doubt | would have heard anything at al unless the speaker was next to me.

| pull my hands out of my pockets, hoping to catch awhiff of something on the pads on my palm.
Nothing but needling cold. | am cocooned in afrozen, white mask. Asisolated asthe one part of Julian
who made it to our camp.

| turn back. We will need digging equipment and many peopleto find Julian's corpses. | do not see how
they could have survived. Except for the one.

But then | see something black againgt the grey of the swept snow. Just a smudge that catches my eye as
| turn.

| stop and take one step up the dope, and | seethat it isan arm. | am clawing at the ice, snow, and rock,



hoping, praying that below isa bresthing body.

| scoop huge armfuls of snow behind me and down the dope, tracing the arm down, reaching atorso,
and finding ahooded head. | try to pull the body out, but the legs are still trapped. | pause, and dowly
pull back the hood. Male, apart of Julian, face and cheeks splotchy pink, eyes shut. The snow swirls
around hismouth, and | think that it means he's breathing, but | can't be sure. | pass my pam under his
nose, tasting for any pheromone, but thereisnothing. | fed for apulse.

Nothing.

My mind struggles to remember how to revive avictim with astopped heart. Moirawould know. Quant
would know. They al would know. Alone, I know nothing.

| panic and just grab the body about its torso and heave backward, trying to free it from the snow. | pull
but the body remains embedded. | sweep at the man's hips, feding the futility of it. I'm uselesshere.
Strength is useless now. | don't know what to do.

But now heisfreeto hisknees, and | pull again. He comes free in a cascade of snow. | stagger under his
weight, then lay him down.

| kneel next to him, trying to remember. My hands are red and stinging, and | stuff them into my pockets,
angry at myself. | am usdessaone. Moirawould ... then it comesto me, asif Moirahad sentittomeina
ball of memory. Compressions and breathing. Clear the throat, five compressions and abreath, fiveand a
breath. Repest.

| push at the man's coat, unsureif 1 am doing anything through the bundles of clothing. Then | squeeze his
nose and breathe into his mouth. It's cold, like adead worm, and my stomach turns. Still | breatheinto
his mouth and then compress again, counting dowly.

The cycle repests, and his chest rissswhen | breathe into him. | stop after aminute to check the pulse. |
think | fee something, and | wonder if | should stop. Isthat his own digphragm moving or just theair I've
forced into him leaving hislungs, like abelows?

| can't stop, and bend to the task again.

A cough, aspasm, but areaction, and then heis breathing.
Alivel

The pulseisfast and reedy, but there.

Can he move? Can | get him back to the tent to warm him?

Then | hear the whine of the air car, and redlize | won't haveto carry him. Help ison theway. | fal back
into the snow. Alivel

Thewhine of the car rises, and | seeitslights coming up the valley, louder, too loud. | wonder at the
fragility of thelayers of snow on the ridges above and if the shrill engineswill cause another wave of
SoW.

| can do nothing but wait. The air car reaches the edge of our camp and lowersitself behind the trees.

The engines die, but the sound does not. Thereis adeep rumble al around me, and | know what is
happening. | know that the snow is coming down the mountain again. The first avaanche has weakened



the ledge of snow.
| stand, unsure. Then | see the wave of whiteintheair car spotlights.
"No!&€e | take one step toward the camp, then stop. The Julian herewill dieif | leave him.

The snow damsinto my pod's campsite, flies up where it strikes the trees surrounding the tent. | seethe
twirling lights of the air car thrown up into the air. My pod! My body tenses, my heart thudding. | take
one step forward.

The rumbleisacrashing roar now. | look up at the snowbank above me, fearing that ice is about to bury
us. But the outcropping of snow that has fed the first avalanche has uncovered ajagged ledgethat is
shielding us. Theriver of snow flows twenty meters away, but comes no nearer. If it had taken me, |
would not have cared. My pod isin the torrent, and my neck tightens so that | can barely breathe.

| see something snaking on the ground, and think that the snow is chasing me uphill. | am jerked off my
feet.

