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Sims Bancorp Colony, File #3245.

Between her toes the damp earth felt coal, but aready sweat crept between the roots of her hair. It
would be hotter today than yesterday, and by noon the lovely spice-scented red flowers of the dayvine
would have furled their fragile cups, and drooped on the vine. Ofelia pushed the mulch deeper againgt the
stems of the tomatoes with her foot. She liked the hest. If her daughter-in-law Rosaraweren't within
sight, she would take off her hat and | et the sweat evaporate. But Rosaraworried about cancer from the
sun, and Rosarawas sure it wasn't decent for an old woman to be outside with nothing on her head but
thinning gray hair.

Not that it was so thin. Ofédliatouched her temples, asif to tuck an errant strand in place, but redly to
confirm the thick strands of the braid shewore. Still thick, and her legs till strong, and her hands, though
knotted with age and work, still capable. She eyed her daughter-in-law, a the far end of the garden.
Scrawny, hair the color of scorched paper, eyes of mud. Thought she was beautiful, with her narrow



waist and her pae hands, but Ofeliaknew better. She had aways known better, but Barto would not
listen to amothers wisdom, and now he had Rosara of the narrow body—Ilike a snake, Ofeliahad said
once only—and no children.

She minded that |ess than the others thought. She could have welcomed a daughter-in-law
independent enough to refuse children. No, it was Rosaras determination to enforce on her
mother-in-law al the petty rulesintended to preserve the virtue of virgins... that she could not tolerate.

"We should have planted more beans," Rosara called. She had said that at planting, knowing that
Ofeliacould not use al the beans she normally grew. She wanted Ofeliato grow beansto sdll, aswell as
beansto edt.

"We have enough,” Ofdliasaid.
"If the crop does not fail," Rosara said.

"If the crop fails, abigger crop would be abigger failure,” Ofeliasaid. Rosara snorted, but did not
contradict. Perhaps shewasfindly learning that it did no good to argue. Ofdiahoped so. Ofeliawent on
working on the tomatoes, pushing the mulch here and there, tying up straggling ends of the vines. Rosara
claimed the tomato vines made her skin itch; she stayed away from them. Ofelia hunkered down to hidea
amile as she thought of this, enjoying the strong green tomato smell.

She dozed off, there among the tomatoes, rousing only when the danting afternoon light probed
between therows. Light in her eyes had dways waked her; shewas still sure shehad not dept at dl in
the cryo tanks because the lights stayed on al the time. Humberto had said that wasridiculous, that no
onewas awakein cryo, that was the point. Ofelia had not argued, but she was sure she remembered the
light, dways stabbing through her eydlids.

Now, lying drowsy on the crumbly mulch between the rows of tomatoes, she thought how peaceful it
looked, thet little green jungle. Silent, too, for once; Rosara must have gone back ingide without noticing
shewas adeep. Or perhapsthe bitch didn't care. Ofeliarolled the insult on her tongue, silently, savoring
it. Bitch. Sut. She didn't know many such words, which gave thefew in her vocabulary extrarichness, dl
the anger that some people spread over many words on many occasions.

Bartolomeo's voicein the street cut across her reverie, and she sat up asfast as she could, hissing a
the pain in her hip and knees.

"Rosaral Rosara, come out!" He sounded excited or angry or both. He often did. Most of thetimeit
was nothing, but he would never admit it, even afterwards. Of al her children, Barto was the one Ofelia
had liked least, even in infancy; he had been agreedy nurser, yanking on her nipplesasif she could never
be enough for him. He had grown from greedy infancy to demanding childhood, the son whom nothing
satisfied; he had quarrded incessantly with the other children, demanding fairness which always meant his
benefit. In manhood he was the same, the traits she had liked least in Humberto magnified ten times. But
he was her only living child, and she understood him.

"What?' Rosara sounded snappish; either she had been napping (something Barto and Ofdlia both
disapproved of) or working on her compuiter.

"It's the Company—they've lost the franchise.”

A shriek from Rosara. It might mean that for once Barto was upset about something worth the
trouble, or it might mean that she had just found a pimple on her chin. With Rosara, it might be either, or
anything in between. Ofelia struggled to her knees, then, with ahand on atomato stake, to her feet. Her
vison grayed dightly and she waited for it to come back. Age. Everyone said it was age, and it would get
worse. Shedidn't think it was that bad, except when people wanted her to hurry, and she
couldn't."Mamal" Barto, bursting out the kitchen door into the garden. Ofdiawas glad to be upright and
obvioudy working; it gave her atiny bit of mora leverage.



"Yes?' She had spotted afat caterpillar, and when heloomed over her she had it fast in the loop.
llwl

"Yes, mama. That'snice. Ligten, itsimportant—"
"A good crop thisyear," Ofeliasaid.

"Mama" Heleaned over, pushing hisface into hers. He looked more like Humberto than anyone
else, yet Humberto had had gentle eyes.

"I'm listening,” she said, putting out her hand to the tomato stake again.
"The Company'slos the franchise,” he said, asif that meant something.

"The Company's lost the franchise," Ofelia repeated, to prove she'd been listening. He often accused
her of not listening.

"Y ou know what that means," he said impatiently, but then went on to tell her. "It meanswe haveto
leave. They're yanking the colony." Rosara had come out of the house behind him; Ofdlia could seethe
patches of red on her cheeks.

"They can't do that! It's our home—!"

"Don't be stupid, Rosaral” Barto spat onto the tomato plants, asif they were her body; Ofdlia
flinched, and he glared at her. "Or you, mama. Of course they can make us leave, were their
employees”

Employeeswho never got paid, Ofdiasaid to herself. Employees with no retirement, no medical
benefits except what they produced for each other. Employees who were supposed to support
themselves and produce a surplus. Not that they had produced the regular shipments of tropical woods
that they'd been assigned... it had been years since they'd had enough adults to continue logging.

"But | worked so hard!" Rosarawailed. For once Ofdia agreed with her; she felt the same way. She
looked sdeways at the tomato plants, avoiding Barto's glare, focussing on the fringed margin of the
leaves, thetiny hairsbrigtling from the stems. Thefirst flower buds hung like little chandeliers, till folded
tight, ready to open in the light, tekefire, and—

"Listento me," Barto insgsted. His hand came between Ofdiaand the tomatoes, caught her chin and
forced her face around. "Y ou till have avote in the council, mama. Y ou have to come to the mesting.
Y ou have to vote with us. We have a chance to choose where we're sent.”

A mesting. She hated meetings. She noticed he didn't tell Rosara, but then he knew Rosarawould
come anyway, and vote however hetold her.

"A voteisavote," hetold her now, louder, asif she were deaf. "Even yours." He released her chin.
"Go ingde now; get ready” Ofeliaedged past him, her bare toes safdly distant from his hard-soled boots.
"And wear shoed!" heyelled after her. Behind her, hisvoice and Rosaras were lower without being
softer, harsh mutterings she could not quite hear.

She had bathed, washed her hair, and put on the best clothes she had |eft. The dress hung loosdly
now, thewaist dipping where she had nothing |eft above to fill the bodice, the hem lifting behind to
accommodate the stoop in her back. On her feet, the shoes she had not worn for months cramped her
toes and rubbed her hedls. She would have blisters from this meeting, and what good would that do? She
had leaned her head on the kitchen door and heard Barto tell Rosara that on another world his mother
would surely be forced to dress decently again. He meant wear shoes, and adark dresslikethis, al the
time.

She sat quietly on the bench beside Rosara, and listened to the sounds of grief and anger that filled the
room. Only afew saw this as opportunity—afew men, afew women, about half the younglings. The rest



saw only wasted years, loss, misery. They had worked so hard, and for what? How could they start
over, face the same hard work again? Here at least they had houses aready built, gardens aready
planted.

Carl and Gervaise interrupted the complaints and presented the dternatives to vote on, though they
never said how they'd learned about them. Ofdiadid not believe the Company would give them achoice;
she was sure the vote would come to nothing. Still, when Barto reached across Rosarato prod her ribs
and hiss at her, she stood when he did, voting for Neubreit rather than Olcrano. The others voted for
Neubreit, dmost two thirds of them, and only the most stubborn, like Walter and Sara, insisted they
would not go there.

Only at the end of the meeting, when she stood up and turned around, did she notice the Company
rep, standing at the door. He had the deek, youthful look of a shipman, someone whose skin never saw
garlight but through a hatch. No sun had baked him; no winter had frozen him; no rains had washed, or
windsdried, him. In his crisp, clean clothes, his polished shoes, helooked like an dlien. He said nothing.
Before anyone could speak to him, he had turned and walked away, into the darkness. Ofdliawondered
if he knew about the dimetrails, but of course he would have shipeyes, he would be able to see where
colonists could not.

The next morning, Ofdliarose a dawn and went out into the garden, barefooted as dways and
wearing her oldest workshirt. Until the sun rose, she refused to wear her hat, and so she saw the
movement along the lane beyond the garden, the Company repsin their crisp shipclothes. Many of them.
All wearing the same blue-gray uniformsthe color of morning fog, with the Sms Bancorp logo.

One of them stopped to Stare back at her. "Maam," he said, unsmiling but polite.

The thing sheloved most about dawn was the silence, the emptiness of it. He stood there, asif he had
aright to ruin her morning solitude. He was going to ask questions, and in courtesy she must answer
them. She sighed, and looked away, hoping he would think her too old and fuddled to be worth histime.

"Mdam, did you vote last night?"'

He wasn't going away. Shelooked at him, seeing the youth, the differentness. .. the skin untouched by
weather, the eyesthat stared right at her asif he had theright...

"Yes," shesad shortly. Then, because courtesy would not alow her to be so abrupt, she found
hersdf saying, "I don't know what to cal you... | don't mean to be rude."

He amiled, genuinely amused. Was courtesy so rare among the shipfolk sill?"I wasn't offended,” he
said. He came nearer. "Are those real tomatoes?'

He had not answered her question. She would have to be more direct. "1 cannot talk to someone
when | have no way to addressthem,” she said. "My nameis SeraOfdia”

"Oh—I'm Jorge. Sorry. Y ou reminded me of my grandmother; she calsme Ajo. But—do they redly
grow likethis, inthe open... contaminated?'

Ofelia stroked the leaves with her hand, releasing the heavy scent. "Y es, these are tomatoes, and yes,
they grow in the open air. They have no tomatoes now, of course; they arejust blooming.” Sheturned up
severd leavesto show him the clusters of flower-buds.

"It'stoo bad,” he said, in the tone of onewho is politely regretting some inconvenience he will not
himsdlf endure. "'Y ou have such agarden, and it'swasted—"

"Nothing iswasted," Ofdiasad.

"But you're leaving in thirty days," the young man said. She reminded hersdlf that his name was Jorge
and he had a grandmother who loved him. That seemed impossible; he could have popped from a
glisswrapped package like the holiday gifts of her childhood, brightly colored and smooth &l over.



Surely he had not been born in blood and messlikeredl children. ™Y ou don't have to work in the garden
any more. Y ou should be packing.”

"l likeworking in the garden," Ofdiasaid. She wanted him to go away. She wanted to find out what
had just changed in her, somewhere inside, when he said "But you're leaving." Shelooked down. On the
ground, on top of the mulch, adimerod oozed aong looking for something to puncture with its one hard
part, itslittle hollow cylinder of shell. Ofdiapicked it up by its soft hinder end and watched it lengthen
until it was at least ten centimeterslong and thin as yarn. Then sheflicked it around with a practiced snap
of thewrigt, and cracked its shell on her other thumb. It made her thumb sting amoment, but it was
worth the sting for the look of shocked horror on the young man'sface.

"What was that ?* he asked. From his expression, he expected to hear something terrible. Ofdia
obliged."Wecdl it adimerod,” she said. "And the piercing part islike amedical needle, hollow, soit can
suck—" She didn't have to say more; the young man was backing away already.

"Can it gothrough... shoes?' Hewas staring now at her bare feet. Ofdliagrinned to hersdlf, and
made a show of scratching the back of one leg with her other foot.

"It depends on the shoes,” she said. She supposed it might go through a pair of thin cloth shoeswith
holesin them dready. And it didn't go through human skin (she didn't know why) but she didn't say that.
Modtly it went through the slems of her plants, not finding what it wanted and leaving wounds the plants
gpent precious caories mending. But if it made the young man sick enough to go away, shewould imply
horrors.

"l guessyou'l beglad to leave," the young man said.

"Excuseme,” Ofeliasaid. "l haveto usethe..." she gestured at the shed at the end of the garden. That
didit; he flushed an uncomely color and turned away abruptly. She amost giggled. He should have
known they had inside conveniences, thefirst thing the colonists had done wasingtall their waste recycler.
But shewas glad to see him go. In case he turned back, she walked the rest of the way to the toolshed
and went in.

Ofeliahad moved before. She knew that it took longer than thirty daysto move, if you tried to take
things with you. The Company reps had told people they need take nothing; it would al be provided. But
forty yearsisforty years, alifetime for some, more than that for others. Few of the originas were | ft;
Ofeliawas the oldest of these. She had the clearest memory of other places, and she sometimes woke
with vivid flashes of that memory. The smdll of corn porridge spiced with mezul ... aspicethat could not
be grown here. She remembered the day she had used the last of it, after Humberto died. Theway the
street looked outside their gpartment in Visiazh, with the vendors bright awnings over piles of ripefruits
and vegetables, mounds of colorful clothes, racks of pots and pans. She had thought once she could not
live without that much color, that much noise and that many people; she had moped awhole year here,
miserable until she found the one kind of bright flower that would grow aong the edge of the garden.

She had little to pack. She had not drawn many clothes from the community storein the past decade.
Her old keepsakes had vanished over the years, one after another—most |eft behind when they became
colonigts, the rest broken by children, gnawed by insects, dissolved in one or the other of the two big
floods or rotted afterwards by fungus. She still had a chipic of Humberto and herself at their wedding,
and one of thefirgt two children, and aribbon she had won in primary school for spelling, now faded a
pale pearly gray. That and the fruit dish her mother-in-law had given her, an ugly thing which had survived
her intentiona carelessness when more beautiful things perished. She could easily beready inlessthan
thirty days. Except—she leaned her head againgt the handle of the hoe hanging on the toolshed wall.
Somewhereingde, at the moment the young man had said she was leaving, things changed. Shefdt for
that change, as she would have fumbled in the shadowy house for her crochet hook in its bag of yarn.

Shewasn't going. Ofdiablinked, suddenly wider awvake than she remembered being for along time.



A memory welled up, clear as morning dew that reflected tiny curved pictures of theworld around it.
Before she married Humberto, before she got involved with that fool Caitano, back when she had just
finished primary, she had flourished that spelling ribbon in her father'sface and insisted shewas
not—absolutely was not—going to quit school and go to work intheloca branch of Sims Bancorp
cleaning thefloorsat night.

Her mind recoiled from the memory of what had followed that defiance; the facts were enough
without the emotion. In the misery of being only ajanitor—she, who had won a scholarship to secondary,
ascholarship Luciahad taken instead—she had fooled hersdlf into a relationship with Caitano.

But—she retreated from al that to the cool dawn shadow of the toolshed. But she was here, and she
was not going. Shefdt light, suddenly, asif shewerefaling, asif the ground had disappeared from under
her feet and she would fal until she found the middle of the planet. Wasthisjoy, or fear? She could not
tell. She knew only that with every heartbest her blood carried the same message to bone and muscle:
shewas not going.

"Mamal" Barto, at the kitchen door. Ofelia grabbed the first tool her hand fell on, and she backed out
of the toolshed. Pruning shears. Why pruning shears? Nothing needed pruning. She turned around, and
found the wordsto say.

"l can't find thelittle nippers, the onesfor the tomatoes.”

"Mama, forget the tomatoes. We won't be here to harvest them. Listen—we're having another
meeting. The Company saysit doesn't care about the vote.”

Of course the Company didn't care. That'swhat it meant to be on contract. She understood that, if
she understood nothing else, what it meant to be signed, sedled, delivered to the masters. They would not
ligten to the colonists any more than Humberto had listened to her. She did not say thisto Barto. It would
only provoke another argument, and she didiked arguments, especidly in her specid time, the early
morning.

"Barto, | amn too old for these meetings," she sad.

"l know that." He sounded impatient, as dways. "Rosaraand | are going; we want you to begin the
inventory.”

"Yes, Barto." Easier that way. He and Rosarawould go, and she could come back out and smell the
garden in the morning, its best time. " And we need breskfast,” he said. Ofeliasighed, and hung the
pruning shears back on their hook. Already the sun was burning away the morning mist, and she could
fed hest on her head. Already she could hear voices from other houses, other gardens. Rosara could
cook breakfast; she usualy did. She didn't like the way Ofelia cooked.

Insde, Ofeliamixed flour and oil and water to make the dough, patted it out, and flipped the thin
rounds on the griddle. While they browned, she chopped onions and herbs, leftover sausage, cold boiled
potatoes. When the flatcakes were done, she rolled them deftly around the cold filling, adding a dash of
vinegar and ail. Barto liked these; Rosarawanted ahot filling. Ofdiadidn't care. Thismorning she could
have eaten meta shavings, or nothing. She paid no attention to Rosarasritual complaint, or Barto'sritua
compliment. Asthey finished dressing, she scraped the cutting board into the garden pall.

After they left, Ofelia carried the garden pail out and dumped it into the trench, kicking dirt over the
curls of potato pedls, the limp ends of carrots and turnip greens, the bits of onion and herbs. The sun lay
awarm hand on the back of her neck, and she redlized she'd come out without her hat again.

That would be one benefit of staying behind. No one would nag her to wear a hat.



CHAPTER TWO
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Barto and Rosarareturned from the mesting in exactly the mood Ofédlia expected: angry and depressed
and ready to takeit out on her. Luckily, the meeting had taken longer than she'd thought—they must have
argued strongly—so she had the inventory well under way.

"We don't need those things," Barto said, of thefirst category. "I told you—all these things made
here—they're worthless." He went into their bedroom, and from the sounds he made was throwing al the
clotheson thefloor.

"They say we have no right to choose where we go," Rosarasaid. She moved around the kitchen
restlesdy, picking up and putting down one utensl| after another. "They say we haveto beready to leave
intwenty-nine days, and al we can takeis twenty kilos per person. Well haveto go in cryo, and we
won't know where we're going until we arrive—"

"Barbariang" Barto stood in the doorway, armsfull of clothes. All, Ofdianocticed, were his clothes.
"Everything weve done—all these years—" Ofdiadid not remind him that he had been ababy at first;
most of the time he had enjoyed the work of others.

"What will they do with the colony itsdlf?" she asked.

"What do | care? Dedtroy it, leaveit to rot, it doesn't matter.” He retreated to the bedroom again;
Ofdiaheard the clothes hit the bed in asoft whumph. "Mamal Where'sthe luggage?”

Ofdiabit back alaugh and tried to answer camly. "There's no luggage, Barto.” Why would he think
they had luggage? They had never needed it.

"Y ou and papa had to carry things here in something.”

"The Company gave usabox." The box had goneinto the structure of the recycler; everyone's boxes
had. Everything that came down had been put to use.

"They won't give us anything, they said. They said we have to pack it ourselves, in something that will
gtack inthe hold." He glared at her asif that were her fault, asif she were supposed to solve this
problem.

"We can sew something,” she said. "Therésal that cloth in the supply room. If we're not going to
need it for clothes for everyone, we can make something to hold the allotments.” She wasn't going, she
reminded hersdlf, but it was an interesting problem. She had aways liked solving problems. Already her
mind ran over what she could remember about luggage seen dl those years ago, before they emigrated.
Other peoples luggage—she and Humberto had never traveled—some of it made of fabric shaped into
boxes or tubes, some of it molded from plastics. In thirty days, it would be easier to sew it. She thought
of the others who used the machines, the ones who were quickest, the oneswho could make patterns.

"Youtakecareof it," Barto said. "And whileyou're a it, mend dl these things—" He gestured
broadly at the piles of clothes on the bed and floor.

It would be easier to take the clothes and go to the center's sewing rooms than argue that most of the
clothes needed no mending. Or that they might not be appropriate to wherever they were being sent.
Ofelia picked up an armload, and turned to leave.

"Wait! What about these others?"

"| can't carry morethan this, Barto,” Ofdliasaid. Shedidn't meet hiseyes. After amoment, helet his
breath out in a huff, and she knew theworst of it was over. She carried the clothes to the center, where
shefound asmal group of women chattering in the hal outside the sewing rooms. They fell slent when



they saw her. Arianefinaly spoke.
"SeraOfdia... may | hep you with that?"

Ofeliahad aways liked Ariane, who had been afriend of Addias. Thetwo little girls—for amoment
memory overcame her, avison of the two leaning head-to-head whispering, under the first orange tree.
When Addiadied, Ariane had come every day to Sit with her; she had asked Ofdiato bethe
name-mother for her own first baby. Now Ofelia smiled at the younger woman.

"Its only Barto wanting to be sure al his clothes are mended—and | don't expect to find much to do.”
Should shetell Ariane about her idea, to saw luggage from the fabric in stores? Surely someone ese
would think of it.

"We haven't any boxes, SeraOfelia" said Linda. Trust Lindato blurt out aproblem. "1 know our
parents came with boxes from the Company, but something happened to them—and now they won't give
usboxes."

"The boxes went into the walls of the recycler,” Ofeliasaid. The children had been taught that in
schoal, at least when she was hel ping there. Linda should have known.

"But what will we do, Sera Ofdia?' Severd of the other women looked as annoyed as Ofdiafelt.
They knew Ofeliawasn't the right person to ask; they didn't expect her to have any answers.

Mischief bubbled; impossble answers raced through her mind like noisy children, making her mind
trip and struggleto regain its balance. It isnot my problem, sheimagined hersalf saying. | am not going.
"Itisample enough,” she heard herself say doud. "Wewill saw containers—uggage—from the fabric
that will not be needed to make new clothesthisyear.”

"Y ou know how to do this?' Linda asked. Her expression showed indecent surprise. Ofdiasmiled at
the other women, one face after another, forcing their attention.

"l know how well the best of our sewers can plan new things and make them,” she said. "I mysdlf
could not do it done—" Theritud disclaimer; it was not polite to clam expertise, especidly exclusive
knowledge.

"Like acarry-sack," Kata said. Her voice sounded happier.
"Morelike abox, but of cloth,” Ariane said.

"|sthere enough cloth?" Linda asked.

"Go and see" Ariane said. "Come back and tell us how many rolls.”

"If we have to ask the machines for more, we should do that today,” said Kata. "And it must be
dlotted farly."

Ofeliasaid nothing more, but entered the first sewing room. She laid Barto's clothes on one of the
long tables and began |ooking over them. One by one, the other women came in after her, now talking
about how they would make fabric boxesto hold their belongings. Ofeliafound afrayed collar on one
shirt and asmal triangular tear in the leg of one pair of pants. She turned on one of the bright
work-lamps, shifted the magnifier around, and set to work mending the rip. She hardly needed to seeit;
her fingers could fed the edges of torn cloth as easily as her eyes could see. But sheliked the way the
magnifier made the threadslook like fat yarn.

When she returned home, the clothes nestly folded in her arms, Rosara was standing amid piles of
their belongingsin the living room. Her eyeswere red; shelooked asif she were about to be sick. Ofdia
nodded at her, and went to put away the clothes she carried. The bedroom was tidy again; Rosaramust
have put away the clothes Barto had thrown around. A pile of mending lay on the bed. Ofdiapicked it
up and headed back to the center, hoping to avoid any conversations with Rosara.



Now the center wasfull of busy women. She could hear the fabricator humming and clicking;
someone must have decided they needed more fabric. In both sawing rooms, the long tables were
covered with gtrips of cloth. Two women—Dorotea and Ariane—huddled over patterns cut from the
thinnest cloth, pinning together the first fabric box. A few children wandered in and out, looking worried,

"Thisistoo thin," someone said, yanking alength of green from thetable. "We must have the strongest
materid."

"But not too heavy," said someone else. Ariane looked up from her pattern-pinning and saw Ofelia

"Ofelia—here—look at this. Will thiswork?* Ofeliamade her way past chattering women to that end
of thetable. "Wewant it to be easy to make," Doroteasaid. "Aslittle sewing as possible, because we
must be very quick. Y et strong. Safely fastened. Some way to mark it for each family—"

Ofdialooked at thelimp pink fabric glinting with pins, and set down her pile of mending, "Will thisgo
ingde?' she asked. Thetwo younger women arranged their bits of flimsy pink fabric around the bundle.
Now it looked more like the shapes Ofdiaremembered—iflat boxlike shapes—but the limp fabric
drooped against the contents.

"That will work," Ariane said. "But we need away to fasten it.”

"Stickystrips," Dorotea said. " The machine can make them fast; we can sew them on the long piece
that wraps around—make it wider, so it overlaps.

Ofeliawandered away, into the other sawing room. Here Josephaand Aurelia headed the design
team; their solution had the basic boxlike shape, but closed with aclever fold that required only one short
length of stickystrip. It did use morefabric, and it required precison sewing of the folding angles.

Ariane came after her, with the stack of mending. "I did it for you,” she said. ™Y ou don't need to be
graining your eyeswith little things like that, Sera Ofelia. Y our idea of making fabric boxes—"

"It was nothing,” Ofdiasaid automaticaly. "Thank you for the mending, Ariane.”
"Itismy pleasure. SeraOfelia. And if you need help with anything—"

"No, thank you. Rosaraand | cando it," Ariane, after al, had children and grandchildren. Besides, to
admit she needed help would be to admit that she and Rosara did not cooperate—something everyone
knew, but no one acknowledged. "I would like to help with the boxes," Ofdiasaid. "Although | am not
asfast as| used to be, we have o little to pack—"

"If you have time, of course we would be glad of your help,” Ariane said.
"Barto suggested it," Ofdiasaid. Ariane€'s mouth thinned; she understood exactly what that meant,
"Perhaps you could do thefirst one," Ariane said. "We need amodd for othersto follow™

Ofelia eased the fabric through the machine, careful to keep the tension even. She had once been very
good at sewing, but lately had trouble keeping her mind on the task once she had the fabric lined up.
Barto had complained about the uneven topgtitching in the last shirt shed made him. She had made so
many shirts, over the years, she wastired of straight seams. But this box was something new, something
sheld never made. She had to think how to turn such sharp corners—she stopped and called to Ariane.

"Do the corners need to be so square? If we rounded them, then we could put that cord here, and
makeit stronger.” Ariane carried away the sample, to talk to Dorotea.

Ofdiasat where she was and closed her eyes. Shefdt divided insde. Onelittle voice kept saying I'm
not going, I'm not going. But the voice she was used to hearing continued to talk about the problem of the
fabric boxes. She knew how to plan work with others; she knew how to listen to the voice that spoke for
her when she did. That other voice felt strange.

Ariane came back, with Dorotea. "WEell round the corners, add the cord—anything else?"



"No... | wasjust thinking." Ofdiawent back to work, stitching around the curves, her fingers
automatically shifting the materid through the machine. She had the box amost complete when she
realized how hard it was going to be to sew gtickystrips on the rim now that it had been sewn to the
Sdes.

"WEll tell the othersto sew the stickystripson firgt,"” Ariane said. ™Y ou should rest now—it's past
lunchtime"

She had not noticed. She had aways enjoyed figuring out ways to do things, though usualy someone
just gave her directions. She had followed the directions, now shefollowed Ariane, dowly, aware of the
kink in her shoulders from hunching over the machine.

"Will you eat with us?' Ariane asked. Ofdia shook her head.

"l should go home; Barto will want me. But I'll come back later. " Ariane gave her alittle hug; for the
first time Ofelia could fed the bonesthrough Ariane's flesh. She looked at her daughter'sfriend. Ariane
was aging; she had hardly noticed before, but there were gray streaksin Ariane's hair. In Ofdias mind,
she had stayed the same age as Addlia—who had never aged past twenty, when she died.

At home, Barto and Rosara were out somewhere; the house felt peaceful and cool without them.
Ofelialaid the stack of completed mending on their bed, and went into her own room. Someone had
dumped dl her clothes onto her bed, pushing them into messy piles. Underwear, shirts, skirts, the one
dress. She hated seeing her clotheslike that. Underwear dways looked vaguely indecent, even if it was
plain and old, like hers. Limp unattractive shapes of beige and white, designed only to cover twice what
her baggy clotheswould have covered anyway.

She was not going. She would not have to wear underwear once there was no one to be scandalized
because she did not. She fdt her heart pounding, and a delicious sense of wickedness rose from between
her toes to the top of her scalp, bathing her in heat. She went back to the living room and looked down
the lane. Nothing. They would be eating in the center, more than likely.

Ofeliawent back to her room and shut the door. She had no window in her room. Stedlthily, she took
off her clothes. In broad daylight, her public voice scolded. For no reason. Her new voice, the one that
said she wasn't going, said nothing. For an ingtant, breathing hard, she stood naked in her room, and then
she dipped her outer clothes back on, leaving apile of underclothes on the floor. Indecent! shrieked her
public voice. Shamdess Disgusting!

She could fed the skin on her belly, on her hips, on her thighs, touching the cloth of her skirt. She
took atentative step, then another. A little draft between her legs, coolness where she was used to hedt.

No! her public voicetold her. Y ou can't do that.

The private new voice said nothing. It didn't have to say anything. She could not do it now, not while
other people were there to condemn. Buit later. .. later she would wear only what felt good on her body.
Whatever that was.

Quickly, without paying attention to herself or her fedlings of distaste, she undressed and dressed
again, properly. The underclothes, al of them. The outer clothes, dl of them. For now. For twenty-nine
more days.

She had just dressed, and refolded her clothesinto nester stacks, when Barto and Rosara came
back. They had anew grievance.

"They say you aretoo old," Barto said, glowering at her asif she had chosen that age on that day.
"Retired,” Rosarasaid. "Too old to work.” Ridiculous. She had dways worked; she would work until she
died; that'swhat people did. "Seventy," Barto said. "Y ou're no longer on contract, and they say it will
cost them to send you somewhere else, and you won't be of use to the colony anyway”



It did not surprise her, but it angered her. Useless? Did they think she was of no use now, because
she had no formal job, and only kept the garden and the house, and did most of the cooking?

"They are going to charge our account,” Rosarasaid.

"Wewill haveto pay back the cost of shipping you."

"There was aretirement guarantee in the contract.”

Barto said, "but when you didn't remarry, didn't have more children, you lost aportion of it."

They had not told her that. They had said she would lose her productivity bonus, even though she
kept working full time. They had said nothing about retirement. But of course, they made the rules. And
with thisrule, perhaps they had made it easy for her to stay behind.

"l could just say here" Ofeliasaid. "Then they wouldn't charge you—"

"Of courseyou can't say herel" Barto dammed hisfist on the table, and the dishesrattled. "An old
woman, done—you would die."

"l will dieanyway," Ofdiasad. "That'swhat they mean. And if | stayed, it wouldn't cost you
anything."

"But, mamal Y ou can't think I'd leave you hereto die done. Y ou know | loveyou." Barto looked as
if hemight cry, hisgreat red face crumpling with the effort to project filia devotion.

"I might die done anyway, in the cryo. Ian't it supposed to be more dangerous for old people?’ She
could see by the ook on hisface that he knew that already, had probably just been told that.

"That would be better than dying here, the only person on the whole planet,” Barto said.

"1 would be with your father," Ofdiasaid. It was an argument that might work with Barto, who
remembered hisfather as a godlike person who could do no wrong. But she hated hersdlf for thelie,
evenasshesadit.

"Mama, don't be sentimental! Papa's dead. He's been dead for—" Barto had to stop and work it out;
Ofeliaknew. Thirty-Six years.

"I don't want to leave hisgrave," Ofdiasaid. Having begun, she could not stop. "And the others—"
The other two boys, the girl who had died in infancy, Adelia. Over those graves she had cried redl tears,
and she could cry over them now.

"Mamal" Barto stepped toward her, but Rosara came between them.

"Barto. Let her done. Of courseit mattersto her, her own children, your father—" At least Rosara
had it in theright order. "And besides—" But trust Rosarato ruin the effect; she was going to explain that
it would, after dl, be asolution, even though they could not dlow it. "If she did stay,” Rosarasaid,
fulfilling Ofelias expectation, "then we would not have to pay—"

"No!" Barto dapped Rosara; Ofelia had prudently backed away, and Rosaras backward stagger
didn't hurt her. "Sheis my mother; I'm not leaving her here.”

Ofeiasaid, "I'm going to the center to sew the fabric boxes." Barto would not follow her into the
open; he never did. He might think her remark was capitulation, too.

That evening, neither Barto nor Rosara mentioned the incident. Ofelia said she had completed afabric
box, and would do more tomorrow. "If the machines produce enough fabric, we can make abox for
each person in the colony. It will be difficult, in the short time, but—"

"Rosarawill help tomorrow,” Barto said.

Rosarasewed dowly and clumslly. "The machinesare dl busy,” Ofdiasaid. "l can make the other



boxesfor our family"
"And | am supposed to report for vocationa testing tomorrow,” Rosara said.

“Itisridiculousto test you before me," Barto said. That began atirade againgt the Company. Ofelia
didn't listen. After eating, she scraped the dishes and carried out the scraps to the garden. She had not
been in the garden since dawn; she drew a deep breath of the evening scents. There was just enough light
to see the didebug’ s web between the rows, and avoid it. When she came back to the kitchen door, she
peeked. Empty. The door to Rosara and Barto's room was shut. That suited her. She cleaned the dishes
and set them to dry.

In the morning, her first thought was Twenty-eight days. Her second thought was I'm not going, |
will be free in twenty-eight days.

She had wakened early, as dways, and when she came into the garden the dawn mists till blurred
her view down the lane. Plant by plant she examined the garden: the beans, with their tiny fragrant
flowers, the tomatoes, the young spears of corn, the exuberant vines of gourds. Some of the tomato
flowers had opened, curling back their petdsliketiny lilies.

She heard brisk steps coming down the lane, and crouched. A Company rep went by, hardly glancing
over the garden fence. After that, she hurried her garden work, plucking off the leaf-eaters and
stem-suckers. She knew Barto would scold if he found her working in the garden now, when the work
was usdless. He might even be angry, and destroy the plants. When Barto and Rosara came out of their
bedroom, she had breakfast on the table. She smiled at them.

"I'm just leaving for the center I'll be there dl day, | expect, sewing.”

All day, sewing with the other women, in the rooms full of machines and women and children, shaping
the bright cloth into fabric boxes, When her shoulderstired, someone always noticed and came to knead
them and take aturn a the machine, Ofdia sat for awhile in apadded rocker in the passage, telling
storiesto smal children. They were not her grandchildren, but she had been telling Storiesto small
children for so long it didn't matter. Here, with everyone talking as they worked, speculating on where
they might be sent, and what it would be like, she could hardly remember she wasn't going. The-women
al called her Sera Ofélia, and asked her advice. She began to think she would be with them always,
aways have these toddlers crawling into her lap, ways have some younger woman confiding a problem
with her husband or aquarrel with aneighbor.

Only that night, in her bed, her skin remembered the fed of clotheswithout underclothes. Her hands
swept across her belly, her sides. Shewasold... her public voice said that, the voice that knew what to
say in the center to the other women. She was old and wrinkled and beyond any of the fedingsthat she
had felt in her youth, when she had been in love with Caitano and then Humberto. That waswhat the
public voice said. But the private voice, the new voice, said I'm not going. They'll be gone, and I'll be
here. Alone. Free.

The next morning she woke remembering that it was now twenty-seven days. And that day, and the
next, and the next, fit the same pattern. She spent the days at the center, hel ping everyone else make the
fabric boxes, hel ping them decide what to take and what to leave, holding the little children when they
were frightened, telling stories to the older children. In the days she was one of them, one of the group
being torn away from everything they had built in forty years, hel pless and hopeless but till enduring. In
the nights, she was hersdf, astrange person she did not know, a person she might just remember, from
childhood.

Then it wasfive days. Only, the Company had lied again, and dready the shuttle was on itsway back
to orbit with the first passengers: thirty daysto clear the planet, not until the first ones|left. Each colonist
had anumber, in order of evacuation. Mothers and children first, because children were troublesome until
out of theway. Single adultslast. Ofeliagave alast hug to the children who thought of her as



grandmother, and waved asthey were led into the shuttle,

Another shuttle landed within the hour. The Company reps had explained how it would be, how
perfect the schedule. By the time each new shuttle-load arrived at the ship, the previous load would have
had its possessions marked and stored, and be aready in the cryo tanks. Ten shuttle loads aday for five
days, and the last shuttle would lift in time to make the legd deadline.

Ofeliahad not thought how quickly the colony would seem empty. By the end of thefirst day, it
reminded her of theterror after the first great flood, when so many had died. By the end of the second,
she and the others looked at each other wide-eyed. The Company reps moved among them, keeping
them busy, preventing panic. Ofdiadtill had medsto cook and clean up after—she would go up with the
last shuttle, the reps reminded her. Rosara and Barto, protesting this separation, were scheduled for the
firgt shuttle on the last day. She heard them try to explain that she could not be trusted, that she was old,
that she forgot things. The Company reps glanced her way, and she looked down, asif she had not
heard. She knew they would not care.

Onthat last day, the darm woke them al much earlier than usud. It was still dark; the morning fog lay
cool and damp againgt her skin as she waked with Barto and Rosarato the landing field. They joined the
end of theline. A shuttle landed, itslights blurry glowsin the darkness. Theline tirred into motion. The
moment came. Rosara hugged her, fiercely. Barto said "Mama..." in an uncertain voice, aboysvoice.

"l loveyou," Ofdiasaid, and pushed them away. "Don't be late. They will be angry if you'relate.”

"Don't you belate," Barto said. He stared at her asif trying to seeinsde her head, hear the new little
voice which sang of freedom.

"It'sdl right, Barto," she said. By the time he found out it wasn't, it would be too late. When that
shuttle took off, she had the whole day until her own... the one she would not take. She walked back,
past the line forming for the next shuttle, and went into the house. Her house, now. The new voice was
louder, more insistent. She would have to find a place to hide—the Company repswould make at least a
token search for her. They would not leave her behind easily; if they found her, they would force her onto
the shuitle.

Behind the house, beyond the garden, lay a strip of pasture. Beyond that, the lanky plants that
ventured out from the native scrub to dare about with terraforming soil bacteria Behind, the wall of
native plants... first head-high scrub, then the high ramparts of the forest. If she could get acrossthe
pasture unseen, shewould beinvishble. They would not search long. They would curseand cdl... and
then they would leave.

Inthefirst gray light of dawn, inthe morning fog, Ofdia set off with severa days supply of food ina
pillowcase, and asmall sack of seeds. If they destroyed her garden, she could replant... she did not think
further than that.

The pasture felt springy beneath her feet, the wet grass brushed her legs, wetting her skirt. She
redized she might leave atrail, dark against the dew-silvered grass, if anyonelooked too early this
morning. Perhaps they would think it was an animal. In the distance, she heard one of the sheep bl est,
and wondered if they would leave the sheep dive. She hoped so. She liked knitting and crocheting. The
tall weedy growths beyond the pasture swiped at her with rough wet leaves, soaking her skirt to the hip.
Behind her, she heard voices caling—not her, but awarning to those who should catch the next shuttle.
Then darkness loomed out of the fog, and she passed between the firgt tall shrubs.

She sat down to rest once shewaswell into the trees; it was too dark here to walk anyway, and she
had aready stumbled over enough roots and knobs. Light filtered through the canopy, revedling more
shapes and colors as the sun rose higher. Something very high up moved dong the branches, rattling and
squeaking. Ofdiadtirred, but did not move.

Soon the sun began to burn away the fog. When she could see well enough, she got up and walked



on, dowly, picking her way to save her feet any more bruises. She had been to the forest before, after
Humberto died; she had discovered then that she could awaysfind her way back. No one ese had
believed her; they had worried and nagged so that she findly quit making those trips. But she had no fear
shewould get log.

When she fdt hungry, she sat down and ate from her sack of food. She dug alittle hole to use, and
piled leaves back over it when she was done. Asthe light waned, in the afternoon, she piled sticksand
leavesto make hersdf anest for the night. Her shuttle had been supposed to leave just after sundown.
She expected another shuttle would come for the Company reps. She would not go home for two days.

CHAPTER THREE
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| f they called, she did not hear them. If they searched, they did not come her way. She lay awvakelong
after dark, waiting, and heard nothing of humans but the departing roar of the shuttle. Closer, she heard
rugtlingsin the leaves, something falling through the limbs above her, hitting one after another until it
smacked into the ground an unknown distance away. A soft whirr, likeamuffled darm. A resonant
sound like a stone dropped on another, repeating at intervals. Her heart raced and dlowed, as exhaustion
burned her eyes and wore out her fear. When shefdl adeep at last, she had no ideahow long the night
would last.

Before dawn, she woke cold and damp at the sound of another shuttle landing; she could not go back
to deep, even though she forced hersdf to close her eyes. When thefirgt light came, she wasn't sureif it
was redl; she half-believed her eyeswere making it up, tired of the dark. Slowly the nearby trees took
form, dim shapeslifting overhead, dark againgt colorlesslight. When the morning light was strong enough
that she could see the rust-orange and pale green of the patchy growths on the tree nearest her, she
heard the shuttle taking off, its roar vanishing into the sky abovethe trees.

It should be the last one. She could not be sure, though. If they had lied to the people; if they had
wanted to take back more things from the buil dings—equi pment, machines, she couldn't guess—then
they would have to send more shuttles. She had no idea how long it would take them to set the spaceship
itsdlf in motion. She should hide at |east another day.

She wished she had brought dry clothes; she had not thought how wet she might be, or how stiff. She
did not fed free, from having dept on the ground in the open; shefdt sticky and miserable, her joints
aching sharply. When it finaly occurred to her that she could take off the damp garments sticking to her
skin, she laughed aloud, then stopped abruptly, ahand to her mouth. Barto had not liked it when she
laughed for no reason. She waited, listening; when no voice scolded, shefdlt her body relax, her hand
drop from her mouth. She was sife, at least from that. She peeled the clothes off, peering around to be
sure no one watched.

Inthedim light, her skin gleamed, paer than anything around it. If someone had stayed behind—if
someone were looking—he would know at once she was naked. She did not look at herself; she looked
at her clothes as she shook them out. Perhaps she could hang them somewhere. She flinched asadrop
of water fell onto her bare shoulder, whirling around at the touch. Then it struck her asfunny, and she
giggled soundlesdy at hersdlf, unable to stop until her sides ached.

That had warmed her. She fdt odd, more aware of the air touching her than anything else, but neither
hot nor cold. When another drop of water struck her between the shoulders, and trickled down her
pine, she shivered. It felt good. She hung her shirt and underclothes over adrooping length of vine, then
folded her skirt into apad to Sit on. It was till unpleasantly damp, but it touched her only where she sat,



and the heat of her body warmed it. She took out yesterdays flatbread, the chunk of sausage, and ate it
hungrily. Today it tasted different, asif it were astrange food, something new. Thewater in her flask
tasted different too, in away she could not define.

After eating, she dug another little hole and used it. Perhaps she need not—if she wasthe only person
in the world now, who could be offended by her waste?—but lifelong habit inssted that people did
something with their output. When she was sure the others had gone—truly gone, forever—she would
seeif the recycler would work for her. For now she pushed the reddish dirt, the odd-colored |eaves,
back over the hole.

Asthe day warmed, Ofdiatired of stting till; she missed the familiar routine of her days, the
gardening and cooking, the chores she had performed so long. It would have been niceto have afire, to
be able to cook, but she had no way to make afire, and would not risk detection from the smoke.
Lacking that possibility, she began picking up sticks, arranging them, almost without thinking. A little
platform of crossed sticks, to keep her pack off the damp forest floor. There, alarger falen limb, its bark
already rotted away ... it would make a comfortable brace at the back of the next hole she dug. She
tidied the little space in which she had settled, arranging it to suit her. It took on more and more the shape
and fed of aroom, asafe place.

At noon, when the few rays of direct sun fell straight onto her head, she paused to eat again, and look
around. Her water flask nestled into the hollow between two roots; she had picked largeflat leavesto
shadeit. Another flat leaf served as aplatter for her medl. She had contrived a comfortable seat, after
severd tries, from limbs propped against each other and atree trunk, padded with her folded skirt. Her
nakedness till bothered her; she felt every movement of the air, even the movements she made. Finaly
she had pulled on her underclothes, grimacing, alittle ashamed to need privacy from nothing but her own
awareness, and her shirt over them. She left off the long skirt that now served as apillow. But her bare
feet fet right.

Sometime in the afternoon, arainstorm came up. In the colony, it had been possible to see storms
coming. But under the forest canopy, Ofdia had no warning except the shadow and rush of wind that
preceded a downpour. She had been out in rain before; she was not afraid of getting wet. When it was
over, shewould dry out again.

But she had not been in the forest in astorm before. At firgt, she heard only the wind, and assumed
the water, asthe canopy absorbed the first rain. Then the saturated canopy leaked. Just when she
thought the rain might be over (light returned, the thunder rumbled in the distance only), thislower rain
found her. Drop by drop, drizzling trickle by trickling stream, until she was soaked, as evening came on.
Because she had hunched in her improvised seet, the skirt under her was no wetter than before, but also
no drier. Her sack of food, covered with large leaves, still seemed damp; the flatcake tasted stale and
soggy. She did not want to lie down on the wet forest floor to deep; she did not want to sit there awake
al night either. Findly she rested her head againgt the tree trunk, and dept fitfully, waking at every
unfamiliar sound,

By firgt light, she had decided that she could not stand another wet night in the forest. Not without
supplies she had not brought. She wanted to complain to someone, insist that it wasn't her fault. She had
never run away before; she couldn't be expected to get it dl right thefirst time.

Until then, the lack of voices had not bothered her. She had been told her hearing was going... or her
mind; Barto couldn't decide which. She had been able to hear what she wanted to hear, usualy; she had
often wished for silence. On the rare nights that Barto did not snore, and Rosara did not wake three or
four timesto sumble noisly to thetoilet, she had lain awake reveling in the slence.

And the silence of that first day had not bothered her, because she did not hear it as silence. Inside,
she had the bickering voices, the public voice that said predictable things, and the new private voice that
said unimaginable things. Outside had been the progression of shuttle flight noises, one after another. On



the second day, the sound of her own actions—the noises she had made dragging limbs, picking up
gticks, breathing and eating and drinking—comforted her without her noticing, mixed asthey werewith
the voicesingde.

Not until she wanted an answer did she notice the silence.

It wasawall It was a presence, not an absence... apressure on her earsthat made her swallow
nervoudy, asif that could clear them. Slence wrapped its hands around her head, muffling and
smothering.

When the panic subsided, she was standing rigid, mouth open, gasping for air... she could not
remember what question she had thought to ask, that needed another's answer. Her ears reported that
they had sound enough: rustling in the leaves, the drip of water, that siondlike resonant plonk. But those
sounds carried no meaning, and the voicesin her head, both the familiar and the new, held silencein her
fear. Findly one of them—uwhich, she did not notice—said Go home now. Said it firmly, with no doubts.

Ofelialooked around her room, and picked up her folded skirt. She shook it out, and stepped into it
without thinking. She picked up the sack of supplies. Timeto go home, even before full daylight. Her feet
knew the way, through the strands of fog that obscured her vision, over the knotted roots, around the
trees and stones. Light grew around her as she came to the edge of the forest, where the lower brush
grew, and by the time she came to the edge of the cleared ground, soaked once more with morning dew,
she could just see the dark shapes of the town's buildings through the fading mist.

She paused at the edge of that open grassy stretch, camer now and remembering why she should not
amply walk home. Here it was much quieter than in the forest. A breath of air flowed past her, carrying
the smdll of sheep somewhereto her right. No human sound. No voices. No machines. Would they be
waliting for her to return? Was someone in the houses, in the center, holding his breath, watching her
through some specia machine and waiting for her to come within range?

She felt warmth on her right cheek and neck, the sun burning the mist away. Cool damp and warmth
dternated, and then the sun won, and bright light shone on the town. Her house lay ahead—she had
retraced her path so exactly that if her marks on the dew two mornings before had remained, she might
have stepped into them asinto familiar socks. But nothing marred the siweep of dull silver.

She stepped into the wet grass. She wanted to get home, and out of her wet clothes.

She changed from her wet clothesfirst, and used the bathroom for ahot shower. After that, she
congdered her clothes. What did shefed like wearing? Indoors... nothing. But she wanted to go into her
garden, and she was not yet ready to stay outside naked. She pulled on a shirt. What she wanted to wear
with it was short pants, like those she had worn as a child, those she had made for Barto. In his room—
not his room, my room shetold herself—she found apair of long pants he had not taken. She found her
scissors and cut the legs short, but did not stop to hem them. When she tried them on, they were too big
inthewaist, but she did not mind the fedling asthey rode low on her hips. Better than her underclothes or
her sirt.

L eaf-nibblers had been at work on the garden in those two days, but all the tomato flowers had
opened. Ofdiaworked her way from plant to plant, capturing the caterpillarsto feed later, breaking the
three dime-rods she found among the squash, squashing the gphids on the beans. She paid little attention
to thetime, until her ssomach growled and she redlized she was hungry.

She ate a cold snack from the cooler. In only two days, nothing had spoiled even though the light
didn't come on. Sheflicked the kitchen light switch: again nothing. But the water had been hot... she
puzzled over that until she remembered that the water tanks used the same insulation asthe coolers. If the
cooler could stay cold, the hot water could stay hot. Then she set out to find what had happened in the
rest of the colony.

It felt strange—almost indecent—to be looking into windows and opening doors when the people



who lived in those houses were not home to say Welcome, Sera Ofelia or Our house is your house,
Sera Ofelia. No one had locked a door—the doors had no locks, anyway, only latchesto kegp small
children in or out—and thefirst two or three times she pushed one open, she felt shy. Later it becamea
game; shefelt ddicioudy wicked, the way she'd felt when shefirst took off her clothes and considered
not wearing them. Now she could look under the Senyaginsbed. Now she could open Linda's closets
and seeif her housekeeping was as muddied as her mind. (It was—she found itemsthat Lindawould be
sorry not to have when she woke up in another world, shoved in behind dirty laundry.) In the bright day,
she hurried from house to housg, flinging open doorsthat were shut, |etting the light in, letting hersdlf in.
All the gardens|ooked the same as they had two days before. Dayvine's scarlet trumpets open...
tomatoes and beans and squash and peas and chard... al the plants she could want, more than she could
ever eat, producing more seed than she would ever need. She made note of certain ones: the specia blue
bean that the Senyagins had brought on their own, not part of colony seedstock, and traded at ahigh
price. Shewould havethat in her own garden at last. Melons here... the giant gourd there; she had never
grown either giant gourds or melons, but she had traded for them. Lemongrass... herbs... she had
always grown some cilantro and peppersfor herself, but not tarragon and basil and pardey and dill. She
would have to keep a close eye on the herb garden; the colony had had only one.

The center too stood open. The long sewing tables were littered with scraps and lengths of fabric. All
the machines had been turned off, and did not come on when she pushed the buttons. She went to the
door of the powerplant control room. It was closed but not locked; she pushed it open. A skylight let in
ample light; she went to the big switches, al set at off, and pushed them on. More light sprang out around
her. The control panel was dight now, and al the markers were in green segments. She knew what that
meant; they dl did. Every adult had learned to run the powerplant; it was too important to leave to afew
pecidids.

Now the centers machines would work, and the cooler and lights at home. While she was there,
Ofeliachecked the levelsin the waste recycler. She might need to replenish the tanks sometime; one
person might not make enough waste to keep the powerplant running. But so far the levels had not
dropped enough to measure.

From the center, Ofeliawent cautioudy toward the shuttlefield. If the Company till waited to trap
her, this might be where they waited. She kept to the edge of the lane asfar asthelast buildings. From
here she could see down to the shuttle field, its surface scuffed and bruised by the heavy traffic of the
past week, but otherwise empty. No vehicles moved; she saw and heard no one. The breeze blew
acrossit toward her; she smeled nothing fresh in the faint scent of oilsand fuels. A nearer stench of
decay drew her. Shefollowed it to afirepit where she supposed the Company reps had feasted on the
colony's sheep, or some of them. Eight or nine badly butchered corpses|ay rotting, the fleecesina
separate pile, tiff and bloody. Ofdliascowled. It was awaste of good wool and leather, leaving them
likethat.

Stll, it gave her aload for the waste recycler, and it would be no easier if she waited. The smell kept
her appetite a bay, though it was noon. First she went back to the waste recycler for the long protective
gloves she had been taught to use when handling anima waste. Slowly, laborioudy, she dragged the
sheep carcasses and refuse into one pile. Then shelooked again at the few vehicles, the old logging
trucks and utility wagons near the shuttle field. Would they work? She had not driven any machine for
years, but she knew how.

They might till bein orbit. They might noticeif she started an engine; they might have noticed when
she started the powerplant again. Would they come back? She could aways hide in the forest again, this
time taking her rain cape and dry clothes—but why would they?

Still—she waked back to the third house on this Sde of the village and found the Arramandys garden
cart in their shed. Moving the sheep carcasses to the waste recycler took her therest of the afternoon.
The cart would hold two at atime, and she found bucketsfor the dimy, bloated guts and organs. With al



her care, some of the stinking mess got onto her clothes. When she had finished, she washed the gloves,
dipped them in disinfectant, and then stripped off her clothes, not touching the wet places. Shewould
have to disinfect them, too.

She could do better than that. Grinning, she picked up the clothes with astick, and shoved them, too,
into the intake hopper. Then she showered in the convenient shower, and dried herself on the big gray
towels that hung there for anyone who needed them. She considered wrapping one around herself for the
walk home... or she could duck into someone's house and find redl clothes.

Or. Or she could walk naked down the street where she had lived, where no one lived now to tell the
tale. She padded to the open door and looked out. Twilight: the sun had sunk behind the distant forest.
No onein the street, no one in the houses. Her belly tightened with excitement, with daring. Could she?
She would someday, she knew that, had known it since that new voicefirst spokeinside her. And if she
could do it someday, why not now, tonight, when it would still be athrill?

She dropped the towel in a heap, and took one step. No. She turned, picked up the towel, and went
back ingdeto hang it up. If shewas going to walk down the street with no clothes on, she would Start
here, at the shower. In the building, aready dim with evening, she felt safe enough. At the door she
paused again. No?Y es? She did not have to hurry. She could stand there along time, until it was dark if
shewanted. Until no one could see, even if everyone had been there.

But she would know. And she wanted to know. One step, out from under the doorframe. Another
step, out from under the shadow of the eaves. Another and another, away from that building, and into the
lane, dong thelane... and no eyes peered from the dark windows, no voicesrose to shame her. The
cool twilight air touched her everywhere, on her back and sides and breasts and belly, al along her arms
and legs, between her legs. It felt—when she camed enough to notice—very pleasant.

Then she saw the lights of the center warm against the blue dusk. Fear chilled her; she could scarcely
breathe. Idiot! How could she have been so stupid? If anyone was up there in orbit, if they were
watching, they would surely seeit. They would know; they might come back.

She hurried now, no longer aware of her bare skin, rushing in to find the light switches and turn them
off. Then home, where she put out her hand and had the switch in her fingers before she remembered.
She stood there amoment, her muscles cramping with the effort of stopping afamiliar movement, before
she could take her hand away without moving the switch. Her heart pounded; she could fed the pulse of
her fear throughout her body. As her heart dowed, as she cdmed, she scolded hersdlf. Foolish, foolish.
She could not afford to forget things; there was no one to remind her any more.

She ate a cold supper in the darkness insgde the house. At least she wasinside now, and if it rained
shewould not get wet. She closed the shutters, making the inside even darker, and felt her way to her
bed. Her room fdt tiny, airless. Tomorrow she would move to Barto and Rosara's room, the room she
had shared with her husband until he died. But tonight—tonight she would not blunder around in the
dark. She pulled down the covers by fed, and was dmost adeep when she remembered.

She had not been donelikethis... in her wholelife. She wondered for along moment that she was
not frightened, alone in the dark, the only person on the whole planet. Not frightened at dl... shefdlt
safe, safer than she could remember being. Shefell adegp as her body found the familiar hollows of her
bed.

In the morning, as she wokein her own bed in her own house, the familiar smellsaround her, she did
not remember what had happened. She rose as usud, fumbled her way to the light switch in her room,
and only when it came on redlized that she was naked, and why. The past few daysfet dreamlike,
unreal. She caught up the robe hanging on its hook, and dipped into it before opening the door,
half-expecting to hear snores from Barto and Rosara's room.

Silence greeted her, the absolute silence of ahouse in which no one dwells. She looked anyway.



Already their bedroom looked different, aroom in which no one had lived for sometime. Barto had not
wanted to waste their packing allotment on linens, so the bed till had the cream bedspread with the
broad red stripe, and the pillowsin red cases. The open closet gaped, a blind mouth with arumpled sock
for atongue; Ofeliagrinned, thinking how Barto would complain when he unpacked and found a sock
missing. She picked it up, shut the closet door, and latched it. It never had stayed shut onitsown. The
room gill looked strange, and she could not say why. A film of dew dicked the windowsll; asshe
looked, adidebug dropped from the ceiling, trailing itstether.

In the kitchen, the cooler hummed blandly. Ofdiaignored it and went out into the garden. Here dll felt
the same, the plants responding to light and warmth with another day's growth. She worked her way
down the rows, enjoying the silence. Somewhere a sheep bleated, and others answered. Far off, on the
far sde of the settlement, one of the cattle mooed. These sounds had never bothered her; they did not
shatter her peace. She did think she ought to find the cattle and the sheep, and seeif any of them needed
anything.

But in the meantime, there was the warm sun on her head, and the smell of bean blossoms, tomato
plants, and the dayvine flowers. When she felt too hot, she let the robe fall open, and finaly discarded it,
hanging it on ahook in the toolshed. The sun felt like agreat warm hand cradling her body; old aches
seemed to vanish. When she went back inside, she felt alittle feverish. Sunburn, shewarned hersdlf, as
she opened the cooler. She would have to be careful, at least at first.

After breakfagt, she cleaned out the cooler, throwing the stale food into the compost trench. She
should check the other coolers. Most of them could be unplugged, kept as spares should she need them.
It would be convenient to have a cooler in the center, and perhaps on the far side of the town, for when
shewent to tend to the cattle.

Most of the coolers had some kind of food in them. Ofédlia cleaned them methodicaly, collecting
anything stale or spoiled for compost. She carried the good food—the hard sausages, the smoked medts,
the cheeses and pickled vegetables—back to her own house. She was dready thinking which gardensto
maintain, which to abandon, which to replant for grain for the sheep and cattle. She spent the entire day
at this, uncomfortably aware of food spoiling somewhere. .. something she might not find intime. Not
until late afternoon did she redlize that even if she found no more, shewould gtill have plenty. It would be
anuisanceto clean out smelly coolerslater, but she did not have to push herself.

At that thought, she quit work at once, and |eft the Falares cooler standing open, haf-cleaned. She
had aready unplugged it. She went into the bathroom she still thought of as"'theirs’ and took ashower. It
gill felt daring, defiant, to use the facilitiesin someone e se's home, even though the Falareses would
never know. Still in that defiant mood, she left wet footprints acrosstheir tile floor and strolled back
down the lane, making hersalf go dowly.

In the east, astorm was building, atower of cloud snowy white at its peak, and dark blue-gray
below. It would rain this evening; such storms moved inland from the coast every day or soin early
summer. Inthewes, the highlands rose, step by step to distant mountains, but she could not see beyond
the forest wall. She had heard about it—the map on the center wall showed the photomosaic made by
the survey satellites before the colony was planted.

When she cameinto her house, the first puffs of wind before the storm tickled the back of her legs.
She glanced back outside. Clouds obscured more than haf the sky. Surely the ship, if it was till there,
couldn't see her lights. She didn't want to spend another evening in the dark; she wanted to cook herself
agood supper. Sheturned the lights on with the same fedling of defiance that had driven her to use the
Faares shower.

The storm rumbled, drifting nearer. Ofdia closed the shuttersin the bedroom, leaving thosein the
kitchen open. She cooked with one eye on the outsde, waiting for the wind and rain. When it came, her
sausages were Sizzling with onions and peppers and dliced potatoes; she scooped the hot mix into afresh



round of flatbread, and sat near the kitchen door, listening to the rain in the garden.

Soon the darkening evening filled with the sounds of weter: the rush of therainitsdf, the drumming on
the roof, the mel odious drip from eaves onto the doors tones, the gurgle of water moving in the house
ditchesto the drain beyond. Much better than in the forest. Ofeliafinished the last of her supper, and
rested her back against the doorpost. A fine spray of water brushed her face and arms as the water
rebounded from the ground outside. She licked it off her lips: more refreshing than any shower.

Therain continued until after dark. Ofdiafinaly got up, grunting at her stiff back and legs, and moved
her pillow into the other bedroom. The didebug had spent the day making aweb in the corner; she
smacked it with her shoe—the only good use of a shoe, shetold herself happily—and tore down the
web. Slidebugs were not venomous, but their clawed legs prickled, and she had no desire to be wakened
by it in the dark.

When shelay down, the bed felt odd. She had dept in this bed when Humberto was dive, but had
givenit up to Barto and Stefan ayear or two later. By the time Stefan died, Barto had considered the
room his, and he had invited hisfirst wife Eliseto live there. Ofelia had not complained; she had liked
Elise, who had died in the second big flood. But then, Barto had married Rosara. .. so it had been twenty
years or more since she'd dept in the big bed. Her body had become used to the narrow one. It took
some time tossing and turning and stretching to find her balancein the larger space.

Waking to the light filtering through shutters. .. she stretched luxurioudy. Her skinitched dightly, and
when shelooked it had afaint flush. She would have to wear a shirt again today. But when she looked at
her shirts, none of them pleased her. She thought of the houses sheld been in, the thingsleft behind. At
Lindas, thered been afringed shawl. Somewhere near there—her mind refused to come up with the
name—someone had | eft asoft blue shirt behind. Or she could make hersdlf ashirt with the leftover
fabricin the center.

Not today. Today she would scavenge again, because she wanted to clear out more of the coolers
and find what € se useful had been |eft. She went out into the morning coolness and the fog left behind the
rain, no longer worried that someone might see and criticize.

The damp eased her sunburn; even when she found the blue shirt she remembered, embroidered with
little pink flowers, she hesitated to put it on. Ingde, she didn't need it. Sheworeit like a cape that day,
throwing it over her shoulders when she went from house to house and leaving it off inside.

In the afternoon, she remembered again that she needed to look for the cattle on the other side of the
Settlement, near the river. She could check the pump intakes at the same time. She picked up a hat
someone had discarded, and dung the shirt over her shoulders.

The cattle had been pastured between the settlement and the river, where terraforming grasses grew
rank in the damp soil. She had had nothing to do with them for years, and had not realized that a stout
calf-pen had been built to confine the calves. No one had thought to rel ease them, but two cows had
jumped the gate. A third grazed nearby. Inside the pen were two healthy calves, and one that looked thin
and ribby. As shewatched, it tried to sneak afeed from one of the cows, who butted it away. Ofelia
looked at the cow outside the pen. She was not a herder but she thought its udder aready looked tighter
than those of the cowsinside. Farther off, by theriver, she saw the brown backs of the other cattle
grazing. Perhapsit would be dl right. Ofeliadidn’t want to worry about it. She opened the gate, standing
behind it as the hungry cows surged forward, leading their calves out to grass. The other cow went to her
cdf, licked it al over. The caf grabbed atest and started sucking, but Ofelia saw none of the milky foam
on itsmuzzle that would mean it was getting milk.

Her conscience scolded her. It's your fault, Ofelia. If only you had bothered to look, even
yesterday. It's because you're selfish. Willful. Vain. Shewalked over to check the water trough in the
pen, even though she didn't intend to close any animasin it again. She noticed that the voice of her



conscience sounded less like her own and more like... whose? Barto's? Humbertos? No, because it was
older and not completely male. It had shadings of feminineire, too. She wastoo tired to worry abot it;
she only noticed that it had been gone for severa days, and now it was back. That evening, in the cool
twilight, she sat at the kitchen door sniffing the hedthy smellsfrom her garden. The new voice murmured,
happily, much in the tone of the water that had run in the house-ditch. The old voicelay slent asa
deeping cat. The new voicetakedto itsdf: free, free, free... quiet... lovely, free, free.

She dreamed. She had ayellow dress, with ruffles on the shoulders, and yellow socks that matched.
She had two yellow bowsin her hair. She had aplaid bookbag. .. it was her first day of school. Her
mother had stayed up late finishing the dress and the bows. She felt excited, eager. Last year Paulo had
started school, and now it was her turn.

The room smelled of children and steam; it was in the basement of the crowded schoal, and by noon
the ruffles on her yellow dress hung limply. She didn't care. They had computers here, red ones, and the
children were alowed to touch them. Paulo had told her that, but she hadn't believed him. Now she
stood in front of the computer, her fingers splayed on the touchpad, laughing at the colors on the screen.
The teacher wanted them to touch the color squaresin order, but Ofelia had discovered that you could
make the colors drift and merge, and the screen before her was ariot of color.

Of course, it had been naughty. The teacher had said what to do, and she had done something else.
That was wrong. She understood that now. But in her dream, the swirling colors escaped the screen and
colored the room, making her memories more vivid than the reality had been. On the other screens, a
sguare of color followed a square of color, pure and predictable, red, green, yellow, blue. On hers... a
mess, the teacher had said, but she had aready heard the other children exclaim over what she could see
for herself. Magnificence, glory, dl the thingsthey weren't supposed to have.

She woke up with tears still wet on her cheeks, and blinked them out of her eyes. Something vividly
red swung in and out of view at the window. Dayvine trumpets, in the breeze—the vine on that side of
the house must have grown afoot overnight. Barto had inssted on keeping the house free of vines, she
lay there and felt adeep happinesswork out from her bones at the sight of those flowers dancing in the
unlight.

CHAPTER FOUR

Contents - Prev / Next

Internal memo: Gaa Olaani, Sims Bancorp representative aboard sublight vessal Diang Zhi, to
Divison Head, Colonia Operations.

"In accordance with instructions, Colony 3245.12 was evacuated as per regulations. See enclosed
appendices A for personnd list, B for equipment abandoned as uneconomic to recover, C for evidence
of indigenous biologica inhibition of standard terraforming biochemistry, perhaps explaining colony
failure, including inadequate reproductive rate. Further research into the effect of local biologicason the
terraforming process should precede an attempt at recol onization. Whoever picks up the franchise might
have aclam on usif wedont filethis"

Internal memo: Mouss Shar, Vice President for Xenexploration to Guillermo Ansad, Project
Manager,