Dragged acrosstherock andice, | redizethat it isthe line attached to my waist. The other end is
attached to our tent, and it is dragging me down the mountain. Five, ten, twenty meters, | struggleto untie
the rope, to find the nodule that will untwine the knot, but my chafed, usaless hands can grip nothing.

| fall on my face, fed something smash into my nose, and in adaze | dide another few meters, closer to
the avalanche. | thought it was dowing, but this closg, it sill ssemsto be a cascade of flying rock and
SoW.

| stand, fall, then stand again and lunge toward the avalanche, hoping to dacken therope. | run, and | see
atree, at the edge of theriver. | diveat it, haul mysdlf around it once, then once more, wedging theline.

| pull and brace, and then theline is stedl-taut.

My legs are againgt the trunk and | am standing against it, holding on, or ese I'll be sucked into the vortex
with my pod.

For amoment, the desperation whispers the question: how bad would that be? Isit better to die with my
pod, or live on alone, asingleton, useless? A moment before, | had been ready for the avalanche to take
me too.

But | cannot let go. A part of Julian till needsmy help. | hold on, listening for the rumbleto lessen.

Seconds, and then aminute, then two. Still | hold on, and the storm of snow dows, and the pull on my
arms decreases. Swedt rolls down my cheeks, though the air isfrigid. My arms shake. When the rope
findly falslimp, | dump down and lie below the tree, unable to move. | am spent, and it takes minutesfor
me to recover enough to remove the rope. My fingers are raw and weak, and the spider-silk will not
separate. Findly, the end unknits.

| stand and fdll.

| shove my faceinto the snow to codl it, then redlize how foolish that is. | stland again, and thistime |
make severd steps before my legs shudder out from beneath me.

The snow is as soft as afeather bed, and | resolveto rest just afew moments.

It would be easy to deep. So easy.



But | don't. Theman istill on the mountain. A singleton just like me. He needs me. He needs someone
strong to carry him down the mountain.

| glance at the rope. At the other end is my pod. How could they have survived the torrent? | stand and
take one step onto the debris, but a cascade of tumbling snow drives me back. The snow ridge aboveis
il ungtable. I wipe my eyeswith my raw hands, then turn and follow thetrail | made as| was dragged
down the mountain. It iseasy to seethetrail of blood | have léeft. | touch my lip and nose; | hadn't
redlized I'd been bleeding.

The Julianis il there, till breething. And | cry doud to see him dive, bawling likeachild. | am anything
but strength.

"Whét ... what areyou ... crying for?"
The Julianislooking up a me, histeeth chattering.
"I'm crying because were dlive,&€s | say.

"Good.& His head drops back into the snow. Hislipsare blue and | know the chattering is aresponse
to the cold and a precursor to hypothermia. We need to get him medicd attention. We...

| anthinking asif | am gill apod. | cannot rely on Manuel to hep melift him. | cannot rely on Bolato
show me the quickest way down. | am alone.

"Weneedto go."

"No."

"Y ou need to get to warmth and medical aid."

"My pod.”

| shrug, unsure how to tell him. &€ceThey're buried under here."

"l smell them. | hear them."

| sniff. Maybe there's atrace of thought on the wind, but | can't be sure.
"Where?a€e | ask.

"Nearby. Help me up.”

| pull him to hisfeet and he leans against me, groaning. We take a step; he points.
| seethe flap of cloth buried in the snow that | had noticed before.

He had survived several minutesin the snow. Perhaps his pod is trapped below. Perhapsthey areinan
air pocket, or in their hollowed out snow cave.

| knedl and begin to scoop away the snow around the cloth flap. Herolls next to me and triesto help
clear. But he dumps againgt amound of snow, too weak, and watches me instead.

The cloth isacorner of ablanket and it ssemsto go Straight down.

For awhilethegoingisdl ice, and | claw at it with my numb fingers, unable to move more than a handful
a atime. Then | am through that and the digging isessier.



Clods of snow bounce off my hood, and | am leery of more snow falling on top of us. | take amoment to
push away dl the snow from around us.

Two more scoops and suddenly the snow givesway, and | see acavern of ice and snow and canvas,
and within the cave, three bodies, three more of Julian. They are dive, breathing, and oneis conscious. |
pull them one by one out of the cave and put them next to their podmate.

The two that are conscious cling to each other and lie there, gasping for breath, and | am so tired | want
to collapseinto the hole.

| check each onefor hypothermia, for bresks and contusions. One of them, afemale, has abroken arm,
and shewincesas| move her. | have aloop of rope on my belt, not spider-silk, and | bind her arm
across her chest. The fourth isunhurt.