"l don't care how reliable your agent, thisis something they concocted to worry us. We know Sims
didn't give adequate support of materiel or personnel and they planted their peoplein aflood plainin the
path of tropica storms. If the cows and sheep are Hill dive, the terraforming didn't fail. Stick to the
chedule

~~~



Ofeliawas not even sure which day it wasthat she lost track of time. She had been so busy those first
few days—four? Five? And then, when she had all the coolers clean and disconnected, when she had
checked each building for fire hazards, when she had established aroutine that felt comfortable, she spent
some daysin a haze of pleasure.

Day after day, she was doing what she wanted. No interruptions. No angry voices. No demands that
she quit thisand start that. Day by day the tomatoes swelled from tiny green buttonsto fat green globes.
Beans pushed out of the wrinkled dry bean flowers, lengthened into fattening green strings. Early squash
formed under the flamboyant flowers and puffed up, balloon-like. She worked in the gardens every
morning, picking off suckers and leaf-eaters, sngpping the dimerods, hardly having to think at all.

In the afternoons, she made aregular check of the machinery: the waste recycler, the powerplant, the
pumps and filters. Though it had not been her duty for years, she had no trouble remembering what to
do. So far al the gauges and readouts were in green zones. The power never flickered; the water never
ran yellow or murky from the taps. After that daily check, she continued to gather what she wanted from
the various buildings, storing things mostly in the center's sewing rooms. She felt comfortable there; she
dozed off sometimes, toward |ate afternoon, waking when the sun sank behind the trees, dert and ready
for to look for theanimals,

That bothered her alittle; she did not want the animasto be like children, expecting her care. But she
would need them, she supposed. She would want mest, more than lay frozen in the big center lockers.
She would want new wool to spin. She did not look forward to washing and carding it. But the sheep
had aready been sheared; she would not have to worry about that until next spring.

Meantime, she made sure every day that she knew where the animalswere. Neither sheep nor cattle
strayed from the pastures; they could not eat the native plants. The sheep had been skittish for days after
her return; she supposed the Company reps had been noisy and clumsy hunting the onesthey killed for
their feast. But they went back to their earlier blind trust in her; she had been familiar to them, and now
their own shepherds were gone. The cattle, more standoffish to begin with, watched her with dert eyes
and spread ears when she walked through the water meadows, but they did not run.

When she thought about it, she was angry al over again with the Company reps. If they had wanted
fresh meat, they could have taken it from the community freezers, they hadn't had to spook the sheep and
leave the messfor her to clean up. Even though they had not known she would be there to do the work,
they should not have left such amess.

In the evenings, before she wastired enough to deep, she made hersdf comfortable clothes from the
scraps and ends of others. With no one watching, she found her fingers straying to brighter colorsthan
she had worn for years. The dayvine'sred, the remembered yellow of that childhood dress, the fiery
green of young tomato leaves, the cool pearly green of the swelling globes. Barto's hacked-off trousers
went into the recycler; she had her own shorts now, fringed at the bottom.

Thefirst tomatoes to change color startled her with arecognition of time passing. How long had it
been? Shetried to count back, but she had no eventsto prick her memory after the first few days. The
machines could tell her, sheredized after thefirst panic. They had aninddible cendar function. And she
could enter thingsin thelog, if shewished.

Shedidn't care, redly. Shewould need to know when to plant, although in this climate some plants
grew year round, and the machines could tell her. No one would read her report if shedid log it, and she
was sure she would not want to read her own words.

Finally she opened thelog file and looked. It had been thirty-two days. That seemed too long. She
tapped the screen suspicioudly. The numbers didn't change. She scrolled back, to the last regular log
report, counting the days on her fingersto be sure. Y es: the last entry had been thirty-two days back, a
terse comment. "'Log copied onto cube for transport; colony abandoned; surviving personnel evacuated"



Back another thirty days, to the entries before the Company reps arrived. She had never been oneto
wagte time reading the log, let donewriting it, but once she began the entries fascinated her. Someone
had bothered to check the machines four times aday and enter dl the gauge readings, someone had
checked theriver leve, the temperature, the rainfal, the windspeed. There were brief mentions of the
animas—"Ancther gtillborn caf today"—and plants—"No bluemold on corn seedlings this season.”

Y et so much had been left out. She kept scrolling, looking for the events she remembered. Births
werethere, and desths, family transfers, seriousillnesses, trauma. .. but no mention of what lay behind
them. From "C. Herodistransferred from K. Bothato R. Stephanos' you would think someone had
picked up asack of persond belongings and moved across the street. Ofeliaremembered the years of
quarrelsthat had preceded Caras departure from the Botha house. The stillborn children, the way
Kostan accused her of witcheraft, the way she accused K ostan of withholding his seed for the benefit of
"that whore Linda'... and Linda's subsequent revenge on Cara, that had cost the colony their last
remaining chickens. Reynaddo was the only man who would dare take Carain after Kostan threw her
out... and then she had died a haf-year later, and no one had wanted to investigate too closaly how
someone could fall forward and hit the back of her head on the stone hard enough to kill.

It made no sense, to have alog that told nothing but numbers and dates. Ofelia hesitated. 1t had been
impressed on dl of them that thiswasthe officia log, that no one wasto enter anything but those assgned
the duty, those with training. No one would see what she did, but... but it could be right. She could
know it wasright.

She peered at the controls. The machine might not accept her changes. But she found the right
combination; the display shifted to show only one day's entry, with an arrow pointing to a space where
she could insart something.

It took most of that day to get the story of Cara and Kostan the way she wanted it. She knew how to
tell stories; she knew the shape such a story should have. But to put the words down with her hands, to
see them come up on the screen, that was much harder. She kept going back to explain: Kostan's mother
had never liked Cara. Hisfather had. His brother had been involved with Linda. Everything connected,
everything had to be in the story, and things she could have conveyed with awink, atilt of the head, a
shift in voice now looked clumsy and even unbdlievable set down in book-words.

When she quit, it was dready dark. She had spent thirty-two days aone on the planet without
noticing it, and today she had not done any of the maintenance. Her back ached; her hips hurt so much it
took her along time to stand. How did those people who worked at desks al day do it? She would not
make that mistake again. She went home through a night that felt much darker, though when she looked
up she could seethe stars clearly. No sormstonight; the air felt mild and moist al around her body.

Her foot landed on adimetrail, and she grunted. She hated dipping and diding, and besides it would
make her foot itch. In her own house, she showered, scrubbing at the foot, bracing herself on thewall so
shewouldn't fal. She was aware that she had not worried about that before. All through supper, she
could fed that she was holding something away, not letting hersdf think something. She scraped the plate,
washed the dishes, and closed the shutters. Though it was dmost too warm insde, she wanted to fedl
closed-in.

In bed, in the dark, she relaxed her hold on her thoughts, and |et them wander. Thirty-two days. A
great fear stood like amountain on the edge of her mind. Was it coming nearer? No—the odd thing was
she had dready climbed over it, without even redizing the Size or shape of it. This had happened before,
with other fears. When she and Caitano first made love... when she and Humberto married... when the
first baby forced itsway out of her... each time, afterwards, she had been aware of agreet fear not so
much faced asignored, passed without notice, without recognition. Here, too.

| was afraid. She remembered that one silent scream, forced back down her throat asif she had
swallowed a child half-birthed. Now, in memory, she would have explored that mountain of her fear, but



could not remember it. It stood there, vague and ominous, forever unknowable, at the end of her sight.

It was better so. Don't brood over things, her mother had always said. Don't waste time on the past;
itsaready gone, paper on the wind. She had meant the bad times, she aso preached the value of
remembering al the good.

Ofelia stretched wide on the bed in the darkness, and considered what she was fegling right now. Her
left hip hurt more than the right, and her shoulders fdt tiff—she would like to have had someone knead
them for her. But was she afraid? No, not any more. The machines worked. The animas had not dl died,
and even if they did she would have food enough for years and years. She was not lonely either, not as
most people meant it. She had not yet tired of the freedom from the demands others made on her. Y et
the next morning, in the garden, she felt tears on her face. Why? She could not tell. The garden itself
soothed her. The tomatoes, ripening day by day; one might be ready to et this very afternoon. The green
bean pods, the tall corn with itsrich smell that always reminded her of Caitano's body. It was not that she
wanted anyoneto talk to her, but she would have liked someoneto listen... and that thought brought her
back to the machine at the center, with itslog so full of data and so empty of stories.

It wastoo hard to put the storiesdown in full. 1t would take the rest of her life, and she would not
have finished. She put cluesto herself: Evas bad headaches. Rosaras sister's birthday when the pitcher
broke. How she had felt when the second flood destroyed the last of their boats, and no one could
ventureto the far side of theriver, even in the dry season.

From these clues, she could fill in the whole story—the real story—later. She did not write every day;
she wrote when she wanted to, when the memoriesitched worse than adimerod trail, when she had to
see them outside hersdlf to be sure they had an end. Other days, she put only the officia sort of entry,
noting the readings from the machine gauges, the temperature, the rainfal, the harvest notes.

She sat on the doorstep, eating another ripe tomato. This year, she would have far more than she
could edt.

The noon sun lay hot on her feet; she did not move them into the shade, but did them backwards and
forwards until the sun felt exactly like hot shoes, covering just so much of her toes and insteps. Her feet
were browner now that she spent longer hoursin the open. So were her arms and legs. She put one hand
out into the sun, admiring the bracelet she had twined, of the dayvine seed capsules. They rattled liketiny
castanets. Something stung her back, and itched; she picked up the flyswitch she had made hersdlf of a
twig and fabric scraps and brushed her back withit.

These were the easy days, she knew. It would not be so easy, haf ayear from now. But she could
not believe that. It would always be easy, thanks to the machines. If they kept running. She had checked
them every day, and every day they were running, and al the gauges showed green. It must be easier for
them, with only one person to maintain.

Away to the east, abank of cloud roseto glaring turretstoo bright to look at, but the bottoms had a
dirty, smeared look. Sea-storms, the big storms of summer; it might rain for days. Some yearsthey
missed the colony entirely; some years they had suffered through two or three of them, losing most of a
harvest. Though she usudly dept in the heet of afternoon, she pushed hersdlf to her feet, sghing, and
picked up the basket. She would harvest anything ripe today, and check the machines yet again before
the storm arrived.

That afternoon, fitful guststurned the leaves of the garden plants over, showing the pae undersdes.
She picked steadily, moving from house to house. At each, she checked that shutters and doors were
closed and barred, that tool sheds were properly secured. A skin of cloud moved across the sky, high up,
changing thewarm yellow of the sunto amilky glare. The air thickened; shefdt breathless, Stifled yet
shivering from time to time with an odd chill. The housefilled with baskets of ripe tomatoes, beans,
peppers, squash, gourds, melons; thelr rich scent lay in drifts. When the first patter of rain fell, sheleft off



picking, and went to the center.

The barometer showed faling pressure, as she expected, and the weather warning buzzed. She shuit it
off, and caled up the satdllite display. She had not redized that it still worked, that the company had left a
weether satellite aloft. Now the screen showed the cloudy spiral still offshore, the edge of the cloudsjust
touching land. She looked at the numbers displayed on the margins of the screen, and wondered what
they meant. Enough that it was abig storm, and about to engulf her. She should get the animalsinto the
town, if she could... in such ssormstheriver flooded, and the cattle could be swept away.

When she went back to the outside door, windblown rain scoured the lane, and afine mist sprayed
her when she looked out. It was almost dark; she could bardly see the shapes of the buildings. Shewas
not going out in the dark and rain to find stupid cattle who ought to have the sense to find high ground.
She was going home, when the squall passed.

Between squalls, the air lay heavily around her, moist and intrusive as an unwanted lover. She
splashed through the puddles, aware of odd noises from a distance. Was that oncoming wind rushing in
the forest? Were those squeaks and grunts from wind-bent wood, or animals? In her own house, the
scent of all those vegetables and fruits was overpowering in the damp warmth. She found ahandlight, and
went around the house checking the shutters, barring them with the heavy boards needed in sorms. Then
the kitchen door, the outside louvered door and the inside solid one. She came in through the door to the
lane, and shut the louvered outer door, latching it firmly. She would leave theinner door open until later,
when the wind came that way.

She had time to make more flatbread, fry onions and fresh vegetablesto eat with it, and egt a
peaceful supper, before the next squall came with ablast of wind that forced a draft through the kitchen
door. Just try it, she thought to the storm. She and Humberto had built the house solidly, and kept it in
repair. It had held in worse wind than this.

She went to bed in the squal, and fell adeep, hardly waking when one squal followed another with
breathless pauses between. In the morning, no light filtered through the double shutters. She didn't need
to look to know that the main storm pressed on the village now. She could hear the howl of thewind
between the buildings, fed the drafts squeezed through every crevice by that immense force. Sheturned
on thelights, glad that they still worked. They had worked in other storms, but she remembered from her
childhood on another world that the power plants could fail in sorms.

It was strange to fed so hot and breathless, with dl that wind outside, and those little draftstickling
her feet like mice. She made hersdlf fix abreakfast she didn't redly want, one of the golden melonsfrom
someone e se's garden. She hoped she would smell it less once she had eaten it, but the cloying scent
hung in the air. She could open awindow on the downwind side. She went back in the bedroom, and
opened the ingde shutters. The smdll of melon followed her, oozed past her out the window. She
stepped into the corner of the room, then jumped as abalt of lightning struck nearby, the white light
spearing in through the louvers, the crack of thunder sounded asif someone had hit her head with a
shovd.

She could stand the heavy smell of melon better than that. When her breath steadied, she closed the
inner shutters and lay down on the bed. The bed did not fed safe enough. Reluctantly, she got up, and
dragged off the bedspread and pillows. The closet would be airless, but safe from lightning. She made a
nest there, and curled up.

The noise increased; the wind began to seem like alive thing, a demon determined to get to her and
rip her gpart. Ofdlia cowered into the nest of bedclothes and pillows, trying to force herself into deep. It
didn't work; it had never worked. Every crash of thunder brought her aert, her breath short. Every new
noise meant something wrong—something loose to blow againgt the doors and windows, something
unmended that could bresk and let the tormiin.



Phrases she had not said in years came to mind, prayers her grandmother had taught her, that she
hersdf had said. In the storm it was easy to believe in powers and spirits. She had given dl that up when
she married Humberto; he had not so much forbidden it asignored such concepts out of existence. Later,
when they weretrying to apply for acolony dot, hed put “none" in the blank for religion and Ofelia
hadn't argued. Away from her family, here with others who expressed no superdtitions, whatever they
believed, with no structure to support her, thelast of her childhood faith had frayed away to nothing.

She murmured the phrases now, stumbling over forgotten words, but comforted nonetheless. She
dozed and woke in jerky dternation, miserable in the cramped stuffy closet, until shefell adeep at lagt, to
wakenin eerieslence.

Never go out in the middle of the storm. She had known that; she had aways obeyed. She had made
her children stay insgde too, though she had heard, through the tight-shut doors, the wondering cries of
other people and their children, and the scolding voices of those who sent them back inside.

Wasit day or night? Was this the storm's center, or the storm's end? She peeked out of the closet
and saw only the motionlessrooms, lit by dectricity asusud. Sowly, grumbling a the painin her
joints—always worse in these ssorms—she crawled out of the closet and clambered to her feet.

If it was the sorm's middle, it would come back from the other way, which meant she should not
open the bedroom shutters. The door to the lane, rather... Shetook one step and another acrossthe
chill, damp floor, listening for any returning threat. Far in the distance, thunder muttered. That meant
nothing, ether way.

She opened the inner door. It had been soaked by rain driven through the outer, louvered door. It
dripped onto the floor, leaving atrack of water. Now she could seethat it was lighter outside. She did
thelatch asde, and pushed the outer door. Rain-swollen, it did not budge until she hit it with her right hip.
Even then, she had to shove hard to get it open; the little tree by the front door had blown down onto it.

Outsde, apde clear light filled the street, showing ditches abrim with moving water, and mud stresks
down the lane. Ofdlialooked up. Far overhead, acircle of clear blue... and dl around, thewall of cloud,
itstops brushed gold by therising sun. Just as sheldd been told, just like the pictures. But different, when
she hersdf wasout iniit, her feet in the dick mud, and no oneto tell it to.

She could go over to the center for the second half of the storm; she would be as safe there, or safer.
But she wanted to see it come, wanted to see how fast it would come. Dangerous. The old voice said
that, in the warning tones of her childhood. It could kill her, this storm, as easily as she swatted didebugs
or snagpped dimerods. She should go back inside, hide in the closet again.

She stepped away from the house, eyeing the cloud to the east. It seemed no closer. Another few
steps, and she stood in the lane, where she could ook eastward down the length of it, and seethat dl the
houses were standing. Her garden fence was down, and had taken with it al the tomatoes. Corngtalks lay
flat, dl pointing toward the forest. In the distance, she heard the animals.

The cloud wall looked closer, but it was hard to tdl. Shewould like to wait until it reached the shuttle
fied, even thelast houses at the end of the lane. Surely she could run back to the housein time. The wind
would come from behind the house thistime; the house itsalf would shidd her.

She went eastward afew steps, feding amost as naughty as when shefirst went naked. Then she
backed up. It would be stupid to meet a sea-storm like this, in the open. Lightning flickered, in the wall
cloud; when she looked, she could seethat the far Side of the open space was definitely farther away,
and the east Sde nearer.

It was s0 beautiful. She had aways liked the pictures of such stormsfrom space, the graceful spirds
of white cloud on blue water, but she had not imagined how beautiful it could be from within. Every
shade of blue and gray and purple in those walls of cloud, the gold tops now white as day brightened, the
clear deep blue above. She had no words for what she felt, as the beauty contended with fear, and she



took afew steps forward and then back again, in the cool mud that soothed her feet.

Thenthewall of cloud loomed over her; the end of the lane vanished in ahowl! of water and wind,
and shefled into her housg, fighting through the writhing limbs of the falen treg, asthefirst gust dammed
agang the other sde of the house. That vision of silent gold and white and blue shifted in an ingtant to
gray rain, wind, and intolerable noise.

She stood by the door, holding it open acrack, to watch. She could fedl the house shudder with the
winds blows, but she had no desire now to retregt to her safe closet. Hour after hour she watched the
rain stream by, watched it thrash the houses opposite. When her feet ached too much, she brought a
chair near the door and sat. All day thewind and rain... but gradualy it eased, the wind blowing less and
less, the gusts more sharply separated from each other. By nightfal, squal succeeded squdl again, with a
steady, dower, wind between them.

The rain continued, a steady downpour. Ofeliadept that night on the bed, leaving alight oninthe
kitchen for no reason she could name, except it made her fed better. The room seemed breathless again,
too full of the smells of the harvest, dready musty from damp. She could not open the shuttersin that
rain, but she left the front door propped open. Her deep was broken by dreams of water: waterfals,
rivers, tears streaming from stone faces, leaksin the roof, burst pipes. Each time she woke, certain that
the dream wasred, only to find hersaf safein bed, and no damper than the air itself would make her.

Inthe morning, rain fell from high gray clouds, steadily as misery but without violence. Occasiona
squdls hustled past, aroil of lower, darker clouds and gusty winds, but in the east she could see afew
patches of blue sky. Heat wrapped her, and moisture. She pushed her way past thefallen tree to the
lane, and let the rain wash the sweet off her body. It felt warm, hardly cooler than her blood, and she put
back her head and drank it in.

She could see no real damage to any of the buildings, though she did not check al of them that day.
Firdt to the center, where the essentia machines had gone on asif the storm meant nothing. Perhapsiit
didn't mean anything to machines. Thear smelled faintly of machine oil, and more strongly of damp and
mold.

Ofeliaturned blowers on, to circulate the air in the sewing rooms. She remembered the last big
sea-storm, when the needles had rusted and they had had to polish them again. Inthe last light, she
carried across to the center the most strongly scented of the harvest. She would not have to smell melons
agantonight.

That night, when alast squall shook the shutters, and bright light spiked through them, shelay in her
bed and wondered why she had ever feared it. Her body felt heavy, but new, washed clean by therain.
When thunder rumbled, shefdt it in her chest and belly; it shook her bones. It reminded her of Caitano.

She was awicked old woman, and she deserved to die. The old voice scolded her, scolded her
naked skin and her discoveries of hersalf. Beautiful, the new voice said. She had no more words than
that, but the visons flashed, one after another: the dark rain, the winds, thetall cloudsrising to thelight.

She dreamed of castles and stars and the mountains she had never seen.

Tomatoes and corn were gone completely; most of the beans turned pale yelow and drooped: they
had drowned. Along the edge of the garden, squash vineslifted ruffled fanlike leaves, unmarred by the
assault of wind and water. Ofelia pushed the welter of tomato vines back off the paths, pulled the
cornstalks for the compost, and went on to check other gardens. Anything tall had gone; anything low
and leafy had survived. Some fruit trees till stood; others had been uprooted.

Checking the animas meant amuddy trek into the pastures. The sheep had drifted before the first
ondaught of the storm into the brushy edge between grassand and forest; she found their muddy track.
Shefollowed it, and found most of them, fleeces waterlogged, nibbling dispiritedly at the native
vegetation. She drove them back to grass with a stick, wondering again why the gengineers had done



nothing about sheep stupidity. Surely any animal so stupid that it would gnaw on brush it could not digest,
rather than follow its own trail back to good pasture, needed some improvement.

The cettle grazed nearer to town than usua, since the river had begun to flood. She would have
driven them nearer yet, but they could wade in water too deep for her, and when she tried to move them,
asmall group fled splashing into the water where two of them lost their footing, and were swirled away
downstream, lowing miserably.

Ofeliaglared at the cattle. They deserved to be drowned, to be eaten by monsters, to be marooned
on asandbar with no grass. She had only tried to help them. They were too much like people, that was
their problem. Run from help, run to danger. She pulled her feet out of the muck with the determination
not to risk herself again for beasts so ungrateful, and splashed back into the village.

The next day, more showers, mixed with hot, steamy sun. She thought of writing her feglings about
the sormin the log, but she didn't want to struggle with the words. Y et she wanted to do something; she
felt restless. In the center, the bright scrapsin the sewing rooms drew her. No one had bothered to
decorate the fabric boxes for travel; she found drawers full of decorative braid, beads, fringes, short runs
on the fabricator which had, most likely, not been approved by the supervisors.

She couldn't find what she wanted. She looked in the manual for the fabricator. She wanted rain and
wind and lightning, clouds and sunlight above them. Noise. Beauty. Destruction. She pushed buttons and
set gauges. The fabricator squealed, asit always did on startup, and emitted awrinkled strand of
slvery-gray, followed by crinkly purple materid. Ofdiatook it out of the fabricator'sbin, and laid it with
the other scraps on the tables. Her fingers shifted this shape and that, this color and that, played texture
againg texture, and matte againg glitter.

By dark she had... something. She wrapped hersdlf init, unsure. It felt right. Heavy here, light there.
Long fringesrippling and tickling her legs. She had sewn meta shapes, rings and arcs, so they rang
together. When she looked in thelong mirrors, it was no garment she recognized, but it looked the way
she had seen it in her mind. Sheworeit home, in thethick moist dark, and dept init.

That was the only sea-storm of the summer. She added a check of the wegther screen to her daily
chores. Day by day she tracked two other sea-storms, that came to land hundreds of kilometers away.
Her westher returned to the usud late-summer hesat and sun, with one or two afternoon ranstorms a
week. She cleared the gardens of storm debris, and planned which to use for winter gardensthisyear.
She cut and dried the tomatoes sheld harvested, blanched and froze the beans. Some of the squash
would store in the centers cool rooms; some she cut in stripsto dry. The peppers, onions, and garlic
went on strings, which she hung in the center's cooler, breezy rooms.

Then it wastime to plant the late garden. For thefirst time, Ofdiareally missed the others, when she
sruggled with the smallest of thetillers. She had never donethetilling hersdlf; one of the strongest
colonists had usudly tilled for the whole community, trading that work for credits on the others. She got
thelittletiller out of the storage shed, but ralling it up the gently doping lane to her house made her
breathless and swesty; her shoulders and hips hurt already.

When she turned the machine on, the loud raucous noise hurt her ears, and the machine dug itself a
hole. She had to bounce dl her weight on the handles to get the spinning tines up, and then she could not
pushit straight. She had made irregular grooves and holesin about athird of her garden when she quitin
disgust. Her hands stung; she hurt al over. Her ears il rang from the noise. When she had rested, she
rolled thetiller back down the lane. She would not leave it outside to rust; she had that much justice. But
if she could have found the designers of such machines, she would have given them an earful. Why not
make amachine that small people could use? A quiet machine? The next day, shetook the fork and
shovel from the toolshed, and began to turn the soil by hand. It wasn't so hard, if she went dowly. She
would not try to prepare dl the gardens; she needed much less space. Then she took the garden cart,
and went out into the pasturesto pick up dung. Even with dl therain, some of it had not melted into the



s0il; she found enough to mix with the soil, adding the terran bacteriaand fungi the plants needed.

Thewinter cropsincluded more roots and tubers: onions again, but also carrots, radishes, beets,
potatoes, yams, leeks. Leafy vegetables, that could not stand the hot summer sun. And the heat-shunning
legumes. With a choice of dl the colony's seedstocks, Ofédlia planted more of the ones she liked best:
Tinapeas and Barque lettuce, long white snowdrop radishes, yellow potatoes, Cardonnean parsnips.
She planted the others as well, to freshen the seedstocks, but in less abundance.

With the planting done, she spent more time at the center, reading and revising the old logs again. She
had almost forgotten Molly Suppert until she ran across the death notice: poor Molly, who had not been
part of the origina colony, but an assigned specid technician. For five years, Mally had run the health
clinic alone, as shetrained her replacements from among the colonists. She was supposed to have been
evacuated after five years, but when the ship came, Molly was dead.

Ofdiahad never known what world Molly came from, but they had al known it was someplace
drange, if itsinhabitants had been anything like Molly, with her bone-white skin and yellow-green eyes,
her orangefrizzy hair. And her attitudes. It had been Molly who suggested that girls need not marry so
young, that children need not be dapped into obedience. If she had stuck to giving immunizations and
pregnancy tests, and teaching midwives how to use the diagnostic machines, she would not have been
found with aknifein her neck out behind the center.

It had taken considerable work to make it appear that she had fallen on a scythe while chasing cattle
down by theriver, and Ofdiahad wondered if the Company redlly believed that. She had rather liked
Molly, athough she had not been foolish enough to confidein her, like the younger girls. It was dl very
well to say those things Molly had said, but the world was the way it was, and had aways been, dapped
childrenand dl.

In thelog, she added what she remembered about Molly. She had never known for surewho killed
her, and she wasn't about to accuse without certainty. But the sun in her frizzy hair, that she put down, the
way it glowed in ahalo around her head asif she were asaint, but she wasn't a saint because she cursed
vividly in two languages. At least, Ofdia supposed that from the tone and vigor with which she spokein
her native tongue, whatever it was. She remembered none of the words; she had never really understood.

CHAPTER FIVE
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t s0 long that when she heard the voices she did not know what they were. They soun

| ¢ had been 0 hat when she heard the voices she did not k hat th Th ded
alien asthe shrieks and squawks that came from the distant forest. She stood still in the street, her heart
pounding. What? Where?

Her earsled her to the center, to the control rooms, where one of the gray boxes emitted agabble
that her brain finaly sorted into words. She Stared at the box for some time before realizing that it was
not speaking to her, and it was not the machines speaking to the human caretakers they expected.

"Correct your course, eighteen-six-forty one—" The spesker had an accent different enough that she
had to strain to follow it, but it was the language she knew. A mae voice. A voice she could tell was used
to command.

"Done," said another voice. " Shuttle One Sapphire, correcting. Get a sx-oh-two and athirty-twelve."
A hissand crackle, then, "—Any sign of the other colony?"

"Sticks out on infrared like ablasted beacon,” said thefirst voice. "The boundary between
terraformed and indigenous vegetation looks stable. Shuttle field. Some buildings. Why? We aren't going



near it."
"Just wondered. They—" Hiss, crackle.

A longish pause, then: "Well, we haven't made that mistake," from thefirst voice. "They wereidiotsto
pick atropica steanyway. | heard that they retrieved fewer colonists than they inserted.” A pause, asif
someone had asked a question, though Ofdia couldn't hear anything but the open, soft hissing. "No, not
renegades—that many losses. Poor chills. Not like ours.”

Ofdiasat, hardly aware of the sudden cold swest that ran down her ribs. Shuttle? Coming down?
Chills? Colonigts?

They would find her. They would find her and send her away, back to space, to some cryo tank...
or, dmost as bad, they would expect her to join them. They would expect her to fit her scheduleto
theirs, to do what she wastold.

Her heart fluttered; shefelt shaky and cold. She did not want that; she did not want to be caught,
caged, ordered here and there. She tried to think what she could do. Move into the forest again? She
might have the time to gather more things, but she could not livein the forest; she could not eat anything
that grew there.

She went outside and looked up. Of course she could see nothing. The sky was a pale blue dome
streaked with white clouds. If a ship hung up there in orbit, she could not seeit. Could it see her?
Unlikely, shethought, in daylight. But & night?

She could not turn on the lights. Although she had chosen to do without them many asummer
evening, now shefdt confined by the dark. She had thingsto do, if she was going to escape, and she
needed the light. She sat in the dark that night, peering up at the stars. Could they see her even without
light? Infrared... that was hegt, she remembered; the colonists had once had gogglesfor seeing animalsin
the dark, but over the years these had failed. So the spaceship up there might see her anyway, would
certainly seethe heat plume of the waste recycler. Would they believe it had been working by itself since
the other colony |eft? That someone had merely forgotten to turn off the automatics?

After the months alone, it was hard to fit her thoughts to the shape someone else's mind might make.
If it were Barto up there, what would he be thinking? How long until the shiftisover... whenisit my

turn... issupper ready?

Dawn woke her; she had falen adeep stting againgt the wall, and her neck hurt. Her eyesfelt gummy.
She gretched dowly, painfully, and findly levered hersdf up beside thewall. Ingde the center, it wasjust
light enough to find her way from room to room. She went into the offices, and stared at the gray box,
from which no voices came. Just as she began to wonder if sheld dreamed it, it crackled again and the
VOI ces resumed.

"Local sunrise,” said another mae voice. Ofdiawondered where they were; the sun would not rise
here for another hour. East of her? Only the sealay to the east, unless you traveled far to the north. She
flicked on the weather screen, which generated a map of the continent, showing the dawnline.
Somewhere dong that line was the place they'd landed. It had to be over athousand kilometers away.

Perhaps they would never find her. They would be too busy. In dl the forty years of this colony, none
of them had ventured more than afew kilometers from the base. They had planned to go farther, but
things happened. She might be safe yet.

"Eight-eight will drop the heaviesin two."
"Onit."

Ofdiaspent that day hunched over the receiver, following the invasion—she could not help thinking of
it like that—in the half-understood comments. She remembered enough of her own landing to know the



necessary sequence. Thefirst shuttles could land without prepared ground; they carried the mechbots
that scraped out ashuttle field. Then the main cargo shuttles could land, with the construction crews that
quickly set up the temporary structures for storage and surfaced the strip. Findly, the passenger shuttles,
with the newly-wakened colonists, in order of speciaty. Sheimagined another woman like her young sdif,
waking from the cryo tank, trying to comfort her children asthey were revived, trying to keep them cam
asthey were herded into ashuttle... they had landed in the rain, she remembered, and Barto had
screamed and butted his hard round head into her bresst.

But that would be later. Today, somewhere east and north, the hard shuttles were unloading
mechbots, and the big construction machines were gouging the native plants—she wondered if it was
forest or brush up there—to make alonger landing strip.

That night, she went back to her house to deep, trusting that she would hear any shuttle landing at the
nearby field. Shedidn't turn any lights on—that would be stupid, aslong as she knew a ship hung up
there, watching. But it would leave, eventually, and the colonists would have hard work to do in their
own place. Then she could turn the lights on. She began to be sure that they would not find her. She had
heard them say that the tropical site had been a stupid choice; that should mean they wouldn't want to
explore that way. And by the time they did—in ten or twenty years, in thirty years or forty—she would
be safely dead.

They might read the colony logs—her additionsto them, aswdll. It made her grin, lying therein the
darkness, to think of them reading the truth, the stories of real people, instead of the officid version, al
datesand names.. .»

"Passsix. On course” Just like dl the others, Ofeliathought. Five passenger shuttles had aready
landed; she had listened lesstensely than before. Clearly no one was paying any attention to the Ste of an
abandoned colony they had no use for. She had even |eft the center to tend the gardens, to cook and eat
her medls, to deep in her own comfortable bed. Although she had arted to assemble a surviva pack to
takeinto the forest, she had not finished it. Now sherelaxed in achair in the sawing room, with the
volume up high on the radio as she strung the beads she'd painted.

"Cleared to land." A new voice, no doubt one of the colonists with specid training, wakened first and
put to work as soon as she landed. Ofeliatried to picture the woman in her mind. Y oung, of course. Did
she have children? She sounded earnest, someone very serious about her work. If she had children, their
clotheswould aways be neat. Ofelialooked at the pattern of beads she was making, and decided to put
another blue one between the greens. That meant diding off ayellow and agreen; she squinted &t the
thread."Weve got trouble,” she heard. The voice was trying to stay calm, and not succeeding. Ofdia
looked up, half-expecting to see someonein the doorway talking to her. No. It was ill in the gray box,
happening somewhere ese, whatever it was.

"What?" Bored, unworried response from the orbiting ship.
"There's some kind of—its—there's not supposed to be any intdlligent life, but that's—"
"Make sense, will you?”!

"Theres about a hundred or so big... brownish animals. Moving toward us. In formation. Bright
patterns on them, and some kind of—" A noise Ofdiadid not recognize, though it sounded dangerous, a
noise her body understood before her brain could andlyze it. "—They're trying to kill—" Incredulity from
that voice. Ofdiafdt the same way. Something—some animals—trying to kill them? Ridiculous! Storms,
yes, floods and droughts and fevers, but not animals. Nothing capable of real damage had attacked the
origind colony in forty years; the planet had been surveyed; they were crazy up there.

She put down the beads and went into the control room. If these people were transmitting video as
well asaudio, she might be able to see them. Shetried one channd after another, but found no images.
Shewould haveto listen.



Even her imagination could not make it clear. What the crestures were, no one seemed to know.
More than one voice, in the next hours, said they were big. More than one exclaimed over their speed.
How big was big? How fast was fast? Ofeliano more than those who actualy saw them could guessiif
they were more like mamma s or reptiles, how intelligent they were.

However intelligent, the creatures seemed determined to kill the colonigts. Ofeliahunched over the
speakers, listening to the now-familiar sounds. she had heard from the voices that thiswas an explosive,
and that was the impact of stones hurled by some kind of machine. People were dead aready, killed by
thefaling stones, the explosions. Only afew of the people had weapons. Some of them cowered in the
shuttle presently on the ground; the pilot asked permission to return to space.

"Y ou're overloaded for return—unload your cargo—"
"—Can't. They won't go out—we can make it—"
"Margind. Y ou've got to—"

"If they blow ahole in the strip, we won't have a chance; we have to go now—" No answer, but
Ofdiaheard the pilot mutter. "Damned idiots—c'mon Tig, get that booster primed, were going to need
every bit of it—"

Then an explosion that hurt Ofelid's ears even attenuated by distance and the speakers dampers. A
few seconds of slence, then acal from the ship.

"—Comein—Carver, answer!"

"—Too late, you bastards—they got the shuttle and the strip!™ That from one of the other local
sources. Ofeliafelt apressure in her chest. The creatures had blown up a shuttle?"Get us out of herel”

"Three hours until another shuttle can makeit." A new voice from the ship, older, with more authority.
"That will be after locd sunset. .. they'll need lightsfor landing. Weve put every trained person
aboard—"

"In three hours, we won't be here to savel" the voice said. "'Lights—how can we—Dammit, do
something now! These things are coming in—we can't—"

Ofeliafdt wetness on her face and tasted it. Tears. She was crying for them, for the hopeless,
hel pless colonists, waked from cryo to be killed on a planet they had not even met. It was far worse than
her own fate, far worse than working forty yearsfor nothing. She knew, asthey would learn, that
Company ships hanging safe in space never risked themsalves down in the dirty atmosphere for mere
colonists. Cheaper to lose afew colonists than a deep-space carrier.

"We don't have any space-to-surface wegpons," the ship's voice said. "Recommend you lay out a
defensve perimeter—"

"With what?' The bitternessin that made Ofdiawince. "I'll leave this on transmit, and you can get
your precious record—tell whoever surveyed this place they were blind, deaf, and crazy—"

Ofelia hardly breathed as the distant sounds made clear what happened. The creatures overran the
landing site; Ofelia could hear screaming, most of it incoherent, and sounds she supposed were made by
the creatures themsdlves. Thelast sound transmitted was the thud, then crunch, of something knocking
over and squashing the transmitter. Ofeliawent outside; it was dusk, dusk of the same day. Sheheard a
distant roar, then a crashing boom: a shuttle coming down fast, not on the course of the others.

She went back ingdeto listen. The shuttle crew was reporting to the orbiting ship. "Visblelight, yes.
Thermd profile suggests burning debris, not any civilized source of light. Lots of infrared—thousands,
tens of thousands of whatever-they-are. Recording in al frequencies. Its—Gods, ook at that! Get us
UP, Shin!"



And, over agabble of returning questions from the ship, "—No doubt &t al they'reintelligent.
Tool-users, absolutely. No way we can set down there in the dark. In the morning—"

"—Make afull report to the Minigtry,” the cdm voice from the ship said. "A daylight survey,
high-altitude. No use risking more lives. The Company can get arefund, I'm sure, on grounds of
misrepresentation by the former franchise holder, and | et the pols decideif they want to send adiplomatic
expedition. Not our problem.”

"—condgder old colony landing Site?"

"No. If theré's an indigenous intelligent species, the rules have changed. We won't touch it; well
report. If your data are good enough, we won't even bother with the daylight survey. Weve got the
direct transmissonsfrom thelanding Ste, anyway."

"I'd like to know how they missed this—these whatevers."
"Not our problem.”

Ofelia had heard that tone before. Whoever it was up there in the safe, air-conditioned space ship,
never consdered it his problem when people were dying somewhere else. Her lip curled. She would like
to tell him what she thought. The transmission switch suddenly caught her eye; she had not even
considered it before. Now, though: if she could hear them, they could hear her. If she spoke.

It would do no good. It would only get her in trouble.

For aday or s0, she could believe nothing had changed. The threat was gone; the new colony didn't
exig. If the creatures had not found her in over forty years, why would they now? She could go on as
before, living peacefully in the deserted village, stringing beads, playing with paints, gardening the smal
amount necessary to grow her own food.

Resolutdly, she waked out among the animdss, strolled the margin of the grassy pastures. In the sun,
in the haze of pollen blown from the flowering grass, she could pretend nothing had happened. The sun
warmed her shoulders; the sheep smelled like sheep, and the cattle. .. the cattle wagged their ears at her,
snuffed with wet black noses, and edged away. The bull huffed, swinging his head back and forth. Not at
her. At something acrosstheriver.

They were no more nervous than usud. Shetold hersdlf that even as her breath came short and the
back of her neck itched. She went back to the sheep, telling hersdlf they were more restful, and then all
of them jerked their heads up at once, staring at one point in the forest where she saw and heard nothing
aal.

Sheep were supid. Cattle wereflighty. Ofdiaglared at the forest, and went back to her garden. It
was only accident that she kept ending up in the corner nearest the kitchen, hoeing the same bit of
ground, staring across the tangle of dayvines on the fence she had never quite mended at the pasture and
the brush beyondiit.

Perhaps she had dreamed the whole thing. She had heard, in schoal, that no one could live long done
without going crazy, without thinking they heard and saw other people. She had never bdlieved it, but she
had been told. So if she had gone crazy, without noticing it, she could have imagined the whole thing. The
other ship had never redly come, and nothing had happened to it. Why she had imagined such a
gruesome fate for its colonists she did not know; it must be some evil stresk in her, probably the same
one that made her decide to stay here done.

That idea, once rooted, bore tempting fruit: it would be easy to find out the truth. The machines would
have recorded the transmissions, if there had been transmissions. All she had to do was play them back.
Or play back nothing, and know she had madeit all up.

She knew what she knew; she didn't need any machineto tell her the truth. Day after day, she went



into the center to check the gauges, the wesather, to record the necessary itemsin thelog. Day after day,
she eyed the machine records and did not play them back.

It was, in the end, an accident. She had meant to check the date sheld planted carrots the year
before. Something interrupted; her finger dipped off the control that reversed the calendar search.

"—With what?' asked afrightened, angry voice that was not her own.

It wasred. It had happened. The machinesdid not lie, could not lie, and that meant the voice on the
tape had been ared person, red in fright and pain.

And now was dead. She began to shake without redizing it; her hands and then her arms, her feet
and then her legs, her whole body, shaking with the same fear, with the same shock. They had been
human—jpeople she could have known, could have talked to—and now they were all dead.

With shaking hands, she fumbled over the controls until she turned the recording off. Silence rushed in
on her, the silence she had grown used to, that she had thought of as peace. No voices. No voices
anymore.

Sowly, dowly, her breath steadied. She fdt tired; she wanted to go to deep. When she looked at her
hands, with their red, swollen knuckles and knotted veins and age spots, they looked more fragile than
flowers. Her gaze did downwards, caught on the fringed drape she had made for hersdlf. It seemed more
indecent than her body; she yanked it off as she stood, baled it in her hands and threw it on the floor.

"They're dead!" she said aloud, in avoice she hardly remembered using. Her mind divided like water
running down adope: she wondered why she was outraged, she wondered why she was afraid, why she
was not more afraid. She would not have killed them, those strangers, though she had not wanted them
here.

She went outsde again, into another day that indsted on being like any other. Again it was hot, humid,
the sky clotted with clouds moving dowly before a steady wind. Why did it matter if they were dl dead?
They had come; they had gone; she was done again, and she had wanted to be alone.

It was not the same.
It would never bethe same.

Something—no, someone, some creatures—Ilived on thisworld that wanted to kill her—that had
killed humans—and she had not known any such danger existed. She could not unknow it, struggle
though she might.

Thear stank of strange smoke; a grassfire burned on in the distance, its smoke plume mourning the
nests. Though the grasswould return and cover the nakedness of the land with her shawl, the People
would dways know where the scars were. Thissmell would last.

Defeat, drummed the righthand. Not defest, victory: they are gone and we are here, drummed the
lefthand. One by one, the righthand changed places, until the lefthand drumming carried dl the power of
the People.

Far above, a snuous white stresk where the monster had flown, scarring the very air. Therighthand
reminded that generations ago such streaks had been seen far off to the south. The lefthand continued
drumming Victory, victory, safety, haven, return.

The scar in the sSky blew away to nothing. No more monster noises from the air, no more bad smells.
The People danced, winding around the burnt earth, sending out along spird coil of dancersto find live
sprigs of grass, passed from one to another inward, until the site had been replanted. They danced on,
drumming and dancing, until the wind drums answered, until the sky people gathered to dancein their
own coils and spirals, weeping at the mongter tracks, filling them with sweet tears that nourished the
grass.



On the move again after therain, following the wind drums across the grass, laden with the gourds of
skylight-maker, drum-beater, the youngest troop of the People caled questionsto each other. Why scars
in the sky? Why monstersin gray and green? Why flat-faced? Why wingless, toeless—

Not toeless, one called back. Short-toed, foot-clothed in toeless garments.
Garments, not shells?

Not shells, garments.

None without them... shdls.

No flesh-bond. Garments.

Then—the sky creatures dso garments? A lively debate followed, whether the stinking corpses of
gresat flyers had been shells or garments or separate creatures, alies of the monsters. One held out for
machines, no more than complicated mechanisms like those of the stone-tossers. The others laughed
scornfully. A city tale, something the shore-dwellers thought up when their brains were smoke-dimmed.
Machines could not fly... who could draw the stringstightly enough to have the wings flap.

Those wingsdid not flap.
That we saw.

It could work. The same enthusiast; they knew that eagerness for machines. The People had good
machines;, they were proud of thisenthusiast. It could work, but it would need anew idea. They loped
on, silent now. Never distract someone on the path of anew ideg; it islike distracting a hunter on the trail
of game, and means missing afead.

Theenthusiast fell behind; they knew what that meant. A time of Sitting till, atime of seeking out
other enthusiasts, atime of playing with sticks and little sones and sinew, and eventudly therewould be a
new machine, something no one had ever seen. It did not concern the rest of them until then.

If there are others, someone called, free now to call.
Others? Where?
The legends. The sky-scars. Somewhere south. Others. Alliesof dlies, dlies of mongters.

All dert, they crowded around. More monsters? More nest-burners, nest-scrapers? More thieves
and children of thieves? It would be broodseasons before the nests just replanted were ready for young
again; in the meantime they would have to nest esawhere, which meant unfriendly seasons contesting for
marginal siteswith the others who roamed the grasdands. And would they come back, eager for the
great nestmass, only to find more monsters?

An elder troop overheard their keening and swept them up. No monsters had been seen after that
earlier sky-scar. Chances were it had been a scouting raid, no more.

No one ever looked.

Many broodseasons. Monsters are hasty. No need. No one ever |ooked. That from ayoungling as
enthusiagtic thisway as the machine-enthusiast had been. They dl knew that, asthey al knew everything
about each other.

Too far. The desert. The thornbrush. Then too wet, and treestoo tall. Worse than cities. Thefinal
insult, strong enough to discourage anyone but this youngling, who had the hunter's own determination to
follow any trail whereit led.

Stinking trail, one of the oldest finally said. No good at the end. Empty belly, can't eat mongters.
They had tried, only to be spectacularly sick in the burnt grass.



Nestmass, said one of the shy younglings. Many grumbled at that. If the shy ones started, thewhole
People might turn aside, and that a atime when new nests must comefirst.

Go... drummed the lefthand, passing the drumming from troop to troop on that flank, and then
through the center. Go, go, go. Seek, seek. Take enough, but not too many.

After nesting? The youngling troop were not that eager to wander into dryness and sdt and thorn and
then swamp and tall treesfor inedible mongers.

Now go, drummed the lefthand. Now, now, now. GO.

The youngling troop split, and split again. The enthusiast, not so enthusiastic now, but like any hunter
intrigued with anew quarry. The shy youngling, only abroodseason from needing anest. A few more of
the raucous type which the older troops were glad enough to see leaving. And the el ders who, on second
or third thought decided that it might be an adventure, who had heard about the fishing on that more
southern coast, who had arelative who had seen the sky-scar. With them, in the gourds and sacks and
pouches of anomad People, went their knowledge, their skills. However far they went, however long it
took, the People rdlished travd, relished the chance to learn, the flavor and fiber of novelty.

Asthey went they discussed the mongters, reminding each other of every last detail, dl that had been
seen, heard, samdit, tasted (ugh! that disgusting flavor, turning the belly), surmised. Inbrooders, likethe
grasseatersthey hunted? Likely. Two-formed, one with sticks and one with holes. Two-everything,
except where on the ends of arms and legsthelittle bits stuck out in fives. Odd number, fives. Sacred to
some, modtly fisheaters. How well could they see with those two eyesin the flat face? Well enough to
am firetubes, they'd noticed that. Flaps on the side of the head: might be ears. Or tasters. Little ones
big-headed, otherwise similar. Only afew little ones, most big ones. Big onesdl dark-hairy on top,
shades of earth-color. They passed theimages back and forth. Yes. They would al know amonster if
they saw one again.

The question of sense took longer. The monsters had sense enough to recognize threat, but so had
most creatures, even the very stupid. Quick response meant nothing; the People knew that. Carriers had
little sense, dthough they responded quickly to anything, even training. Some of those things had been
machines, some very large machines, but how hard wasit to build amachine to carry dirt? Any child
could do that.

It moved on itsown.
It didn't. It had aspell cast onit.
[t didn't. A monster guided it.

Who saw? The answer to that quelled al doubt; amonster had guided the machine that moved the
dirt (and the nests! Filthy thieves!) and although no one had seen the twisted sinew or string, it must have
been in there somewhere,

We should have looked harder.
Machine-loverslook at machines.

They would, too. That distraction shrugged off, they went back to considering whether monsters had
sense. Had they known they were robbing nests? How could they not, with the Peopl€s sgil inplain
view, the braids and coils of grass that warned of nestmass and named the nest guardians. If they were
not blind, they must have seen. If they had sense, they must have understood.

The arguments went back and forth, across the open grass, until someone scented game, and
drummed ashort sgnd.



CHAPTER SIX

Contents - Prev / Next

L ondinessweighed on Ofdialike stones. She struggled through each day, forcing hersdlf to work in the
gardens, forcing hersdlf to check on the animals. Too many times she came back to hersalf and found that
sheld stopped what she was doing to stand gape-mouthed, rigid, listening for sounds she knew she could
not hear.

Shedidn't understand it. It hadn't been like this when the others I eft, her own son and
daughter-in-law, people she had known most of her life. Then she had felt free. Then the empty Streets
and the quiet houses had given her chances she had never had before. Then no voices had been
welcome, and over the days even the memory of them had falen away, leaving her mind at peace.

Now she felt trapped, confined in anarrower place than she remembered. The empty streets might be
full of enemies; the quiet houses gave hiding place to her fears. She could not forget the strange voices,
voices of people she had never seen, crying out for help, crying out in fear and pain. And degth.

She had not cried long when Humberto died, or the children. She had not cried at the thought of her
own desth; death was death, and it cameto al, and there was no help for it. But now she cried, feding