"Wake up,&€- | say. &ogCome on.&€» The fourth one opens his eyes, begins to cough. The third, with
the broken arm, is ill unconscious. | gently dap her face. She comes awake and lunges, then gasps as
the pain hits her. Her pod, what isleft of it, surrounds her, and | step back, fall back on the snow,
looking up into the sky. | redlize that the snow is coming down harder.

"We have to get down the mountain,&€ | say. If another air car comes, it will start another avalanche. If
another avalanche comes, we are doomed.

They don't seem to hear me. They cling together, their teeth chattering.

"We have to get down the mountain! &€- | yell.

Despair floods the air, then a stench of incoherent emotions. The four arein shock.
"Comeon!&€- | say and pull one of them up.

"Wecan't ... our ... podmates,&€» he says, words interspersed with chemical thoughtsthat | don't
understand. The pod is degenerating.

"If we don't go now, wewill die on this mountain. We have no shdlter, and we are freezing."
They don't reply, and | redlize they would rather die than bresk their pod.
"Therésfour of you,&€e | say. &€ceY ou are nearly whole."

They look among themsealves, and | smell the consensus odor. Then one of them turns away angrily. They
can't doit. No consensus.

| collapse onto the snow, head down, and watch the snow swirl between my legs. | am one who was Six.
The fatigue and despair catch me, and my eyes burn.

| am strength; | do not cry. But still my face iswashed with tears for my pod, buried in the snow. My
faceisfirewherethetears crawl. A splash falsinto the snow and disappears.

Wewill deep herein despair and die before the morning.

| look at them. | must get them down the mountain, but | don't know how to do it. | wonder what
thoughts Moirawould pass meif she were here. She would know what to do with thesefour.

They arefour. Mother Redd was afour. Our teachers are fours. The Premier of the Overgovernment isa
four. Why do they cry when they are no worse off than our greatest? | am alowed to cry, but not them.



| stand up.

"I'velost my pod too, and | am only one!&€e | shout. &od can cry, but you can't! You are four. Get
up! Get up, dl of you!"

They look at me asif | am mad, so | kick one, and she grunts.
"Get up!"

Slowly they rise, and | grin a them like amaniac.

"Wewill reach the bottom. Follow me. | am strength.”

| leed them across the snow to the pill of the other avalanche. With the nanoblade on my utility knife, |
cut alength of the rope that disappears into the snow. At the other end of the ropeis my dead pod. |
take a step onto the grey avalanche; perhaps | can dig them out as| have dug out Hagar Julian. | hear a
rumble as the snow shifts beneath me. More snow tumbles down the mountain. It has not settled yet;
more snow could fal at any moment. And | know that it has been too long now. If they are trapped
under the snow, their air isgone. If | had turned at once, if | had followed the rope when the avalanche
had stopped, perhaps | could have saved them, but | didn't think of that. Quant wasn't there to remind
me of thelogica choice. Bitterness seeps through me, but | ignoreit. There are the four who areleft to
take care of.

| hand each of them a section of the rope, looping ustogether. Then | lead them down the mountain. It is
nearly black, save thelight reflected by the moon that splashes upon the snow. The ledge and gaping
holes are obvious. It isthe hidden crevassesthat | fear. But every step we take is better than lying adeep
in the snow.

Our path leadsto adrop, and | back us up quickly, not wanting the four to gaze into the abyss. | beginto
wonder if thereisno way down. We were dropped off by air carsthat morning. Perhapsthelocation is
so remote that air cars aone can reach it. Perhaps there is no path down the mountain. Or worse, we will
pass through the path of an avalanche and die under the piles of snow.

The snowfall is steady now, and in placeswe are up to our hips. But the effort iswarmth. To moveisto
live, to stop is deep and death.

Thetreesdl look dike, and | fear we are sumbling in circles, but | know that if we continue downward
wewill reach the bottom. | see no sgnsof anima or human. The snow is pristine until we tramp through
it.

Thelinejerks, and | turn to seethat the last in the line, the one with the broken arm, has fallen.

| go to her and lift her onto my shoulder. The weight is nothing to the ache | dready fed. What is another
sixty kilograms? But our pace is dower now.

Still the otherslag, and | dlow rests, but never enough to let them deep, until the fatigueistoo much and |
let my eyesdroop.

Oblivion for just amoment, then | start awake. To deepistodie. | rousethefour.

Thefour. | am thinking of them no longer asapod, but as anumber. Will they refer to me asthe
sngleton? The one? There may be aplace for aquad in society. But there is no place for asingleton.

After the Exodus of the Community, after the wars that followed, it was the pods who had remained in



control. The pods are now the care takers of the Earth, while the norma humanswho are |fta€’ the
singletonsa€” are backward and luddite. The pods, just abiologica experiment, aminority before, arethe
oneswho survived cataclysm. Only now | am no longer apod; | am asingleton, and the only place for
meisin the sngleton enclaves. Alonel cannot function in pod society. What could | contribute? Nothing.
| look at thefour. Thereisonething | can contribute. Thesefour are still apod, sill an entity. | can bring
them to safety.

| stand up. &€od_et's go,a€» | say, but gently. They are too empty to protest. | show them how to put
the snow to their lipsand drink it asit melts.

"We need to go.&€+ The one with the broken arm triesto walk. | walk beside her with ahand on her
good arm.

The pineforest givesway to denser deciduoustrees, and | fee warmer, though the temperature cannot
have risen much. But the treesthink it'swarmer, so | think so too. The snow isless heavy here. Perhaps
the sorm isletting up.

"Thismountain,&€e | say, &aaslessthan saven kilometers high. We can walk seven kilometers easily,
eveninthecold. And thisisdl downhill."

No onelaughs. No onereplies.

Thewindisgone, | notice, and with it the snow. The sky isgrey ill, but the tormisover. | beginto
think that we might not die.

Thenthelast in our line stepstoo close to aravine, and he's down the side, diding from sight. The next
two inline, unable or unwilling to let go, dide after him, and | watch the dithering rope.

Again, | think. Again with this damn rope pulling me away. | let go of it, and the rope disappearsinto the
grey below. The woman a my side doesn't even know what is happening.

Theravine isthree meters down, lined by a steep, but not vertica, dope. | see the threewho have fallen
at the base. | have no way to get them out, so | must follow.

| take the woman over my shoulder, and say, &€ceHold on.&€» | dide down the hill, one arm to balance
me, one arm to hold her, and my legs folded benesth me, lowering myself down the dope.

No hidden tree branches, | hope. There are none, and sooner than | think, we are at the bottom of the
ravine.

Thethree others are there, sprawled at the edge of asmall, unfrozen stream. Sometime in the past, water
has carved a cave-like trough into the ravine wall. The woman on my shoulder has passed out, her face
grey, her breathing shallow. How bad is her fracture? | wonder. How much worse have | madeit?
Manud would have known an eegant way to get her down.

Theair iswarm here, in thisgrotto that is nearly below the ground. It islike acave; thegroundisa
constant temperature afew meters below the surface, regardliess of the blazing heet or the blowing snow.
| squat. It may be five degrees.

"We can rest here.&€» We can even deep, | think. No chance of frostbite. We can't get wet; the stream
istoo shalow.

A few meters down the streambed, | find an indentation. It isdry rock with roots overhanging. | carry the
woman there and lead the others one by oneto the cave.



"Sleep, 36+ | tell them.

My body is exhausted, and | watch the four fall adeep at once. | cannot. The femaeisin shock. | have
made her arm worse by dinging her over my shoulder. Sheis probably bleeding internally.

| look at her grey face, and console mysdlf that she would be dead if we were till athousand meters up
the mountain.

Unlessthey had sent another air car.
| Sit there, my heart cold, not deeping.

| have always been strong, even when we were children, before we first consensed. | was alwaystaller,
stronger, heavier. And that has aways been my weapon. It isobvious. | am not about deception. | am
not about memory, or insight, or agility. | am quick when threats are near, yes, but never agile.

| never thought | would outlive my pod. | never thought 1'd be the one | ft.

| don't want to think these things, so | stand up, and use my utility knife to cut two saplingsthat are trying
to grow inthe gully. Using therope, | fashion atravois. It will be easer onthefemale.

"Y ou should have left us on the mountain.&€» It isthe onewho | had first found in the snow. Hiseyes
are open. &08Y ou're wasting too much energy on a broken pod.”

| say nothing, though | could acknowledge the truth of it.

"But then you wouldn't know that. All your thinking partsaremissng.”
He'sangry, and heis striking out a me because of it. | nod.

"Yes, | am srength and nothing more.”

Maybe hewantsto fight, | think, so | add, &€od saved your life today."
"S0? Should | thank you?”