the wobbling of her face, the wet tears, the runny nose, the spittle that ran down her chin—the ungraceful
tears of the old—for people she had never seen, and had not wanted to see. They had come so far to
die, and she had not wanted them.

It made no sense. When the tearsfinaly ran out, she wiped her face with arag—it had been ascrap
of fabric from the center, carried home without noticing—and peered into the street. Nothing. Y esterday
and the day before and the day before that, nothing, and nothing would be there tomorrow or the day
after or the day after that. She lived in the center of nothing, in amoment aways suspended between the
eternity behind and the eternity before. It had never bothered her, and now it did.

Sowly, asdowly astheretreat of pain from aseriousinjury, thelondinessworeitsdf out. The fear
remained. Something had killed all those people, and would kill her if it found her. She had been ready
enough to die done on thisworld, when she chose to stay. But she had believed age would kill her, or
accident. Not malice.

Shefdt fragile, exposed, helpless. There were afew wegpons in the storehouses, but she knew they
would not save her. No one could be aert al the time; she was human, she had to eat and deep and use
thetoilet. One person aone, even with the help of al the machines, was not ahuman presence. If those
things found her, they could kill her easily. She had no doubt they would, as quickly asthey had killed
dozens of people younger and stronge.

But the fear wore itself out too, more dowly than londliness. Days at atime she managed to
forget—not trying, but smply immersed in theirregular routines of her life. They had not found her yet.
They had not killed her yet. And she il enjoyed things, and still wanted things.

She retrieved the beads she had dropped from under the sewing tables, and strung them again. She
made and painted more beads, added the dimerod cores she had dried, the seed pods of this plant, tufts
of long hair from cows tails caught in brush. .. she wasn't sure what she was making, only that sheliked
the patterns of chunky things and thin ones, color and texture and line. When she put the congtruction on
her body, she redlized it needed a bit more here—another length of beads—and something el se thereto
bal ance the weight and keep it from dipping off her shoulders. She looked in the mirror. Odd how
seldom she'd done that, not since before the other landing. She had not wanted to see her expression;
she had been afraid that she might frighten hersdlf. But now thefigurein the mirror hardly looked human.

She stared. Shefdlt the same—mostly the same—and in the mirror her own face scowled at her, the
familiar scowl with which she had dways greeted her mirror-self. Her eyebrows were thinner and whiter;



her white hair atouded bush of slver. But theinner saif that had been so intent on stringing beads and
feathers and wool and cows hair and seedpods, that had been so sure where to lace this string to that,
and how to hang the tassels—that self had not imagined how she would look in anything but the old drab
workshirts and skirts and bonnets of earlier years.

Indecent, the old voice said. Amazing, the new voice said, with approva. Her body was old,
wrinkled, sagging, splotched with the wear-marks of nearly eighty years... but hanging on it in weblike
patterns were the brilliant colors and textures of her creation. When she shifted her weight from her sore
hip, the whole mass swayed, asif she were the breeze. The big beads across the back rolled in the
hollow of her back, comforting. The plant fibers she'd used across her shoulders scratched itches she
awaysfound it hard to reach.

She stood looking along time, then carefully took the garment off. It would not be comfortable for
many of the things she needed to do, but sheliked the way it felt. She would wesr it often, she knew In
the meantime, she tied on the wrap she now wore most of the time, and made herself grin into the mirror.
Rosarawould not have approved of this, which left her legs bare, which had nothing underneath it but her
raddled skin. Defiantly, thinking of Rosara, she stuck afinger in the pot of red paint she had used on the
beads, and streaked it across her chest. Black paint: spots on her cheeks, on her forehead, on the sides
of her thighs. Blue: anarrow line down her nose. She began to giggle; she had not imagined how much
funit could beto treat her body asthe materia of art. She made green handprints on her belly, on the
front of her thighs, one each on buttocks. She splashed yellow on hands and feet. Then, leaving yellow
footprints, she walked out into the street, unafraid, unthinking, for thefirst time,

It was drizzling, awarm drizzle that hovered as much asfell. Ofeliawaked up and down the street,
touching the doors of the houses she passed, leaving handprints splotched yellow and green. Suddenly
she wanted to mark them all; sheran back into the center, snatched up the pot of yellow paint, and
strode from house to house, touching every door. By the time she was hafway through, it was more than
agame, fear returned in arush, demanding that she finish, inasting that something dire would comeif she
stopped for anything, if she were interrupted, if the paint ran out before the last door was marked with
her sigil. Breathless, her legs aching, she ran from door to door, house to house, even the toolsheds, the
storage sheds, the waste recycler, back to the center, every door in the center...

The panic subsided. Thunder muttered outside, and the drizzle thickened to rain. She remembered
other times of strange feelings before storms, forebodings, crazy fedings, wild actions. It wasjust the
storm. When it was over, shewould fedl better.

Wind dapped harder rain against the center windows. Ofelialooked down at her decorated body,
and laughed. What amess. She couldn't go to bed like this. The rain would wash off the paint. She went
outside and let thewarm rain flow over her, scrubbing at her spots and stripes with her yellow hands,
until she stood in arainbow puddle. How odd that the colors didn't merge into one muddy mess... for a
moment her mind caught on that oddity, as the colors avoided each other and made rings and blotches on
the ground. Then acloser pedl of thunder sent her dashing across to her own hand-marked door. Warm
rainit might be, but she felt cold now.

Insde, shedried hersdf and began humming. Memories of childhood naughtiness tumbled through her
mind. Mudpies, messesin the kitchen, the time she had used colored chak to make her sstersfoot look
swollen and infected. .. they had both thought it was funny, but her mother had been first scared, then
furious. Her cheeksfdt hot even now, remembering the dapping shed gotten for that. Silly, "slly, Slly...
she had been asilly child, and shewasasilly old woman, but it had been fun. Painting hersalf had been
fun, and shewould do it again. Why not? If shewas going to be killed by some strange animals, she
might aswell have what fun she could firgt.

After the storm, the cattle were unsettled. Ofelia squinted across the meadow to theriver, trying to
count the restless animal's. Fourteen. ... no, thirteen, she had counted the red one with the black face



twice... no, fourteen, because there was the rusty-black one with the white spot. And the bull. She
couldn't seethe cavesin thetall grass. The sun was out; she had put on awide hat tied with along
narrow piece of pink, and a blue cape beaded with green and yellow in flower patterns. She didn't like it
that much now, but that meant she didn't mind if it got dirty while she hunted for the cattle.

One of the cows shied and broke into abouncing trot away from the river; two more followed,
moving fagter. Ofdlia caught aglimpse of a calf's head between the cows, then the rest of thellittle herd
lunged away from theriver, grunting. The bull swvung around to confront whatever had spooked them.
Ofeliacould see nothing. Halfway to the buildings, the cattle dowed and milled uneasly. Ofdiawaked
past the calf pen, angling upriver where the dust wasn't so bad. The cattle watched her now, earswide;
the bull moved away from theriver to rgoin the herd. She counted again: black-faced red cow, solid red
cow, rusty black, brindle with white spot, plain brindle, red-and-white, rusty black with white spot...
fourteen cows, one bull, at least one calf. From adistance she heard others, probably the younger bulls,
who ran in aclump together.

Sheredly needed to know how many calves there were. She angled nearer the herd, not directly at it.
A dark red caf, paired with the black-faced red cow. And there, another one, brindle with white legs,
besi de one of the brindle cows. The cows shook their heads; she kept her distance, trying to see
between bodies and legs and wide ears. Wasthat another? Y es—alighter red cdlf, tucked into the
middle. Ofdiawalked back to the village, keeping an eye on the cows to be sure none of them charged
her. The black-faced red cow had a bad temper.

Onthefar Sde of the buildings, the sheep were grazing peacefully, the lambs scattered like bundles of
wool, sunning themsdlves. Ofdiawalked out among them, rubbing the hard little heads and noticing that
none of them had disappeared in the past few days. In the forest, something screeched, the usua midday
screech that she had learned to ignore. Even the sheep ignored it, hardly twitching their ears. One of the
lambs woke, lifting its head. It looked around, shook its ears, and rolled over, then folded and unfolded
itslegs quickly and stood, emitting afaint bleet. One of the eweslooked up and replied; the lamb
gamboled over to its mother and began nursing. Within aminute or two, the other lambs were up and
nursing too.

Back among the buildings, she noticed that the rain had not obliterated al her wild handprints on the
doors. Some were il bright, unblurred; others had half-melted away, clearly dissolved by falling water.
Onelooked smeared. Ofelia stared at it—how had that happened? How had something stroked across
it, dmogt like another hand wiping it out...?

A gusty breeze billowed her cape out behind her, and she laughed at herself. She had been wild and
crazy, dancing around; it had been wet. She had certainly doneit herself, in her haste. She had dipped,
and put out her own hand... dowly, sheraised her hand to the smear. The right height, perhaps, if shed
dipped inthewet. If sheld caught hersdlf there, it could have happened. She didn't remember it, but she
did remember dipping and diding alot as she hurried from house to house, desperate to mark al the
doors.

Shefet cold anyway. She wanted the sun on her shoulders. She took off the blue cape, and folded it
over her arm, untied the hat and held it in her hand. The sun's heat eased her, camed her. It wasdl right.
The animasweredl right, and she was safe, and she would take along nap this afternoon. In fact—she
looked around. She had long since dept in other beds than the one she thought of as"her own.” On aday
likethis, with the wind in this quarter, her own bedroom would be muggy and unpleasant. Two houses
down, though, she knew of an east-side bedroom with two windows. Since she opened the houses only
when shewasin them, it would have stayed shady and cool in the morning.

On this door, the yellow hand-print had dripped only alittle. Ofelia pushed the door open and went
insgde, leaving it open behind her. Dim light came from the shuttered windows, she smdlled afaint
mustiness. She really should air the houses out more often, she thought. She opened the bedroom



shutters and felt the mattress on the bed. Not damp at al; something else must have been damp. Possibly
clothesleft in acloset. She tried to remember whose house this had been, but she wasn't sure. On this
sde of the settlement, some houses had been logt to the two big floods; people who survived the flood
had ing sted on moving to the higher sde, and younger people moved into the rebuilt houses.

Not that it mattered now. Ofelialay down on the bed and stretched. While she liked the familiar
hollows and humps of her own mattress, it was sometimes nice to deep on adifferent one. Her hipsfelt a
little too high, her shouldersalittle too low, but she wastired enough to doze off anyway. When she
woke, the light outside had a pearly qudlity; the sun must have gone down. She was aware that she had
been dreaming, avivid dream involving colors and music and movement, but it vanished so fast that she
could not retrieve any of it. She stretched again, and stood up dowly. Again that musty smell; her nose
wrinkled. Perhgps she should leave the lights on in this house, to dry it out.

She closed the shutters, turned on the lights, and went out, shutting the door behind her. In the
twilight, colors and shapes seemed to float, unrelated to daytime geometry. Ofelia blinked, shrugged, and
waked back home. With such agood nap behind her, she would have the energy to work on her
beading tonight.

Or eventhelog... shefdt alittle guilty when she redized how long it had been since she added
anything interesting to thelog.

The current date surprised her again. Had it been that long since the other colonists had come. .. had
died? Ofdiasat along time, wondering what to write. She had been londly; she had been frightened; she
gtill didn't want to think about what had happened.

They were not my people, shewrotefindly. But | am sorry, sorrier because | did not want them
to come. And their families think they died alone; they do not know someone is hereto grieve for
them.

Then she scrolled through the calendar, making short notes when anything caught her notice. Her
back ached; her hip had stiffened. She turned off the computer findly, and pushed hersalf up. How it hurt
to move when she had been till too long! 1t seemed impossible that she could get older, feel older, but
shewas definitely stiffer than when Barto had | eft.

In the sawing room, she eyed her beadwork with distaste. If she sat down again, she would stiffen
into place. But she wasn't deepy yet. Sheleaned on the table, pushing the beads around idly. When she
was young, she had had anecklace of brilliant blue beads streaked with slver and copper. She had left
them behind, for her sster, when she married Humberto. He had never liked that necklace; he had
suspected it was a gift from Caitano. He had been right, though she never admitted it to him. She wished
she knew how to make such a beautiful color. The fabricator had color settings, but its version of dark
blue was adull, muddy color, nothing like the color she remembered.

She touched the dried cornhusks; they rustled under her fingers. Twisted into fat, stiff ropes,
cornhusks might be the edging she wanted for the new cloak. She could dye them—she stopped, her
skin puckering suddenly with aarm. What...? Not a sound, though her ears strained to hear past the
pounding of her own blood. Nothing to see when she turned dowly, eyeing everything around her.
Nothing. Nothing, but—shewas still dert, till certain of danger.

That smell. The same smell as at the other house. Musty, she had thought, and yet when she cameto
think about it, not the same as mildew. A thicker smell than mildew. Her heart hammered in her chest;
when she put her fist to her sde she was not surprised to fed the rapid throb on her chest wall. She had
to swallow, though her mouth was suddenly dry.

"l am here," she said to the darkness outside, the silence, the emptiness. Her voice sounded odd,
scratchy like abad broadcast. "Come out if you are there." She had no ideawho, or what, she was
talking to. Ghogts of the dain? She did not believe in ghosts, exactly, dthough she had seen Humberto



once, Sx months after he died. He had been wearing awhite suit, and a blue hat; he had been smiling at
another woman, and when she said his name, he vanished. But did ghosts smell? Humberto had not
amdled, asaghog; he had merdly did, an immaculate and dimensionlessimage, across her sight that one
time.

Ofeiaheld her breath amoment, then breathed in, not quite sniffing. Y es, whatever thiswas smelled,
and smelled different. New. It was most likely an animal, something from the forest grown bold enough to
venture into the town, though the forest creatures had never done so before.

With what confidence she could muster, Ofeliawalked out of the sawing room to the front door of
the center. Light spilled out the doorway from behind her, and her shadow stretched away from her feet.
She could see nothing but the light patches on either side of her shadow. Inside the door were the
switches for the exterior lights, rarely used even when the colony had been there. Now she turned them
on. Only two of the bulbs came on; the others must have been damaged by storms. But in that skewed
light, she saw something move, down the street.

A monger. Ananimal. An dien.
A deadly dien, which had dready killed humans.

Ofeliacould not make hersdf walk out into the street, or back into the center. She could not even
turn off the lights. She looked the other way. Something €lse moved there, adark shape against darker
night. It came closer, amassive bluntness, manylegged, eyesglowing inthelight...

Cows. Ofdiasagged against the doorframe as severa cows strolled up the lane. Between them, acalf
pranced. One of the cows, with aswitch of her tail, dapped the handprint on adoor. So that had been
cows. And the smell—was that cow? Hard to tell, but the cows added aripe, complex odor to the lane.

"Cows," Ofdiasaid doud. The cows startled, ears wide, seeming dmost to lean away from her voice.
Shewanted to laugh; she wanted to butcher the cows for scaring her so. "TAAOOH!" she bellowed,
without knowing it was coming, abellow from her gut that hurt her throat coming out. The cows ducked,
whirled, and galloped off, loud thunder of hoovesin thelane. "Stupid cows!" Ofdiaydled after them. Full
of righteousindignation, sheflicked off the lightsin the center, and stalked acrossto her own house. Now
that she had spoken, she found she wanted to keep talking, to fed wordsin her throat again, to hear her
voicein her outsde ears, not just in her head. "Silly of meto be scared of cows. | should have known
they came into the streets at night—there's no gate, after dl." But even as she said it, she wondered...
she had never found manure between the houses, and why would they come? If they foraged in the
gardensregularly, sheld have found damage from that.

Her voice dried up suddenly, asif she had had only so many wordsto say, and now they were gone.
The cows came into the town. The cows came in and the cows don't comein and the cows camein
because... because... because they wanted to because something scared them away from theriver.

It hurt to be so scared again the same night. Her ribs hurt from the beating of her heart, from the
painful clench of her breath. She stood in the kitchen, unable to movein any direction, until acramp in her
foot stabbed her with such pain that mere terror was forgotten. She leaned her weight onto the cramping
foot, and her breath sobbed in and out, and finaly the cramp eased. She wastired and she hurt al over.
If the dienswanted to kill her, they could do it while she was adeep.

Her foot cramped again once she wasin bed, and sherolled out clumsily to stand on it again. She
wastoo old for this. Familiar anger warmed her. She wastoo old, her foot hurt too much, things were
too hard and it wasn't her fault. When the cramp eased, she got back into bed and pulled the bedclothes
over her. Then she remembered she hadn't barred the door to the lane. She never did, but now... if there
werediens... Sighing, muttering a curse she was surprised to remember, she got up again and went out
to bar the useless door.

She had to peek out. In the darkness, she heard the distant sound of cattle grazing, the rhythmic



ripping of grass. A light breeze moved between the houses and stroked her body. She could see nothing,
nothing at al, but the sparkles that she knew wereinsde her eyes. She stood until she shivered, then shut
the door, barred it carefully, and went back to the bed. On the way, she stubbed her toe on something
left out of place—she was not about to turn on the light again tonight—and she came to the bed in the
mood to dare bad dreams.

Instead, she had good dreams. She could not remember them, but she did remember that they were
good. She had dept late; sunlight striped the kitchen floor from the garden door. She scowled. Garden
door? Had she blundered around in the dark barring the front door and forgotten the kitchen door to the
garden? Surdly it had been shut dl aong.

She couldn't remember. This had happened before, her thinking she had shut something that was
open later, or opened something that was shut later. And it wasn't new; it had started even before Barto
left. She hated not remembering; it made her fedl foolish. She got up and looked for the toe-stubbing
object of the night before. That, at least, she would put out of the way, while she remembered it.

She couldn't find anything between the front door (till barred: she hadn't botched that) and the
bedroom door that could have given her toe that nasty clonk. The chairs were negtly pushed under the
kitchen table. Nothing. .. unless sheld lost her way entirely, in the dark, and had stubbed her toe on the
doorframeto her old bedroom. And if that had happened, surely her hands would have felt the wall.

She looked from the open kitchen door to the bedroom door, from window to window, back to the
chairs and the table. Nothing was out of place. In the bright morning sunlight, with the rich growing smells
of her garden coming in on the breeze, she could not believe that anything had been redly wrong inthe
night. She sniffed. No strange smélls, though the scent of cow was strong. When she opened the door to
thelane, she saw cowflops dotting the lane like stepping stones.

Shefetched the garden cart and the light shovel, and spent the morning picking up cow manure for the
compost trench. The cows were back in the meadow, grazing peacefully asif nothing had ever bothered
them. It was much easier to get the manure off the lanes than out of the grass, shetold hersdlf that if the
cowswould only come into town every night, she could manure every garden plot every season and
keep the waste recycler topped up. Of course, she didn't want to spend every day picking up manure;
shedidn't like the smell of it. When the trench wasfull, she put the rest of the manure into the waste
recycler, then showered to get the smell off. At the center, she noted in the log that the cows had come
into the streets at night. It probably meant nothing, but it was a change. When she checked the weather
display, she saw one of the big sea-storms—the first of the year—far out in the ocean. That was more
dangerous than any imagined aiens. Shejotted down alist of choresto finish before the storm could
arrive—if it did. Repairing shutters, doors, making sure nothing was loose to blow freein thewinds. She
might spend the storm in the center thistime, she thought. She could move amattressinto one of the
sewing rooms. The one from her old bedroom would do, and it was nearby.

It was dso too heavy to carry by herself, and the lane was damp, smudged with the remains of the
cowflops. Ofeliaglared at the stains. She was not about to drag her bed through cow manure and then
deep onit, even days later. And the garden cart still smelled of manure, too. In the waste recycler's
storerooms were larger, heavier carts once used for hauling; Ofdliafetched one of those. It wouldn't fit
through the front door. She dragged the mattress to the door, wrestled it onto the cart, and then pulled
the cart to the center. The centers door was wider; the cart just fit throughiit... but not through theinside
door to the sewing room. Ofeliadragged her mattress off the cart and left it where it was. She wastoo
tired now to drag it into the sewing room.

By the time she got the cart back to the waste recycler storage, it was twilight, and she felt grumpy
and ill-used. Stupid storm, stupid cows, stupid mattress, stupid cart. Stupidest of al, the people who built
doorwaystoo narrow for cartsto get through them. And stupid Ofélia, because she had not checked the
garden today, and the dimerods had probably cut through half the tomato plants.



Shewent outside in arush, and found no damage, but a crushed dimerod core between the tomatoes.
A fresh one, till glistening. She picked dl the ripe tomatoes she could find in the gathering darkness, and
took them insde. She was not going to think about that dimerod. Perhaps a cow had stepped on it.
Perhaps a sheep. Perhaps a murderous alien planning to cut off her head... but at the moment, shewas
not going to worry about it.

Shetook ashower, and the streaming water soothed her irritation aswell as her muscles. When she
came out, and toweled hersdlf dry, shefdt like putting on some of her beads. White ones, red ones,
brown ones. Then she remembered that she had not made dough that day; she would have to start
supper from scratch. She dipped ahandful of flour, afinger of shortening, adash of sdlt, alittle water.
Benesth her hands, the dough formed into a plump, firm ball, from which she pinched smdler lumps. She
reached out one hand to the stove and set the griddle to heat. Then sherolled thelittle lumpsinto flat
rounds with her second-best rolling pin (Rosara had taken the best rolling pin, and she il resented that,
though Rosara was probably still in cryo, on her way to someplace she wouldn't like—worse punishment
than Ofdliawould have given anyone.)

She crumbled sausage into a pan, chopped onion, and started them frying. She would not have pork
sausage much longer; she had findly eaten her way through nearly dl the pork in the freezers at the
center. Eventudly, she would have to butcher acow or sheep.

She should do that while she was till strong enough, shetold herself. She had told hersdlf that last
winter, too, and then she had gone on eating the frozen meat on the grounds that it might spoil and that
would be awaste. The truth was that she liked pork sausage. If only the pigs had not disappeared. .. the
colonigts had findly butchered the remainder when it became obvious that the pigs, unlike the sheep and
cattle, would not stay in the terraformed area near the settlement.

When the sausage and onion were haf done, Ofeliaflicked the rounds of dough onto the hot griddle,
and flipped them with atwig, then onto her plate. Another minute or two for sausage and onions; she
diced the fresh tomatoes as she let the meat Szzle, and added sprigs of mint and basil.

She had never grown tired of good food. Some old people did; she could remember them
complaining about the lack of flavor, or smply not eating, but she was luckier than that. A bite of warm
tomato, then of hot sausage and onion in flatbread, anip of mint... yes. And tomorrow, she would finish
planning for the storm, if it came. She would go back to her regular checks of the machines; it had been
severa days since she ingpected the pumps. She would make sure everything was ready for the storm.
Shewould even wrestle that be-damned mattress into the sewing room.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Contents - Prev / Next

| n the morning, the sea-storm had moved closer. The weather monitor projected itstrack; if it did not
swerve away, it would romp right over the settlement in four or five days. It wasn't asbig asthe storm
two years before, but it would grow until it reached shore. She walked out over her mattress. She could
drag it into the sewing room later; if she stopped to do that now, she might be distracted by her
beadwork.

Outside, the weather was clear and bright, with the spurious calm that Ofelia had learned preceded
the squalls. Shelooked at her list. The pumpsfirst, and then the other machines. She would take a pad
aong to note which buildings needed repair. Dayvine had overgrown the pumphouse door, its brilliant
red flowers and ddlicate seedpods draped elegantly from the roof acrossthe opening. Ofdiayanked it
loose, and pulled the door open with difficulty. Insde, the pumps throbbed, the same steady rhythm she



was used to. All the gauges were normal. She wondered how high the river would go intherains. If it
rose too high, she should shut off the pumps, but she could do that from the center if she had to.

The door jammed on the vines again when she tried to shut it. Grumbling, Ofdliasawed at the tough
vine stems and cleared them away from the door, then shoved the door shut and barred it. She hated to
cut dayvine; the flowers would wilt within afew minutes, even if she got them to water. Still, for the few
moments of beauty, she twined the severed ssems around her neck and arms. She would throw themin
the waste recycler when she reached it.

The cattle this morning were grazing steadily, asif anticipating the need to store up fud before the
storm. Ofdliaremembered how some had been lost to the last flood. Should shetry to drive them up into
town, even shelter them in one of the buildings? Would the doors and garden gates hold, evenif she
could get them into one of the few walled courtyards? No. She would stick to her list.

All the machineswerein working order, but she knew a number of light bulbs had burnt out. That
was aresource she could not replace once the stores were gone. Her attempts to get the fabricator to
make light bulbs—they were on its menu—had never worked, and she didn't understand the machine
well enough to know why not. Rather than replace bulbs now, she removed those that might be damaged
by the approaching storm. That left no outside lights on the center or waste recycler, but sherarely used

them anyway.

After aquick lunch, shetook her tools and began to repair shutters and doors that seemed likely to
break loose in ahigh wind, leaky roofs and sagging eaves. She found more than she had expected. She
tried to remember when she had last worked on them, fighting off the guilty feeling that she should have
checked every single house, door, and shutter every day. That would have been impossible, she knew.
She would have had no time to garden, sew, or anything else. Still, in the oppressive weather before a
magjor storm, her old voice harassed her, talking of duty and pointing out that she had not really needed to
make al those pretty necklaces.

Y es, she had needed that. She had needed it al her life, without knowing that was what she needed.
Thejoy of creation, of play, had been the empty place unfilled by family and socid duties. She would
have loved her children better, she thought now, if she had redlized how much she herself needed to play,
to follow her own childish desire to handle beautiful things and make more beauity.

In this argument, she passed the afternoon, mending a half-dozen |oose shutters and refitting the latch
to one door from which the catch had come loose. Not until that door did she stop to consider how
many of the things she'd fixed looked more damaged than worn. Thislatch, for instance. The colonists
had found the native trees to produce hard, tight, straight-grained wood. It held nails and screws both; it
required sharp tools for working. In forty years, most of the originad attachments had not |oosened. In her
own house, the hinges and latches till fit tightly. What usualy went wrong was a broken louver, where
something heavy hit it, or metd fatiguein thefittings themselves.

Here... here something had pried the latch loose. When shelooked, she could seethelittle gougesin
the hard wood, showing afresh surface next to the weathering of therest. A cold chill shook her body.
Shetried to talk hersdlf out of that panic. Some animal had done this. Some anima from the forest, one
of the clever climbers. She had seen how they could grasp and pull, how they poked into thingswith
long-nailed fingers. They had been dow to comeinto the village after the colonists I eft, but they had come
a last. That would explain dl thelittle oddities of the past few days.

If it were the creatures who had killed the other colonists, they would aready have killed her. So they
were not here, and the treeclimbers were. She had not seen them because they were shy. They were not
s0 shy intheforest, but that was their natural place. Of course they would be shy here, and they would
have better hearing than she did, and maybe better eyesight. They could easily keep out of her way.

Shetightened the screwsthat held the latch, and checked thefit. It caught snugly. Then she made



hersdf go into the house. Empty, as she'd expected. The scuffed dust on the floor fit with her idea of
forest animals; it could even have been scuffed the last time she came through. She went out, latched and
barred the door, and told herself she would not give in to the temptation to come back later that evening
and seeif it had been disturbed. Time enough tomorrow, when she would have to mend the shutters at
the next house. One dat had broken away completely; she could see that alimb of afruit tree touched it
even with nowind.

Why did she even bother to maintain the other buildings, she wondered as she went back to the
center. Shedidn't need them dl; she had long since outworn the haf-guilty pleasure of degping in other
peopl€'s houses, using other peopl€'s bathrooms. She used four or five houses regularly, depending on
the wesether, but the others were just something elseto look after. It wasthe old guilt, which inssted that
she be responsiblefor everything, that things must be conserved in case of later need.

She would not waste the next day or so fixing houses she didn't care about. She would make sure of
her own and the few others that were especially cool in muggy weether, exceptiondly snug intherare
cold spells, or handy for ashower if she had been working nearby. Shewould let the rest go.

Panic gripped her for asecond. If shelet the wind and rain begin to erode the buildings, she might end
up old and feeble, helpless and exposed in the storm herself.

If shefel off aroof or ladder whiletrying to keep everything in repair, she could end up in pain,
helpless, and exposed while the buildings stayed hedlthy. The new voice—it still seemed new after these
years—which had urged her to wear what felt good on her body now urged her to conserve her strength
and hedlth with the same care shelavished on buildings. They existed for her. She owed them nothing
except what made them serve her better.

She fdt uncomfortable with thisargument. If she extended it to living things, shedid not likeit a all.
But tools and buildings? A little breeze tickled the backs of her legs; when she looked up, the cloud
wispswarned of the storm coming. The breeze did not die, but continued a steady push. Sheimagined
hersdlf on aroof tomorrow, or even aladder... no. Shewould let it go. Her own roof, a dawn. The
center's roof, perhaps.

In the morning, despite athick mugginess, adow unrefreshing movement of air proved the gorm's
location off to the southeast. Ofeia placed aladder carefully and climbed up to check her own roof. The
fabricator had produced rooftiles of some composite materid, lighter than clay tiles but tough and
long-lasting. The colonists had re-roofed only five years before they left, as much from prudence as need.
As Ofelia expected, the rooftiles were sound, uncracked. A few had |oosened; these she beat down into
place with new spikes.

From her roof it was easy to see across the sheep meadow to the brush and forest beyond. The
sheep were down at the far end, near the shuttle field, adirty grayish mass. She could not see most of the
meadow near theriver; it was hidden by other buildings. But she could see part of the shuttle field, now
mostly overgrown with terraforming grasses.

She climbed down, dragged the ladder to the center, and climbed up again. The center'sroof was
more complex, since it covered alarger building and had been designed to gather rainwater aswell. In
the early days, the colonists had not known how easy it would be to purify theriver water, and they had
depended on rainwater stored in cisterns.

Ofeliahated climbing around on the center roof. Parts were steeper; the valeys where angles came
together were dippery and difficult. The roof had not leaked in the other sea-storm; she could probably
let it go thistime. A stubborn sense of duty took her up to the first ridgeline. It felt harder than the last
time she'd climbed up. She got aknee across the ridgeline and sank down to rest. Her heart thudded; her
breath came short; she could not see as well as she wanted.

When she looked back across the roof of her house to the sheep meadow, she saw movement in the



brush. She sat motionless; she could not have moved if someone had prodded her. Out of the brush
came atrio of reddish animals smdler than the sheep. Tails high, they ran across the grass, disappesaring
behind her house,

Climbers. Her breath came back with arush as she recognized them. Forest climbers, as sheld
thought. One appeared on the roof of her house, long arms busy... wasit prying up her roof tiles? A long
dender paw to its mouth—it was eating something that nested there. Swesat broke out, relief. The
climbers had never been amenace. She had nothing to worry about unlessthey pried rooftiles off, and
even that was not a serious threst.

She waved her own arms, and the climber froze, tail stiffly raised. "Shoo!" she yelled. The climber
jerked asif shot, then scampered over the roof and disappeared. Moments later, al three appeared
again, racing across the grass to the brush. She caught little glimpses of red bodies moving between the
scrub, then they were gone.

There was something to be said for climbing on roofs after dl. She fdt lighthearted, childish again, and
had to remind hersdf firmly that she could not caper here. She looked around, and saw nothing else
interesting. The center'srooftilesdl fit snugly; none were cracked. The only red danger would bea
stoppage in the cistern overflow outlets. Sowly, carefully, she climbed back down the roof, and the
ladder. She could check the cistern overflows from the ground.

The weather monitor displayed the ssorm'strack and projected course. The first squalls should hit the
next day, and the main storm on the day following. Ofdiadragged her mattressthe rest of the way into
the sewing room, and put it under one of the tables. Shefelt restless; she could not settle to her
beadwork or any other activity. She had gathered in the food—she would make alast couple of rounds
through the gardens until the storm closed in, since the vegetables would continue to ripen. But
otherwise—she watched the cap of clouds crossthe sky, agresat arc that hour by hour closed over her
world like alid, first white and then darker and darker gray.

Thefirst squalswere actudly ardief. Ofdiawasin the center; she stood by the door to the lane and
watched thewind drive the rain before it. She wished the center had a second floor, a place from which
she could see farther, perhaps even to the forest. She wondered if the big trees bent and swayed like the
gmall onesin thevillage. She wondered how the forest climbers survived such storms... did they stay in
the trees, which must be swaying back and forth, or did they huddle on the ground?

All day the squds continued, the breaks between them shorter and the wind never completely still.
Ofelialaid out the project she intended to work on, and between squalls went back to her own house for
things she had forgotten: seeds she had collected, ends of yarn from old projects, her favorite yarn
needle, her best thimble.

She was going to make another of the network garments. .. this one more festive than the last. She
put on the firdt, to remind herself where she wanted to make changes. She wanted something that made
her fed like the sorms. something that evoked wind and rain and lightning and thunder.

Beating the scraps of meta into bell-shapes had taken longest. She could have had the fabricator
mold bdll-shapes, but then she could not have listened to them, choosing the shape that fit the sound she
wanted. Far back in her memory lay afield-trip to acostume museum; the guide—docent, her mind said,
casting up the old word aong with the memory of sound—had shaken the costumes madefor carniva
wear, and she had thought then how like rain some of them sounded. Now she had smdll thin cylindersto
crimp onto fringe.... it tinkled coolly Y es. Bigger, rounder shapes of copper gave amellower sound,
water trickling into deep water.

Theweather monitor begped its main slorm warning while shewas il playing with the sounds, ill
making tinkling fringe and tonkling strings to hang from her shoulders. She went in and turned off the
warning sgnd. The ssorm would strike full force the next morning. She should deep while she could.



It was surprisingly hard to deep. Although she'd napped in severd houses, she had not spent the night
inany but her own after the first few months alone. She had become used to the bigger bed, the wider
mattress. The center had its own set of night noises, and outside the squalls rolled over, boisterous and
loud. Shefindly dept in spite of hersdlf, and woke late to asteady sustained roar. It was still dark
outside; she checked the weather monitor and found that the storm had accelerated dightly, coming
onshore severd hours before the prediction.

Dawn came dowly under that blanket of cloud and flying water. Ofeiawasn't redly hungry for
breakfast; she went back to her project, trying not to hear the noise outside. But the wind's noise rose
and rose; even the center shivered from timeto timein the gusts. Was her house dl right? It wastempting
to open the door and look, but she knew better. She quit working with the metal dangles—she couldn't
hear their various tones—and went back to painting and stringing beads.

Her ears ached dightly as the pressure dropped and dropped. Shefdlt tired, and finaly lay down
again in midmorning. Silence woke her. She went to open the door. There it was again—the eerie center
of the storm, with bright sunlight shining from adeep blue sky. Later in the day than last time; it was
afternoon. Ofeliawalked over to her house. Windblown rain had pried itsway around the front door
sedls, leaving awet patch on her floor, but she found no other damage.

She went back outside. It was as beautiful asthe other times sheld seenit. To the east, sunlight turned
the entire cloudface to a snow-and-silver-and-azure scul pture, as decorative as a pile of meringue. Ofdia
splashed dong the lane, keeping a cautious eye on that eastern rampart. This storm had seemed dightly
stronger than the other. That should mean she had alittle more time to roam, but she intended to be
safely under cover again beforeit hit.

Down the lane to the right, she saw a pile of debris, atangle of mud-gray and brown, streaks of
bleached white. What had that blown from? She picked her way to it, enjoying the squish of mud
between her toes.

Eyes stared back at her, great golden brown eyes whose pupils widened enormoudy. The pile stirred;
anoiselikethe cooing of an entireflock of pigeons came from it. Ofdia stared; she could hardly bregthe.
That sodden mass of—of what she could not say—it had eyes—it was big—it—

From adistance, arhythmic drumming that could only beintentiona. The pile produced awesker
drumming of its own. Communication. Ofeliaknew what this had to be. The diens, the mongters, who
had killed all those people. They had found her at last; only the storm had saved her, and only if it killed
them. Thisone, at least, she could outrun back to the center. She hoped. Maybe the storm would kill
them dl. Sheturned. At the far end of the lane shapes moved. Upright, taller than she was, they danced
nearer, high-stepping as the cows through sha low water. They fit no pattern she had seen, or imagined.
They were earth-colored, Streaked in beiges, browns, pae and shifting grays. Ofdiacould not tell if that
was skin, or short fur. Their faces—if those were faces—stuck out like birds faces, but they had no
feathers, and no wings. Like her, they had lower and upper limbsin pairs, but—Dbut it waswrong. Ofdia
backed againgt the wall. She could not outrun these. Elemental fear dragged at her bowels; her mouth
tasted foul suddenly and her vison blurred.

Whatever they were, they looked at her, directly at her, inthe way of people, not animals. Big eyes,
fringed with giff lashes. Three of them stopped to stare at her; four others moved to the fallen one and,
with much noisy birdlike chatter, helped it up. It seemed wegk; it leaned on them. It had what might be
fingers, she saw now, though they made a very odd looking hand.

She glanced back at the ones staring at her. They looked nothing like the forest creatures she had
seen. Taller, leggier, long toes tipped with hard blue-black nails. On their bodies, beaded straps held
sacks and gourds in the arrangement Ofelia associated with pictures of soldiers. A short fringed leather
skirt hung about what must be their hips. But aside from long sheathed knives, they carried nothing she

recognized as weapons.



She shifted her weight; one of those watching her uttered araucous noise that caught the attention of
therest. All of them stared at her; she felt she might melt in theregard of al those eyes.

Thelight failed suddenly, asthe approaching cloud wall cut off the sunlight. Ofdiaglanced upward. It
was close—she should get back to the center now. The creatures aso looked up at the rumble of
thunder. She took a step sideways. Instantly their heads snapped back to stare at her, and severa of
them made that raucous noise. She wondered if they understood about the storm, that it was coming
back, that it would hit with full forcewhen it did. If only she could get into cover, and leave them outside,
the sorm might ill blow them dl away.

The injured one coughed, a sound so close to human that Ofelia had to look. Its supporters patted its
back, for al the world like humans. It hawked and spat, a gritty spittle. Ofelia glanced sdeways. She had
barely timeto get to the center, if she went now—but only afew meters away was the door to one of the
other houses. If she could makeit that far... she took another cautious step. Again the quick response,
but the creatures did not move. It was asif they merely commented to themselves on what she did.

Emboldened, she took another step, and another. Thunder grumbled louder; one of the things
drummed again. Two more drummed, and then the entire group. Their pupils contracted when they
drummed. Ofeliamoved crabwise, watching them; they seemed to ignore her now. A fine mist of
windshredded rain cooled her skin—the storm would be on them in afew seconds. She was at the
door—she struggled to lift the bar, to open it, to drag the bar with her inside. Shetook alast look at the
little group in the lane. They were all looking at the sky, asif worried. Stupids. They would be blown
down the lane to crash into something if they stood there.

Killers. Aliens. Troublemakers. She hadn't wanted them, any more than she'd wanted the other
colony. But shewould fed guilty if they died because she barred them out—and if they survived, they
would be angry.

"Hey!" All the headsturned her way. "It's coming back.” She knew they wouldn't understand her
words, anymore than she would have understood their noises. She pointed at the sky. "Whoooo. Bang."
She made awhirling motion with her arm. The creatures|ooked at each other and back to her. "Come
on," she said. She swept her arm inside. The two supporting the injured one moved toward her; others
made throaty sounds. "Hurry," she said, asthe light darkened, as she heard the howl of wind on the other
end of thevillage.

In arush, they dashed to the house. She had just time to duck out of the way as they came through
the door, al eght of them, the injured one limping. Wind and rain roared down the Street outsde; the
door toreitself out of her hands and banged wildly. Wet wind swirled insde. Ofelia grabbed the door
again and pushed; she felt warmth beside her as a creature joined her. And when the door findly shut the
storm outside, another of them picked up the bar and set it across the brackets.

Then she was aone with them in the dimness, in the loud fury of the storm outside. Ofdiareached for
the light switch, and touched strangenessingtead; the surface felt dightly warm, and brigtly, like the stlem
of atomato plant. Beside her the creature grunted and caught her hand in hard-nailed fingers. Ofelia
yanked back; she felt her skin stretch but the thing did not let go. Panic would not help. She reached
carefully around with her other hand, and found the switch. In that sudden light, she saw dl their eyes
change, the wide pupils narrowing sharply. The one who held her moved its face closer to hers, then
released her hand. Ofeliashook it, and looked; the grip had reddened, but not broken, her skin.

She could smdll them, in here. It was the smell she had noticed before, the one she had lacked aname
for. Up close, in the bright indoor light, they looked larger and more dangerous. Their narrowed eyes and
beaky faces|ooked ill-tempered; their long limbs with the hard-nailed digits suggested both speed and
crudty.

She needed to use the toilet. She was not going to disgrace hersalf here, in front of them. Shetook a



step toward the middle of the room, and the one who had grabbed her hand before now grabbed her
shoulder. Again asoft grunt.

"Let go," Ofdiasaid, without heat. "I'm just going to the other room." A deeper grunt from one of the
others, one wearing astring of some bright blue stones, and the one holding her shoulder et go. Slowly,
trying to look harmless, Ofeliamade her way around them—they did not move aside—to the bathroom
door. She could hide in there, she thought suddenly, until after the orm. And if thishouse had a
bathroom window, she could even escape.

The bathroom door had only the simplest latch, and it opened inward. The storm battered the shutters
of the window; it shook initsframe. Ofelia sat down on thetoilet, her brief cam over. If the creatures
wanted in here, they could get in easily enough, and it would be hours before she could get out the
window. If she could; it was ahigh window, and she didn't relish the thought of clambering up on the
toilet to get out of it.

When she was through, she sat on the toilet lid until she heard something bumping at the door. Fear
cramped her again. But better to go out than to have them drag her out; it had dways been so with
Humberto. She opened the door. One of the creatures stood there with its head cocked. Could it want
thetoilet? Of course not—they could not know what it was.

Ofeliaopened thelid... but what if it thought that was drinking water? Perhaps it would not hurt them,
perhapsit would kill them. She would try to make it clear there was another source.

She edged past the creature and went to the kitchen end of the main room. She turned on the water in
the sink. All their heads came up; she felt pinned in place by the intensity of their gaze. The one who had
been peering into the bathroom now came to her side. She demondtrated: the twist of the controlsto turn
the water on and off.

The creature reached out to the controls; its hard nails dipped on the metal control. Ofelia put her
hand out to help, and the creature dapped her aside, hard enough to sting, but not a damaging blow.
Ofeliaglared, but years of marriage to Humberto suggested that the best thing to do was stand there
looking subdued. Anger throbbed in her. She had not wanted to be in this Situation again, where
someone could bat her aside.

The creature continued to struggle with the control; one of the others made a sound, just loud enough
to hear over the storm. The one struggling stopped, shook itsalf, and fished a short length of what looked
like suede from one of its pouches. Wrapping that about the control to give itsaf purchasg, it turned the
control easily. Water spurted out; water ceased. Raucous sound now, from severd of the things. Thefirst
onefumbled at astrap, unfastening agourd, then held it under the stream of water. When the gourd
overflowed, it handed it to one of the others, who sniffed and tasted cautioudly.

All thistimeit left the water running. Ofdliarisked another dap to reach out and turn the water off.
Againthey al looked at her. Then one of them looked at the light bulb overhead and jerked its snout at
it—an unmistakable gesture. Ofdiawalked to the light switch, and demonstrated that. More loud
noises... discussion, shewas sure. Another, not the one at the snk, came to test the switch for itsalf. This
was easer for ahard fingernail to work. Lights on lights off lightson. More noise.

Suddenly something hit the house from outside, a blow that shook the walls and shattered the shutters
in one of the bedrooms. Wind howled through, wet wind that smacked her face like adamp towd. The
creatures scattered to the main room's corners, out of the direct blast of the wind. Ofdlia huddled near
the front door and wondered what had hit them. When she ventured to peek into the bedroom, she saw
the floor aready dick with water, and the window full of tree branches.

It would only get worse. Ofelia could see abedstead, a soggy mattress, a crib. She splashed across
the floor, worked her way to the outsde wall. Water streamed off the tree limbs and down the wall, but
thewadll itsdlf held. Lightning flashed outside; she heard astartled yelp from the doorway. When she



looked over, two of the creatures were watching her. One of them lifted itsfoot from the puddle near the
door with an expression she was sure meant didike of wet feet.

Typica. They would let her do the work. She didn't want to. She made her way back acrossthe
floor, pulled the bedroom door shut, and latched it. With the wind behind it blowing it shut, the weak
indoor latch should be enough. A wicked draft came under the door; it would blow water under it soon.
Shelooked around for something to stop the draft. The creatureswatched her ill. Shefinaly found
some dish towelsin adrawer, and rolled them up to stuff under the door.

It was getting dark now. She wastired and hungry. If she had been in the center, she would have had
plenty of food. It wastheir fault, shetold hersdlf. If not for the stupid creature that got itsalf blown around
inthe storm,” she might have been safein the center, and they might al have been sscorm-blown... or a
least shdltering somewhere dse.

She could have had alast day or night of peace—as much peace as the storm alowed—Dbefore her
death. She could at least have had food and afamiliar bed, and something pleasant to do. Instead, she
was stuck here with—she counted—eight diens, murderers, and no food, and no comfortable bed.
There was the other bedroom, but... it occurred to her then to look for the damaged one, the one whose
plight had gotten her into thismess.

She could not be surewhich it was. Three of them lounged together on the worn bench, but none
looked as bedraggled as the sodden hesp sheld seen in the street. When had they found the towel s that
now lay in dirty piles on the floor? She wastoo tired to think how long it had been, or exactly what they
had done. Even as panic told her that they would kill her in her deep, that she must not deep, exhaustion
dragged her down. Either she would die, or she wouldn't, and either way she would deep.

CHAPTER EIGHT
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Ofdiawokein apanic, sure she was suffocating. It was dark, too warm, too damp, and something
stirred against her in the darkness. She gasped, found she could breathe, and even as that panic eased
remembered that she had fallen adeegp in ahoussful of diens. Inthelight. Sheforced hersdlf tolie dill.
She could fed something dong her back, something warmer than the air, something thet fdlt... aive. She
blinked, but saw only the wandering bright spots that haunted her eyes at night anyway. What had
happened to the lights?

Thunder muttered in the distance, but the storm's roar had died; she could hear the steady drip of rain
off the roof. The main ssorm must be past. But where was she, and when? Her back and shoulder hurt;
her bad hip stabbed her when she tried to move, and she bit back a gasp.

The creature beside her stirred; she was aware of its sudden aertness. It made a sound like water
coming to aboail in akettle, and shefdt it move closer, Shetensed... some part of it touched her lightly,
felt along her body and paused on her chest where her racing heart fet asif it would burst free. Then the
touch vanished. Ofdiablinked, surprised. What had it been fedling for?

As shelay there, she began to pick out vague shapesin the darkness. Light seeped through the
shutters; it must be past dawn. Her ssomach growled; she needed to use the toilet again. She would need
the lights, or she'd step on some of the crestures, and she didn't want to do that. Shetried to stretch, and
her hip stabbed her again. Stupid hip. She would need it to run with, if she got the chance. Sowly, she
moved her leg back and forth until the pain eased.

When she turned on her side to push hersdlf up, the creature beside her roused again. She could see
the dim shape looming, taller even sitting than she was. But it didn't touch her. Sowly, because that was



what she could do in the morning after deeping on the floor, she clambered to her feet. Now she could
see the other shapes dumped in corners, huddled together. .. and she could walk between them.

The one who had been a her sde watched her, the great eyes gleaming in the dim light. She walked
across to the bathroom, shut the door behind her, and used thetoilet. The flush wasloud, in the quiet
aftermath of the storm. She heard startled noises from the other room; when she went back out, they
wered| awake, dl looking at her.

She could not be as afraid now; her body was more interested in food. Her ssomach growled; one of
the creatures made asimilar sound. Wasit hungry? Or was it mocking her? She made her way acrossthe
room to the door, wondering if they would let her walk out, and she would go back to the center and bar
them out of it. Then she could et breskfagt, and. ..

Of course they would follow. Sheturned on the lights; asthey dl blinked, their pupils contracting, she
unbarred the door and opened it. Soft warm rain fell steadily from high clouds. She could smdll rotting
vegetation, cow manure, even wet wool. She took astep outside. The rain was sowarm it felt more like
a second coating of swest than a cleansing bath. Ofelialooked back. Two of the creatures stood in the
doorway, watching her.

"I'm going back," she said. And walked away.

That raucous sound, from more than one of them. Ofdialooked over her shoulder. One of them
moved out into the rain, shook itsdlf, and kept walking after her. Not running, just walking, stepping high
through the puddies. Ofeliawaked on, ignoring it. She was hungry, she wastired, her hip ached, and she
wanted to be back in her own space. Even if they were going to kill her.

At the center, she found water draining out the front door. Had she forgotten to close it when she
came out to walk around? Or had the creatures found it and opened it? She waked into amess. Wind
had driven therain dl the way back down the central hallway; water had run into adjacent rooms and
soaked the mattress sheld left on the floor in the sewing room. Apparently the interior doors had blown
shut, though, and prevented worse damage.

She would have to sweep out the worst of the water before she could cook in the center. Perhaps her
house was dryer. She went back out the door, nearly colliding with the creature who had followed her,
and acrossthe lane. Insde her houseit wasdry... until she and the wet cresture following her camein
and dripped on the floor. Ofdiatoweled hersdlf off and handed dry towelsto the creature. It took the
towel and held it aside, looking at her with those greet eyes.

Muittering, Ofdiatook the towe back. Worse than achild. Surely it knew it was wet; surdly it had
seen her dry hersdlf off. She reached out very dowly and ran the towel aong one of its upper limbs. It
shivered, but did not move. Shetried to hand the towel back, but it didn't takeit. And it was still dripping