"No. But you owe meyour life. So we will walk down this mountain in the morning, and then we are
even. You can diethen, and | won't care.”

"Pig-headed."
"Yes.&€e | can't argue with that ether.

Heisadeep in moments, and | am too.

* * % %

| am tiff and cold in the morning, but we are al dive. | squat on the sones and listen for afew moments.
Thetrickle of the water mufflesal sound. | can't hear the whine of arescueair car. | can't hear the shouts
of searchers. We have traveled so far that they will not look for usin the right spot. We have no choice
but to continue on.

A wave of doubt catches me unaware. My choice has doomed us. But more than likely staying on the
mountain would have done the same, only sooner. These four want that, | know. Perhaps | should too.

| touch my pockets one by one. | am hungry, but | aready know thereisno food. | was just stepping out



of the tent for amoment. | had not prepared myself for along journey in the cold. | check the pockets of
the injured one, but she too iswithout food.

"Do you have food?&€s | ask the male, the one who argued with me. &€caWVhat's your name anyway?"
"Hagar Jul ... &€ he starts to say, then stops. He glares at me. &oeNo food.”

| squat next to him. &odPerhaps | can lead you back up the mountain, and then you'll forgive mefor
savingyou.”

"'Savinga€™ is adebatable term.”
| nod. &caNVhat's your name?"

We have been classmatesfor ten years, and yet | do not know hisindividual name. We have dways
interfaced as pods, never asindividuas.

He doesn't say anything for along moment, then says, &€odDavid.”
"And them?'

"Susan isthe one with the broken arm. Ahmed and Maggie.&€+ These three are till adeep on the
ground.

"The othersmay ill beadive &€ | say, and asl say it, | know it iswhat | wish for mysdlf. But | saw the
river of snow that carried them away.

"Wedidn't find Aliaand Wren,&€ he says, and then he coughs. It isto hide the sob.

| turn away, not wanting to embarrass him, and | say, &cg0ne of them found our tent. She may ill live”
"That was Wren. Aliawas near me."

"A rescue patya€’”

"Did you see arescue party?'

"NO_"

"A body will survivefor an hour in the snow if thereésair. If therésno air, then it isten minutes.&€» His
voiceis savage. The other three dir.

"It was like swvimming in oil. Like swimming in adream while smothering,&€» David says.
"David."

ItisMaggie. She pullshim close, and | smell the tang of consensus. They gather near Susan and Sit for
minutes, thinking. | am glad for them, but | walk down the stream severd meters, not wanting to be
reminded. | am asingleton now.

The creek twistsand turns. | pull myself across arotten pine tree blocking the way, banging loose aran
of brown needles. My breath hangsin the moist air. It isnot cold anymore, and | fed asif athaw has

passed through me.

The stream widens and opens up over arocky basin whereit spillsin white spray. | seethe valley before
me, shrouded in migt. A kilometer below, the stream merges with ariver. The ground to theriver isrough



and rocky, but not as snowy aswe have traveled until now. Nor isit as steep.

Wed left for the surviva trip from abase camp near ariver. | can only suppose that thisisthe sameriver.
Following it would lead usto the camp.

| hurry back to the four.
They stand gpart, their consensus concluded. David hoists Susan'stravois.
"Areyou ready?a€. | ask.

They look a me, their facesrelaxed. Thisisthefirst time these four have consensed since their pod was
sundered. It isagood sign that they can do it with just four.

"We're going back to find Aliaand Wren,&€» David says.

| stand for amoment, voiceless. They have reached afalse consensus. It is something that we are trained
to detect and discard. But the traumaand loss they have suffered has broken their thought processes.

David takes my slence for agreement, and he pulls Susan up the streambed.

| stand, unableto resist avalid consensus, unable to stop them from climbing back up the mountain. |
take one step toward them, perhapsto fall in line with them, but | stop.

"No!&€- | say. &€ceY ou'll never makeit."

Thefour of them look at me asif | am arock. It's not false consensus; it's pod ingtability. Insanity.
"We need to re-form the whole,&€» David says.

"Wait! Y ou've reached fal se consensudl™

"How could you know? Y ou can't consense at al.&€» The biting wordsjolt me.

They start walking. | run to intercept, placing ahand on David's chest.

"You will dieif you go back up the mountain. Y ou can't makeit."

Ahmed pushesmy arm away.

"We haveto get back to Aliaand Wren."