on her floor. Stupid creature. How had they been smart enough to kill the other colonists? She touched
its other upper limb with the towel, and when it didn't resist dried itsfront and back, and finaly itslegs.
Then she wrapped the damp towel around its feet, sopping up the puddle it had made.

It grunted. What did that mean? It twitched itslower limbs and grunted again. Ofeliaglared at it. Was
it too stupid, or too lazy, to get its own feet out of the towel ?"Takeit off,"” she said. It grunted again, and
jerkedits... she had to think of it asaleg. "Stupid baby," Ofelia said, and bent down to take the towel
away. "Stupid, lazy, inconsiderate..." Luckily it could not understand her speech. She was out of the
habit of holding her tongue.

At least it was drier, and not dripping on her floor. She moved to the kitchen, turned on her stove,
and pulled out her canisters. She needed bread, and meat, and vegetables. She would make flatbread
first. She had ahandful of flour when something hard touched her shoulder; she jumped, spilling theflour.

"ldiot!" she sad. Thething grunted; it let go. "I'm cooking,” she said, asif it could undergtand. "I'm
hungry, and I'm cooking," She got another handful of flour, the shortening, the sdt, the water, and mixed



them. The dough in her handsfelt comforting, afamiliar presence she understood better than most.
Knead, knead, flatten, knead, kneed, flatten. Pinch off bits, flatten them, roll them, lay them on the
griddle. Already her mouth watered; the smell of the dough alone had done that. The creature, when she
looked around, had retreated to the front door, its eyes fixed on the hot griddle where the flatbread
steamed. Afraid of fire, wasit? That might be useful, but not until she'd eaten. She opened the cooler
door and took out achunk of sausage. The firg flatbread was done; sherolled it around nothing but her
hunger, and ateit so hot it burned her tongue. On the second, she remembered to spread some jam she
had made that spring. Better. The sausage sizzled now; she diced potatoesto fry initsfat. She looked for
the creature, and found it in the middle of the room, staring with apparent fascination at the cooler door.
She opened it again, watching the creature; its eyes met hersand it grunted.

"You cant leave it open too long," she said, and shut the door. She wondered if it was hungry too,
and thought of offering it food, but when she turned around again, it had disappeared. Only the damp
towel on thefloor proved it had been there.

She had finished ameal, and gone back acrossto the center to sweep out the water when they came
back. Therain waslighter, though still steady; she swept the water out into alane streaming with it, the
sde ditches brimming. She didn't see them until they stood in the doorway as she swept toward it, three
or four of them at once. They didn't move. Ofdlia pushed the broom toward them.

"Get back."

They ill did not move. Rude. She pushed the broom hard, and a cascade of dirty water rolled over
their feet. One squawked, and backed away; the other two didn't.

"I'll doit again,” Ofeliasaid. When they stood there, stupid as cows, she thought, she pushed another
dosh of water over their feet. Two more squawks, and they al backed up, glancing at each other. She
went back down the hall. When she came to the door again, they were back, but thistime they moved
aside before she pushed the water out.

And thistime they followed her inade. Sheignored the wet smack of their feet on thefloor; it didn't
matter, this floor was dirty and wet aready. She wished they would dry themselves, rather than stand
around in her way dripping, but she wasn't about to stop and find towels for them. They moved out of
her way as she came past with the broom, but otherwise smply stood watching her work.

Lazy and spoiled, she decided. Rude, lazy, and spoiled. If they had mothers, their mothers had never
taught them to help out around the house. If they had houses. She paused at that thought and looked at
them. Surdly they had houses. Intelligent animals built dwellings, it was one of the waysyou knew if they
were intelligent. Who wanted to be out in storms and blown about and rained on? Not these things; she
had seen one injured by the storm. So they had to have houses, and if they had houses someone had to
clean them. And they should know how.

On that, she went to the storage closet and pulled out amop and abroom. If they were going to kill
her, they might aswell earn the privilege. She dragged the mop and brooms back up the hdl; the
creatures stood there, passive.

"Here," she said, holding out the broom. One of them reached out and took it. She held out the mop
to another, and it dso took it, in the way of achild who is not surewhat its for. She could teach them.
She had taught her own children. And she was not about to become the unpaid housekeeper for aband
of diens.

"Likethis" she said, demonstrating the push of the broom. The one holding the broom looked and
looked, with those wide eyes, and then looked at its companions and grunted, a series of little grunts
ending in ahigh squawk. They squawked back. Ofdlia made assumptions. "Yes, | do expect you to use
it," she said severdly. "Thefloor iswet. Y ou are bigger than | am, and stronger. Push the broom.”

The creature holding the broom made a tentative pass at the floor, waggling the broom exactly likea



child. "Harder," said Ofdia. "Push it harder on thefloor." She demonstrated again. The creature pushed a
little harder, not hard enough but a start. "Go ahead,” Ofdiasaid, waving her arm at a puddie where the
floor was uneven. It glanced at her, at its companions, and pushed the broom through the puddle, not
very effectively.

"And you," Ofeliasaid to the mop holder. "Likethis." Since she had no mop, she put her hands over
itsgrip on the mop and forcibly moved it into the right position. "The mop sops up the water," she said.
Even if it couldn't understand, she felt better explaining aoud. When there were people there, you talked
to them. Under her hands, its hands felt big and bony, harder than human hands and oddly constructed.
"When itsfull of water, youwring it out," she said. It stiffened when shetried to raise the mop to wringing
height, resisting her direction. It churred, and the other two grunted in reply.

Ofelialooked at itsface, and saw that its eydids were dmost closed. Something waswrong. She let
go of its hands on the mop handle, and itslids raised. It grunted. Well. Perhaps she could find another
broom. She handed her broom to the third creature and pointed to the puddle its companion was more
stirring than sweeping. Then she went back to the closet for another broom.

With gestures and nudges, she had them pushing water more or lesstoward the door, while she
hersalf mopped. She didn't like mopping, but she dso didn't like wet floors. Outside, the post-storm rain
continued steedily.

Shewas hungry again when the rest of the creatures showed up, and noisily interfered with what "her”
creatures were doing. That waswhat it seemed like, anyway. The newcomers grunted, squawked, and
gabbled; the ones holding the brooms dropped them. They al stared at her, and again shefdt the
pressure of dl their attention. She did not likeit. She wished they would al kill her, or go away, anything
but bother her by looking at her like that.

The floor was merely damp now; she didn't redlly need the help. "Go on," she said, sweeping at them
with her arm. "Let me aone, then." Instead of that, the newcomers came dl the way in and dripped; new
puddles formed under them. "Idiots!" Ofeliasaid. "Babies!" She picked up the mop again and pushed it
at their feet. Behind her, the ones who had been sweeping gabbled at the newcomers, who gabbled
back. The newcomers stood their ground; she had to flop the mophead againgt their long dark toes with
the thick black nails, and push past them to wring it out into the lane. They made no moveto help her, or
to get out of her way.

Just like them. They would. The complete meaning of that pronoun—the source of her
experience—she did not bother to consider When she had mopped the new puddles, she wrung out the
mop alast time and propped it by the door. They were discussing something—paossibly how shewould
tagte, she thought—and ignoring her. She was till hungry. Down the centra hdl, past the rooms for
machines, was the center kitchen and its pantries. She gave them alast disgusted ook and walked away.
Behind her, she heard startled noises, and the click of toenails on the hard floor. It took her a moment to
think why she hadn't noticed it before—it had been too noisy during the storm, and she'd been talking to
them here. The center pantries held staples: flour, sugar, sdt, dried yeast, baking powder and baking
soda, dried beans and peas, and freezerslessfull than they had been of meats and other perishables.
Ofdiahad turned on the kitchen lights when she camein; now sheturned on lightsin the lefthand pantry.
She was too hungry to wait for dried beansto cook. She looked in the freezer. Every household had
contributed some finished dishes, for emergencies. casseroles and stews and soups. She had egten little
of that in these years, because she liked her own cooking. Now she took out a packet Ariane had
contributed; it had her name and family name on it, and the contents: lamb stew. Ofelia put the packet in
the kitchen's qui ck-thaw machine, and rummaged for asaucepan to cook it in. By the time she found the
pan, the packet was soft. She opened it and put the lumpy cold contents into the sauicepan.

As she heated the stew, the creatures cameinto the kitchen. They were like children, prying into
everything. They tried the water controls of the sinks—so they had remembered what she taught them in



the house. They opened cabinets, picked up and put down everything they could move, and even turned
on thelight in the other pantry. One of them cameto her side, and very dowly touched her hand on the
dtirring spoon. It grunted softly.

Aslong asthey weren't actudly killing her, she might aswell be palite. "I'm cooking stew," she said.
"That'sa gpoon, thisisapot, thisisastove." As she spoke, she pointed. Did they understand pointing?
The creature dipped its head low over the pan, then jerked back as the stew bubbled. "Hot," Ofdiasaid,
asshewould haveto atoddler. "Be careful, its hot.”

A crash behind her made her jump, and she whirled around. One of the creatures had tried to take
plates out of acabinet, and had dropped severd. Now it stood siffly, arms away from its Sides, while
two others advanced on it dowly. Ofdiagiggled before she could stop herself. It was so much likea
child who'd had an accident, being scolded by siblings. She didn't really mind about those plates; they
were dull beige with abrown stripe, a preprogrammed design in the fabricator, and she had never liked
them.

Sheturned back to the stew, which was hot enough now, and turned the stove down. Shewould
need abowl. If she remembered right, the small bowls were at this end of the china cabinets. She opened
one, and found serving bowls; in the next were the small bowls. The creatures watched as she took out a
bowl, and then a spoon from the drawer underneath. She poured her sew—Ariane's stew,
actualy—into the bowl.

Shetagted it. Ariane was agood cook, but she had been more conservative with this dish, meant for
the community as awhole, than at home. Ofeliawould have added more marjoram and more pepper.
Stll, it was good enough, and she was hungry. She looked at the creatures, who were now exploring
again, dl ignoring her except for the nearest, and decided to eat where she was, standing up. She finished
that bow! of stew, and then another, and put the remainder into the cooler, in the cooking pot she'd used.
Then she started for the sink with her dirty bowl and spoon.

They till hadn't cleaned up the broken bits of plate. Ofelialooked at them, and sighed. One of them
looked back, and churred. "Its your mess," Ofdiasaid, without much hope that this would make any
difference. It grunted. "Not my mess," Ofdiawent on. She didn't want to stoop down and pick up those
pieces, shewas aready tired and sore. She walked on past and turned on the water in the sink. One of
the creatures came close and peered at her while she washed the bowl. Didn't they wash their dishes? Or
didn't they have dishes? Ofelia put the bowl upside down to drain. When she turned around, one of them
was trying to pick up the pieces of plate in one hand, and hold them in the other.

Perhapsthey didn't have trash collectors. Ofelia opened the cabinet under the sink, and got out the
trash collector. Shetook it over to the creature and mimed putting the broken piecesin. It stared a her a
moment, then dropped them in. Ofeiasmiled, and it stepped back, its pupils dilating. Wasit scared?
Ofelialooked away, and found the others watching. Wasit embarrassed? She couldn't tell. And she
wanted to go home and take a nap, before she tackled the rest of the cleaning. Although shereally should
get that soggy mattress up off the floor. Her joints ached at the thought of heaving it up.

She gtarted back down the passage, and heard behind her the clicking of many toenalls. Drat. She
couldn't leave them here donein the center. What if they got into the control rooms and started pushing
buttons? What if they broke the machines she depended on? She turned around, and there they were,
close behind her, bright-eyed and bouncy.

Go away, she wanted to say. Go away and let me deep and maybe later | can think how to ded with
you. Go away and leave everything asit is, don't touch anything... It wouldn't work. It didn't work with
toddlers, who never cared how deepy you were, or how much you needed to get done, or how
dangerous the machine was they were determined to explore. These creatures were not toddlersto
themsalves, but they were as dangerous, even if they didn't mean to kill her.



Shewould have to stay awake. She wondered if she could make locks for the doors she didn't want
them to open. Their hands were not as dexterous as hers; they had fumbled at first with the water faucets.
She suspected that they would interfere if they saw her blocking their way. Even as she thought that, one
of them opened the door to the control room and squawked loudly.

No. Ofdiapushed past them, using her elbows even as they squawked and grunted. Then she faced
them, arms spread. "Get out of here," shesaid. "No." It waslike talking to anew puppy, or someone
elsg's baby: they were staring past her at the colored lights, the gauges, the monitor screensflickering with
status reports. They grunted at each other and pushed forward.

"NO!" Ofelia stamped her foot; they stopped asif sheld hit them with something heavy and stared a
her.

"Thisisnot for you/ shesaid. "Youll bresk it. Youll ruinit."
Theonein front gave along rolling churr and waved its forelimb &t the room.

Ofelia shook her head. "No. Not. For. Y ou. Dangerous.” She wondered how to mime danger to
them. Did they know about eectricity?"Zzzzt!" she said, pretending to touch something and then jerking
back, shaking her hand.

"Zzzzt..." It wasthefirg sound of hersany of them had copied. What did zzzzt mean in their
language? More importantly, would it stop them from poking around in here and destroying things? Ofelia
tried to remember childhood lessonsin eectricity. Lightning was dso eectricity; they had to know about
lightning. Could she get that across?

The oneinfront dowly extended itslong dark nailstoward one of the control boards. "Zzzzt..." it
uttered, more softly than Ofeliahad, and yanked itslimb back asif stung. Ofdianodded; at least they
had that right.

"Y es—zzzzt. Hurtsyou. Big ouch." Shefdt slly, taking to them asif they were babies just reaching
for trouble, but it had worked.

The creature extended itslimb to her, not quite touching. It tilted its head to one Side, presenting her
with more of one eye than the other. "Zzzzt..." it uttered again, and then touched her very gently on the
chest.

Ofeliafrowned. It meant something, she was sure of it. It wanted to say something to her... but she
could not think what that meant. She rehearsed it in her head. She had tried to convey that thethingsin
here could hurt if you touched them—and the creature had copied her actions, which might mean it
understood, although she had known plenty of children who couldn't learn from a pretense like that, who
had to be hurt themselves before they understood theat fire would burn. Then it had uttered the sound,
while dmost touching her, and then had touched her.

Wasit saying that she might hurt it, the same way as the machines? That she did hurt? But no—they
had touched her aready, and as near as she could tdll, it hadn't hurt them. They hadn't jerked or jumped
back or shown any other sign of pain. If they showed pain the way people did.

"Zzzzt..." the creature uttered, repesting its earlier sequence. Then it seemed to point to the machines
behind her, with an emphatic little stab on the end of the gesture. "Zzzzt." Then it pointed a her again.

Oh. Ofdialaughed adoud before she could stop hersdlf. Of course. It wanted to know if the machines
would zzzzt her. Or it wanted to see her get a zzzzt. Or something that connected her with the machines
and the action she had claimed they had.

She held up one finger; the crestures stared at it. "The wrong place will go Zzzzt," she said. She
walked over to the outlet where the cables linked to the power system. "Hereit will make anyone go
Zzzzt." Again she pretended to touch it, made the noise, and jerked back. "But here—IF you know what



youredoing, | cantouchit." As she spoke, she mimed: finger tapping head... knows... acareful
approach, looking al over the control board before deciding which button to push... acareful touch with
onefinger on one button. No zzzzt. The lights blinked; she had enabled awarning circuit that put dl the
center lightson dow flash.

Squawks and grunts and gabbles, restless ftirring in the hal behind the frontmost creatures. Ofelia
prodded the button again and the lights returned to a steady glow. While she wasthere, she touched
other controls, storing al monitor displaysfor later analyss, disabling al but the board she was using,
choosing the most resistant of systemsto run things. Just in case they got eager and tried to poke around,
she could prevent much of the trouble they'd cause. They would be unlikely to hit the enabling sequences
with random attempts to get something to happen. And she would disable this board when she was
through. Let them have another scarefirgt. "If you aren't very careful,” she said. "'If you just swipe at the
controls, bad thingswill happen." Shelad her hand on the board, carefully across the emergency dert
pand. Sirenswailed outside, higher and higher; bellsrang in every room in the center; the lights changed
to adifferent flash sequence, from norma to brighter and back. Ofeliaturned it off, and locked the board
down. "And that's why you shouldn't mess—"

But they had. At least half of them had left stinking piles on the floor they had just cleaned. All of them
stared at her. She didn't have to know their language to know they were angry. Ofeliaglared back. It
wasn't her fault. She hadn't meant to scare them that much—only to convince them to leave the controls
aone. And they'd dirtied the floor.

"I'm not cleaning that up,” Ofeliasaid. "Get the brooms." It would take mops. It would take. .. but it
didn't. One of them grunted something especialy emphatic, and the guilty parties—as Ofeliasaw
it—bounced away at high speed, to return with scoops that she recognized too late asthe big ftirring
paddles from the kitchens. Oh well. They could be sterilized. She didn't care that the biochemistry wasn't
supposed to be compatible: she was not going to use stirring paddles that had picked up dien waste until
they'd been properly disinfected.

The cregtures picked up their messes and went down the hal in the direction of the outside door.
Perhaps she should have told them about the toilets. She looked back at the ones till staring at her.
Perhaps she should not upset them any more. A lifetime's experience reminded her that upsetting those
who outnumber you and have weaponsis abad idea. It was because they hadn't hurt her yet... she had
begun to think of them as harmless, or at least not immediady threatening.

The cleanup crew returned; she noticed that the stirring paddles|ooked clean, asif they'd been
scrubbed in the rainwater. Looks weren't everything; she'd put them through a hot water cycle. Witha
little shudder, the others reaxed; their intent gaze | eft her, and Ofdiafelt hersdf relaxing too. Perhaps
they weren't going to kill her. At least not now. At least not if she kept them pacified. If they had been
children, she would have cooked something swest, but they had not seemed attracted to the food in the
kitchen.

She moved toward the door, and the creatures moved back. They followed her down the passage,
and into the sawing room where her wet mattresslay under the long work table. She counted—all of
them. No onewas lurking in the control room, tinkering with the switches.

Asin thekitchen, they moved around, looking a everything making soft noises that she could not help
but assume were language of some sort. Ofelia squatted down with a grunt of her own and tried to drag
the wet mattress out from under the table. It had absorbed enough water to add kilosto itsweight, and it
stuck to the damp floor beneath it. She yanked harder, wishing she had had the senseto prop it up on
something in thefirst place. Of course, she hadn't meant to have the door open and rain blowing in. She
gill couldn't remember whether she herself had | eft it open when she went out to walk inthe calm at the
heart of the sorm. Not that it mattered, redly.

She tugged again and again, and the mattress resisted. Suddenly, four bony odd-shaped hands with



long dark nails gripped it; it did suddenly towards her and shefell backwards. The mattress landed on

her feet. Shelooked over; two of the creatures, still holding the mattress, were watching her. "Thank
you," shesad. It wasimportant to thank children, if they weretrying to help, even if they got it wrong.
That way they would keep trying. She dragged her feet out from under the mattress, levered hersalf up to
asguat again, and tugged. They tugged. With her guidance, they got the mattress out from under the table
and up on end, propped sagging againgt awall.

Ofeliaput her handsto her back, and sighed. Tonight she would deep in her own bed, if she was il
alive, and rest. She looked around. One of the creatures was poking at the loose beads; another had
picked up her beaded and fringed netted garment and was shaking it softly, listening to the soundsit
made. Children! Alwaysinto things, dways moving things, dways making messes.

"That'smine," she said. The heads turned, the eyes stared. It wasn't quite as bad now; she knew they
could stare very well without doing anything else. She took the garment from the one who held it—it
released it to her without resistance—and then redized they could have no ideawnhat it wasfor. "It'sa
dress" she said. She might aswell show them; it wasn't asif they were people, who might make
comments about her handiwork.

She wriggled into the garment, enjoying as before the fed of it againgt he—she had findly gotten that
st of beadsin just theright place, and theitchy place just under her shoulderblade now had an automatic
scratcher every time she moved. Her hands moved without her thought, touching the beads, the bits of
bright color and softness and smoothness and texture.

"That's better,” she said.
"Zzzzt..." sad oneof them, pointing itslong hard fingernail at her.

"No. Not zzzzt. | madethis." Her hands spread, then she picked up aloose bead and threaded it onto
one of her twisted-grass strings. "I like to make things." She picked up another bead, atiny spacer, then
another larger one, and showed them. They all approached; she sensed redl interest.

CHAPTER NINE
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Ofeliafindly elected to deep in the control room. She smply could not be sure that the creatures would
leave it done otherwise. Not that they couldn't push her aside, if they choseto, but so far they hadntt.
She collected an armful of dry fabric from the sawing rooms, and spread it on the floor for a mattress.
She had dept on worse. The night before, she reminded hersdlf, she had dept on the bare damp floor
with aroomful of diens.

She shut the door in their faces. They made noises through the door, and she ignored them. She
spread her materid next to the door, and lay down, grunting with exhaustion and aching joints. Sheredly
wastoo old for this. She could not think of atime when it would have been easy, but now she resented it
with additional vigor. She had been living exactly as she pleased since the other colonists|eft, constrained
only by what she thought of asreal things: weather, the needs of her garden crops, or the animals.

Now she was deeping—or rather, not deeping—on ahard floor instead of her own bed smply
because some pesky aiensthat reminded her too much of demanding children couldn't be trusted to stay
out of the control room. Like children, they could do immense harm without even knowing it, and unlike
children they offered no compensations. she had no desire at all to cuddle them. If she dept, shewould
wake up stiff and sore. If she didn't deep, she would be exhausted in the morning, and there they would
be, bright-eyed as children, who aways got the degp they needed, no matter what happened to the
adults.



It was the end of her life. It was supposed to be smple. She had been so sure she'd worked it out at
last. The end, she'd assumed, would be unpleasant, but at least it would be private. No one would
disturb her; no one would wake her up, demand things from her.

She dozed for awhile, waking as uncomfortably as she'd expected, but unaccountably happy. From
outside soft sounds came through the door. .. rhythmic sounds, harmonious sounds. Music? Werethe
dien creatures making music?

She had never thought of diens as making music. She had never known any musiciansat al. Music
came from boxes. from cube players, from transmitted entertainment. Sometimes she had seen, in acube
drama, someone actualy making music, and far back in her life, in the primary schoal, the children had
been taught music appreciation. She could still remember the field trip to the symphony rehearsal. But no
one she knew could play an instrument. Everyone sang, of course. Some better, some worse, but al
mothers, she supposed, hummed to their babies. All couplesin love sometimes sang aong with favorite
songs, strolling down acrowded street. .. she and Caitano had. But Humberto had told her she couldn't
carry atune, and after that she sang only for the babies, tundess murmurings that soothed them. The
other women had sung, sometimes, as they worked together, but she had never joined in.

How did those creatures make music? Shetried to think of the things they carried on those straps
dung around them. Sacks and gourds, mostly, and the long knivesin their sheaths. No instrument she had
seen apicture of would fit into those shapes. Were they just snging and pounding the floor?

She edged off her inadequate pad of cloth and cautioudly opened the door a crack. She could not see
them; they must be down the hall somewhere. But she could hear better, and what she heard had alilting,
laughing quality that made her chuckle even as shetold hersdlf it was ridiculous. DA-dah-dah DIM-duh
DIM-duh DIM-duh... and atune that tickled her ears. It wasn't quite right, she thought; perhapsthey dl
sang flat, the way Humberto had said she did, or perhaps their music was smply that different. But it was
music, and she had to know how it was made. Shetold hersdlf that her joints hurt too much to go back

to deep.

She opened the door wider and put her head out. Nothing to see. Light spreading from the open door
of one of the sewing rooms. A faint whiff of unpleasant odor from the floor, where they'd cleaned up their
messes. And that sound.

Sowly, slently, Ofeliacrawled down the hdl toward the light. Now she could hear complex
under-rhythms, little sounds much like seedsin a seed pod, or a handful of beads. A haunting, breathy
sound carrying the tune, asound she identified with no instrument she knew. And something else,
something thet tingled in her ears.

When she peered around the door, they were dl Sitting in aring; they had pushed the long tablesto
one side. She could not see much, but she could see that one of them had a set of tubes up to its mouth.
It must be blowing them. The elbows of one with its back to her moved, and atangle of notes rang out
above the melody. Ofdiafdt tears burning her eyes. What was that? Suddenly the others began to chant
something, more or less dong with the instruments. One held up ahand, and they lowered their voices
abruptly; severd glanced in the direction Ofeliawould have been had she been in the control room. If
they had been humans, that would have been awareness of someone deeping, someone who should not
be disturbed. But these were diens. What were they thinking? She crouched againgt the wall of the hall,
not looking, just listening. Their voices together had aroughspun quality, more like thick crochet or
knitted fabric than fine weaving. Her earsliked it, as her hands liked thick soft yarn better than thin
thread.

She did not know she had gone to deep in their music until she woke to find them standing over her.
She had fallen adeep haf-dtting againgt the wall; she had acrick in her neck, and her mouth felt dirty and
used. She blinked up at them. One ill held the handful of tubes. It blew into them now, soft breathy
sounds, notes that might have been no more than the wind around corners except they were so pure.



Then the creature cocked its head to one side.

Wasit asking if shedd heard? Or if it had woken her? Or if it had put her to degp? She had no idea.
She liked the sound. She reached out, meaning to gesture Go on, and the creature handed her the tubes.

There were seven of them, polished, tied together with braided strips of grassalmost asfine as
thread. Ofeliabent her head to ook closdly at the work. Someone had made those narrow strips, then
braided them—evenly, she noticed—and then braided the braid with others, and wrapped the tubes. The
tubesthemselvesfelt light, like the bones of birds or stems of gresat reeds. They had been stained adeep
vermilion, so she could not tell what color they had been. Unless that was the color. They smelled likethe
creatures themsaves, a pungent but unclassifiable odor.

The creature's hand came close now, pointing to one end of the tubes. Ofdiasaw little notches
carved in the tubes. She blew experimentaly into the end of one; a sound came out, not musical at al but
breathy and harsh. Shetried another with the same result.

"I'm sorry," she said, handing it back to the creature. "1 can't play it.
Wasthat satifaction onitsface? It blew aruffling flourish, triumphant, then stared at her.
Ofdiagrinned. "Itslovely,” shesad. "l wish | could do that."

She looked at the others. One held agourd covered with anetwork of laces strung with beads. It
shook the gourd, and produced the light rattling rhythm she'd heard. It held the gourd out. Ofdiatook it,
and shaking it remembered arhythm from her childhood, a song she and Caitano had danced to. Shefelt
her toes wiggling as shetried to match the memory with present sound. A deeper drumming joined her;
shelooked up, startled. One of them bounced a stick—a stick that |ooked remarkably like a
bone—againg itstorso. Shelost her rhythm, found it again. Now one of them clicked long black toenails
againg thefloor. The one with the collection of tubes blew into them again.

Ofelia concentrated on the rhythm she was trying to make, but she kept losing it in the confusion with
the other sounds. Findly she quit trying, and smply shook the gourd back and forth. Around her the
creatures made a variety of sounds, adl of which wove together in ways she enjoyed without
understanding. When her arm got tired, she quit shaking the gourd and just listened. She had not ever
imagined what it would be like to make musicin agroup... it wasfun, she decided, but it would be more
funif she knew what they were doing.

When they stopped, she grinned and handed up the gourd to whichever one would takeit. Then she
shook her arm, to explain why she had quit. She thought she might ook for some of the old cubes, the
ones the colonists had played for recreation nights, and let them hear what human music waslike. Most
of the cubes were gone, of course; people had combined their cube libraries when they came, but
reclaimed favorites when they | ft.

Tomorrow. She wastoo tired tonight, too ready to go back to deep. She got to her feet, grunting a
little, then shuffled back down the hdl to the control room. They watched, but did not follow. She shut
hersdf in, lay down on the thin pallet and wondered if they would keep making music. If they did, shedid
not hear it. She woke when one of them bumped againgt the door, woke dl at oncein afright, her heart
racing. But they didn't try to push their way in. It was nothing like that other time, the time she woke to
the bump on the door and it was the shadow in shadows pushing hisway in, wanting her, wanting her
despite her refusal. Ofdiasat till until she regained her breath. Not the same at dl. Now that she could
hear something other than the blood rushing in her own ears, she could hear them down the hal, grunts
and squawks.

Shelooked at the chronometer before she opened the door. Midmorning already; she had had plenty
of deep. When she opened the door, sunlight streamed in the open front door. No creatures. Ofelia
closed the control room door behind her and went to look in the kitchen. Another mess—one of them
had broken ajar of kilfaand the pungent smell of the green berriesfilled the room. Ofdiagrumbled to



hersdlf as she swept up the spice and the glass shards. Like children indeed—you had to keep after
them, after them every time.

But they seemed to be gone. They weren't in the sewing rooms, or the hall, or the assembly room
where Ofdliahad heard the col onists debating which destination to choose. When she looked out into the
muddy lane, she saw tracks leading away eastward, but no crestures.

They would be back, but in the meantime, she could check on her own house and garden. Themud in
the lane squished between her toes; in the ditches, the water trickled clear at the bottom. It was ahot,
muggy day, typical of the weather after sea-storms; the sun felt like asoggy hot towel on her shoulders as
she walked across to her house.

There on the floor were the blurred marks | eft by the one who had followed her insde, the wet
towels, aready mildewing, she had used to dry it. Ofelia hated the mildew smell. Shetook the towels
outside and spread them on the garden fence. Thistime it had not blown over. The plants, flattened by
wind and rain, were beginning to recover, lifting afew leaves above those ill beaten flat. Ofdia picked
the tomatoes that hadn't been turned to mush, gathered a handful of beans, and four ears of corn. She
had pulled most of the cornstalks upright again when shrieks erupted in the forest.

Now what? Ofelia noticed that the sheep were ignoring the din, nibbling placidly at the meadowgrass
nearby. The shrieks and yelps came nearer. She could see nothing, but whatever it was must bein the
lower brush now. Then it came nearer—atroop of the treeclimbers, tails high, loping toward the village
and screaming. The sheep lifted their heads, ears fiff. Behind the treeclimbers—on either sde—were the
diens, their high-stepping gait now lengthened into an easy, efficient run. They were herding the
tree-climbers... herding them to the village. The sheep bolted, scattering with frightened noises of their
own.

As shewatched, one of the creatures lengthened its stride, caught up with atreeclimber, and caught it
by the neck. At once, it dung the treeclimber around, like achild swinging adoll by thearm, and at the
sametimedrew itslong knife with its other forelimb. No, Ofeliawanted to cry. No. But it wasfar too
late; the knife finished what the snap of the neck had begun, and the dead treeclimber twitched, its blood
draining out into the grass. Two more had been killed; the surviving treeclimbers made it to the village,
where they raced up to the rooftops and chittered wildly.

Ofeliaunclenched her fingers from the fence. So the creatures hunted. She had known they could not
eat human food. They would have been hungry after the days of ssorm. And those were only
treeclimbers,

Yet... it washard for her to reconcile her memory of the night before, making music with the
creatures, with this: with the creatures |apping the blood asit flowed from the necks of their prey, with the
quick, efficient gutting of the carcasses. Would they eat them raw? She couldn't stand to seeit if they did,
yet she could not ook away. Thelittle troop had formed again, the dead treeclimbers dung by their tails
from the belts of those who had caught them (she thought—she was just beginning to know the
differences between them).

They saw her. One of them waved abloody knife, asif in greeting. Or threat. Ofdiaswallowed.
Behind them, the pile of innards had dready attracted a swarm of black buzzing things that Ofdiaknew
were not redly flies. She turned away and went inside her house, but did not shut the door. She hoped
they would leave her alone (that bloody knife) but if they didn't, she did not want to be surprised by a
knock on the door. She looked at the orange-red tomatoes, the green beans, the green husks of corn
over theydlow kernels. She wasn't hungry.

Through the window, she saw them pass, high-stepping over her garden fence, waking through asif
they owned it. Most went on over the lane fence, but one looked in the kitchen door and squawked.

"l saw you," Ofeliasaid. "Go away." Asif it understood, it turned away. Then it swung back, and



pointed at the vegetables on her table. "Y ou can't eat that,” Ofeliasaid. "That's my food."

A grunt. A complicated movement of the upper limbsthat she thought might belikeashrug in
meaning, and it left, hopping nimbly over the lane fence. She could hear itsfeet squelchin the mud.

Where were they going, muddy-footed, with bloody prey dung from their belts? Not to center—!
Ofelialooked out to see. They were strolling dong the lane, pointing at one of the treeclimbers that
squatted on aroof-edge. They were strolling east, toward the shuttle field. Her ssomach turned,
remembering the bloated corpses the Company reps had | eft.

All day shetold hersdlf it was only natural. Of course they had to eat, and of course nothing in the
village could feed them, any more than she could eat the fruit of the great forest trees. Why shouldn't they
hunt? Humans hunted, if they lived on worlds with game they could est, and they ate farm animas
elsawhere. She hersdf liked meat. She didn't like killing, but then she hadn't learned how early enough.
These things had been hunting from childhood, she supposed. It didn't mean they werekillers, redlly.
Killing thingsto eat was not the same thing askilling them just to kill.

But the treeclimbers were just as dead. And she had not seen them eating the treeclimbers. Suppose
it had been only sport, only for fun. She shivered. Thoselong knives... had that been how the other
colonists died? No, because she had heard explosions. They had spoken of other weapons.

She had seen no wegpons but the knives, no tools but the musical instruments. Were these the same
diensthat killed, or something €lse? And how had they lived here for forty years without meeting them
before?

In the afternoon, she went back to the center, secured the door to the control room aswell as she
could, and latched the other doors, including the outside door. Then she went back to her house. It was
not secure—nothing was secure—but she wanted to deep in her own bed again. If it wasthe last night,
very wdll: she would be comfortable for that night, at least. No more degping on floors, whatever

happened.

She had stretched out on her bed, her body happily finding its hollows and bulges again, when she
heard them coming back up thelanein the dark. Grunts, squawks, more of the low churring that sounded
like contentment. The one with the set of tubeswas blowing into it again; she could hear the notes above
their gabble.

She knew when they came to the locked center by the chorus of squawks. Anger? Disappointment?
Who could tdll, with diens? Thumps againgt that door. Would it hold? M ore gabble. Then, inevitably,
thumps againgt her own door, followed by atrill from that odd collection of tubes. Ofdiafdt arush of hot
anger. They had thewholevillageto live in: why did they have to bother her? Why couldn't they let her
rest? Didn't they know she was an old woman, atired old woman who needed her deep?

Of course they didn't. She had no idea how old they were. Grumbling, she got off the bed, turned on
the light, and went to the door, in no humor to cooperate with them, whatever they wanted.

The one with theinstrument held it up, shook it, and then gestured to the center. It probably meant it
wanted to hold another musical night there. She didn't. She wanted to deep in her own bed, al night long,
without interruption. And she wasn't about to turn them loose in the center without her supervision.

"Seep somewhere dse,” she said. "All the houses are open.” Except hers; she stood in the door
determined not to let themiin.

The one with the instrument shook it again, pointed again, and thistime held out two of itslong-nailed
digits. Two? Two what? Two musica evenings, two nights, two of the creatures? Now it pointed at the
instrument, and then at the center door, then held up two digits.

"l don't want you in there done," Ofdiasaid, "Y oull make more mess." The many eyeshblinked at
her. The creatures did not go away; they did not move. She knew if she shut the door, they would bang



on it again. She knew she could not get to deep until they were satisfied. It was as bad as having the
family again. She knew she had given up along moment before she was ready to admit it to them, "All
right,” shesaid. "But you're not spending the night there." They would, and she couldn't stop them. She
would have to decide where to deep, and her body had aready made that decision. She needed her own
bed.

When she opened the center door, two of them dipped past her and darted into the sewing room on
theright. Therest stayed in thelane. In the light streaming out from the hal, Ofelia saw that no
tree-climber bodies hung from their belts; they must have eaten them. She shivered. Thetwo creatures
reappeared, one with another bundle of tubes, and one with the gourd hung with strings and beads. They
waved these at the others, and with a series of rapid grunts the whole company moved off down the lane,
eastward as they had come.

All they had wanted was their instruments. Ofeliacould hardly beieveit. She turned off the lights,
relatched the door, and watched as the shadowy forms melted into the darkness farther down the lane.
Back in her own house shelay along time awake in her bed. Who could imagine how diens thought?
Who could imagine why they did what they did? The music she enjoyed, but thekilling... so quick, so
easy, so casud ... though she had seen peoplekill like that, the quick twist of the neck for chickens, the
quick thrust of the knife for sheep, for caves. But not at arun, not loping across the grass. She could not
help but imagine hersalf, her old stiff body in ashambling, hope ess run, with the creatures chasing her,
laughing to each other, enjoying the chase, until one of those hard-taloned hands caught her by the neck,
and one of those long sharp knives emptied her belly onto the grass.

The soft music trickled in through the closed shutters of her windows. They had settled somewhere
nearby, perhapsin acorner of some garden, and now they made music. She imagined the comfort of
having full bellies after severa hungry days during the storm, and heard that in the music. Not that it made
sense. Shefdl adeep at lagt, arguing with hersdf about whether it made more senseto sing or deep after
afeast. Her dreamsterrified, but never quite woke her. Morning. Still muggy, but lessso. A stronger
breeze from the sea, damp but fresher. Ofdiawoke comforted by her own bed, by the familiar shapes
and smells of her own room. Theterrors of the dreams trandated quickly to the comfort of her own
space, her owntime.

She went into her garden before the sun was high, for the first time in too many days. The tracks of
the creatures didn't bother her; they had mashed only two bean plants and one of the green squashes.
She busied hersdlf restaking the tomatoes, raking away the rotting leaves, loosening the soil. Shefound a
little yellow tomato, one of the sweet ones, that she had missed the evening before, and put it Sraight into
her mouth. Swest, juicy. A grunt across the fence; Ofelialooked up to see one of the creatures watching
her. How had it come so silently? She kept turning up leaves, looking for crawlers, for dimerods, for
aphids, for another ripe yelow tomato. A dimerod hafway up the stem; she picked it off and cracked it.

The creature squawked. Ofdialooked &t it. It held out its digits.

"Y ou want the dimerod?' She could not believe that. Simerods were dimy, itchy nuisances. But she
waked over and dropped the dimerod into that waiting hand. The creature grunted at her, and flipped
the dimerod into its mouth.

Ofeliatasted bile at the back of her throat. Eating a dimerod. "That'sdisgugting,” she said, even
though she knew it couldn't understand. Its expression didn't change. She wasn't sure what its expression
meant anyway. She went back to her work. When she found another dimerod, shelooked over her
shoulder. Thereit was, watching her. She held up the dimerod. It reached out; thistime she gaveit the
dimerod uncracked. Again that flip of the hand, that quick crunch and gulp. Utterly disgusting. Y et
dimerods were native here, so something must eat them. Why not these creatures?

Shefound another dimerod under one of the squash plants, aready hafway through the ssem. Dratted
tiling. She pulled it out, handed it to the waiting cresture asit leaned over the fence, and then pulled off



the unripe squashes. The vinewould die; she would save what she could. She could picklethelittle
sguashes just like cucumbers, at this stage. Sometimes she even ate them raw, though most were too
bitter. She nibbled the end of one. Not too bad. The creature grunted sharply, and when she looked up,
its eyes had narrowed, just like the one with the mop. Distress? Well, she had been distressed when it ate
the dimerod. Defiantly, she bit alarger chunk from the squash, only to find it too bitter after al. She
swallowed with difficulty, tossed the rest of the squash across the garden toward the compost trench, and
smiled at the cresture.

It did not move for along moment, then seemed to shakeitsdlf dightly before turning to walk off.
Westward down the lane, she saw three others, walking with that high-stepping easy stride that made her
think of them all as exuberant children. Ofelia shrugged and went back to work. She had alot to do, and
today she redly must check onthe animals.

The sheep, when shefound them, were huddled at the west end of their long meadow, earstwitching
nervoudy. When she tried to gpproach them, they broke into apanicky run asif she wereawolf. She
didn't try to chase them; she knew better. Instead shetried to count... were there as many? It seemed
30, though in the flowing mass of gray backs and twinkling feet she could not be sure. Had the dien
creatures been tormenting them? It seemed possible, but she had no proof. She went on around the west
end of the village to the river meadows. Theriver had risen, spreading out from its banks. The cattle,
unlike the sheep, seemed calm, spread out grazing between the pump house and the old calf-pen. Ofdia
counted them; none were missing.

Back in thevillageitsdf, she began to make her rounds|ooking for damage from the storm. Broken
shutters, damage to roofs, fallen trees. From time to time she saw the creaturesin the distance, but none
of them agpproached her. She couldn't figure out what they were doing, but if they didn't bother her or the
animassheredly didn't care.

By nightfall, Ofdiahad surveyed the village and knew dl the repairs she would have to make. She
remembered that she had consdered |etting some of the buildings go, not worrying about them any more,
but that had been pre-storm depression. She never had any energy before abig storm. Now it was over,
and she could not imagine just letting things dide, no matter how tired she was.

She opened the center to check the westher monitor. No storms approaching, though far to the east
another whirl of clouds might become one. Two stormsin one season were very rare; it had happened
only twicein forty-odd years. Probably that storm would veer away and go somewhere else. She hoped
0.

She unlocked the keyboards to enter a brief report on the past few days. How could she say this?
Even though she knew no one would ever read it, she didn't want it to be as crazy asit was. "Inthe
middle of the storm, | went out and there was an dienin the street.” That sounded like an entertainment
cube, something made up by the crazy people. She wasn't crazy. They werereal. How could she make
them sound redl?

Clicking in the hall. Of course they would have comein; she hadn't closed the door. She looked
around. One was watching her, its eyes bright and interested. Of course they werered. It held the gourd
with the beaded strings wrapped around it; when she met its gaze, it shook the gourd.

What was that? Invitation? Explanation? She didn't know. Shedidn't really want to think about it; she
wanted to get thisinto the record in some way that made sense to her, that might make sense to another
human, even though another human wouldn't seeit.

Her experience in writing about the colony's past was not enough. She could tell about the loves and
hates, the betrayals, the quarrdls, because she understood them fully. She knew exactly how the wifefelt
when the husband was jed ous for no cause—or with cause. She knew how the human fedlings acted on
each other, flavoring the Smplest interaction with complicated swirls of hidden meaning. But these? It



would be like writing about anima's, and she had never written about animals. It would be like writing
about animasthat could think, and she had never known animalsthat could think.

She waved dismissively at the creature; it withdrew. Wasit understanding her gesture, or just not that
interested in what she was doing?

"Inthe middle of the storm..." She read what she had written. "Alien" was the wrong word, redlly.
These were native animals, like the treeclimbers. What was the word for that? She didn't know, and she
wasn't going to ask the dictionary function now. Alienswould do for the moment, or native beings.
Creatures.

"l thought it was apile of trash, and then it looked at me." That sounded sufficiently crazy too. But
that'swhat she'd seen, apile of trash with eyes. Let them laugh at her, the oneswho might read thisif
anyone ever cameto find out about those who had died.

Slowly, with many corrections, shetried to put it down. It was not, as she'd hoped, a short task. For
it to make any sense a dl, she had to put in her fedings, her inferences, her assumptions. She had to put
in everything she had done, and everything they had done. She had to try to reproduce the sounds they
made. .. no, she didn't. The automatic recorders would have recorded some of it. She could insert that
into her own record, if she could retrieve the right segment.

When she leaned over to the other control board, to enter the search criteriafor the segments she
wanted, her back cramped. She gasped with the pain, and a squawk from outside let her know that the
creatures were gill observing her, as much as she was observing them.

It waslate. It was very, very late and she would deep late in the morning and fed groggy and
miserable half the day if she didn't go home and go to deep now. She shut the boards down, resetting the
alarms, and got hersdf upright with many pops and creaks from her joints. Three of the crestureswere
gtting in the hal when she came out. She shut the door behind her, retied the latch sheld improvised, and
sadfirmly "Let it done. It'snot for you." They said nothing, only watched her as she went down the hall.

Would they follow? No. They wanted to be in the center without her, and she was not strong enough
to get them out. At the moment she didn't care. She wanted deep, in her own bed, and if they destroyed
al the machinesthat had helped her stay dive, then shewould die. But she would not worry about it
now.

CHAPTER TEN

Contents - Prev / Next

T he next morning, Ofeliawoke with the sensation that she had been fuzzy-headed for days, missing

things she should have seen. Aliens, yes. Intdligent diens, yes. And they hadn't killed her yet. They

had... studied her. They had arrived before the storm, how long before she could not know. The houses
she had found open, the things she had found moved. .. they had moved them. They were not thinking of
her as prey, or as an enemy, but as something interesting.

Shedid not have to fear the chase, thelong knives.
Unlessthey were like some people she had known.

She could not know that. She could not know anything, unless she studied them aswell. She had no
idea how to do that, but she could try, as she had tried to understand Sara's third child, who had been
born without the gift of speech, who had mewed and screamed.

They did not scream. When she went out into her garden, one of them wasthere, carefully looking



among her plants. She suspected it wanted more dimerods, but it would not find them among the maize
rows. She found one under the tomatoes, afavorite haunt, and called to the creature.

"Hereésone." It looked around; she pointed to the dimerod. It came, picked it up deftly, and flipped it
into its mouth. Ofeliamanaged not to shudder. "We cdl them dimerods,” Ofdiasaid. Sheredized that
she had not really looked at the creatures more than she had to. She had resisted thinking of those
taloned digitsasfingers... of the collection of them as hands. Y et they functioned as her hands
functioned.

Now she looked. Four digits, not five. One, asin her own hand, broader and thicker, angled to
oppose the others. This made the hand look longer and narrower than it really was. The wrist too was
different, though she could not defineit. Did the cregture have two bonesin itslower arm, or only one?
One bone in the upper arm, or more? Were the bones bones or something else?

Four fingers, shetold hersalf. Four-fingered hands. She watched, as the creature turned over more
tomato leavesitsdf. Thelong, hard talons didn't interfere with precise, delicate movement. It didn't tear
theleaves; it didn't missturning any of them.

Shelooked down at the creature's feet. All she had seen at first were long feet with splayed toes.
Now she noticed four toes, three dmost pardld and one angled aside, dl with heavy dark toenails
blunted a thetips. No... the angled one had anarrow front, almost spike-like. This creature, placidly
squetting in her garden and turning up leaves, had itsfeet flat on the soil, but the tracks she had seen
didn't show the hedl. How, then, did it walk? On its toes? She turned away and looked over the lane
fence. There were two of them far down the lane; she couldn't tell.

Shewasn't a... whatever it was that studied animas or diens. She didn't know how to do this.

It grunted, and she turned back to it. It held aripening tomato in the pincer of itsdigits; it had not
bruised the tomato nor broken the stem.

"It'snot ripeyet" Ofdiasaid, shaking her head. Gesture might be easier than words; certainly she had
learned none of their words yet. Assuming the grunts and squawks were words, and she had to assume
that now. She spotted aripe tomato on another plant and touched it. "Thisoneisready. Ripe." She
nodded, then pulled it off. The creature looked at her along moment, then let go of the oneit had
touched. Ofelia put the tomato in the basket and then picked a handful of beans. The creature touched
the beans, then the tomato. Different. Of course they were different, beans and tomatoes. Green beans,
orange tomato. Long skinny beans, fat round tomato. "Beans," Ofelia said, touching the beans. "Beans.”
Then the tomato. "Tomato."

The creature grunted, making no attempt to say the words.
"Beans," Ofeliasaid again. "These are beans. Tomato."

A series of grunts, none resembling the words she had spoken. Why should she expect words? They
were diens, they might not be able to make the same sounds. Terran animals couldn't. Besides, she had
more work to do. She picked more beans, aware of the creature watching her closaly. When she had as
much as she wanted, she stood, grunting. Did the creatures think her involuntary grunts and groans were
attempts at speech? She couldn't tell. This one had not reacted in any way she could detect to the noise
she made.

It followed her to the door of the house, but did not come in. She rubbed her feet on the doorstone,
scraping off the bits of mulch that clung to them. The creature watched that, head tilted. She did not shut
the door, but she glanced that way often. She put the beansin the drawer of the cooler; she would cook
them in the evening. The tomatoes went in abowl on thetable.

When she opened the containers of flour, sdt, sugar, the cresture leaned in the door. Ofeliadecided
to make raised bread instead of flatbread. Y east breads had always been afestival bread, made but once



or twice ayear. The waste recycler was capable of maintaining ayeast culture, but the flatbread was
familiar, and so much faster. She had not made yeast bread since before the colonigtsleft. Could she
remember exactly how much sugar? Sheredly should look it up.

When she took down the stained little book that had been her mothers, she glanced again at the
creature. Would it understand reading? Did it have any similar system for making words last? She paged
through the book. Some people ins sted that there was no need for hardcopy cookbooks, but Ofelia
liked thisone. It reminded her of her mother.

She put the lump of yeast culture from the cooler into warm water with a pinch of sugar and flour.
Sugar, sdt, fat—she could use the fat she'd saved from the sausages. Rosara had not approved of using
that fat, but Ofelia saw no reason to make the waste recycler clean it. She melted the fat and strained it
into her big mixing bowl through a clean cloth cut from one of Bartos old shirts. Then she mixed thefat,
the sugar, the sdlt, with warm water and tested it with her wrist. Warm enough, cool enough.

She glanced at the door. Two of the creatures now, both watching intently. Ofelia scooped flour into
the big mixing bowl, tirring with awooden paddle. She didn't measure the flour; she knew that by fed.
The lump of yeast culture had softened, was beginning to bubbleinitslittle cup of water and sugar. She
poured it in and kept stirring. When it was smooth, she worked in more flour, and more, until the dough
pulled away from the bowl. Now flour on the table, plenty of it—her mother had said there was no use
making raised bread if you were going to worry about wasting alittle flour—and she turned the dough
out.

It was fun to knead. Thiswas something €l se she had missed, without redlizing it. A few of the women
had made raised bread more often; they had said they enjoyed it. At the time, Ofdiahad thought of the
messit made, the flour drifting onto the floor, their hands sticky with dough. Now, her fingers sank into
the warm dough, enjoying itsresilience, the way it pushed back against her. Sheturned it, flattened it,
rolled it up and flattened it again.

The creatures chittered. Ofelialooked at them. One had cocked its head, and now lifted afoot, asif
to step forward. Was it asking permission? She choseto think it was.

"Y es, comeon," she said, sweeping awel come with one floury hand. It cameto the table, and leaned
over, peering closaly at the bread dough. One taloned digit hovered over the dough. She could seethe
dirt around the long, dark nail, and who knew what else under it?"Y ou have to wash," Ofdiasaid. She
nodded at the sink, and when the creature didn't move, she sighed. Just like children, who never bdieved
they were that dirty. She brushed the flour off her hands, and reached dowly to take the creaturesarm.
"Wash," shesaid. "Over here." Sheled it to the sink, and nodded again.

It looked at its hands, and then at hers. With only alittle fumbling, it turned the water on and held its
hands under the flow. It eyed Ofelia. She didn't want to get her hands wet, not when she still had more
kneading to do, so she mimed scrubbing. The creature blinked, but complied, and she could seethe dirt
coming away fromits nails. Ofdliaturned off the water when she thought it was clean enough, and handed
itadishcoth.

"Dry off," shesad. Asif it could understand, it squeezed the cloth inits hands, drying them well
enough. Then it followed her back to thetable. Again it extended atentative digit. Ofelianodded this
time, and it poked at the dough, giving asharp Eerp when itsdigit sank into the dough and came out
sticky. Ofeliagrinned, and went back to kneading the dough.

The creature touched the dough more lightly, then very dowly moved its digit to her face. What?
Ofeiafet hersdf frowning. Again, very dowly, the cresture touched the dough, and then thistime her
mouth. She couldn't figure it out. She put her own finger on the breed, lifted it to her mouth—oh. Of
course. Eating. It wanted to know if thiswas food.

"Yes, but not yet," she said. How to explain bread? She made an attempt anyway, moving her hands



to show the dough growing fat, the second kneading, the second rising, the shaping into loaves, the
baking. The cregture's expression didn't change. Well, it would have to observe, that was al. The dough
had gone silky, the way it should, firm and responsive under her hand. She covered it with acloth,
cleaned her hands, and remembered that she had meant to cook a pot of beans. She opened another
container, poured out the beansinto a cooking pot, and covered them with water.

The creature watched closely as she did this, then reached out to the cloth-covered dough. "Let it
adone" Ofdiasaid sharply. "It needstorise Again, she mimed the enlargement of the dough. The
creature pulled its hand back.

She had more work to do. She needed to air the house, sweep the floor. She eyed the creature but it
didn't go away. Well, then, let it waich. Ofeliawent to work, and the creature watched. It moved away
when she came toward it with the broom, staying out of her way, but not departing. When the bread
dough had risen, and she punched it down, the cresture stood beside her. It skipped back a step when
the dough whoofed out its excess air, then came forward again as Ofelia kneaded and shaped the dough
into two round loaves. She put the cloth back over the loaves, and checked the beans. They had just
begun to soften.

By the time the bread had risen the second time, Ofdliahad her house cleaned to her satisfaction.
Now, with the creature watching closaly, she turned on her oven, and when it was hot enough, she put
the loavesinto it. The creature seemed fascinated by the hot gush of air from the oven when she opened
it. Ofdiawaved it back—it could not know what part of the stove got dangeroudy hot. Then she showed
the cresture the cooler. Like asmall child, the cresture stood in the cold flow of air from the open door
until Ofeliapushed past to shut it.

"You can't wasteit," she said. The creature looked at her, and Ofdliawas sure it wanted to argue, as
her children had. She had no intention of arguing. She wanted to find some way to communicate with
these creatures, some sound they could both make. "Cooler," she said, laying her hand oniit.
"Cooler—makesthings cold." The creature stared, as dways. She moved to the sove. "Stove,” she said.
"Makesthing hot. Hot... cold.”

The creature fumbled at the cooler latch, opened it, and waved its hand in the direction of the
downward flow of cold air. The sound it made was neither cooler nor cold, but it did begin with aharsh
consonant that Ofdliathought might be an attempt at a"kuh." Somewhat to her surprise, it closed the
door.

"Cooler," Ofdiasad again. "Cold."
"Kuh."

Wéll, it would do. It was a start. Babies started that way, one sound at atime. It moved to the stove,
held its hand safely aboveit. Now what? Should she say "stove" or "hot"? She had dways said "hot” to
babies, but these weren't babies. It grunted, clearly impatient. She might not know the words, but she
hed alifetimes experience with impatience.

"Hot" she said, emphasizing theinitid sound. "Hot."
"Kuh." It patted at the cooler.

They knew nothing. They would not know that flour came from grain, and the grain from grasses,
from the seeds of whesat grown in thelittle walled plotsto protect them from sheep and cattle. They
would not know about cutting the grain, beating the gathered stalks to release the seeds, winnowing the
seeds to remove the chaff. Or perhaps they did know that much; perhapsthey harvested thisworld's
equivaent of grassin much the same way. Ofeliawondered how much they did know, and how she
could find out. Were any of those things hanging from the belts and straps the equivaent of sickle and
shears?



She remembered that in the first years of the colony, long ago, the colonists had had to do it dl by
hand. The machines were too busy fabricating partsfor other machines, for building materids, for cloth
and crockery. She and the others had cleared and weeded and harvested with hand tools that gave them
blisters and sore backs. Later, the fabricator had turned out little harvestersthat fit even in the smallest
enclosures and could cut the grain faster than women with sickles. The fabricator could convert rough
grainto coarse or fineflour, with the waste materid remade into avariety of forms. Even though she had
grown up in acity, with store-bought foods, she had been amost awed by the little machines, thefirst
harvest that she didn't haveto do al by hand.

Would these creatures be awed? Did they believe in magic? Or would they takeit al for granted?

The conversation begun when the People first found the city ran dongside adozen others. Wasthis
the same kind of monster? It wore no clothes on itsfeet, and little on its body. Y et it had the short soft
toes of theinvaders, thieves, nest-destroyers. It had five of those toes, and five on the upper limbs. It had
white hair instead of dark on its head, but the same arrangement of holes and protuberances.

It isthe same. Thereisthe scar where the flying monsterslanded.
It isnot the same. It isaone; it haswhite on top.

It isinteresting. It doesthings strangely.

It isamongter, what did you expect?

Itisnot ahunter. Isit prey?

We cannot et it. We can watchiit.

Soft skin. Wrinkles. Things hang loose,

Things! Ornaments, seed-edter!

Ornaments. It had ornaments hanging on it, ornamentsit changed from day to day. What did that
mean? A way of counting, away of responding to the weather? Who could tell? Worth watching, worth
learning from. If more came, they would know more about them.

And so much eseto learn from. All those tools, containers, fasteners, noisy boxes, picture boxes.
They had drummed to an agreement that no one would touch or handle the obvious triggers except for
those the monster demonstrated and offered to them: the light, the water. Hot boxes, cold boxes.

If it had not been for the monster's ornaments, they might have believed monsters cared only for
boxes: they lived in boxes, kept things in boxes, cooked food in hot boxes, kept food in cold boxes, had
pictures and noisesin boxes. Some of the People carved boxes of bone or wood, or made them of the
skins of grasseaters. But sacks and gourds were more comfortable to travel with. Only those who chose
to live in permanent nest grounds had big boxes.

That picture box. It islike the birds seeing.

?

Thebird, the high bird—higher and higher. Thingslook smdl, but the bird seesfar.
That high?

The flying mongters scarred the sky. What if they actudly cut through it? That far up, they could see
al theworld at once.

A flurry of arguments about the shape of the world, recapitulating every theory known to the People.
The world wasflat. The world was not flat, but round like agourd. It was not round like agourd, but a
rough lump like astone. No, like the root the burrowers preferred: the gods had hidden the shape there
to show that it was sacred. The arguments died down when the eldest, ignoring them, swept a clear



gpace on the ground. They al understood that, and gathered around.

Grasslaid in acareful pattern reproduced the gullies between the boxes; the whole array lessthan a
handspan across. The eldest crouched, one eye close to the pattern, then stood, dowly. They watched,
saying nothing. So much was obvious; it had been agreed dready. Birds seeing, high seeing, makessmall,
seesfar. S0?

Now the eldest swept an arm around, snapped afinger-click, swept the arm again. Estimate! Heads
cocked. Theyoung hunter crouched, trying it himself. Here, the monster-box-nests. Here the gullies.
So—agrass+joint wide, and when on the braced toes, so much less—then—they knew aready the
conversion from distance to familiar Sizes. So many paces, so hard athrow, to hit the darting burrower.
So hard arun, if the grassesters have that much start. No word for such long distances, but a
conversion—that was easy enough.

Lessthan adays run across the grass and, more than adaystravel in the too-tall trees. Eyes widened.
A day'srun UP? They peered into the blue sky, at the puffy clouds. How far then were clouds? How
large? Estimates came as effortlesdy as bregth: if that isasprint at top spoeed, then the cloud islarger than
five grass-eaters, but if it would take a handspan of sunturning, thenitis... itisthe Sze of ahill. Someone
named the hill, and someone el se argued for another hill.

Some mongter thing up there watching, amongter bird with big eyes. It would have to have big eyes,
to see so much, and in the dark. They had seen that the picture moved in the dark aswell. The picture
itself was never dark.

A picture, the eldest reminded, is amade thing. The choice of the maker, if itisto belight or dark.
A maker up there? A monger ill inwaiting?

It watches what we do with this mongter. It will learn from usaswelearn fromiit.

It knows wekilled the mongters.

A shiver through them dl. The monsters had been wrong, had been thieving nest-burners, but... if the
mongters could walk UP that far, and stay and watch, perhaps...

Nestsfirst! said the fierce young one who would soon require anesting ground. Lose nests, lose
People.

Comforting murmurs. Nestswill be. Will find nests. A nest for you, for the younglings. Always nests.
Nests...

Nest here. The brashest of them looked around at the monster boxes. Right hand drumming, no
agreement. The brashest twisted a neck suddenly too thick for the straps of the travel harness, and
looked away. Sorry. No offense meant. Sorry.

The eldest stretched, one long arm after another. Enough now. Relax. Safe here. Rest.

One by onethey settled. The eldest opened a stoppered gourd and removed the whistler. The
brashest stretched fingers. A few dow notes, up and down. Someone shook the gourd, and seeds and
beads shivered, danced, made arhythm. Long toes curled, tapped on the dirt. Another whistler,
wavering at first until the tones met, clasped fingers, and danced together. Now the voices.

Good hunting, good hunting. New hunting, new hunting. The music curled around familiar patterns,
engulfing new learning, shaping it to the arch and spring of the known. Monster, monster, dancing,
dancing. Mongter, monster, boxes, boxes.

"Kuh," said the creature when it camein the kitchen. Ofdiagrinned. So it could remember. She had
thought it would. They were not stupid, after al. She went to the cooler and opened it. The creature
cameto stand beside her. Ofdia scraped some of the frogt off the inside of the freezer section with her



fingernail and showed it to the creature. It sniffed, its eyes disconcertingly focussed on her instead of the
frot.

She fdt the shock of itstongue on her finger before she redlized it—she had been looking back at its
eye, not at her finger. The dry rasp Sartled her; shefet the air gusting out of her, and jerked her hand
away. Itseydid blinked; it too pulled back with alittle burst of air that felt warm on her hand.

Warm. Warmblooded. She had known that. She had felt the heat of their bodies against hersthat
stormy night. But she had not been so aware of the warmth of their breath. Her hand was across her
mouth before she knew it; she could only think of the smell of her own breath, how it might offend. That
breath, its breath, had an odd smell, but it wasn't bad.

It waslooking a her now, at her finger. Its tongue came out again, and licked what she had to think
of aslips. Not so soft and mobile as human lips, but not like the skin of itsface. Browner... apurplish
brown on this one. The tongue, too, was darker than the bright pink of human tongues. It had felt stiffer,
dryer, than achild'stongue.

Now, as she watched, the creature reached into the cooler and scraped off some of the frost with its
talon. It licked that off with quick little strokes of itstongue. Then it scraped up another lump, and
reached toward Ofdlia, holding its hand in front of her mouth.

What did it mean? Ofelialooked from the hard dark fingernail with its coating of melting frog, to the
golden-brown eyes, and back. Did it expect her tolick its finger? It moved the finger closer to her lips.
She swadlowed, watching the first drop of water ooze down from the cap of frost.

Courtesy overcame caution. She put out her tongue and touched it gingerly to the frost. Cold, of
course. Under the frogt, her tongue fdlt the hard, smooth surface of the nail—talon—whatever it was.
Like her own nail; her tongue felt nothing disgusting, only ahard smooth surface topped with cold.

"Kuh," the creature uttered.

"Kuh," Ofeiaagreed. Her children had liked to eat the frost in the freezer; most children did, in hot
wesather. She turned away, found a shallow bowl and awooden spoon, and scraped more of the frost
into the bowl. She handed it to the creature, who took it and stood there asif it had no ideawhat to do
next. At least it couldn't expect her to lick itsfingersif they were dl engaged in holding the bowl. Perhaps
it didn't even know the frost would melt into water.

Meanwhile, the coal air was chilling her feet and ankles, and the open door wasted el ectricity. "Don't
stand in the door," Ofeliasaid, and gently nudged the creature away so that she could closeit. It moved
back, holding the bowl! but not looking at the frost. Instead it watched her. She wished it wouldn't. She
had had enough for the moment. She poked her finger into the bowl. "Cold," she said. "Y ou can et al
this, if you want."

It turned its head, then set the bowl on the table, and picked up another finger-tip of frost. She
watched asits tongue came out—dark, yes, and more bristly than human tongues, and dryer—and licked
at thefrog. It looked at Ofelia. She sighed, and took afingerful of frost she didn't particularly want, just
to be polite. If that'swhat it had meant. It dipped another fingerful, and licked it dry, then paused. That
must be what it had meant. Taketurns. Did it think she wastrying to poison it, or wasit being polite? She
had no idea. The cold felt good in her mouth, better than she remembered. She let the frost melt on her
tongue, trickle down the sides of her mouth.

Thelast of the frost had melted before they had taken many turns. The creature dipped itsfinger in the
water and touched it to the long protrusion she now thought of asits nose, above the mouth. Then again,
to touch the lids of each eye. It pushed the bowl alittle towards her. Ofelia, frowning, put her own finger
in the cold water. She didn't know what the gestures meant; she was haf afraid to copy them, but she
was also afraid not to copy them. What was she saying, if she touched water to her nose, to her eyelids?
It would be something about smelling, something about seeing... but what? She put her wet finger on her



nose, then on her eyelids.

The creature grunted, and walked out of the kitchen without looking back. Now what? Had she
insulted it, or wasit running off to tell its friends what she had done? She went to the door to see. It
hopped over the fence between the lane and the garden and started down the lane. Now she could see
that the high-stepping stride was mostly on the toes, with the hedl knob touching down only occasiondly.

Ofdiashrugged to hersalf. She had raised bread to eat today; she didn't have to worry about the
cregtures dl thetime. She cut herself severd dices off oneloaf and ate. It was good, from the hard crust
to the soft, yielding inner crumb.

Were the creatures like bread? She had touched them severa times now, and she still wasn't sure.
Their skin—if it was skin—felt harder than hers, but no harder than the calluses she remembered on feet
and hands. Were they soft inade? Were their muscles as soft as human muscles, or hard like their skin?
Did their shape come from bonesin the middle or the hard skin on the outsde?

She found hersdlf looking at her bread with new attention. Her science lessons had been along way
back, and no one had seemed to care much whether sheredlly understood living things. A specid class
understood that, just as a specid class understood spaceships or government. What they cared about, all
they redlly cared about, was that she learned to do what she was told and not make messes. Even when
Humberto inssted that they both take night classesto qualify as colonists, the instructors had not cared
whether she understood the machines she was taught to tend and repair. Follow the ingtructions, she was
told. Follow the diagrams. It's no harder than making a dress from a pattern, one of them told her. Even
homemakerslike you can do that. She had clenched herself around the pain of his scorn and proved that
she could, indeed, follow the diagram accurately.

Of living things she remembered scattered words and images. cells, with skins caled membranes
around them, endoske etons like humans and exaskeletonslike flies. Cellswere round or oval, with more
round shapesinside. They looked rather like the holes in the bread, except smaller. She remembered
watching a cube presentation of dissection, the way the ingtructor's knife dit the trembling rat up the belly,
the 0ozing blood that made the boysin class snicker and say crud things. Some girls had looked away,
but she had seen the intricate tangle of intestines, the bright pink lungs, thelittle dark red pulsing heart.

She had felt her heart pulsing, thefirst time she had redlly noticed it, and imagined someone looming
over her with ahuge knife ready for her belly. And it had happened, but not to her, when her childhood
friend had needed her belly opened to have her child. Donna had never forgiven her for not coming to the
hospital to vist; Donna had guessed that it was something more than packing to leave.

But the creatures here and now—she made hersdlf quit sending menta apologiesto Donna, who had
probably died by now, on that distant world where they had been childhood friends—these creaturesfit
none of the categories she had been taught. She knew she had not learned them dl; in her school children
had been taught only the biology they needed, that of the living thingsimmediately around them, asmall
sdection of the origina rich Terran biology.

These were not plants, shewas sure. So they were animals: insects, fish, mammals, birds, reptiles,
amphibians. They weren't insects, because insects didn't have warm bregath. They weren't fish, because
they lived on land and bresthed air. They might be amphibians, though they didn't look much like frogs or
toads, and she could not tell if they laid eggs. Birds? Birds had feathers and wings, beaks and not
mouths. People raised flightless birds for mest, but even those had feathers and smal wings. She had
seen them. These crestures had no feathers, and no wings; they had mouths, with teeth. Reptiles?
Reptiles had scales, were not hot-breathed, were much smaler. Mammals? Mammals had hair and gave
milk: she saw no hair on them, and nothing that looked like breasts.

On other worldswhere animd life had been found, people had made new classfications, but Ofelia
knew only that they existed. She had no ideawhat they were, or what features had been used to make



them. She didn't know what their cellslooked like or their blood (could she even cdl it blood if she saw
it? Or were they dry insde? No, because their mess had been wet.)

Ofeliachewed her bread dowly, trying to pull out of her memory information that had not been stored
securdly inthefirgt place. It was along time before she realized she could probably find more information
inthe computer tutorias.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
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<Archives of the Consortium, Report on the Attempted Recolonization of 3245.12 after the failure of
the Sims Bancorp Ltd. colony and the subsequent loss of license>

Study of documents entered in evidence by Sims Bancorp at the time of the hearingsindicated that
thefailure of their colony might have been due, in part, to apoor choice of location. Subsequent followup
was certainly afactor, in that losses resulting from climatic conditions were not replaced, but had the
colony been planted appropriatdy, it might have made at least moderate progress. According to
meteorologica records, recurrent cyclonic sea-storms with associated flooding caused loss of life, |oss of
livestock, loss of equipment (boats, other vehicles) and crop failures.

For this reason, Zeoteka O.S. chose to placeits newly licensed colony in the North Temperate Zone,
closeto but not in the flood plain of ariver (see attached charts and scan data.) It was believed that
wesathersat dataindicated the site chosen for the colony's shuttle field had not been flooded in the 42
years of observation.

The colony insertion followed standard practice as specified in the 14th edition of the Unified Field
Manud.

Captain Gian Vasoni, commanding the cargo vessd Ma Jun Vi, logged severa days observation.
Clearance of the Sims Bancorp tropical colony had been completed on schedule; that colony site was
clearly visible on broadband scanning. Infrared spectraindicated that the powerplant had not been
properly shut down, but there was no activity indicative of remnant population.

Sims Bancorp has claimed that by their records the plant was shut down, but that there were native
animasin the region which might, in the intervening time, have accidentaly turned it on: the abandoned
machines had not been destroyed because there was believed to be no intelligent native life (see origina
survey data).

Captain Vasoni authorized survey shuttle flights to provide current data about the proposed colony
ste. Theflights recorded datasimilar to that of the origina survey. Temperature, humidity, gas mix, were
al within limits. Therewere smd| herds or bands of wild animas moving nearby but nonewithin five
kilometers of the planned shuttle field. Nor wasthere any sign of purposeful activity that would have
suggested the presence of intelligent, let done hodtile, life formsto nonspecidist personnd. No
xenotechnologist or equivaent was available for consultation.

Upon completion of the required survey flights, Captain Vasoni then authorized the retrieva of
colonigts capsules, and the first unmanned landings of heavy equipment robotics. Site preparation
proceeded normdly, and the first shuttle flights containing colonists landed uneventfully. Asthefacility
was extended, and assembly of the prefab shelters began, the ground controller reported the sudden
appearance of massed wildlife to the east (sunrising).

The massed wildlifeinitidly appeared to be a stampede of some kind, perhaps frightened by the noise
of the shuttles. The ground controller fired smoke cartridges to deter the wildlife. It became apparent that
the wildlife were hogtile, and were attacking the landing party. It isnot known for certain what weapons



were used (see attached military analysis) but some of them were definitely projectile and explosive. One
shuttle was lost on the parking pad to a projectile which exploded on impact with sufficient forceto
breach the fuel tanks and explode the fudl. It is assumed that thiswas not an aimed hit; whatever these
cregtures are, they could not have had experience with shuttles before.

Captain Vasoni quite properly refused to send additional support to the ground party. Court records
show that Captain Vasoni had no resources for amilitary ground action, nor experienced personne with
which to conduct it. Moreover, Captain Vasoni reglized that the actions of the putative wildlife reflected
possible intelligence as defined in Section XX X11, Subsection 14, of the General Treaty on Space
Exploration and Development, and that the regulations governing Alien Contact now superseded all
others. Unfortunately, those colonists aready on the ground were overrun by the creatures, with grest
loss of life. Captain Vasoni faced considerable resi stance aboard ship to abandoning the personnel on the
ground; it became necessary to avert amutiny by forceful means.

Because of the ddlay resulting from loss of personne in both the attempted landing and the mutiny,
and the delay caused by lengthy adjudication, the full story of thistragic affair has only now cometo the
attention of the Bureau of Alien Affairs. Clearly it isimperative that we send an experienced Contact
team to assess the native (?) culture and itstechnological level. Since the Sims Bancorp colony left behind
anumber of advanced devices prohibited on non-treaty worlds, we must be concerned with the fate of
that equipment. What little data we have suggests that the native (?) intelligent (?) culture responsible for
the recent debacleisasocia nomad living in one region only, and herding the local equivaent of
grass-eating cattle. Since neither grow in the tropics, it may not yet have found the Sims Bancorp site.

But if it should, and if that powerplant isindeed functional (as Captain Vasoni's data suggest) then we
have a crisis. Such an aggressive, hostile species must not be handed advanced technol ogy too soon.

Authorization 86.2110. Alien Contact, Secondary. Team Leader: Vadl Likis. Misson definition:
assessfor

1. intdligence

2. socid organization
3. technologicd leved
4. hodtility index.

If suitable, attempt to gain level one agreement to the Genera Treaty. At dl events, secure SSims
Bancorp colony powerplant and other prohibited technology.

"It was stupid from start to finish. | don't care what they said, I'll bet Smsknew al about it—they
were pissed enough to belosing the license.”

"It'snotin any of their interna datastream. | say they didn't know, and the crittersjust hit I-critical
about thetime the first survey was done.”

"Poppycock. They had to know. Unless no one reviewed the weathersat's
recordings—| ook—there—you can't call that undisturbed ground.”

KiraStavi sat back and listened to the bickering. Vasil Likis, experienced team leader her l€eft little
toe. Vadl Likis corporate bootlicker was more likeit. Vas| holding forth about Sms... and hadn't he
once worked for ConsolVaris, one of Sms minor acquisitions? She looked at the display instead of
getting into the argument that Vasil clearly wanted to have with Ori... Ori could handleit. And the display
had itsinterest. Although it had no legend, she knew from experience that the purple and yellow streaks
were enhanced-contrast thermal-emission spectra. Regular sireaks and blobs, too regular entirely. Vasl
was right about that, at least.



Ori brought up the point she would have, the point he had tried to bring up before. "Isit possible that
we're seeing a species at emergence?”

"Impossible” Vasl huffed. "It'sthose clodsat Sims—"

"l don't seewhy it'simpossible” Ori'svoice didn't go up, but he had not been intimidated by Vasil,
and he made that clear. "Just because we've never observed it before doesn't mean it can't happen. In
theory, it hasto happen sometime.”

"The odds—"

"Make no difference now. What mattersiswhat is." Ori could never leave out his Pelorist tags. Vasl
went redder, if possible. Kiradecided it wastimeto cool things off.

"What about the therma source at the old Sims Site? Are we quite sure that doesn't imply illegdl
occupancy?' Vas| scowled, but held his peace when Ori turned to her.

"They said not." Ori rubbed the bridge of hisnose. "It did surprise Captain Vasoni, but there was no
organized movement. He did look for that. Here—" He touched the display, and it shifted location, then
scde. The shuttle fidd'sorigind outline had blurred aready—tropicd vegetation, Kirareminded hersdlf,
could do that in ashort time. Buildings still crigply upright—well, they would have made them stout in the
first place. A cluster of hotdots here, 1abeled sheep, and another near theriver, labeled cattle. Those
weretheright size, and temperature, and perhaps livestock could survive without human care that long.

"Has anyone asked the vets?"

"Ohyes. And the origina herd Szes. That'swell within possiblelimits. They won't survive another
decade without care, but they're well below the carrying capacity of their pasture, and they can foragein
thevillage gardensaswell.”

"We have one hotspot in the villageitsdf," Vadl sad, but more calmly. "'V asoni wasn't scanning it the
wholetime, so we can't be sureit's the same one, but whatever it isisn't human. Wrong patterns. The
Sims colonists reported atreeclimbing, dexterous speciesin the nearby forest, which cameinto the
settlement at firdt. If it were Terran, it would be amonkey. The expertsthink thisis one of those. It's
gmdler than the big fellows up north.”

"Mmm." Kirawasn't convinced. "Anyone check the personnd list of the Sims pickup?"

"Aswell aswe can. The colony database they brought with them could have been doctored, of
course, but they claim to have accounted for everyone. A few of the elderly died in transit, asyou'd
expect. We could confirm if Vasoni had had the senseto get afine-grain visud of the old colony
beforehand, but by the time he realized he needed one, he had amuitiny to dedl with."

"Well, then." Kirahoped to get them back on the rea problem, the diens. "Any ideas on where these
folkswould fit on the Varinge Scde?'

That brought them back al right. Scowls from both, sighs, the sort of thing that made her wonder why
she stayed in the service a all. Teamwork, hal

"No artifacts," said Vasil. "Wedon't even know if they have metd."

"And our ship leavesin lessthan ten days, and we won't learn anything more until we come out of
FTL at the beacon and can strip it. Vasoni did have sense enough to put a permanent watch on the area.”

Kiralooked at the rest of thelist. A specidist in linguistics, of course, though so far the record of the
dien linguidtics gaff was something below encouraging. By picking dternates with dightly different
specidties, they could cover afairly broad range of biology, technology assessment, linguigtics,
anthropology. .. but something thisimportant redly needed alarger team. Particularly when the team
leader was a palitical appointee who had used his degree, such asit was, in corporate and government



sarvice. The problem was the capacity of the transport vessal. No one wanted to waste the time it would
have taken for an ordinary ship to crawl inward from the jump point to the planet they wanted. .. which
meant squeezing them into amilitary ship that could make the inward trangit in days, not months.

And that meant putting up with amilitary presence. Kirawondered what the others thought about
that. After al, thesethings had killed the colonigts, dl of them, so they were certainly dangerous. The
military could protect them. On the other hand, the military tended to think they were in charge of things,
even when they weren't. Thiswas supposed to be ascientific and diplomatic misson.

They dl loved the coolers, Ofeliadiscovered, especialy thefrost that formed on the freezing
compartment walls. Twice she came into her kitchen to find the cooler door open, and one of them
scraping away with its horny fingernail, while asecond held the bowl. Thefirgt time, the one holding the
bowl dropped it, exactly like aguilty child, when she came in; they both bobbed allittle, and sdled out.
The second time—was this a different pair?—they both stared at her coolly and went right on eating frost
until she pushed them aside and shut the door firmly. The differencein reaction struck her as very human:
some recognized rules to observe, even asthey broke them, and some didn't care.

She was glad she had disconnected the coolersin nearly dl the other houses. She would have to have
spent al her time checking cooler doors. It wasn't just the waste of electricity; it was the wear and tear
on cooler motors. At least they didn't mess with the motors. She had managed to convince them—how,
she wasn't sure—that they must not take things apart. They did turn the lights on and off, and the water,
but that did no harm. She had worried that they might start up some of the vehicles down by the shuttle
field, but they hadn't. Perhaps those vehicles wouldn't work now anyway, Sitting out in the sormsal this
time. She had not tried to start them since. .. she couldn't quite remember. Before the creatures came,
anyway. Perhapsthat was why they hadn't experimented.

They were not as bad as children, really. Endlessly curious, as children were, but unlike children they
understood limits. The worst was not being able to settle to her own pursuits any more without being
aware of their curiogity and attention. When she tried to paint beads, one of them was sureto stick a
talon into the different paints; when shetried to string beads, alarge beaky head hung over the work,
watching. When she crocheted, one of them would reach to fed theyarn, "helping” by taking it off the
ball and holding it dack. She had no way to explain that she needed the dight tenson against the ball to
gauge the tension of her dtitches. If shetried to work on the log, they clustered in the door, watching as
the words scrolled across the screen.

That was like having children around, never being alowed to settle to anything in peace. When she
knew someone watched her, noticing her choice of colors, textures, shapes, stitches, words, she could
not concentrate. Even when the creatures didn't interrupt intentiondly, their very interest wasan
interruption.

Shetried to get them involved in projects of their own, as she would have with children. If only they
would settle to something, then she could get on with her own activities. She offered dull beige beads
from the fabricator for them to paint, bits of cloth and colored yarn. But athough they would twine the
yarn into twists and curls, and even dip the beadsin color, they would not settle to any of it. Just when
she thought they were engrossed, so that she could mutter to herself as she worked out what she wanted
to do next, there they would be again. Clustered around, hanging over her. Watching.

Outsde, it wasn't so bad. In the open, they didn't seem quite aslarge; she didn't fed their presence as
overpowering. She grew used to having one of them in the garden with her, eager for the dimerods she
tossed it. They no longer knocked down the corn, or trampled the ruffled leaves of gourds and squash.
They followed her as she made her regular tour of the meadows to check the sheep and cattle. Eventuadly
the anima s grew used to them, and quiit shying away. It could be dmaost companionable, waking along
on abreezy day with one or two of them. She found hersdlf talking to them quite naturdly, and imagining
the meanings of the grunts and squawks she got in return.



But insde, they were dways anuisance: dightly too big to share the working spaces comfortably, yet
determined to learn what she did and how. She felt constrained, crowded. They would not attempt entry
if shelocked adoor against them, but she could not relax inside, wondering what they were getting into
outside. That, too, was like having children around. She had more than once used the bathroom for
sanctuary when her children werelittle, but she had never stayed long. She knew too well what might
happen... a least with children. With these, she didn't know; she could only worry.

The near-nesting one decided firdt. It isaguardian. It isanest-guardian.
Right hand drumming wavered, steadied. It cannot be; these are not nests.

Nestswere. Quick gestures evoked the picture-machine and itsimages. Nestswere. .. the guardian
days.

Left-hand drumming. It is so, these were nests, and it is so, that this could be the guardian... the only
guardian lft.

Old... it must be so old. Shivers of shoulders, a courteous glance at their eldest, so much younger
than the eldest of their People, but an elder ill.

And, the near-nesting one added, it knows so much about al those boxes and things that light and
move and speak...

If it is gpeech.
It isgpeech. It answersthem.
Thingsthat talk.

That in atone that expressed hunger better than words, aviscerd growl. They dl straightened alittle,
breathing faster: gamein view. Thingsthat talked, that did things, things they could recognize as useful, to
move water, to make heat and cold, to draw pictures and make noises. More dangerous things like those
the invading monsters had used to destroy the nestmass. They could taste that bright blood, that wriggling
intelligence.

It would nourish the young, the near-nester said. That went without saying, but a near-nester dways
said the obvious, and repestedly; that was how to tell they were close. That knowledge in the monster's
head, those things, would nourish their young if only ...

It cannot be eaten, the eldest reminded them. It ismongter; it will not nourish. A quick flurry of right
hand drumming, then left hand, then confusion of rhythms asthey worked it out. Of courseit could not be
eaten; guardians were guardians, not prey.

Not eaten. Not eaten buit. .. tasted? No. A lurch to the rhythm, of the nausea they had fdlt tasting the
dead mongters at the nesting grounds. Breathed, said someonefindly. A vast gasp, asthey dl tried that
idea. Breathed. Y es. Asthey passed new things to each other, breathing them into the air and catching
them in again, so they could breathe the monster's wisdom.

Its speech. Who will learn to breethe it?

A harsh, guttural exhdation from al of them. A soft flurry of knuckle-beats on belly and breest,
mouths open, trying out the sounds.

Itishard. That from the youngest. Eyesrolled.
It isamongter; it would not be easy.

The singerswould do better. Eyesrolled that way. No true singers had come with them; none had
been interested enough, not with the story of the invasion and war to Sing.

Who will go?



Silence. Without drumming, they knew their choices now, and their decision formed in sllence. One
stood, then another. A moment's pause, then athird stood.

It istoo important. We must have dl three legs of the stoal.

Left hand drumming, dow and sad, but without any flutter of weekness.
Tdl the mongter?

Show the mongter. We will learn.

In the morning, the whole crowd of them—if that was indeed all—waited outside her house. Ofdia
looked them over, wondering what was coming. Three of them came nearer, and one at atime curved
over until their heads were at the level of her waist. What wasthis?

"Do you need something?' she asked. Bowing, it must be, and what did bowing mean to them? No
answer, not even the grunts they were now producing regularly in response to her speech. "Want cold?
She opened the door wider and waved them in. They didn't come. Instead, the others moved apart, and
let the three begin to walk away down the lane.

Puzzled, Ofdiafollowed. Were they trying to lead her to something that needed repair? When they
turned into the lane that led to the river side of the settlement, she was sure of that. It must be the
pumps—al though water had spurted out of her faucet and shower normally that morning. Perhaps they
wanted her to show them how the pump controls worked. She had been expecting them to want that.

Thethree walked on past the pump house, with her behind them, the otherstrailing. It reminded her
of processions, of something ceremonious in which she did not know her part. Past the pump house,
down the meadow into thetal grass by theriver. Ofdiadowed. Shedidn't liketowak inthetal grass; it
cut her feet and made fine stinging lines on her bare skin.

Now the three stopped, and turned to face her. They bowed again. One of them approached, and
touched one of her necklaceswith itstalon. A soft trill. Then awide-armed gesture, asif waving to the
whole areg, then ajerk of the head to theriver. Certainty flared in her mind: they wereleaving. All of
them? She turned to look at those behind. They stood in aragged line, unmoving. Were they going to try
to make her leave? She couldn't. She couldn't eat their food—they had to know that.

The one who had touched her necklace did so again, thistime dipping the talon under it, delicatdly,
hardly grazing her skin. What? Did it want that? And why? Ofdlialifted her handsto the necklace, and
dowly lifted it over her head. It was the one with dimerod cores among the beads she had made and
painted; the colors of this one were greens and yellows with afew blue beads. Not her favorite; she
didnt mind giving it up, if that was the question.

She held it out, and the creature took it, looking in her eyes asif memorizing her face. If it was
leaving, perhapsthat's exactly what it was doing. When it findly looked away, it sowed the necklacein
one of the stoppered gourds hanging from its shoulder belt, pushing the stopper in firmly. Then another
bow, and the three turned away.

She had not seen them near the river before; she did not know if they could swim... shefdt astab of
fear for them, asif they had been her children after dl. Thingslived in theriver that ate other
water-creatures; the colony had once lost a child to something scaly with large teeth. Then she saw the
dender boat move out of the reeds, into the river, and redlized dl over again how aien they were, how
adapted to their world. They had made along narrow craft of a something—skins2—sewn around a
framework of bent wood. The seams formed a brickwork pattern; she wondered what sedled them from
the water. And the paddles—long double-bladed paddles, the tips of the long blades pointed, dipped in
and out of the water, moving the strange craft along the surface of the water as quickly and easily asone
of the water-striders.

The colonists had had nothing like that; she had never imagined something like that. The colony boats



had been one-piece shells, large enough to hold twelve adults, square on the ends, with asmall engine
mounted on one end. She remembered helping to build the launch site for the boats, that first season. The
fabricator could not make anything that size, so when the last boats were logt, they had done without. It
had not occurred to anyone to build something thissmall. Ofdliastared &t it, trying to imagine wrapping
cowhide around awooden framework. Perhapsit could be done... if someone thought of it first.

Shelooked back at the onesleft behind; they watched intently until the craft reached the far shore of
theriver, atiny diver it seemed, and with alast wave their companions disappeared into the forest there.
Boat builders. Boat designers. They must have built that boat after they got to the river; she could not
imagine them carrying boats like that across the grasdands where they lived.

Even if she had spoken their language she would not have had to ask why they |eft. They had goneto
tell the others about her. They hadn't killed her (yet, shetried to keep in mind), and they had now learned
enough to go tell others. Would the others come? Or would al of these eventualy leave? That wasa
thought—maybe they'd go away and leave her in peace once more, to pursue her own life theway she
wanted, without having to pay attention to them.

For amoment she gave herself up to contemplation of that possibility, that blissful state, but she didn't
believeinit. Her peace had aready been shattered, by the new colony, then by the creatures, and she
knew, asif she sat on the committees where the decisions were made, that eventualy someone would
cometo investigate the creatures who had killed humans.

Her creatures were till there in the morning. She had thought they might desert her, move on, hunting
in the forest perhaps, now that they had sent word back. But they stayed close, amost as obtrusive as
the whole group had been. Very gradudly, she found herself mimicking their grunts and squawks,
cautious, fitting her mouth into the strange shapes. They stared, and grunted or squawked back, and she
did not understand. It just seemed more comfortable to make the sounds they made, as she might have
done with babies,

They had become individuas, though she did not know what the individuality meant. She had no
sense of male or female, old or young, or any socid role. Her namesfor them came from what she
noticed. The player, whose blowing through their tubular instrument she liked bet. Thekiller, who had
swvung itsknife at the treeclimber. .. she wished that one had gone away with the others, but it hadn't. The
gardener, who did not garden, but accompanied her most often, appreciating the dimerods.

Days passed. The player painted and strung a necklace of beads... blues mostly, with afew green
and yellow ones. It could not hold the brush as she did, in those hard dippery talons. Insteed, it pared a
diver away from atwig, did the bead down onto that stop, then dipped the whole bead in the paint.
Ofeliawatched, amazed, asit waited for the excess paint to run off then upended the twig (neatly holding
the painty end in the very tips of talons) so that the bead did off onto awaiting stand, this made from a
larger branch fixed to a base with its twigs uppermost. Bead after bead, dipped the same way, released
to land on another of the empty twigs... the branch began to look like the holiday trees Ofdiavagudy
remembered from the public buildings of her childhood. To her further surprise, the creature pared a
separate dipping twig for each color of paint. Children had to be taught to clean abrush after using each
color... these were not children. Nor were they human, though that became harder to remember asthe
days passed.

When the beads dried, the creature strung them on twisted grass, not the cord Ofdia offered. And
when it had finished itswork, it held the completed necklace out to her, hooked on onetaon. A gift to
replace the one she had given? She could not be sure of anything but the intent. She took it, and put it on.
It bobbed at her, and made one of its noises; this one sounded happy, she decided. She smiled and said
her thanks aoud, as she would to a person.

The one she thought of asthe killer roamed the meadows, Ofdiafeared for the livestock at first, but
day after day none were missing. When she walked around to check, the killer walked with her, stopping



at timesto scratch with itslong taloned toes at the tallest clumps of grass. Once it even threw itself down,
inthetal grass near theriver, and rolled on its back like the chickens having adust bath. Ofeliagrinned
before she caught hersdlf. It looked ridiculous, wallowing in the grass like that, even without feathersto
fluff. She could not imagine what it was doing, unlessthe grass eased someitch.

The gardener continued to help her find and exterminate dimerods. It seemed to have no other
interest; it was often missing from the group that plagued her in the center, hovering when shetried to
Settle to some task. Severd times she found scratch-marksin the dirt around the plants, asif it had
cultivated or weeded while she was not there. Perhaps it was only gathering dime-rods, or perhapsit
understood what her hoe and rake were for.

She heard the sound from inside, where she was drying herself after ashower. A long, rhythmic cry,
severa voices. Her heart lurched, then raced. In the lane outside, she heard anearer, answering cry, and
then the quick click-and-thud of the creatures running.

Their friends—their families2—must have arrived. Ofdiafinished drying between her toes, very
dowly, so that she could think. It would be different again. Shewastired of difference, but the world had
never yet shaped itself to her measure. How many had come thistime? And would they, like her
creatures (she dmost alowed hersdf to think friends) alow her the freedom to do what she wished?

She put on the necklaces she had left on the kitchen table. It did not fedl like enough. She opened her
door and saw nothing in thelane. Down by the river she heard excited voices, then the cattle. She
considered. The garment she had been working on, ribbonlike strips of cloth in brilliant colors... or the
sea-storm one, or the cloak she had embroidered with flowers and faces? The voices came nearer. The
cloak: it took lesstimeto put on, and she had it here at home.With the cloak over her shoulders, and her
necklaces layered over it, she fdt she ill lacked something. Bracelets around her wrists, yes, and the bit
of crocheted netting that she had once put over her head: the creatures had widened their eyes at that,
sherecalled.

She went out, dong the lane to the turning and then toward the river. She would meet them, not wait
at home. It was her place, after dl. The cloak lifted alittle from her shouldersin the breeze; she peered
down it at the upside-down faces with their staring eyes. She could not quite remember why that one had
three eyes, and why she had run adouble row of eyes down ether side, between the facesin front and
the flowers behind. Ahead, acluster of the creatures coming up from the river. She recognized her
necklace on one of them—had the origind three returned? And newcomers, one much darker than the
others, and one wearing a sky-blue cloak that came halfway to the ground. She paused beside the last
house. They were moving now, coming toward her, carrying sacks. Food? Equipment? And the new
ones—at least the onein the blue cloak—moved more dowly than the ones she was used to.

Closeto, they were obvioudy the samekind of creatures, but shefelt adifferent intelligence. She had
never noticed much organization among her creatures, never been sure who wasin charge. Except when
going off to hunt, they had seemed to drift through the daysintent on nothing but following her, studying
her. Now she noticed that her creatures had shifted to the back of the group; the cloaked creature went
firg, asif it had theright.

Her heart pounded; her blood hissed in her ears. Wasit fright or excitement? She stared &t the
cloaked one, trying to find some cluein itsfeatures. Under the cloak she could just see criss-crossing
straps and dings, hung with the same sort of gourds and sacks she was used to.

It halted some five metersfrom her. The others hated behind it. The breeze tugged at her cloak, lifted
itscloak in aripple. It moved its hands out dowly, turned them up, spread itsfingers. That she could
recognize: empty hands, no threat. She did not have to believe it to answer. She spread her own hands,
palms up. It brought its hands together, talon to talon, posed as carefully asthe devotiona figurines she
remembered from her childhood. Again sheimitated the pose. Whatever these creatures meant, it was
not what her people meant. She had never believed in what her people meant. Guilt stabbed for a



moment, then she drove it away. These creatures could not know that she had never believed.

The cloaked one spread its arms now, in adow gesture that evoked the village behind Ofelia, and
then seemed to wrap it into atidy package, which it handed her. If she had any understanding at all, that
meant "Thiswhole placeisyours." Or it might be asking. Ofelia, remembering a childhood song, drew a
big circlein the air with her hands, swept a hand from that to the horizon, and then repeated the
wrapping-up gesture the creature had used. She handed the invisible package to the cloaked one, asif it
were both large and precious. Thiswhole world isyours, she meant to say.

Behind the newcomers, her own creatures bounced alittle, though the cloaked one showed little
reaction for along moment. Then it looked around, and gestured to the other creatures. Two of
them—one her own player, and one new—~brought out instruments and piped athin tune againgt the
wind. Then the drumming began.

She had known they had drums of course. She had heard drumming before, night after night. But she
had not imagined how they did this, or how it would affect her.

CHAPTER TWELVE
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T heir throats swelled, bulged into grotesque sacs; their arms twitched; they seemed to vibrate dl over.
And from the distended throats came the sharp pulse of rhythm. Ofeiafelt it shaking the air, rolling
through her body asif shewere one of them, much louder than the drumming her creatures had done
before. The soles of her feet itched with adifferent, unmatched rhythm, asif an army marched in step
with each other, out of step with music. When she looked, the creatures were stamping in unison, but not
intime with the higher drumming.

Shedidn't likethefed of the discordance; her body wanted to move with one or the other, but could
not move with both. Or could she? Her feet twitched; she felt the discordance move into syncopation,
and her armslifted, swayed. .. she moved into what she felt as both dance and song, though she had
never danced so before, and had no ideawhat her movements sang to the creatures who had begun the
music.

Beat and best, step and step again. Now the crosscurrent of rhythm steadied; she found shewas
marking the accented bests, and their feet matched hers. Which had changed? She could not be sure.
She fet breathless, and yet light-footed, ready to dance along way.

Her creatures moved from the rear of the group, moving to flank it like wings. Ofdialooked from one
to the other. Player, Hunter/Killer, Gardener, the others for whom she had found no name. They danced
astep nearer. Ofdiamoved back; they moved forward. Comprehension came with a quickening bedt,
with the unison movement of their feet toward hers. They would not enter the village without her lead,
her... permisson?

A moment'srebellion: what did she want with al these creatures, who would plague her even more
than the ones she knew? But the music held her, steadied her. She could not stop them if they wanted to
come, and thisway they would come at her pace, at her will. Sheturned afull circle, one arm extended:
this, too, may beyours.

Then, to the combined drumming of voca sacs and feet, sheled theway into the village. Behind her,
the drumming steedied to asingle pulse shefdt in her entire body, asif the earth itself pulsed. Sheled
them up the lane, past the shuttered homes, past the place where she had seen the first storm-battered
one, the house where they had sheltered together. She came to the turn, the lane past her own house, and
then to the center. Here her breath stabbed at her; she stopped, leaning over with her hand pressed to



her side.

The drumming dowed, became softer and more voca, dmost a song, amost words. Her creatures
approached. Were they concerned, or merely hungry? Ofdia put out a hand to steady hersdf onthewall.
It could be funny... here she was, the center of attention, the attraction that had drawn alien crestures
across thousands of kilometers, and because she wasjust an old lady she might die of excitement and
waste dl their time. The thought made her chuckle against the pain; the chuckle made her cough.

When she could draw an easy breath again, they were all waiting, slent, poised in acircle around her.
The cloaked one faced her, head tipped to one side.

"I'mfinenow," Ofdiasad. "ltsjust that I'm old."

It blinked. Then, dowly, it leaned over the way she had, pressed its hand to its side the way she had,
and coughed. The cough had the stagy quality of achild who hasjust learned about socid coughs. Then it
held its hand low, and raised it in short stepsto her present height. .. and fluttered those long-taloned
fingersaong ahorizonta path, dipping and risng asif to mark intervas. It held that hand till findly. The
other hand rose to meet it, matching fluttering the same way, alittle distance beyond it, then dropped
suddenly. Then both hands down, and the creature bobbed its head.

Ofeliastood thinking. If she had done that, what would she mean? She put her own hand low, and
began the sequence. Growth, of course. Then the leve fluttering would be adult life, and the sudden
drop, death. Her heart raced suddenly. She fdlt dizzy. Wasit aquestion or an observation, that she was
close to death? She could not tell how old they were... how could they tell she was old?

She continued the sequence, wondering what the little dipsin the horizonta flutter meant to the
creatures—she had no ideawhether they marked time by seasons, years, or something else—but
continued the horizontal longer than the cloaked creature had. She wanted credit for every year shed
lived. The short period from now—the still hand—to the find decline she gestured differently, waving her
hand more widdly. She didn't know what the creature would understand, but what she meant was
uncertainty. She might die today, or ayear from now, or three years, she could not know.

The crestures were slent until she finished, then the ones she knew began talking. The cloaked one
slenced them with agesture. It took a step nearer Ofdlia, and dowly extended atalon to her cloak,
pointing to the three-eyed face on it, and then, very dowly, to her eyes, and back to the face on the
cloak.

No, she couldn't explain that. She didn't know hersalf why she had put three eyes on that face. She
shrugged, and spread her hands. They wouldn't understand, but what else could she do? After along
moment of silence, Player squawked something at the one in the cloak, who grunted back. Then Player
touched Ofdidsarm, gently, and nudged her toward the center door.

She wanted to say it was her door, and she would decide for herself when to let them in. She wanted
them to go away, dl of them, for she could tell that thiswas going to mean more work, more
interruptions, less privacy. She glared at Player, who had locked eyeswith Bluecloak, as she now
thought of it. Bluecloak grunted something at Player, who stepped back at once. Bluecloak bowed.

She might aswell get it over with. Ofdiaopened the center door, and waved themiin.

Only Bluecloak followed her. Here, in the confined space of the passage, she could hear its bregthing,
the click of its nails on thefloor; she could smell its scent. Ofeliamoved dowly, opening the doors on
elither sde as she headed toward the back of the building. Sewing rooms, control room, storage, the big
communal kitchen. At each door, Bluecloak paused and looked in. Ofelia named the rooms, but did not
enter them; Bluecloak did not enter either, but followed her.

In the kitchen, she turned the water on and off, remembering how that had fascinated the first
creatures. Bluecloak hissed, but otherwise did not react. Perhapsthey had dready told it about the water



that came from the walls. Then she opened the big storage freezers, Bluecloak |eaned closer, waved cold
air up onto itsface. Then it picked at the frost with its dark talon, and tasted it, just as her own creatures
had.

"Kuh..." it said. Ofeliastared. Had one of her creatures carried that word to this one? Had they redlly
understood that her words were language?