"Who was your ethicist?é€e | say. &€calVasit Wren? Isthat why you're making faulty consensus?
Think! You will dig, just like Wren and Aliaare dead.”

"We had no ethicd speciaist,é€s Maggie says.

"I saw theriver from the end of thisgully. We're dmost to the camp! If we turn around, we will never find
our way. Wewill be on the mountain at night. We have no food. We have no shelter. Wewill die.”

No response but a step forward.
| push David hard, and he stumbles. Susan screams as the travois dams onto the rocks.

"Y ou have reached afaulty consensus,&€e | say again.



Pheromonesflood theair, and | realize much of it ismine: veto, asmple pheromone signa we al know
but rarely use. David swingsa me, but | stop hisfist. Heis not strength.

"We go down,&€» | say.
David'sfaceistaut. He spins and the four fal into consensus.

| push David away from his podmates, breaking their contact. | push Ahmed and Maggie onto their
backs.

"No consensus! We go now!"

| pick up Susan'stravois and drag her down the streambed. Fast. | ook back once and the three are
gtanding there, watching. Then they come.

Maybe| am reaching fa se consensustoo. Maybe | will kill usal. Butitisall | can do.

The trek down the gorge is not easy on Susan, as the snow has disappeared in spots and the travoisrides
roughly acrossthe ground. | find mysdlf issuing soothing thoughts, though | know she cannot understand
them. Only crude emotions can pass between pods, and sometimes not even that if they aren't from the
same crA"che. | change the thoughts to fedlings of well-being. Perhaps she can understand the smple
pheromones.

Each timel glance behind, | seethe other threetrailing. | have broken their re-formed pod again with
trauma, and | hopethat | have done no irreparable damage to them. The doctors of the Institute will be
the judge of that. Perhapsthey can save them. | am ausdless case and will probably have to emigrate to
one of the singleton enclavesin Europe or Audtrdia

A line of bouldersface me, surrounded by smaller stones and rocks, too large for the travoisto travel
fredy across.

"Take one end each,&€¢ | say to Ahmed and David. The travois becomes a stretcher. If | walk Sowly,
we make awkward progress.

The forest has changed. The pines are gone, and we are surrounded by maples. | keep checking the
horizon for any sign of search parties. Why aren't they frantically trying to find us? Had we passed too far
beyond the search pattern? Do they dready know where we are? Perhaps they found usin the night,
noted that we were broken pods, and left usto fend for ourselves.

The paranciadrowns me, and | ssumble on aloose rock. Even they would not be so callous. Everything
isatest, Moirasays. Isthisjust another? Would they kill a pod to test the rest of us?

That | cannot bdieve.

At the edge of afour-meter drop, our stream fdlsinto the river, adding its small momentum to the
charging rapids. | see no easy way down; we are forced to unlash Susan and help her down the jagged

dope.

Therocksarewet and dimy. | dip, and we are flying to the ground, faling lessthan a meter, but the wind
is knocked from me. Susan lands atop me, and she screamsin pain.

| roll over and try to breathe. Then Ahmed and David are there, helping us up. | don't want to stand up. |
just want to liethere.



"Up,&€- David says. &€ceMoreto go.”

Everythingishazy inmy vison, and | fed dizzy. The painin my chest isnot going avay. | haveasharp
gting inmy ribs, and | prod myself. | have brokenribs. | dmost collgpse, but Ahmed pulls me up.

Susan manages to stand too now, and we limp along the flat stones of the shrunken riverbed. In afew
months, theriver will fill the entire wash.

We are an ad-hoc pod, al of usclinging together aswe walk, step after step downriver. | am no longer
grength. | am weaknessand pain.

We pass aboulder and the smell hits me aswe seeit.

A bear, dmost asbig as the boulder. No, three bears pawing through the dow water for fish. We are not
five meters from the biggest and closest.

Fear sweepsthrough the air; my fight response kicks in, and the pain washes out of melike cold rain.
We have surprised the bears.

The closest rearsup onitshind legs. On dl fours, it came up to my chest. Standing, it isameter above
me. ltsclaws are Six centimetersiong.

We back away. | know we cannot outrun a bear in this open terrain. Our only hopeisto flee aone.

Separate, | send, then remember that the four are not of my pod. &€caNe need to separate and run,a€e
| say.

The bear stops coming toward us. | think for amoment that it is reacting to my voice, but then |
remember the smell | had caught as| passed the boulder. Pheromones.