"Cold," she said. Then she patted the sde of the box. "Freezer. The freezer makes cold.”

"Kuh... ghrihzhuh..." The sacond sound, clearly different from thefirst, sounded like nothing Ofdia
had said. Shetried to remember her exact words. Freezer. Freezer makes cold. Was that an attempt at
"freezer"?

"Freezer," she said, dretching it out. "Freezer makes cold.” Slowly, digtinctly.

"Ghrihzhuh aaaaks kuh," Bluecloak said, separating each word as carefully as she had. Did that mean
it wastrying to say what she said? She wanted to think that. She had believed it of children.

"Freezer," she said again. She opened it again, reached in, and took out a package of food. She held
up the package of food. "Food in freezer."

"Dhuh ih ghrihzhuh," it said. It reached in and took out another package. "Dhuh..." Clearly aquestion,
but the intonation was the opposite of her own, dropping instead of rising.

"Food," she agreed. Of course it couldn't understand "food" yet. But Bluecloak seemed so much
more responsive than the original creatures. Wasthiswhy they had brought it? If they were anything like
her own people, if the first oneswho found her were scouts of some kind, then Bluecloak might bea
gpecidigt of somekind. A specidist in languages?

Bluecloak put its package back in the freezer and turned away. Ofeliareplaced her own and shut the
lid. Bluecloak had moved to the row of sinks. It touched the faucet control. Of course it would want to
know more words; children learning to talk were that way too. They didn't want to practice until they got
oneword right; they wanted to learn the names of everything they saw.

Ofeiaturned the water on. "Water," she said, putting her hand in it. Bluecloak put itstalonsin the
water.

"Yahtuh," it said, producing a sort of gurgled snarl at the beginning of the word.

"Waah-ter," Ofeliasaid, again stretching it out. Bluecloak moved its talons from the water to the
control.

"Aaaksyahtuh..." with the dropping intonation that she suspected meant aquestion.

Ofdiatried to back her mind up: if "ghrihzhuh aasaks kuh" meant "freezer makes cold" then maybe
"aaaaks' wasthe closest it could cometo "make."” Inthat case, it had just said "make water." Ofeiafelt
smug. It wasn't that hard, to someone who had dedlt with generations of babies|earning to talk. Shewas
too old to learn their language, but they could learn hers.

"Makewater on," she said, turning the control to strengthen the stream. "Water on." Sheturned it off.
"Make water off. Water off "

"Aaaaks yahtuh on." Ofeliawas surprised; the "on" sounded quite accurate. Why couldn't it say
"make" if it could say "on"? Bluecloak tapped the contral. " Aasaks yahtuh on.”

Ofdiaturned the control again. Bluecloak dipped its head. Approval? Agreement? Thanks? She
didn't know.

"Aaaaks yahtuh avk." Makewater... awk? Off. Ofeliaturned the control.
"Water off," she said. Again that bob of the head, then Bluecloak turned away, clearly searching the



room for something it expected. Something the others had told it about, no doubt, but which of the many
things? Ofdia decided on the obvious, and went to the door.

When it followed, she pointed out the light switches, then up to the ceiling lights.

"Lights" shesaid. Then, with atouch. "Lights off. Lightson."Its"I" trilled, awavering sound prolonged
beyond anything Ofelia had heard before. "LIllahtsss.” Theword ended in an explosivetss. "LIIIahtsss on.
Aaaakslllahtsssawk." Ofdiaturned them off. Bluecloak reached out and turned them back on, repesting
itsnew phrases: "lights off; lightson.” Then it tapped the switch itself, not hard enough to trigger the
control.

"Switch," Ofdiasaid. "Light switch. Switch turnslights on and off.” She said it dowly, acareful pause
after each word.

The creature attempted a sound. Ofeliarecognized only the "chuh” of the word's end; whatever the
creature had heard and tried to reproduce didn't resemble "swih" at al. The creature cocked its head at
her, and shetried again. "Switch" did not lend itself to the dow stretching she had used on the other
words. when shetried to dow it down, her own version didn't sound right to her.

Thistime Bluecloak produced "khuhtch." That must be the best it could do. Ofdlia could accept that,
for now. It was alot closer than sheld come to making most of their sounds.

"Khuhtch aaagks|llahtsss.”

Ofdiatrandated as she would for atoddlers speech. Switch makeslights? Now how was she going
to explain that the switch didn't make the light, but controlled it? Did she need to explain that yet? If she
didn't, she'dd have more trouble later on—she knew that from experience. She'd aready gone astray
when she'd agreed that the faucet controls made the water on or off.

Suddenly the task of teaching the creatures her language looked hard again. She needed the smplest
words human children learned by themselves, the no and yes of every mother's discourse.

"Switch makesthelightson,” she said. " Switch makesthelights off." She demongtrated again,
Bluecloak looked at her with dightly widened eyes. Now she went very dowly indeed. " Switch not make
light." Bluecloak blinked. "Not makelight,” Ofdiarepeated. "Make light on. Make light off."

"Nnnaht." A cock of the head. Then Bluecloak touched itstalonsto the light switch again, and turned
thelights off. "LIlahtss awk. Nnnnaht lllahtss”

"Not lights," Ofelia agreed, in the dark room. She turned the lights back on. " Switch makes lights on.
Makeslights off."

"Aaaks|llahtss on..Aaaks lllahtss awk. Nnnnaht aaaaks |l ahtss

"That'sit," Ofdiasaid. It was going to work after al. It was quicker than achild, quick to redlize what
"not" meant. But it was walking back to the freezer. Ofeliafollowed.

"Ghrihzhuh asagks kuh."
"Freezer makes cold, yes."

Bluecloak moved to the sinks, and tapped the faucet control. " Aaaks yahtuh." Ofelia shook her head.
"Makeswater on. Makes water off"

Bluecloak waved its hand under the faucet. "Nnnaht yahtuh."
"That'sright,” Ofeliasaid. "Not water now." She touched the control. "This makeswater on.”
"Aaaksyahtuh naht.”

"That'sit. It doesn't—" Sheredlized it couldn't follow that yet. "Not make water, make water on.
Likelights." She was amazed at the quickness of itsthinking, theway it checked its understanding.



Now it gestured, asif throwing something outward. "Aaaks Illahtss.”

Oh. It wanted to know what did make the lights. She was too tired to deal with this; it would take
days and days and daysto explain the powerplant, eectricity, wires, tubes... even if she could remember
it al, which she couldn't.

Perhapsit would understand the picturesin the control room, though the others hadn't seemed to
catch on. Ofelialed the way to the control room. Behind her, she heard a click. When she looked back,
Bluecloak had turned the lights off. Amazing.

The control room, with its many banks of switches, keyboards, display screens, and light panels,
brought a hiss from Bluecloak. Ofelia brought up the maintenance manud for the dectricd supply, and
scowled at theillustrations as she scrolled past them. All too complicated. She knew what they mearnt,
but they would confuse another human, let done one of these creatures. She turned to say something to
Bluecloak, and saw that it was staring at the screen.

"Aagks..." Itshand gestured up, rolling, as the screen display scrolled. What makes move? Ofdia
wasn't ready for this. She didn't know how to explain the scrolling image to children, let doneto an dien
creature who didn't gpeak her language. She worked her way out of the maintenance manual, ignoring
Bluecloak's noises, and found the educeation files. Here, at the smplest level, with the clearest illugtrations,
she might find something Bluecloak could follow.

There was the sketch she remembered, a cutaway of the power plant, showing the connectionsto the
other buildings. "Power plant,” said Ofdia, pointing to the drawing. "Makes dectricity.” No, that wastoo
hard. "Makes zzzzt. Zzzzt inwires" She moved her finger aong thelines. "Zzzzt makeslight.”

Bluecl oak's unreadabl e expression could have been anything from eager comprehension to tota
confusion. It reached atalon to the screen, pointing to the blocky drawing of the power station.
"How-huh laaant." Close enough. Power plant. Then Bluecloak moved back, to the door, and waved a
crcle

"Oh—whereisit?| can show you." Ofeliaheaved hersdf up, locked the controls with the drawing
gtill on the screen, and headed for the door. Bluecloak, unlike her first crestures, moved aside readily.
Sheled the way outside. The other crestures were huddled in the lane, noisily discussing something in
louder voices than sheld heard before. At the sight of Bluecloak, they al fell silent. Bluecloak uttered a
single complex squawk, and two of them fdll in behind it.

Ofdiadid not hurry. She had already done that dance; her knees crackled. Besides, she wasn't sure
she should show Bluecloak the power station. Right now her creatures respected the limits she had st;
they respected her, because she could make the lights work, the water flow. They had never asked to
see the power gtation; they didn't understand how everything worked. Surely Bluecloak couldn't possibly
understand, just from looking. .. but what if it did? What if these creatures could use the toals, the
machines? If they could control that themselves, if they didn't need her, what would happen to her?

Bluecloak seemed in no hurry either, It stopped outside the first doorway, and churred. One of the
creatures answered. Bluecloak tipped its head toward Ofedlia. It had to be a question. The logical
question was whether this was her house. But the others could have told it that. Perhapsit wanted to
know what thiswas,

"House," Ofdiasaid. Whose had it been? She was surprised to discover that her memory of who had
which house had blurred, Surely it hadn't been that long. Tomas and Serafina? Luisand Y sabel? Still
thinking, she unlatched the outer door and pulled it open. Insde, the house was dark and smelled musty.
Ofeliaducked into the cool dimness, and made her way to the windows, where she opened shutters.
When she turned around, Bluecloak stood poised at the door, head cocked.

"Comein," Ofdiasad, gesturing. Bluecloak stepped in, itstoenails clicking on thetile floor. Ofia
opened the other doors, showing Bluecloak the bedrooms, the closets—there, ascrap of rotting cloth



that pricked her memory and reminded her that this had been Y sabel's closet, the scrap part of an old
coverlet that Y sabel had cut up for rags before the colony's remova. The bathroom, with its shower
head—Of€liaturned the water spray on and off to demonstrate—the garden door from the kitchen.
Bluecloak followed her, attentive. One of the others touched the cooler—one of those Ofdlia had
disconnected long before—and said "Kuh," then grunted. It opened the door; Bluecloak uttered a sharp
squawk, and it shut the door asif itsfingers had been stung.

Or asif Bluecloak wereits parent, and it had disobeyed. Ofdiadigested that thought. Was Bluecl oak
an adult, and were these othersredly children? She liked the ideathat Killer might be an undisciplined
child, but she had not failed to notice the long knives the newcomers a so wore, even Bluecl oak.

Bluecloak touched the cooler gently, and looked at Ofdia. Asking permission? She nodded, then
reached out to open the door herself.

"No cold now," she said. "Cold off."

"Kuh awk," Bluecloak said. Cold off. It looked the box over; Ofeliaheld her breath. It could not
know what made the box work or not work. It had not had time enough with the cooler at the center. It
could not... Leaning over, Bluecloak peered behind the cooler. With aglance at Ofelia, it leaned lower,
reached, and came up with the end of the power cord. "Aagkskuh," it said, with the faling intonation that
Ofelianow thought meant a question.

Shefet colder than the cooler had ever been. How had it caught on so quickly? Small children
learned... but they saw someone plug and unplug appliances.

These creatures had no dectricity.... did they? They could not have understood, with no common
language, how it worked. Y et Bluecloaks questions were so direct... it must be smarter than she had
thought. Smarter than humans? She didn't want to consider that question.

"Bzzz makes cold,” Ofeliasaid. Should she give alabd for the cord? She might aswell; it would be
eader to tak about if shedid. "That'sacord,” she said, touching it. “Cord. Bzzz in cord makes cold.”

"Zzzz..." Bluecloak said. "Howhuh laaant aaaks zzzzt." It paused, giving Ofeiatimeto arrange Power
plant makes electricity inher mind. "Zzzz in cort, zzzz aseks kuh."

Y es, dectricity in the cord made the cooler cold, but how had it figured out that the eectricity
traveled in the cord? It should not have been obvious. It could not have seen the wires behind the coolers
in the center; they were hidden by the bulk of the boxes. Ofdianodded, forgetting again that they did not
understand nods.

Bluecloak flipped its cloak back, and opened amesh bag hanging from one of the straps around its
body. From the bag, it took athin cylinder aslong as Ofdiasforearm. She thought it looked like wood
or thick-stemmed grass. Bluecloak lifted it with one hand, and blew into it, holding the other hand before
the open end. Then, very gently, it took her hand, and placed it before the open end. She felt the stream
of ar. But why?

Bluecloak spoke, arapid gabble she couldn't follow. Then it dowed. A breathy whushing, a pause,
then "in" and ataon tapped on the cylinder. Air in cylinder? Ofelianodded, hoping that was right.
"Yahtuhin..." agutturd squawk. Ofeliablinked. Water in... something. Air in the cylinder, water in the
cylinder? In something like the cylinder? In apipe, shewould say... had that been their word for pipe?

"Pipe" Ofdiasad. "Water in pipe." Her breath came short; she could not believe the creature was
making these connections.

Bluecloak tipped its head to one side. Was that their nod? It repested the sequence: [Whoosh] "in"
gestureto cylinder. "Yahtuh inkye... kye..." It must betrying to say pipe. Ofdiatried again. "Pipe."

"Kite." It tapped the cylinder again, preventing another correction. "Yahtuh inkite... zzzz in cort."



It had thewholeidea. Likeair in atube, like water in apipe, eectricity flowed through cords, cables,
wires. Ofdlia had known children who found that hard to grasp, who had inssted that ectricity could not
flow, because wireswere not hollow. And this creature had figured it out with no more than afew
glances a the appliances and cords, at the elementary sketches of the teaching programs.

Ofeliafelt cold al over. These were dangerous crestures, they had killed humans. And shewas
exposing them to human technology. .. at therate this one waslearning, it would not be long before they
were building their own starships.

She could not stop them, either. Even before she had known they were there, they must have
acquired enough information to be dangerous. By the time she redized they were learning too much, they
had aready learnediit.

Her mind cycled through the reasoning, discussing with the old voice whether or not it was her faullt.
The old voice accused, as aways, the new voice defended. The old voice frayed, audible at last asthe
separate strands that had formed it: her mother, her father, the primary teacher who had been incensed
when she learned too fast, the secondary teacher who had been incensed when she turned down the
scholarship; Humberto, Barto... even Rosara

The new voice... she thought the new voice sounded like hersdlf, but younger. But how could she be
sure? It ingsted she was not to blame. It went on to point out how exciting thiswas, what an opportunity.

Ofdiaburst out laughing, and Bluecloak shied away. " Sorry," Ofdiasaid, pulling her mouth back to
itsnormal expression. Bluecloak could not know why she laughed; it might not know her laughter was
laughter. Could she explain, even to hersdf, why she was laughing? Just that the internal argument
seemed 0 Slly, both the worry that she was responsible for endangering the whole human race, and the
newer voice's enthusasm for learning about an dien race.

Whatever she learned would be of use to no one; shewould be dead and if the others came back
they would pay no attention to anything shetried to leave behind.... assuming the creatures would not
destroy it. For amoment she was shaken with grief and despair as sudden asthe laughter. Death, that
she had not feared, now stood at the end of the lane: darkness, and nothing beyond. She had not known
she counted on leaving her memories as glosses on the officid og—something that would survive her,
whether anyone read it or not—until she redlized that those additions might not survive,

With the grief, every achein her body madeitself known, asif her nervestransmuted emotion to
physica sgns. The heavy stutter of her heart, the sharp painin her hip, in her knee, the burning benegth
her ribs. Exhaustion dragged at her, and she fumbled behind her for one of the chairsthat still stood
around the wide kitchen table. She pulled it toward her, scraping itslegs across the floor; Bluecloak
dtiffened and spread itsarms allittle away from its body. Ofdiasat heavily. It would pass; it ways did.
In afew minutes her breathing would ease; she would think of something pleasant, and help it along.

She glanced around the kitchen, out the garden door she'd opened. Thiswas one of the gardens she
had not kept up, beyond the odd shoveful of terraforming inoculant from the recycler. Runner beanswith
creamy flowers had gone rampant, sprawling over the whole space, reaching up with waving tendrilsfor
the supports she had not supplied. The breeze set the tendrils waving even more wildly, and sent agust of
bean-scent through the open door.

Ofeliabreathed it in. Y es. Always something to overcome the body's momentary collapse, if you only
gaveit achance. A color, ascent, ascrap of music. She waited until she was sure her heart had settled
to asteady rhythm, then pushed her chair back and levered hersaf up. Sheredlly should shut the house
up again before sheleft, but she was very tired, and if she wasto make it to the power plant, she could
not spare the energy.

When she turned to the front door, Bluecloak churred, Ofelialooked back. It had its hands on the
garden door; it swung the door afew centimeters, then cocked its head. As clear aswords, she thought.



Do you want me to shut the door? Ofelia nodded and gestured with her hands, one the closing door and
the other the wall it closed against, Bluecloak shut the door, and then, as she watched, the shutters. At
the front door, it shut the door behind them, and fastened the latch.

She would have been surprised except that she had been surprised too many timesthat day already.
She was old, she reminded hersdf. She didn't have that many surprises|eft.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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| nthe powerplant, Bluecloak peered around at the readouts and warning signsjust as ahuman might
who had wandered into so strange aplace. The big greenish-gray boxes and cylinders, the glossy black
insulators, the steady thrum... Ofeliahad not redlly seen or heard it in years, not Snce it was new to her,
when she and the other adult colonists were taught how to run and maintain it. Now it looked dmost as
aiento her asthe creatures themselves. She could not imagine how to explain any of it to Bluecloak; she
could remember the words, but she had never redlly understood it. The waste recycler provided fud; the
powerplant converted that fud to eectricity aslong as someone made sure the parts al worked.

"Zzzzt," Bluecloak said. It walked carefully toward one of the greenish rounded humps; Ofeliafended
it off.

"No!" shesaid. "Hurtsyou." She mimed touching the machine and yanking her hand back.

Bluecloak stared at her amoment, then looked around again. Itsthroat sac pulsed. Slowly, with
obvious care, it moved to the other machines, staying at the distance Ofelia had indicated. It shivered
suddenly, then leaned to one side. Ofeliawatched, baffled. It leaned to the other Side, then stood upright
again. It extended one arm, hand open, toward the machine, but with no intent to touchiit. It looked
amogt like someone warming hands before afire, searching out the comfortable leve of hedt.

Ofdiagtood 4till until the achein her hip forced her to shift her weight, and then walk around.
Bluecloak ill stood by the machine, holding out first one hand then another. She was bored. What wasiit
doing? Shewasthirsty, and possibly hungry; she knew she wanted to use the toilet.

Moment by moment her irritation increased; she had felt an obligation to this cresture as her guest,
and then afascination with its quick learning. But if it was going to stand there doing nothing, she had
better thingsto do.

She hoped it wouldn't fry itsdlf to acrigp in something. It wasn't likely; the powerplant had been
designed with a colony in mind, with the expectation that children might occasiondly get ingde without
supervison. Touching the casing wouldn't even give it ashock. With afind dramatic sigh, Ofelia headed
for the toilet down the hall.

"I'll be back in afew minutes," she said. Bluecloak didn't move or answer. Fine. Let it be rude; she
would take care of hersdlf. In the hall, the other creatures moved out of her way. None tried to follow her
into the little room; they understood now that she wanted to be in these places alone.

Sitting on the tailet, she camed down and told herself that Bluecloak might not intend to be rude.
Perhapsit was fascinated by the faint hum she could barely hear. She could remember, asayoung
woman, standing and listening—it had sounded clearer then, with her young ears, even loud—soothed by
that even, steady sound.

When she came out, she went back to the main room, and found Bluecloak till in the same place, till
moving its hands dowly toward and away from the machine. That couldn't be hedlthy. Perhapsits ears
were more senditive than hers, perhapsit had some animal reason to respond more strongly to those



sounds, as the sheep and cows responded to sounds she could not hear at al. She looked back at the
doorway to see the other creatures clustered there. Were they worried? She was.

She went up to Bluecloak. Its eyes seemed glazed; it didn't seem to focus on her. Shetouched itsarm
gently. It jerked away asif she had transferred a shock, and grunted. Then it looked at her. "'l was
worried,” Ofeliasaid. "It was so long." Shethought it would not matter what she said, if she said
something quietly. "I'm hungry," she went on, and mimed putting food in her mouth. "Timeto eat.”

Another soft grunt, then it looked beyond her to the others and began talking in its own language.
When it turned back to her, it leaned alittle to her and said "Zzzzt. .. kruzh." Kruzh? Ofdiahad no idea
what that meant.

"I'm hungry," she said again, and again put her hand to her mouth. Thistime when sheturned away, it
followed.

She had not meant to take it into her own house, but it followed, and her own creatures had aready
gonein, They had been doing that for some time now; unless she shut the door against them, or pushed
them out, they wandered in and out asif it were their house. Bluecloak watched as she took cheese from
the cooler, as she went outside to pick fresh greens, as she mixed and cooked the flatbread and wrapped
it around shredded cheese and dliced tomato. She had become used to eating in front of those who were
not eating—clearly, the creatures could not eat her food—but Bluecl oak's presence bothered her.

"l wish | could sharewith you," she said, before taking the first bite. Then it occurred to her that
perhapsit could use sdit... sat wasinorganic, asimple compound. She uncovered the salt bowl and took
apinch of st on her palm. She reached across the table.Bluecloak leaned closer. Then it put onetalon
into the salt on her hand, and took it to its mouth.

"Sdt" Ofdiasad. "If you can useit—"

It wet itstaon thistime and touched her pam again. Againgt the dark shiny talon, the sdt grains
glistened. Thistime she could seeits tongue touch the talon, aquick swipe that wasted no single grain.
Shefdt stupid for not having redlized before that the creatures might be able to share sdt with her.

Bluecloak reached out and took her hand gently. Ofeliawaited. It opened its mouth, and showed its
tongue, then briefly dipped its head toward her hand and came back up to stare at her. It wanted to lick
the st off her palm, that was clear enough. Ofdliawavered. She would rather give it more sdt in aspoon
or saucer... and yet she wondered what it would fed like. She was old; she might not have another
chanceto find out.

She moved her hand dightly toward Bluecloak, and nodded. At onceit dipped its head again, and
licked the st off her pam. It tickled, then rasped more than tickled, and findly tickled again. Then
Bluecloak withdrew itstongue, and pressed its firm mouth against her pam before releasing her hand.

Ofdiaredlized only then that she had held her breath; it gusted out of her. If Humberto had done
that—! But that was ridiculous; this was an aien cresture, amonster, and she was an old woman. A
nervous giggle wormed out of her, and then she remembered her food. She bit into it roughly, asif she
could destroy that feeling, that sudden thought. She amost choked on that mouthful before she made
herself dow down, and chew properly, carefully. It would betruly silly to choke hersdf in front of
Bluecloak, who would not understand, who might even fedl responsible. If these creatures had such
notions.

She ate the rest of her food with exaggerated care. By the end of the meal she was so tired she felt
she could put her head on the table and deep through until morning. She wanted a nap; she needed a
nap. How could she convey thet to this creature, even if it was smart enough to figure out that eectricity
ran inwiresjust aswater ran in pipes?

Bluecloak stood, and pointed at the ceiling. What now? It ran itsarm through an arc that Ofelia



recognized as the sun's path. Then it began again, stopping itsarm high, and closed itseyes. Sowly, eyes
closed, it moved its arm down to what Ofeliathought of as |ate afternoon, then opened them.

It takes naps, she thought. And after al, it has aready traveled today. Of courseit istired too. Ofelia
nodded, then closed her own eyes along moment. When she opened them, Bluecloak was going out the
door into the lane, leaving her done. The other creatures clustered around it, chattering like children
released from school. Ofeliawatched them go into the center, and hoped she'd remembered to shut and
latch the control room door. Shewas far too tired to go check.

Ofeliawoke with the memory of that day, and awareness of the things she should have found away
to convey. It had asked how old she was; she had not asked it how old it was. It had asked so much, so
many intelligent questions, and she had not thought of hers, even the old questions, until now.

It was only age. She could not be expected to remember everything, think of everything, do
everything.

That old defense felt shaky. Thiswas not some supervisor, for whom a shaky old woman wasjust a
nuisance, who could get his questions answered el sewhere, or any time. She wasthe only person

available; shehad to think clearly, or... or she was not sure what, only that it would be worse. How
worse, or what kind of worse, she didn't know.

She had not wanted more respongbility. She had not wanted more tasks. But the world, her mother
had often said, does not shape itsdlf to your wish, any more than dough mixesitsaf when you're hungry.
That was truth; she had never found it otherwise. Unlike the more hopeful things she had read, in school
and the literature of Sims Bancorp Colony Division, her mother's bleaker statements had aways matched
redity as shelived it. So now to mix the dough, and hope—she could not be sure—the bread would be
edible. Sighing, she got up and went in search of Bluecloak.

She found the creatures where she expected, in the center's hal. Bluecloak bowed to her; Ofelia
bobbed her head in return. It pointed to the door of the control room. Ofelia shook her head—her
creatures had learned to understand that meant no, and she now believed they'd told Bluecl oak
everything about her. Ofdiawent instead to one of the doors she had not opened since the colonists | ft.
This had been the primary schoolroom, and she thought some of the teaching models might be lft.

Bluecloak followed, as she expected. So did one of the others. Ofdlia searched the cabinets aong the
walls, and found the mode she had hoped for. If you turned the little crank, part of it rotated on ashaft,
and in some way that Ofelia had never quite understood provided aweak current that would light atiny
bulb. If the bulb still worked. She knew the names of dl the parts; she knew how to fix it when it went
out of adjustment, but she had never understood why spinning little magnets past bundles of wire called
brushes made a current in the wire connected to the bulb. She could recite what the training tapes had
said, but it didn't make sense.

Stll, it was the best she could do. Ofelia pulled out the model, and removed its dust cover. It was
difficult to dust; she remembered that well enough, and if it wastoo dusty it didn't work right. She pushed
at the crank. It didn't move; it had alwaystaken a strong arm to turn it at the speed required. She pushed
harder, and the shaft moved grudgingly, with agritty noise.

It hadn't lways been this hard. Was she really so weak she couldn't turn a child's toy? Ofelia peered
at it, and suddenly remembered the safety lock. Where was the release? There. She prodded it, and
findly got it free. Now the shaft turned, faster and faster, as she cranked. Once it had made atiny,
characteristic noise, but she couldn't hear that now. She kept her eye on the bulb. .. wasthat awesk
olow?

"Turn the light off," she said to Bluecloak, asif it could understand. It reached out to the switch and
the room light flicked off. Now they could both see the little orange glow. Ofelia pushed harder, and it
brightened to awesk ydlow.



"Aaakslllahtss," Bluecloak said. It touched her hand with itstalons, and Ofelialet go the crank.
Beforeit had dowed, Bluecloak was pushing, faster and harder than Ofeliahad managed. Had it used a
crank before? Usudly little children had trouble learning how to make that round and round motion,
rather than the back-and-forth that came so naturdly. The light brightened, orange to yellow to
amog-white. By that light, Ofelia could see Bluecloak's other hand, held near the dynamo, moving closer
and back as he had in the powerplant. He could get anasty shock... but hedidn't try to touch it. It was
asif hefet hisway along a surface she could not see.

Ofeliadecided it wastime for more light on the subject. She walked over and turned the room lights
back on. Bluecloaks great eyes seemed to flash gold as its pupils contracted. It rel eased the crank, and
the shaft dowed, the light dimming until it could not be seen in the room'slights. Both hands now hovered
about the dynamo, fluttering in and out. Curious, Ofeliacame and put her own hand beside Bluecloaks.
Shefdt nothing. Of course not; there was nothing to fed.

Nest guardian, the singer-to-strangers had said a once. Wearing the holy symbols, the eyes of the
body and the eyes of the spirit, thisis the one who births the minds of the nestlings.

I hope you have showed respect, the singer-to-strangers added after a pause. No one had
interrupted; no one would interrupt asinger engaged in the ticklish matter of bringing harmony between
grangers. Only the nest guardians were more sacred. The sSinger waited, until the impatience of the
youngling near nesting burst out in aflutter of toesthat produced a soothing answering rhythm from the
group.

Of course we showed respect. Of course we knew...

Not from the beginning.

| knew. That discourtesy passed unremarked; younglings approaching afirst nesting were expected to
be hasty and abrupt. The singer-to-strangers throbbed a rhythm more complex than the others, and the
youngling settled back, mouth dightly open. Yes... it would not be long, and then this one would fed
better.

A nest guardian, the singer sang. And where are the nestlings?

Gone away, one of the hunters ventured. The monster—the nest guardian—moved that way. The
hunter moved in imitation of the old woman's gestures, the sweeping arm that indicated the village, the
walking fingersthat must mean others of like kind, then the upflung arm and pointing finger.

It hasawinged hunter far above, another said. A winged hunter with good eyes, that tellsit how the
world looks—it tells of ssorms coming from far away.

It can walk the air without wings?

We have not seen it do so. But the flying monsters we did see, near the nestmass. .. and thelittle
mongters were swallowed within.

Its peopletrave far, the snger mused. And when they return, heavy for nesting, they will know of us.
The singer shivered, and gave asingle resonant throb. The others shivered aswell. Those who returned
with the singer had told of thelonger and more sober discussionsthat followed the successful dimination
of the nestmass marauders. It had been less skill than luck, the leaders had decided; the monsters of the
sky had not expected trouble, and that by itself suggested a measure of their power.

We arejuicy leaperstoo far from the burrow, one of the hunters said. Known, visible, no placeto
hide. Hunted by those who could see from far above, even with no hills near; hunted by those who could
scar the very sky with the speed and power of their passage. L eapers have teeth, one reminded.

But fal to the knife anyway, another said. Asteeth to the knife are our knivesto the weapons such
sky-monsters might carry.



The nest guardian's people will return, the singer said. If they are the same people as the oneswe
killed, then... it will be difficult to drum harmony.

A long way, and no travel camps between, one of the youngest said. It had a hard journey both ways,
and this one had had athorn in the | eft foot, making most steps painful even after it was out. Perhaps they
are not the same beings at dl

They are the same in somethings, the Snger said.

No one argued with this. The singers, ong with the surviving nest guardians, had examined the dead
mongters carefully; the singer would have noted details that escaped a hunter in the battle. The difference,
the singer went on, ismostly age, and the garments of the nest guardian. These creatures change with
age, asdl do. Thelong grass of their heads bleaches like grassin the coming of cold; the skin dapples
and loosens. If they arelike us, they become dower of movement.

Thisongsskinis 0 hot, one of the hunters said.

| do not know about the others; they were dl dead. But certainly thisis a hotblooded creature, more
like usthan like the flaked skins. Has anyone seen it swim?

No. It does not swim, but it sprinklesitself with water daily. .. sometimes more than once, inthe
hottest wesather.

Unclothed, another added, it has attached sacks here—the hunter rubbed the chest—and yet we
have never seen anything in them, or any opening.

The singer tapped |eft toes. Y es, so had some of the dead ones, but those were not empty. | saw one
dashed by aknife; it wasthe creature's self insde, al part of its body. One of the nest guardians looked
at many such, and noticed that the larger ones went with the kind with an extra hole between the legs.

Nest-ready! cried the one who was.

Perhaps. These are mongters, after al. The nest guardian thought perhapsit wasaway of storing fat
for the production of young.

We could ask this one, a hunter said.

Thesnger drummed again, thistime with the right toes, disagreement. It would be intrusive to notice
that a nest guardian has not completed the change. What if it became angry? Refused to talk with us?

Perhapsit talkswith us only becauseit has no nestlingsto instruct?
It istoo quick of mind to mistake usfor nestlings.

It isaone, said the one nearing nesting, in aquavering voice. Itisaone, and its people have
abandoned it.

The others drew near, drumming softly with |eft toes, with left fingers, soothing, reassuring... you are
not alone; we are here, your people...

But | have no nest guardian for my nestlings! That in awail that drew involuntary squedsfrom some
of the younger ones, neck sacs puffed and flared in the bright orange of menace.

The singer took over, drumming astronger rhythm, and shifting to the traditiona counterpoint of the
nestchant. Here is safe nestmass, here is safe place, here your nestlingswill be guarded. A powerful
guardian is here, the singer continued, powerful againgt the new dangers, more powerful than those you
knew before. The nest-ready shivered again, then dowly relaxed into the comforting hands of the others.

It will guard my nestlings? Half question, haf statement.

Singersdid not lie, but they created new truths with their songs, new waysfor the People to drum
agreemen.



Guardians are wise, the Snger said. Thisguardian isvery old; this guardian nourishes our minds as
well asthose of the nestlings. This guardian will guard your nestlings; | will sngit so.

The nest-ready fell adeep, in the abrupt way of those carrying young, and the singer gestured to the
othersfor slence.

They did not know what the monster called itsdlf. The singer considered that so wise an old one
would surely have a preferred name. It had been withheld out of courtesy, not grasping; thisone, like dl
guardians, was generousto al needs. The singer was sure the guardian would agree to protect their
nestlings. Almost sure. Unlessits own people came back, when its duty to its own nestlings might take
precedence.

The singer leaned againgt the wal, remembering the fed of the guidestone. Guidestones! So strong, in
the building where the zzzzt came from. Among the People were those who would acheto find such...
though he doubted the guardian would say where they came from. Such atreasure. And the smdler
guidestones, in thelittle machine. Those interested in making new devices could copy that, if they had the
chance. The singer was sure that zzzzt done would not give the People mastery of al the monster toals,
but if they could make zzzzt themsel ves—whatever it was—then they could make their own tools.

The singer'smind drifted, asit often did, aong the dream paths of night, where the drumming shifted
Sdes as often asthe dreams. A day of marvels, indeed: seeing amongter dive, hearing it spesk, redlizing
that it wasindeed a nest guardian, most sacred of morta beings. It walked in the Singers dreams|less
awkwardly than in redlity; it moved swiftly and gracefully, more smoothly than the People with its
flat-footed gait. It wore the guardian's cloak, al covered with eyesto signify that the wearer saw with al
eyes. outward, inward, high, and low.

Ofeiafound, in the next days, that she was under a curious scrutiny, both moreintense and less
constant than before. Bluecloak must be very important, because the other crestures acted on its dightest
whim. And itswhim included her. When Bluecloak saw one of the origina creatureswalk into her kitchen
asif it owned it, and open the cooler to get afingerful of fros—something it had done al
aong—Bluecloak said something in their language and the startled intruder sprang back haf itslength.
Bluecloak said something € se, and the creature sprang forward to shut the door and give Ofliaalook
she had no way to interpret. Then it edged out past Bluecloak, and went off down the lane.

"l didn't mind that much,” Ofeliasaid, out of politeness, because she had in fact becometired of the
creatures coming in so casudly for frost-scrapings. She had often wished they would learn manners and
wait to beinvited. Now Bluecloak smply looked at her, standing beside the lane door. "Thank you,”
Ofeliasad findly. It tipped its head and withdrew.

Within a couple of days, she realized that the other creatures no longer came into her house, and
Bluecloak camein only when awave of her arm invited it. If she wanted afew hours done—and she ill
did—they did not intrude. She could cook her mealsin peace; she could even, she discovered, shoo
them out of the sewing room she preferred, and work on her jewelry again without those inquisitive eyes
on her.

It felt comfortable. Sherdlaxed in thisnew privacy, redizing how she had missed it in the time they
hed been with her. All over again, thistimein familiar sequences, shefdt her musclesrelaxing, her mind
relaxing. It was not quite like having the planet to hersdf, but it was better than it had been when the
creaturesfirst arrived. She no longer felt smothered by their presence.

And she could have companionship too. She had never in her life experienced companionship with
the opportunity to shut it out when she needed to be aone. Bluecloak seemed to understand, or perhaps
these creatures did not intrude on each other dl the time as humans did. When she looked, peering from
her new privacy asif from behind aveil, she saw that they seemed to let each other done at times... not
as she remembered people doing with each other in the village, grudgingly or angrily, but asif it were



natura for any of them to desire time done. When they were ready for companionship they returned, as
she did with more willingness than she had expected ever to fed.

Sheredized that she was willing because Bluecloak's lively interest, both in learning and in teaching
her, made it worthwhile. Day by day—almost hour by hour—she found that Bluecloak understood her
better, and she understood it. Bluecloak now understood—she thought—that humans bore their young
ingde, and birthed helplessinfants. That the things on her chest were organs to nourish those infants. She
understood—she thought—that the creatures made some sort of nest, but whether they laid eggs or had
babies she could not determine. Her questions to Bluecloak about that didn't seem to get through.

It would have bothered her more, if she hadn't been reveling in her new—if limited—freedom. It was
gtill anuisance to have them around, because she knew that they could intrude even though they didn't.
Her privacy depended on their courtesy, not on herself, and in the time a one she had enjoyed most of dl
her freedom from anyone else's decisions. But she could shower in peace, Singing if she wanted to,
without listening for the click of their talons on thetile. She could St muttering over atricky bit of crochet,
without those greet eyes peering her, the hands hovering asif to mimic the motions of her fingers, until
their interest made her own hands clumsy.

And when she wanted compani onship—when she wanted to listen to their music, or let Bluecloak try
out its rapidly increasing store of words and expressions—they were there. Quiet, polite, and eager. She
didn't mind being the center of attention when she could choose the time. In the evenings, when they
played music, they offered her any of their musical insruments. She usualy shook the gourd with its
seeds, but she had findly coaxed a note—bregathy but musical—from the handful of hollow reeds. They
listened when she played music cubes for them; they even tried to sing along with the children's songs,
and came surprisingly closeto the meodies. Shetried to hum aong with their songs, but worried that she
would sing the wrong notes; it was easier to keep arhythm on the gourd. Bluecloak and one of the others
seemed determined to learn to read; they encouraged her to read from the children's booksin the center
schoolrooms. She explained about |etters and numbers, and soon saw them tracing lettersin the air, on
walls, in the dust of the lane. They seemed to learn very fast, but she had no idea how fast adults could
learn lettersif they had not been to school as children. She wondered if the creatures had any written
language of their own. Again, her questionsto Bluecloak didn't seem to get through. Did it not
understand, or did it not want to answer? She couldn't tell.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Aboard the Mias Vir, en route to former Sims colony #3245.12

K iraStavi reminded hersdf frequently that she had not expected thistrip to be pleasant. It didn't need
to be pleasant; it was a chance to meet the first aien intelligence ever found on a colony world. On any
world, for that matter. What did the usua shipboard nonsense matter, with that in view?

Stll, it was annoying. All of them had superior academic qualifications—that went without saying—so
there was redlly no need for the covert pushing and shoving, the backbiting, the attemptsto impress.
They'd dl get publications out of this, no matter how it turned out—materid for alifetime's maneuvering
in the academic or bureaucratic jungle. They were not competing with each other.

Except that they were. Primary and backup teams, two sets of paired specididts, eight active minds
each determined to make or complete areputation out of thistrip, and too much shipboard time with too
little to do besidesworry about how the others might frustrate that ambition.

The primary team alone could generate, Kirathought, a storycube of problems. Bilong Oliausau had



to impress them with her knowledge of neolinguistic Al, and her sexud attractiveness. Ori Lavin,
normally acalm, pragmatic Pelorist, amost a caricature of that sect, had reacted to Bilong asif to ashot
of rgjuvenating hormones, and deeked his moustache every time she undulated by. He had engaged in
onefierce argument after another with Vasil, most of them unnecessary. Vadl, for his part, interpreted
"team leader” to mean that both Bilong and the lion's share of transmission time were his by rights.

Kiradidn't care about Bilong's behavior—she even had a sneaking sympathy for the girl, off on her
first long expedition, given aplace on the primary team only because the director of the linguistics faculty
had chosen thisinauspicious time to collgpse with arichly deserved bleeding ulcer. Kirahad heard about
the dmogt-mythica Dr. Lowaasi, who went through secretaries and graduate ass stants with equa
voracity. Rumor had it that the linguistics faculty cheered as the ambulance drove away. Anyway, it was
no wonder Bilong seemed immature and ungtable, and threw herself at VVasl whileflirting over her
shoulder with Ori. What redly upset Kirawas the way Vas| hogged the transmission time.

Kirareminded hersdlf that her own position was secure. She had tenure; she had ahigh citation index,
and after thisit would go even higher. The xeno-biologist on the backup team, whose unpronounceable
name everyone rendered as Chesva, respected her without embarrassing hero worship, leaving Kirafree
to do the thinking, and treat Chesvaasanormal assistant. Whether the crestures were intelligent or not,
whether they sgned atreaty or not, she would have exclusve accessto the biota... wish fulfillment for a
xenobiologist. She had samples dready—Sims Bancorp had deposited the requisite samples with the
colonid office decades before—but samples were no subgtitute for observing living organismsin their
native ecosystem. All she had to do was survive the voyage without committing assault on her team
members.

She reminded hersdlf of thisday after tedious day, through the intermediate jumps and the long
insystem crawl to the planet. She reminded herself that it would have been worse—it would have taken
longer—on most ships. Although it was tempting to think that alarger team would have been less difficult,
she knew from previous field experience that large teams could offer just as many opportunities for
interpersonal unpleasantness. Here, the small size of the team would force them to cooperate once they
were on the planet. And she, the only one presently acting like a responsible adult, would make sure of
thet.

When they were close enough, shejoined the others at the wardroom viewscreen. Blue, white, tan,
dark green... polar caps, mountain ranges, forests... no wonder someone wanted to colonizeit, she
thought. If it had been purpose-built for humans, it could not have been closer to idedl.

"Needsamoon,” Ori said, asif reading her mind. Sometimes he could; they had been on severa
expeditionstogether. Kiratook it asasgn that he was getting over hisinfatuation with Bilong. She smiled
a himwithout saying anything.

"We're going to St out here for awhile and redlly look at things,” Vasil said. He had said this before,
more than once; Kirafelt her shoulderstighten now. She didn't like being trested as an idiot who couldn't
remember. Perhaps that was what he was used to; unlike the others, he had no academic appointment.
Shetried to convince hersdf that this explained his attitude. "We're going to launch alow-orbit scanner,”
he went on. Kiracould have repegted his next wordswith him; shedid it sllently, careful not to move her
lips. "And only when we know what we're getting into, will we decide whereto land.”

The obvious place was the old colony site, since their mission included shutting down that powerplant.
Vad| knew that. The shuttle pilot knew that. Kiraglared at the viewscreen and told hersalf sheld fedl
better when she got out of the ship for awhile.

She watched the launch of the low-orbit scanner, and then went to the lab to put the first
transmissions through her own specid filters. She didn't expect the andysis of atmospheric gasesto have
changed from the basdline data filed before Sims Bancorp was issued the first devel opment license, but
she would be more comfortable with her instruments than the tension in the wardroom.



Chesvafollowed her, "Would you like meto do the atmospheric stuff, and let you get right to the
surface data?"

"l don't think therell be any surface data for awhile, but we can check the response of the visuals."

"I'll load the old data for comparison.” They knew it by heart, but the computer would catch subtle
changesthey might miss.

"Thanks," Kirasaid. She wished Chesvawere on the primary team with her... but then she might
have had someone like Bilong for her backup. Better thisway, probably.

The atmospheric data began to show up on her screen. She pulled up the old, and had the computer
highlight any changes. Nothing showed. Just as sheld expected.

"What about that old weathersat?' Chesva asked. "Do we have the access codes?"

"I'll check," Kiraran through the expedition manual, which was supposed to contain aprecis of all
relevant data, including enabling codes for any equipment Sims Bancorp had left behind. "Yes—and Il
just giveit ashove—"

The weathersat'scomputer obligingly dumped along file of weether observations, graphicsand dl.
Kiracaled up the current image. Blue water, swirling white cloudsin streaks dong the wind patterns, a
mass of clouds lumped up over something on the western side of theimage. She muttered her way
through the selection tree to pull up information about that. Mountains, it turned out to be.

Chesva had moved over to her workstation. Do you suppose the weathersat has any idle scanners?
If s, maybe we could get an early peek—"

"Good idea. Have you ever peded thiskind of system?’
Chesvagrinned. "Actudly, yes. And it nearly got me drafted into the military.”

"Sounds like agood story," Kirasaid. "But in that case, why don't you fiddlewith this, and I'll watch
and learn.”

Chesvaexplained as he went along, but Kirawas more interested in the incoming data than in the way
he convinced the weathersat to redlign scanners and antennae to pick up and transmit the datahe
wanted. By thetime he had it running to his satisfaction, the weathersat's area of observation was moving
toward the nightside.

"Handy that the powerplant'sill on," Chesvasaid. "It'sthe thermal pesk there which haslet the
wegthersat stay in postion al these years.”

"Redly." Kirawasn' that interested. She could see the bright dot on theinfrared herself. Around it
were the softer, dimmer blurs of buildings radiating heet absorbed from the sun, distinctly different from
the ground only on the side where shadows had cooled the sail ... they al seemed to have one sharp
edge, and therest blurry.

"Now if we can just get the magnification working—" Chesvasaid. "Ah. There. Now what do you
suppose that is?"

A vigblelight scan, thistime, the low danting rays of the setting sun making bold shadows. .. there
were the buildings of the abandoned colony, arranged in neat rows, the forest ramparts with their longer
shadows. .. and something moving between the houses.

Kirafet ashiver run down her back. Animals. Probably only animas, either the surviving domestic
animals abandoned by the colonists, or the forest animals they had described. The diens had been
thousands of kilometers away; the colonists had lived there forty years without seeing anything
dangerous. But the shadows they cast were long, upright.

"Thermal sources," Chesvasaid. "Whatever they are, they're warm-blooded, but not as hot asthe



power-plant.”
"Upright,” Kirasaid. Shewas glad to hear that her voice was steadly.

"Yes" Hisvoice was as cam as hers. They were professionas, academics, adults... but her heart
pounded. She knew... she knew these were not cows or sheep or monkeylike forest climbers. These
were the oneswho had destroyed a col ony—blown up a shuttle—and now prowled about, learning
entirdy too much.

Sunlight vanished from the scene, and without the stark contrast of sun and shadow she could see
nothing-not even movement. On theinfrared, she could see the buildings radiating their stored heat. At a
little distance, two clumps of brighter dots might be cattle and sheep. And between the blurred shapes of
the buildings, she could seelittle pale dots moving. Abruptly they disappeared.

"Went indde something," Chesvasaid. "One of the buildings." She heard him swalow. "They'reredly
there."

"We're theorizing ahead of our data," Kirasaid, trying to sound professiond. Chesva snorted.
"Y ou know we're not," he said. "We just got more datathan anyone else has had.”

"Yeeh," Kirasad. "l think so0."

Suddenly the visua scan changed. Lights sparkled on the dark screen.

"Weknow s0," Kiraamended. "They've figured out the lights—"

"Wouldn't be hard,” Chesvasaid. He sucked histeeth, hisonly irritating habit, and then went on. "It
wouldn't take digits, necessarily. A hand-swipe—if those are standard toggle switches. A tentacle. Even
abeak."

"Bipedd," Kirasad. "Those upright shadows."

"Not necessaxily bi," Chesvasaid. "But | agree, they're upright. Let's pull up one of the earlier frames
and redly go over it."

"Y ou do that. | want to watch this—" Kirawaved at the screens. Lights. The computer said four
lights. She put atrace on the IR pattern that had moved, the little dots that had crossed the street and
goneinside. Now that she had amoment to think, she called up the village street plan furnished by Sims
Bancorp, and decided that the—indigenes, she had better think of them, rather than aliens—had gone
into the multipurpose building that housed the control and monitoring functions, the rainweater storage
tanks, schoolrooms, communal workrooms, and so on.

The computer blegped; when she glanced at the visua display, another light had come on. She looked
back at the village plan. Fafurrias, Bartolomeo et u. et m., it said. Shetrandated the archaic notation: et
ux et mater, "and wife and mother." Originaly built and occupied by Humberto and OfdiaFafurrias. She
looked up the evacuation report. Bartolomeo and Rosara Falfurrias had been taken up on shuttle 3-F;
OfeiaFdfurrias on shuttle 3-H.

Kirawondered why they'd been separated. She had always assumed families were transported
together. Not that it mattered, really. She did wish they had an arrival manifest for the Sims Bancorp
colony transport, but it hadn't yet arrived where it was going. She wrinkled her nose, glad that she didn't
haveto travel on the old, dow, sublight ships. Cryo made such travel possible, but nothing could makeit
effident.

"I've got another light source,”" she said to Chesva, who merely grunted. She glanced over, and saw
that he was doing something to asingle frame of the earlier visuad data. His screen changed color, the
images shifting to more contrasting hues.

Kirawent back to her own investigations. Something—she was sure it was the same indigenes that



had wiped out the second colony at landing—was in the buildings, and using at least the light switches.
What else could they be using? She glanced at the Sims Bancorp materid to remind herself what was
down there. Waste recycler, which provided fud for the basic powerplant producing eectricity for the
lights, the coolers, the fans, the pumps. The vehicles... somedectrica, some running off biofuels. No
aircraft, thank the Luck. No surviving boats... Kirawondered what had happened to them. With the
electricity on, the indigenes could make the stoves hot and the coolers cold, but they couldn't get into redl
trouble. She hoped. Like most colonies, this one had had few weapons, and the evacuation teams
reported that they'd removed them.

Of course, they'd also reported turning off the powerplant. Kira had another cold fegling, dong with
the certainty that "What else?' was a question that should have been asked long ago. She checked the
low-orbital scanner. It was behind the planet now, probably still doing itsfirst run of pre-programmed
tasks. She no longer cared about atmospheric gases, about tida reflectance data.

"Aha" Chesvasad. "Come see this."

Kiramoved over. It was a single motionless screen, again visud, but not what they'd seen before. For
onething, the sun was higher, the shadows shorter, and in the other direction.

"Midmorning," Chesvasaid. "l threw in some search parameters based on those few frames we had,
and thisisthe best I've found so far.”

"Why was the weathersat doing an optica scan? It was turned off when you queried, wasn't it?"

"Probably one of those things put its foot on the controls," Chesvasaid. Clearly he didn't care how
the weathersat had come by itsimages, now that he had them. Kirafelt the same way.

"Two legs,” Kirasaid ingead of commenting on the unlikelihood of some animd stepping in the right
place and then stepping there again to turn the same scan off.

"Yeah... you wereright about bipedd. The theory'saways said it'smorelikely. Two upper limbs,
too—the shadows show that clearly. But look here—" He pointed to a shorter figure among the others.
Shorter, its proportions familiar. Human.

Kirachoked back al the rude expressions she knew, and said instead, "V asil will not be happy about
this"
"No," Chesvasaid. Hegrinned a her. "But it should get hismind off Bilong, don't you think?"

There was now no question of landing anywhere but the Sims Bancorp shuttle strip. They had been
lent amilitary-grade drop shuttle, supposedly imperviousto anything but "extremely advanced
technology," the military pilots said. The pilots had come with the shuttle, dong with asmal contingent of
"advisors' who had not mingled at al with the scientific and diplomatic specidists during the voyage.

The shuttle had made severa reconnai ssance flights after the low-orbital scanner showed no evidence
of technology that could blow them from the sky. Evidence of lower-level technology filled the datastrips
and cubes. Stone buildings—obvious permanent settlements—clustered on the rocky coast far north and
east of the Sims Bancorp colony, and troops of nomads accompanied by herds of quadruped grazersin
the grasdands west of the settlements.

"I'm not surprised they missed the nomads," Vasil sad. "They could be other migrating animals,
nothing specid. They don't seem to build fires, or structures. Its only that we know to ook for them. But
how they could have missed those cities—!" He shook hishead dramatically.

Kirarefused to restart the discussion of critical points and emergence, gradualism versus cultura
discontinuity. They didn't have the historical datathey needed to determine when the indigenes had
achieved the cognitive and cultura complexity needed for thisleve of technology, and they couldn't get it
up here. Down there, if Ori and his backup were good enough, might be the data they needed to settle