The bears aren't a natural species.

Hdlo, | send, in the smplest of glyph thoughts.

The bear'sjaws snap shut and it lands on itsfour legs again.

Not food, it sends.

The thought ismore than smple. | can tagteit like my own podmatesd€™ thoughts.
Not food. Friend.

The bear consders uswith liquid brown eyes, then seemsto shrug before turning away.
Come.

| start to follow, but fear emanating from the four stops me. | redlize that they have not tasted the bear's
thoughts.

"Comeon,&€e | say. &oelhey aren't going to eat us.”
"You ... you can understand it?a€+ David asks.

"Alittle”



"They're apod,&€- he says, wonderingly.

My shock has faded with recognition. On the farm with Mother Redd, we have gone swimming with the
bioengineered beavers. We have oursaves modified clutches of ducksinto clusters. Now that | know, |
can see the glands on the backs of the bearsd€™ arms. At the neck are dits that release the chemical
memories. And to receive them, the olfactory lobe of their brain will have been enhanced.

That they are bears, that they are wild things, seems at first incongruent. The experiments on composite
animas have been dl on smaller, managesble beasts. But why not bears?

They amble along the riverbed, and | jog to follow them, though my ribs hurt. In amoment, | am among
them, and | smdll their thoughts, like slver fishin theriver. Intdligent, not Smpleat al.

Sending Friendship, | reach out and touch the side of the bear who confronted us.

Hisfur iswet from his splashing at fish, and the smdll isthick, not just pheromones and memories, but a
wild animd'ssmdl. | think | must smell worse. Hismaneis silver-tipped; his claws click on the stones.

| rub hisneck just above the memory glands, and he pushes against mein response. | smell his affection.
| sense deegpness of thought and playfulness. | fed the power of hisbody. Thisis strength.

| catch images of topography, of places where fish swarm, of adead elk. | see assessments of danger,
and choices of path and best approach. | catch the consensus of decision. These three are afunctioning

pod.

The thoughts swirl through my head, but they shouldn't. I should not be able to catch their thoughts, buit |
can. Even humans can't share chemica memories between pods, just emotions sometimes.

| send an image of the avalanche.

The bears shudder. | understand their fear of the river of snow. They have seen it; it is part of their
memories.

| ask them where the camp is. They know, and | see it on the edge of thisriver, near the rotten ssump
with the tasty termites.

| laugh, and they echo my joy, and, for amoment, | forget that | am aone.
Come on, they send.
"Comeon,&€ | cal back to the four. Hesitantly, they follow.

The bears|ead us through the trees, and, abruptly, we push through onto atrail, smashed flat by
hikersa€™ boots, a human trail. They sniff once, then amble acrossit and vanish into the brush.

| want to follow. Why shouldn't 1?1 have fulfilled my duty to Hagar Julian. Surely the bearswould alow
meto join them. My body shudders. | would still be asingleton. | would still be aone.

Goodbye, | send, though | doubt they are close enough to catch it. The chemica memories cannot travel
far.

| lead Susan down thetrail, supporting her. | hear the sounds of camp, the voices, thewhine of an air car,
before we round the last curve of thetrail. We all stop. David looks at me, perhaps with pity, perhaps
with thanks, then he leads the remainder of his pod into the camp.



| stand done.
| fal to my knees, sotired, so weak. My strength can get me no farther.

Then | fed apush a my back, and it isthe bear. He nudges me again. One arm around his stedl-like
neck, | stand, and we wak together into the camp.

The camp isawhirl, twice as many tents as when we left it, abevy of air cars, and everyone stopsto
watch me and the bear.

Everyone but my pod, who are rushing at me, dive, and | fed them before | touch them, and we are one.
Sweet consensus.

| see everything that has happened, and they see everything that | have done, and in one moment it is|
who surfed the avalanche, dangling on the line Strom tied to atree trunk, and it is we who walked down
the mountain and communed with bears.

You saved us, Srom, Moirasends. Bola shows me how the tent dangling on my line of spider-silk, rode
the top of the cascade of snow instead of plunging down the mountain. | hug Meda, Quant, and Manue
to my chest, squeezing. It hurts my ribs, but | don't let go.

"Careful! &€ Meda says, but she buries her face in my chest.

| am strength again, | think, as my pod helps meto the infirmary, not because they are wesk, but because
we aredll srong.