the question. Instead, she concentrated on biota: the four-legged herds the nomads accompanied...
hunted? Herded? Herbivores, surely; only abundant plant growth would support that mass of flesh. Prey
animals, certainly, with those eyes set on the sides of longish heads, eyesthat could see behind and
around. Were the indigenes the only predators? She looked for, but did not find, something equivaent to
canids.

"Boats, with rowers, and sails" Ori said, gloating over the pictures taken of the coastd settlements.
"They can work wood—I wonder if it'sal as hard as the stuff Sims exported from the tropics. We have
to have metd for that. If they have meta tools—"

Kiralooked at the creatures themselves. Indigenes, she reminded herself. She couldn't tell what they
weremost like, mammalsor reptilesor birds. .. they had no visible hair or feathers, but their surface
looked more like skin than scales. Their gait, with itslong-legged, bouncing quaity, reminded her of
ratites, the large flightless birds of old Earth, but the obviousjoint in the leg faced forward, like the human
knee. Large eyes, placed dightly more to the side of the head than human eyes;, they would have both
binocular and monocular vision, she suspected. Four-toed, four-fingered... an opposable digit on the
hand, and one of the toeslooked asif it were amost opposable.

"L ook at those buildings,” Ori said, breaking her concentration for amoment. "And I'd swear those
are pipes—maybe just hollow reeds or something, but tubesto carry—yes! Something just came out of
that one.” Kirahad looked just too late; she saw the tubes, but not whatever had been in them.

Memnin, the anthropol ogist on the backup team, spoke up. "'I'm noticing how aware they are. Did
you notice, Ori, how they looked up at the shuttle? No panic, no real surprise, and that one there—" he
pointed at acorner of the image. "It's sketching something, I'd bet.”

Bilong and Apos, the linguists, sood in the corners watching. They had nothing to do, Sncethe
scanners had not picked up any sound. Aposlooked alert, but Bilong pouted. Kirawished again that
Bilong hadn't been chosen for the primary team. Apos might be younger and less experienced, but a
least he wasn't trying to make trouble.

Severd days of overflights and data analysis—enough new data to keep an entire faculty busy; Kira
fet shewas drowning in it—and finaly the military pilots agreed that they could risk alanding at the old
colony. They ingsted that everyone wear protective gear, hot, heavy, clumsy, and unfamiliar to the
civilians. Kirawas sure the military advisors were laughing at them. They probably did look ridiculous,
shetold hersdf, trying to see the funny side as she struggled with the toggles and dides that held the thick
panelstogether. At least they were going to seethereal world at last; it was worth thisinconvenience on
the way.

Unfortunately, from her point of view, the military verson of a shuttle had no viewports, nor any of the
other amenities of civilian shuttles. She had expected to watch the gpproach, seeing for hersdf how the
atmosphere changed color and affected the look of the landscape. The exterior cameras would capture
that for later andlysis, but that didn't make up for not seeing it hersalf. She had to Sit staring at the back of
Vasl'shead al theway down, her rump going numb on the hard seet, her ears assaulted by the roar and
rattle. She had no ideahow far along they were until the pilot's announcement that they would be landing
intwo minutes. The shuttle dipped, swayed, and shuddered in the disconcerting way of al shuttles, and
Kiravery conscioudy did not clench her hands. She hated this; she couldn't even see the runway. Then
the seat smacked againgt her backside, and she fdlt the uneven rumble of the wheelsrolling on the rough,
overgrown surface.

At firgt view, the abandoned colony looked exactly like an abandoned colony. They had landed at
local dawn, and ahazy pink light glowed from the walls of the shabby little one-story houses. Nothing
moved. Parked in aragged row beside the shuttle strip were the colony vehicles, streaked with rugt, tires
deflated. Tough grass, and even afew shrubs, had encroached on the runway itself. A moist warm
breeze tirred the grass and carried the strange alien smdll of adifferent world.



The shuttle skin popped and hissed; Kira could hear nothing more at first, until her own ears popped.
Far off, something groaned horribly; she jumped. Ori said "That must be the cows' and she could have
kicked hersdf for not recognizing the sound. She was the xenobiologi<t, after dl; she was supposed to
know animals. Vas| started down the ramp, but one of the advisors stopped him.

"Wearen't sureyet," the advisor said. Sure of what, Kirawondered. They were sure theindigenes
were here, and at least one human. They had speculated endlessly about that human, seen only on the
westhersat visuad scans: who wasit, how had he or she found this place, and why? Some drunken
crewman |eft behind after the colony was evacuated? Some exploring entrepreneur come to salvage the
|eftover equipment? Someone who wanted to claim the planet for himsdf?

"Somebody—" said another of the advisors. Despite Vasil's arguments, they had brought weapons
aong. He might be the team leader, the future ambassador, but they had traveled on amilitary ship,
landed on amilitary shuttle; he had not been able to change the captain's orders. "To defend the shuittle”
the captain had said to Vasil; Kira, standing behind him, had seen his ears redden. He had told the others
he would take care of it, meaning get rid of the weapons, but his bluster had gotten him nowhere. Now
the advisors had their weapons out. Kirawas not surprised.

"Dont do anything," Vas| pleaded. They ignored him. Kira, sweating in her protective suit, ignored
him too.

"Oneindividua," the advisor said. He was peaking into amic more than to them. "Appearsto be
human, femae..." Theninatone of surprise, " Old. An old woman, aone.”

Kiracouldn't see what they were seeing; the advisorsand Vasil, al in bulky suits, blocked her view
up thevillagelane. They could have moved enough to let those behind see, but they were dl standing
foursgquare, asif intending to be as obtrusive as possible. She looked sideways instead, back down the
runway with itsragged rows of grass, to the river—a surface gleaming in the early light—then the other
direction, where adistant green wall was the forest. Kiracould not tell this second-growth forest from the
uncut primary forest alittle to the west, even though it had shown up clearly on the scans from space.

"She's..." A long pause, dmost agulp, then the advisor found the right official phrasefor it.
"Inappropriately attired. Wearing... uh... just some sort of cape-like garment and some beads. Barefoot.
Uh... thisindividua may be disturbed..."

Kiracouldn't stand it. She was the assistant leader of this expedition, and they were ignoring her. She
pushed forward, not too carefully, and Vasi| staggered into the advisor, who amost went over the edge
of the ramp. She didn't care; she wanted to see. And there, walking dowly toward the shuttle, came a
scrawny little woman with an untidy bush of white hair. Barefoot, yes, and wearing an embroidered cape
over her tanned skin... somekind of garment dung around her hips. And beads.

Shedidn't look disturbed, not like the senile clinic patients shown in newscubes to remind peopleto
take their anti-senility pills. She looked annoyed, like someone who has had unexpected company drop
by on aday when she had planned to do something ese. It wasthis very assurance, the way she planted
her gnarled old feet carefully on the ground, one after another, that slenced them dl, Kirathought. The
old woman was not embarrassed by her odd attire; she was not impressed with them.

They stood, swegting in their protective suits, as the old woman walked dowly up to the foot of the
ramp. Kiratried to make out the design embroidered on the cape, and suddenly redlized it was
faces—faces and eyes. Too many eyes. The old woman tipped back her head and glared at them with
her bright black eyes.

"Thiswas not agood time," shesaid. "Y ou've upset them.”

Vad| shook himsdf into action first. "By the authority vested in me—" he began. The old woman
interrupted.



"l said it wasn't agood time," she said. "Y ou could have listened when | tried to talk to you."
"Tak to us?' Kiraasked, cutting off Vasil'sangry spuitter.

"Yes." The woman's head bobbed, then came up again. "But you folk have done something to the
wegthersat, so | can't get it to listen.”

"You took those pictures?’ Ori asked. ™Y ou made it do the visua scanning of thislocation?”

"Of course," the old woman said. "They wanted to see what it looked like, not just the weether. It
helped them understand.” They. Kirashivered as she realized what the old woman must mean by they.
Perhaps shewas crazy, if she had been showing them the technology. Surely even an uneducated old
woman knew better.

"By what right—!" began Vadil, just asthe senior advisor said, "Under whose authority—?" Thetwo
men glared a each other.

"Who are you?' asked Kira, into the moment of slence.

"Who are you?" the old woman asked, without answering the question. If she was senile, perhaps she
had forgotten her own name.

"Wewon't hurt you," Kirasaid, trying to sound gentle and patient. "We want to help you—" That
sounded stupid, even to her, and she was not surprised when the old woman made a scornful noise.

"l don't need help," the old woman said. "'If you're one of that other lot, you'rein the wrong place.”
"That other lot?" Vas| got that out, silencing the advisor with another glare.

"Come awhile back, tried to land—you must know about them.”

"Yes," the advisor said, thistime beating out Vasl. "What do you know about them?”

"Heard it on the com," the old woman said. "Heard them coming down, heard them calling for help.”
She clamped her mouth together, then said "Heard them die." She looked down.

"Didn't you try to help?' Vasil asked. Kirawas cheered to find that someone could say something
stupider than she had. Did Vasi| redly think that thisfrail old woman could have stopped a massacre that
had happened thousands of kilometers avay? The old woman said nothing, just kept looking up at them.
Vas| turned red, and cleared histhroat. The advisor, Kiranoted, looked amused.

"Have you been here dl along?' Kiraasked, since no one else broke the silence.
"Of course," the old woman said. "Forty years and more, by now."
"But Sims Bancorp said—"

The old woman grinned, " Company wasn't going to waste time hunting down one old woman they
didn't want anyway. Already charged my family extrafor me being overage, figured I'd diein cryo.”

Kirashivered. She had not imagined that kind of crassness, even from Sims Bancorp. Surdly it was
againg the lav—but who would enforce such alaw, out herein the frontiers?

"So | stayed,” the old woman said. Shewas il grinning; it looked grotesgue.
"On purpose?’ Vasil asked, asif hedtill couldn't believeit. The old woman scowled now.

"Yes" she sad shortly. Kirawondered how—how had she survived al alone? Or had someone else
stayed behind? But she could not ask that angry face.

"Wdl," Vasl sad, doing hisbest to get back in control. "Whatever your reasons, you arein violation
of the order to evacuate, and by your actions you have jeopardized the position of Sims Bancorp—"

The old woman muttered something Kira could not hear, but from the expression on her faceit had



not been complimentary.

"—And you have presented us with an unnecessary dilemma,” Vasil went on. "What are we going to
do with you?'

Kirawas not surprised when the old woman gave the obvious answer. "Let me done," she said, and
turned away.

"But—but you must understand the seriousness of the Stuation,” Vasil said. The old woman turned
back. "I'm not stupid,” she said. "1 understand—but you came at abad time. Now go away.” Then she
turned and walked off, the long fringe on the back of her cape brushing the backs of her crooked tanned
legs. The back of the cape had asingle large face on it, in glittery embroidery; the overlarge eyes had
long eyelasheslike rays extending to the margin of the face. Kirafelt uncomfortable, asif the eyeswere
garing at her, and more uncomfortable for having that reaction. She was not a primitive; she shouldn't be
affected by such obvious symbolism.

"Come back herel" Vas| ordered, but the woman did not turn around. Vas| turned to one of the
advisors, but Kiratapped hisarm.

"Let metry. She'sawoman, after dl, and if she's been here donefor several years, she may be
overwhemed by dl of us”

"Maam, | don't think—" began one of the advisors, but Kirahad aready started down the ramp.
"Y ou want an escort?" asked the advisor.

"No—she's not going to hurt me," Kirasaid. Shewasfinding it surprisingly hard to walk down aramp
in the protective suit. She fumbled at itsfastenings, and opened the front seam. As hot and humid asit
was, that wouldn't help much, but anything—

She madeit to the foot of the ramp without ssumbling, and then found that the suit's weight dowed her
50 that she could hardly overtake the old woman—and the old woman had atwenty meter lead. Already
shewas a the end of the lane, between the first houses.

"Don't get out of our sight,” the advisor cdled. "If you go too far—" She waved vaguely backward,
meaning she had heard and would do what she thought best. Admittedly, she probably shouldn't get out
of their sght, when she knew the diens—no, the indigenes—were somewhere in the area.

"Please—" Kiracaled to the old woman. "Wait for me. They'll stay back, but one of us must talk to
you."

The old woman stopped and turned dowly, asif she were iff. Kiratried to take alonger stride,
tripped, and nearly fell. Now she could see the old woman's expression clearly. The dark eyes sparkled
with amusement.

"Sorry," Kirasad, out of breath. "But—we redlly do—"

"It'sabad time," the woman said again. This close, Kiracould seethe remaining dark strandsin the
white hair, the warts and patchy discoloration of alifetime's unprotected existencein open ar and
sunlight. The old woman's hands were wrinkled and wegthered, the knuckles swollen and distorted. She
should have looked sick—any individua feature Kiranoted had pathology al over it—but the genera
impression was one of vigor, both mental and physical.

"Whichisyour house?' Kiraasked. Shewould have to be firm, she knew that. With the
ignorant—and colonists like this had amost no education, not real education—and the wavering old, it
was hecessary to be firm. "We can go there, and you can rest, and we can talk."

The old woman just stared at her, eyes no longer sparkling. She sighed. Then she scratched the back
of oneleg with the dirty toes of the other foot. "It will be hot today," she said.



A loca custom, to gart with the weather?"Is this the hot season?" Kira asked, hoping courtesy
would engender trust.

Another long sare. "Y ou'll sweat in that thing," the woman said, pointing to Kiras protective suit.

"Yes" Kiramade hersdlf laugh. "It was the advisors. They were afraid someone would shoot us, or
something.”

"Advisors... Company advisors?'

"No, the military." The old woman's expression did not change; Kirafdt shewastakingto a
computer with adefective /O subroutine. "Let me explain,” Kirasaid. "When the other colony was
attacked, the orbiting ship went back and told the government—" Never mind the delay caused by the
mutiny; she didn't want to overload the old woman's capacity. "And then they decided to send usto
asessthe Stuation.”

"Tokill thediens" theold lady said, asif it were the most natura thing in the world.

"No!" Kirasurprised herself with vehemence of her answer "Not to kill, to study. To seeif they can
become dlies. We did want to dismantle the powerplant, so they wouldn't have accessto our
technology..."

Now the old woman was smiling, but it was not anice amile. "They are very smart,” shesaid. "They
understand it."

Kira hoped she had misunderstood. "Understand—7?"
"The powerplant. Electricity. Machines."

Impossible. This old woman didn't know what she was talking about; she herself couldn't understand
al that. She probably thought being able to move a switch was the same thing as understanding. But
perhaps she and the other colonists had known of the indigenes before, even though they hadn't reported
it for some reason. "Did you know about them before—before the evacuation?’

"No. We never saw such creatures, not in all my years here, until after that other colony tried to land.”
She scuffed one foot in the dirt. " Then they came. They found me."

"And you showed them everything?" Kiracould not keep the tone of disapprova out of her voice.
Even an ignorant colonist should have known better than that; she was sure that was part of the lectures
given dl outgoing colonigts. If anyone found an dien intelligence, it was to be reported, not alowed
contact with human technology.

The old woman ducked her head, and shrugged, much like aguilty child hoping to escape
punishment. She probably wasn't too bright—possibly mentaly ill, or why elsewould she have stayed
behind? Ignorant, disturbed, and alittle dow, she had probably seen the indigenes as something
interesting. A wonder they hadn't killed her.

"Comeon," Kiraurged, being conscioudy gentle again, charming, as she would have been to adow
child. "Show mewhereyou live; let'shave alittle chat.”

Now the black eyes were opague as obsidian, and the old woman's body seemed to settle, asif she'd
turned to Stone. "Itsabad time," she said. "Come back later."

"Y ou don't have to worry about cleaning up, if that'swhat you meant,” Kirasaid, imagining the kind of
housekeeping this woman might do, she with her cape and loincloth and bare feet. She probably hadn't
washed adish in the years she'd been here; it would be squalid and horrible, but. ..

"It's not that," the old woman said. "It'sjust abad time. Come back later.” She turned away again.
"Tomorrow. And don't follow me." Shewalked off, dowly and steadily. The morning sun had burned
through the mist, and revedled all the varicose veins on the backs of the old woman'slegs.



Kirastood staring after her. She had not had anyone snub her like that since childhood. She hoped
she was not one of those academic terrors who demanded deference beyond their rights, but alittle
common courtesy... she fought down theirritation. She was hot and sweaty, that was dl, and the old
woman wasn't quite right in the head. What could you expect of someone who would choose to stay
behind, aone—although the old woman hadn't said that. Perhaps she had had another companion,
another old person who'd stayed and now was sick. That would explain alot.

Kirawatched as the old woman kept going, up the street—hardly more than an open way between
the houses, not paved at dl, though it had aditch to either side. The old woman turned aside, findly,
entering what seemed to be a gap between the houses, or agarden. From here, Kira couldn't see for
sure. Sheturned, and lumbered back to the shuttle, uncomfortably aware of the warmth of the sun.
Sweat soaked her clothesingde the suit dready; she could smell hersdlf. It would be stifling by
midmorning, and she didn't like to think about the afternoon.

"And what did you accomplish, Kira?" Vasil asked. He sounded very sure she had accomplished
nathing.

Kirastopped at the foot of the ramp, and deliberately unfastened the rest of the protective suit. She
clambered out of it, nested the segments and folded them, then looked up at the others. She could fed a
faint breath of breeze on her wet clothes.

"She dtill saysit'sabad time for her, and we should come back tomorrow. She thought we cameto
kill the indigenes, because they killed the people a the other colony site.”

"Did you make her understand our misson?' Vas| asked.

"| tried. She's not too bright, ill-educated, and as the advisor said, possibly disturbed. Very old, |
would say, but not senilein the usud sense. Not that much thereto start with." Asshe said this, Kirafelt
aguilty twinge. Wasthe old woman redlly stupid and crazy ... or was she taking out her own discomfort
on someone who had made her uncomfortable?

"Shehasnorighttotell ustowait,” Vasl said.

"If wewant her cooperation,” Ori said, "it would be wiseto wait. Thisis her space, in one sense. She
has been here along time. Speaking as an anthropologis.”

Vas| glared at him. Bilong heaved a dramatic sigh that got the attention of both men. For once, Kira
gpproved—anything to forestall another turf battle: Vasil hated it when Ori called himself an
anthropologist rather than atechnol ogy assessment specidigt.

"Itistoo hot for these suits, and no oneis shooting at us. We might aswell be comfortable.” Bilong
began peding out of herswith conscious grace. Kiraglanced at the military advisors, who looked
disgusted, but said nothing.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Ofel iahad findly understood from Bluecloak what the odd behavior of one of the creatures meant.

Pregnant, needing anest. She eyed the creature; she ill could not tell mae from female, not with those
little skirt things. She presumed they had some sort of organs under there but her curiosity didn't run that
direction. The creature about to give birth certainly didn't have the hugely swollen belly she associated
with pregnancy.

It had scratched out ahollow in thetall grass by the river, but the others had discouraged it. Ofdia



could follow some of the explanation now: big biting thingsthat lived in the water might eat the nestlings.
The grassin the sheep meadow, while far enough away from theriver, wasn't tall enough. The pregnant
creature scratched at it with obvious distress, kicking the loose bits away.

Despite the progress made with Bluecloak, Ofdliahad grest difficulty understanding what the cresture
needed in anest Site. Tall grassfor cushioning? She offered abundle of soft cloths, which the pregnant
one snatched away and threw into the air. The othersretrieved them, bringing them to Ofeliawith averted
faces, asif expecting her to be angry. Ofdiaknew better than that; if the creature was about to give birth,
she—it—would naturally be edgy and irritable. Tal grassfor conceament? From what? Bluecloak
gestured to the air; Ofelialooked up, seeing nothing. Bluecloak made wings of itsarms, mimed a soaring
hunter that might swoop on young. That made sense, except that Ofeliahad never seen awinged thing
big enough to bother the creatures. Maybe that, too, came from the far north.

Why not give birth ingde, in one of the houses? She tried to convey thiswith gesture and the few
grunts and squawks she could now make. Bluecloak stared at her, and she wondered if sheld said
something rude by accident. Then it led the way to the center, to the schoolroom. It fumbled through the
books on the shelves until it found the one it wanted. Ofeliatook it. Thiswas now afamiliar routine. She
could page through the old textbooks more easily than it could, especialy if she had aclue—ah, yes. This
onetold of achild whose aunt took care of her while her mother went away to work in the city.

She turned the pages, looking for the picture she thought Bluecl oak would want, the one it had
chosen many times before, where the child waved goodbye to her mother and the aunt had ahand on her
shoulder. Sure enough, Bluecloaks talon came down on the page when she opened the book to that
picture. It tapped the book.

"I'mlooking," Ofdiasad.
"Uhoo," Bluecloak said, itsverson of "you." It pointed at the aunt. It had done that before. Ofelia
thought it meant that she had cared for other children than her own, and that wastrue.

"Yes" shesad. "I'vedonethat."

It made the sound she now thought of as the pregnant one's name, though she couldn't ever get it right
hersdf: "' Gurgle-click-cough” was the closest she could come. Then it pointed to the departing mother.
That was clear enough—Gurgle-click-cough was going to be amother. It pointed again to the picture of
the aunt and to her. And she was to be the aunt of Gurgle-click-cough's baby? She felt her face growing
warm. It could only be an honorary position, but—but it was nice of them to trust her.

"Nesst..." Bluecloak gestured around, clearly meaning insgde abuilding. "Uhoo aant”. If
Gurgle-click-cough nested inside, Ofeliawould be the aunt? Clear enough, but... that sounded like an
obligation more than an honor. "Aant iss... " another unpronouncesble cluster of soundsthat Ofeliatried
dlently, only to find her tongue wandering around the roof of her mouth looking for the place that
worked. Bluecloak said theword again, and again, until shetried it dloud. Then it said it again, while she
tried to shape her pronunciation to what she heard.

When she had come as close as she could—it still sounded like " click-kaw-keerrrr” to
her—Bluecloak called in the others, and spoke briefly to them. They enacted a pantomime of the soaring
hunter, the cregping hunter, the hunter that leapt from behind things... Ofeiawatched in amazement and
delight. She had not realized how many things might hunt these efficient hunters, and she had not redlized
how cleverly they could mimic other crestures. Did they mimic her like that, when they were done? She
had no time to think about that, for Bluecloak was making sure she understood. The click-kaw-keerrrr,
equivalent to the aunt in the storybook, protected nestlings from the various threats, and between times
held the nestlings, soothed them, sang to them.

It seemed to Ofeiamore the mother'srole than the aunt's, unless dl their mothers went away after the
birthing. Why would that be? It dso seemed that they would expect alot from her for letting the pregnant



one nest in one of the buildings. Did they redlly expect her, dl aone, to take care of ababy she knew
nothing about? Bluecl oak halted the performance with a gesture, then spoke again. "Alll
click-kaw-keerrrr-llluk putt uhoo click-kaw-keerrr ost." The mix of languages confused her for a
moment, then sheworked it out. All of them were sort of click-kaw-keerrrs, but she would be the most
click-kaw-keerrr, if sheinvited the pregnant oneto nest inside.

She wondered then what obligations she had taken on when sheinvited the origind group insgdein the
sea-storm. Perhapsthat explained their familiar behavior, and the odd moments of respect. Still... she
could not see a pregnant creature, even an dien, give birth in aplace it thought dangerous, when she had
aplaceit might find more comfortable.

But which place might it find more comfortable? They had al spent timein the center, but the center
roomswere big, cluttered with machines. The size of the nest-cavity it had scratched out in thetal grass
suggested to Ofeliathat acloset in one of the houses might suit it better. She led Bluecl oak to the house
next to the center, and offered the closet in the main bedroom. It smelled abit damp, but airing would
help. At least it was not the wet season. She gtill had the armful of cloths; she mimed putting them on the
floor.

Bluecloak conferred with those who had trailed aong, the language far too fast for Ofeliato follow.
Some moved away immediately, to begin opening windows. Oneleft the house; she could hear it running
away up thelane. To tell the pregnant one? Ofdiawasn't sure. She wasn't sure about anything except
that she was about to become an aunt. And a click-kaw-keerrr, which she hoped would be within her
ability. The onesin the house began to clean it, using the brooms from the center. When they took the
brooms back, they disappeared for atime. Ofeiawent to the herb garden she maintained three houses
down, and came back with clean-smelling herbs. She had seen the creatures|leaning over these plants as
if they, too, enjoyed the scents. Already one of the others was back, with fresh-cut tall grasswhich it
spread on the closet floor. The pregnant one came in, stepping warily through the door. She—Ofdia
could not think of a pregnant creature as "it"—grunted when she saw the closet with itslayer of grass.
Two others arrived with more grass, and the pregnant one went into the closat and began trampling the
grassin apattern that resulted in a compact coiled arrangement looking very much like pictures of birds
nests. Ofelianoticed that she hardly touched the grasswith her hands. Thiswent on until the nest rose half
ameter above the closet floor. Then the others brought finer grasses and other fine-leaved plants that
looked softer than the coarse tall grass used so far. This the pregnant one worked into the interior of the
nest. Then the pregnant one stepped out and churred at Ofelia

"Uhoo nesst," Bluecloak trand ated.

Why did they want her to get into the nest? They dl did; they dl stood there looking expectant. Ofdia
stepped in, and was surprised at how springy it was under her feet. The bowl shape held her toward the
middle; she redlized how comfortableit would be for anap. She sat down, and they murmured soft
sounds to her. So that was what they wanted? They wanted her to pretend to deep, perhaps? Or did
they make anest for aunts, and then anest for the pregnant mother?

She curled up on her sde, and wriggled around. Very comfortable indeed. Suddenly something sharp
poked her side. She sat up, and felt around with her fingers until she found the cause—a stone about the
sze of achicken egg, with sharp angles. That didn't belong in anest, and how had the pregnant one
missed it? She held it up, scowling at them.

Their |eft toes drummed; she knew now that meant gpproval. The pregnant one snatched the stone
from her and held it doft; the drumming deegpened, including fingertips on torsos, and findly the pregnant
one's throat sac.

Obvioudy, they had planted the stone in the nest for her to find, but why? It was just an ordinary
stone. One of them held out ahand to her, and hel ped her out of the nest. The pregnant one clasped her
wrists and bent her head; she felt the dry, ticklish touch of atongue on her hands. The pregnant one



released her, and the others did the same, even Bluecloak. Her handstingled from the touch of so many
tongues.

Her stomach recoiled, knotted in fear. Shewasin over her head; she was committed now to
something she did not understand. What if she made amistake? What if she did something that hurt the
baby? She looked around for Bluecloak. If she could read their expressions at al, Bluecloak looked
satidfied, even smug. The others looked relaxed; the pregnant one stretched out in a patch of sun on the
floor and one of the others squatted beside her, running itsfingers lightly along her back.

Then Bluecloak urged Ofeliaout of the house; the others|eft the pregnant one and her—birth
attendant? best friend? husband? Ofdia didn't know—alone in the house. Two of the creatures settled
outside the house, squatting in the lane, and pulled out their long knives. The rest went back to the center,
Ofeliawith them. Behind her, she could hear the ring and rasp of sharpening; it made her shiver. She was
hungry for lunch, but she was even hungrier for knowledge. She sill didn't know whether to expect eggs
or aawiggly baby. She didn't know why those knives were being sharpened... to guard the pregnant
one and the baby from predators, or to carve up aclumsy, ignorant aunt if she made mistakes?

She wasjust opening her mouth to ask Bluecloak, when an alarm went off in the control room. Ofelia
jumped, then led the way there, heart pounding. It was the wrong season for sea-storms, and that
morning she had seen nothing in the gaugesto indicate any problem.

The gaugeswere dill steady, till in the saferangefor al functions. The flashing red light was on the
weathersat board. Which meant someone had queried the weathersat, which meant another ship had
arived.

She had known it would happen someday. Eventualy someone would come to investigate the attack
on that second colony, and the creatures who had made it. That was why she'd set the larm as she had,
s0 that she would know when to hide. She had even explained that to Bluecl oak, as best she could; she
wasnt at al surethat the creatures understood space flight, or how far away things were. She had hoped
she wouldn't be aive when the other humans came, but she was.

And far worse, the pregnant one was nesting. Ofelia had no ideahow long it would be before she
gave birth or laid her eggs or whatever, but she knew it was abad time for the other humans to come.

She conveyed thisto Bluecloak: otherslike hersdf were coming, were in aboat—they had agreed on
the term—far up in the sky. They would come down—she was sure of that—and they would most likely
come down here, a the shuttle strip. She had no ideahow long it would be. They might St up there for
dayslooking at things through orbital scanners, making sure they would be safe. They might dready have
been there for days, in which caseit was no use trying to get the creatures to conceal themselvesin the
houses because they had aready been seen. Besides, if they could strip the records from the westhersat,
they would find plenty of evidencethat Ofeliaand the creatures were both living here,

And what if they decided the creatures here knew too much, and killed them? Ofdiafelt a cold sweat
break out al over her. She could not let that happen. She would not. She did not know what she could
do, but she would not let that happen.

Firgt, could she find out something about the ship that had arrived? She queried the weathersat
hersdlf, but got no answer. Apparently the people on the arriving ship had pre-empted dl loca requests.
That might mean they didn't yet know she was here, that she used the weethersat, or it might mean they
didn't care.

She turned to Bluecloak again, and tried to ask how long it would be before the pregnant one—she
stumbled over Gurgle-click-cough—delivered. Blue-cloak's answering gestures were not reassuring. It
might be today, or tomorrow, or the day after. It was Gurgle-click-cough'sfirg birth, and itstiming was
more uncertain than for a subsequent one. Ofeliaunderstood that well enough; it was the same with
humans. She conveyed that to Bluecloak fairly easly



More difficult was the concept that the arriving humans presented a specid danger to
Gurgle-click-cough and her young. Bluecloak cocked its head to one side; its right toes tapped the floor.
She had tried to explain before that the humans killed far to the north were not the same as those who
had lived here, and the oneswho lived here went somewhere else, very far away. Now shetried to say
that the ones coming were more like those who had been killed, not like her.

"Nesst click-kaw-keerrr," Bluecloak said, asif that would end the discussion. "Aant"

"It doesn't matter,” Ofdiasaid. "They won't care.” Shetried to think how to say that in gestures, but
when shelooked a Bluecloak it was standing rigid, its throat-sac swollen and pulsing, its eyelids partly
shut. Theniit blinked.

"Nesst click-kaw-keerrr nnot kkaerrr?' A pause. "KKkilll?"

"Not kill," Ofdiasaid, hoping it was so. "But they won't care about me. I'm not one of them. Not
their... " what was the word Bluecloak had used about its people? She opted instead for gestures that
included her, Bluecloak, others who lived here, as opposed to otherswho lived someplace el se.

"Uhoo," Bluecloak said, pointing to make it clear. " Click-kaw-keerrr."

She was the click-kaw-keerrr; whatever click-kaw-keerrrs had to do, she had to do. She was
uncomfortably certain that this meant she was supposed to protect Gurgle-click-cough and her young
from the other humans... or dietrying.

She choseto interpret the hollow feeling in her belly as hunger, and went back to her house to cook
something.

They had seen the white streaks of the shuttle€'s flight; they had heard the brief transmissons between
the shuttle and the orbiting ship. Ofeliawondered how much the creatures understood of this. She hersdlf
couldn't follow much of the talk; the accent was strange, and the utterances perhaps intentionaly cryptic.
She thought of trying to use the colony transmitter, even keyed it once, but the signa had to go through
the weathersat, and she couldn't get it locked open. Apparently, they were till using the weathersat
themsdaves. Shefdt aguilty relief. In her inmost heart, she till hoped they would Smply go away.

Meanwhile, Gurgle-click-cough had settled into the house next to the center—not in the nest itsalf
yet—and the others brought her food and sat with her. She seemed larger to Ofdlia, her lean form now
bulging under her kilt. Sherardly |eft the house, and had no interest in the news. Every time Ofdiavisited,
Gurgle-click-cough leaned againgt her and licked her hands. Ofdiafet helpless and protective dl at once.
» Onthethird day, Bluecloak roused her before dawn when the voices came again. Ofeliahobbled
acrossto the center, tiff as she dwayswasin the early morning, and grumpy with being awvakened in
that last sweet deep dumber before she would have awakened on her own.

"They'relanding thistime," Ofdiasaid. "They're coming here." She had known they would—it was
the only reasonable thing for them to do, and they must by now have noticed that a human and some of
the creatures were here—but she had hoped very much they would do the unreasonable thing and go

avay.
Bluecl oaks throat-sac expanded, and it thrummed at her.

"I know," Ofeliasaid. "I have to do something." What, she had no idea. She listened to the pilot of the
shuttle describing his descent, his plan for landing. They would make one low-atitude passto look again
at the colony and check for weapons. It would be noisy, then, worse than just landing. They had made a
low-altitude pass the day before, scaring dl the creatures, sending the sheep and cattle into panicky
stampedes around the meadows. Ofdlialooked at Bluecloak, pointed up, and covered her ears.

Far in the distance, she heard the approaching growl of the shuttle. They would circle out to sea, then
come back and land. She would have to go meet them, and say... what? What could she say that would
keep them from bothering Gurgle-click-cough? She stood up, only then realizing that she had come from



her bed wearing nothing at al but the string of beads she rarely took off these days.

And she had no ideawhere her dress was, the only dress that strange humans would find decent. Or
shoes... she had thrown that last pair of shoesin the recycler, she remembered.

Asfagt as she could, she hobbled back to her house through the predawn twilight, and grabbed the
green embroidered cloak that had impressed Bluecloak. At least one of the peoples here would find it
appropriate. The shuttle thundered overhead; she did not go outside to ook at it. She used thetoilet,
splashed water on her face, scrubbed at her teeth, swiped at her flyaway hair with both hands. Then she
wrapped alength of cloth around her hips, and looped more strands of beads around her neck. They
might think she had gone native, but at least they would recognize an effort made to look festive.

Thistook longer than she wanted; she had to use the toilet again. Now she heard the greeat roar of the
shuttle approaching, descending. She went out her front door, and shooed the creatures back into
shelter. If there was only one old woman, she did not think the other humans would shoot firs—and if
they did, at least the creatures might have a chance to escape.

She saw the shuttle angling in, but ignored it to look in the doorway of the house where
Gurgle-click-cough was. The two creatures on guard waited just inside the door, looking tenseevenin
the dimness. They could have turned the light on, Ofdiathought, but when she reached for the switch,
one of them caught her wrist. She heard awheezy rasp from the closet. Ofeliasighed. Naturally it would
happen now, a the worst possible moment. And she would not get to seeit, because she had to go dedl
with her own kind. It seemed asunfair astherest of life.

"Good luck to you," she said softly.

"Click-kaw-keerrr,” they al replied in soft chorus. Asif she could forget that responsbility. By the
time she reached the shuttle strip, the sun wasjust up, shining right in her face, making it hard to see
anything but agreat dark blur that stank of scorched plastics and ails. Ofdia squinted into the light,
moving dowly over the rough pavement where grass was doing its best to reclaim its domain. No one
called out to her; no one came toward her.

When she got into the shadow of the shuttle, she could see them clumped on the ramp above, all
wearing bulky suitsthat would be intolerable later in the day. Ofelia could have laughed at them, but then
they would think she was crazy. They might think that anyway—uwith their eyes on her, shewasfar more
aware of how she must look. She felt hersaf going hot, but perhaps they wouldn't notice with her dark
tanned skin and the early light.

Two of them held weapons, and looked past her to the village with professond intengity. The
unarmed man in front was probably the onein charge. He had that expression, of one used to telling
otherswhat to do. She had forgotten how much she didiked that expression. Beside him, crowding him,
stood awoman who looked as disgruntled as Ofdiafet. Remembered resentment gave her the courage
to speak fird.

"Thiswas not agood time," she said. She put into it al the reproach of the experienced mother.
"Y ou've upset them." No need to specify who was upset; they would know.

The man puffed out his chest; he didn't like it that she had spoken first. Ofeliadidn't care, and she
didn't listen past thefirgt ... authority..." Sheinterrupted, telling him again that it wasn't agood time.
"Y ou could have listened when | tried to talk to you," she said. They didn't have to know that shed only
keyed the transmitter once.

Thistime the woman answered. Her voice sounded mature, but she was certainly younger than
Ofelia. Perhaps middle-aged, but it was hard to tell with ship-folk, who hardly ever saw weather. Ofelia
answered her, trying to think ahead to what would impress this woman. She wasn't afraid of the man who
thought he was the leader, that was clear. Perhaps thiswoman would be sensible, and listen. The men, of
course, did not; she had hardly started talking to the woman when two of them interrupted. But thelr



voices clashed over each other, and the woman spoke again.
"Who areyou?' she asked, asif she had aright to know.

Ofeliaturned the question back on her—would she recognize that astheinsult it was?—and the
woman did not answer, but reassured Ofelia that they had not come to hurt her, but to help her.

Help! She had not asked for help; she didn't need help; she needed them to go away and let her
alone. She snorted before she could stop hersdlf, and the woman looked embarrassed, asif sheredized
how preposterous that was.

She madeit very clear, spdling it out. "I don't need help." And they might aswell know that she knew
about the other colony. "If you're here about that other lot—"

The man interrupted, and then the armed man; it was asif they had a contest on, which could ask
guestions the fastest. Ofdiaanswered, shortly She was not a schoolchild in a contest; they might at least
have had the courtesy to come down to her level, offer her a sest, before pouncing on her with al these
guestions. The creatures, dien asthey were, had shown more courtesy.

"Didn't you try to hep?' the unarmed man said findly. Ofdiaglared a him, wishing boilson his
posterior and head lice to his children. One moment he questioned her asif she were astupid child, and
the next he thought she had magica powers and could fly thousands of kilometersto rescue hedthy
young people from disaster? Ridiculous, insulting.... sheran through her store of invective, in grim silence,
until he turned red.

The woman spoke again, asking how long shed been there. Another stupid question, if lessinsulting;;
it was just possble, Ofdiathought, that some silly old woman with a spaceship might have crashed here,
or even come here prospecting or something. She explained, briefly; she enjoyed the shock on the
woman's face when she told the truth about the Company'sattitude towards old colonists. Didn't know
everything, she didn't, no matter what fancy job she had. Wait until she was old enough to face her
company's scorn. .. then sheld know. But the man broke in again, thistime scolding her for being there.
Like the Company, he thought she was just a nuisance, just something to be dedlt with. The old
resentment boiled up, making a bad taste in Ofelia's mouth. That one had not even been a colonist, was
not due the respect she had paid to the men who worked with their women to build the village she lived
in. She had not liked al of them, or al the thingsthey did, but the dackers had died early on, one way
and another, and the men who had been evacuated had earned her respect if not her affection. Thisone,
with his smooth ship-bred skin, hiding in that protective suit asif one old woman were athresat to his
safety... She probably was, she thought.

"Let medone," she said, with more bitterness than she intended. He glared back at her, and began
trying to convince her of the seriousness of "the Situation." She could have laughed; he didn't know
himsdlf how seriousthe Situation was.

"I'm not stupid,” she said, putting an edge on it; his eyes widened. Would it help to say again that they
had come at abad time? Probably not, but she said it anyway. "Go away," she said findly, and turned
and walked off, feeling their gaze on her back asif the embroidered eyes were crawling over her skin.

She heard clumsy footsteps and an argument behind her. From the voices, it was the woman
following her. All right. Let the woman come, down on the same level where shewouldn't get such a
crick in her neck trying to talk to her. She kept walking, hoping to lead the woman clear into the village,
where the others could not hear them. Of course there were sound pickups, she knew that, but at least
they might not interfere as much.

When the other woman called, politely enough, she had made it to the end of the lane. Not asfar as
she'd hoped, but better than standing beside the shuttle. From here, the creatures could see her, if they
wanted. She turned.



The woman had more weathered skin than sheld expected, asif sheld spent much of her life outside.
She had athick mop of caramel-colored hair, cut short but shaped with care. Her gray-green eyeswere
trying to look earnest and friendly, but Ofelia distrusted them. Something about the woman exuded
authority, not the natura authority of experience, but the authority of position. And shewas out of bresth,
probably from wearing that heavy protective suit and trying to runin it. Ofeliatook a deep breath and
gmiled & her.

Thewoman started to spesk, but Ofeliainterrupted her. She had to understand that Ofeliahad a
message more important than hers. "It'sabad time," she said firmly. She let the other woman's eyesrove
over her, inspecting her hair, her face, her body, her strange clothes. Would she believe Ofeliamade
sense, if obscure sense, or would she dismiss her out of hand because of her age, her strange
appearance?

The conversation teetered back and forth, never quite finding a baance where both women could be
comfortable and exchange the information Ofeliawas sure the other both wanted and had to impart.
Ofdialearned, as she expected, that they knew about the creatures being here. The woman was shocked
that she had cooperated with them—~but what did she expect? That Ofeliawould have killed them all off
by hersdf? That by hersdf she could have kept them from learning? The other humans had alot to learn
about the crestures.

She saw the moment when the other woman's attitude shifted, when she decided that Ofdiawas
negligible, probably crazy. She kept trying to get Ofeliato take her home, to let them have a cozy chat.
Ofeliawas not about to go into any enclosed space with this young, strong woman in her protective suit.
Findly she had to be rude to get the woman to go away. She saw in the woman's expression that she
recognized the rudeness, thet it hurt.

Fine. Let it hurt. Maybe she would be more careful next time. And maybe—just maybe—shewould
convince the othersto stay away until tomorrow. By then, if Ofeliaguessed right, Gurgle-click-cough
would have had her young, and perhapsin the night—if they were very lucky—they could get the mother
and child away to safety.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Ofeiawent to her own garden first, in case the woman followed or watched where she went. Shewas
not going to lead them to the nest-house. She poked among the rows for afew minutes, not redly seeing
the plants. When she looked back, from the corner of her garden, she could not see anything of the
shuttle but itstall tail sticking up beyond the roofs. The lane behind her was empty; the woman was out of
sight, presumably on her way back to the shuittle.

She went in through the kitchen door, and felt the emptiness of her belly as hunger. She had cold
flatbread from the night before; sherolled it up and stuffed it in her mouth so fast she almost choked.

That would be slly, to choke hersdf a atime likethis. She spit out half the mouthful, chewed and
swallowed the rest carefully. Then she ateit al, dowly, trying to concentrate on the flavor and not what
had happened.

They had not looked the way she expected, those people. She had become used to the creatures, to
the narrow big-eyed faces, the long graceful legs with the bouncy gait, the long four-fingered hands with
the hard black talons. These people looked pale, soft, squashy as dough, with little eyes sunk likeraisins
intheir broad faces, with soft hands sprouting too many soft-tipped fingers like tentacles.

She avoided the mirror; she did not want to remind hersdf how like them she looked. When she had



eaten, she went back out her kitchen door and |ooked around the corner of the next house down the
lane. Nothing. That didn't mean none of them had snesked into the village, to hide between houses. But
curiogity tickled her; she had to know how the delivery was going. In the low sunlight of early morning,
shewalked across the lane and down to the house they had chosen.

Inside the door, the two guards were drumming softly; she could see now that their throat-sacs were
distended. They said nothing to Ofelia, and made no move to stop her as she went on through to the
bedroom. Here were two more of the creatures, including Bluecloak. Where were the others? Ofdia
hoped they were staying safe under cover somewhere. They had closed the shutters on the morning side
of the room, and half-closed the others, to make a quiet blue shade. In the closet, it was even darker, but
she could see the hunched form of the laboring mother. Hissing, gurgling, occasiondly letting out aloud
chuff... shewasin the midst of the process, whatever it was. Ofelia sat down on the bedframe to wait.

Her back hurt and her eyesfelt gritty; she had been wakened too early. Before she knew it, she
dozed off, leaning against the wall. She woke to a chorus of hisses and squeaks. Bluecloak stood by the
closet door, itsthroat-sac bobbing in and out, vivid orange in the shadowed room. It was aminute or so
before she realized that the chorus—the multiple voices—came from insde the closet. Whatever it was
had been born.

Ofeliapushed hersdlf up, wondering if she needed to apologize. Bluecloaks great eyes stared &t her,
and amoment later Gurgle-click-cough peered over the edge of the nest. Invitation or warning? She
looked outside insteed, at the glaring sunlight near midday. No sign of the other humans, and from this
window she could not see the shuttlestail anyway. She went back to the living room, where the guards
squatted by the door, their knives out, and glanced down the lane. Nothing. That woman must have
made them Stay at the shuittle, or at least not comeinto the village.

Ofdiawent back to the bedroom. Now Gurgle-click-cough was leaning out of the nest, onearm
stretched out to Ofelia. Ofeliawent closer. The smell of birth was never entirely pleasant; she had not
expected their birthsto be any neater than those of humans. Sure enough, the closet now smelled strongly
of creatures and their waste, and something € se—not unpleasant, thislast, but new.

Ofelialeaned closer, and Gurgle-click-cough took her hand and guided it. Something damp, and hot,
with aquick pulse shaking itsfragile body. It seemed very small. And another one, and another.
Gurgle-click-cough moved aside, and now Ofelia could see them. Striped vividly in dark and light,
big-headed, the heads mostly eyes, skinny littlelegs, and arms hardly noticeable, folded against the body.
Andtals.

They hissed, one after the other, and one of them squeaked. Gurgle-click-cough picked that one up,
delicately balanced in her long narrow hand. She reached towards Ofelia, and Ofdia put out both hands
to takeit. It felt hot, light, perilous. It squirmed the way babies squirmed, the little tail writhing across her
wrigt. Ofeliaamost dropped it, but didn't, and brought it to her as she would have cuddled ahuman
baby. The eyes opened—they were pale gold, with an even lighter rim around the pupil—:and it
sguesked at her.

Sheleaned her cheek to it, and murmured, the way everyone murmured to babies. There, there,
there, and easy, it'sdl right, everything'sfine, takeit easy. It pushed its hard little snout against her
breastbone, and she had to giggle. Nothing there for anyone anymore, certainly not an aien that looked
far morelike alizard than its mother. Then shefelt the touch of that tiny, raspy tongue. Tears stung her
eyes. She had dways cried when shefirst held newborns; one corner of her mind was alittle surprised
that the same reflex worked with these creatures.

Gurgle-click-cough inssted on handing Ofeliaeach of the young, one at atime, and each of the young
licked Ofdliaon wrist or hand or chest, as she held it. Bluecloak approved; its throat-sac throbbed softly.

"Click-kaw-keerrr," it said.



"Click-kaw-keerrr," Ofeliaanswered. Of course she wanted to protect these little ones, odd asthey
were; she could wish them no harm. Hard to believe they could grow into the tall bright adults she knew,
but then human babieswere red, dimy, squalling little messesright after birth. She supposed an dien
would find them every bit as unlikely precursorsto adults as these. Shelooked again at the squirming
newborns; she could not tell one from the other, at least not in that dimness.

In the afternoon, at the hottest hour, when Ofeliawas stooped over her own kitchen sink washing out
the soft cloths which Gurgle-click-cough had used after all, one of the creatureslet out a squawk, and
bolted into Ofdias house."All right," she said. She knew what it had to be. The humans had not waited
until the next day, as sheld told them. She hadn't expected them to, but at |east they had not interrupted
the birth. She glanced out her kitchen door and saw them coming aong the lane. The woman she had
talked to before, now in cream-colored dacks and shirt, with abig hat on her head, accompanied by
another woman and two men in variations of that outfit, and two obvioudy dangerous men in the dark
protective suits, with weapons. The armed men had faces even redder than the others, dripping swest
under their hdmets.

Ofeliapulled dl theicetraysfrom her cooler, and emptied them into her largest pitcher. She had
aready squeezed the juice of lemons and limes; she poured thisinto the pitcher with water and sugar.
Hot humans were grumpy humans; if she could get them comfortable, they might listen to reason.

When she went out the door to invite them in, they were hafway to her house, peering curioudy into
the houses on either sde. She didn't want them to find Gurgle-click-cough yet; she called out, and they
looked at her.

"Come havejuice," she said. They looked at each other doubtfully, then came forward, the armed
men making it obvious by their movements and expressons how little they trusted her.

Sheignored the armed men, and looked at the others. The woman she had met, Kira. A much
younger woman—or awoman who acted younger—who reminded her too much of Linda. The man she
had seen, who said he wasin charge, and a shorter, stockier man who kept glancing at the younger
woman. That kind of thing already! Shefelt tired before she Sarted.

The two armed men would not comein her house; one stood by either door. She handed them
glasses of cold juice, and they stared at her, blank-faced, before findly taking sips. The others crowded
the main room, staring around them at her things.

"Thisisthe Ffurriashouse," Kirasaid, to the others. "It'son the plat Smsfurnished.” She leaned into
the bedrooms, looking, clearly unconcerned about Ofelids privacy.

"Areyou sure?' thetaler man said. He spoke asif Ofdiawere not there, asif she might not know
where she was.

"That'sright,” Ofeliasaid. He glanced at her and away, asif he did not like what he saw. She had
changed from the green cape to a shirt with fringed deeves and bands of color across the front and back.
It was too hot for thistime of day—for this season, in fact—but she was not comfortable with her bare
skinin front of these strangers. It made her angry to be embarrassed again.

"It'smy house," shewent on. "'l helped build thishouse. | an OfdiaFafurrias."

"Y ou were supposed to be evacuated,” the man said, without giving his own name. Such rudeness.
Ofeiafdt her didike harden, asif it were sap drying in the sun. "None of you were supposed to be here,
and this colony's equipment was supposed to be properly shut down. If it hadn't been for you—"

"It'snot her fault," Kirasaid, again asif Ofeliacould not spesk for hersdlf. "She'sonly an old
woman—"

Only. So Kirawas as bad asthe ret, thinking an old woman of no importance.



"Perhagps we should introduce ourselves," said the shorter man. He smiled at Ofelia. "I'm Orisan
Almarest, aculturd anthropologist, Sera Falfurrias. I'm an anthropologist; | study the way people and
their tools work together.”

"KiraStavi," the older woman said shortly.

"Vadl Likig, leader of thisteam, and designated representative of the government,” said the taller
man.

"Bilong," said the younger woman, with awide artificid smile. "Just call me Bilong, thet'sfine.”

It wasn't fine. She didn't want to call Bilong anything except what the other women had caled Linda.
The only one with any manners was the shorter man, Orisan Almarest. That one she recognized with a
little nod. "Ser Almarest.” She gestured at the iced juice on the table. "Would you like something cool to
drink?'

"Thank you, Sera Fafurrias," he said. She poured him aglass, and he took it and sipped. "It isvery
good,” hesaid.

Ofeiardaxed dightly; thiswastheritud she knew. "Thefruit ismore bitter thisyear," shesad. "You
aretoo gracious with your thanks.”

"Itisdelicious on such ahot day," he said. He smiled at her over the glass as he took alarge swallow.
The others ill stood around like untrained children. Finally the older woman moved.

"Thank you for inviting usin, SeraFafurrias” she said.

Ofdiagmiled the required smile. "Y ou arewelcomein my home," she said. "Unfortunately, | have only
thisjuiceto offer you."

"Thank you," said the woman, with asmile asforced as Ofelias. She sipped, and her browslifted. So
she had really expected it to be bitter; Ofdianearly laughed,

"Oh, please may | have some of that?' the younger woman asked, like a child who cannot remember
towait until food is offered.

"Of course," Ofeliasaid, pouring it out and handing it to her without other comment, as she would
haveto achild. The stocky man smiled &t her.

"Bilongisour linguig," hesad. "Shewill sudy theindigenes language.”

"Indigenes?' Ofdiahated hersdf for asking the moment the unfamiliar word was out of her mouth. All
of them but the stocky man smiled in away that meant they enjoyed her ignorance.

"It's the academic term for anything native to aplace," said the stocky man. "You and | are not
indigenous here, but the creatures who attacked the second colony landing are. At least, we think they
are" He said thisin amatter-of-fact voice, asif there were nothing strange in her not knowing. Ofdia
appreciated this courtesy even though she didn't trust him. He went on. "Kira—Sera Stavi—isa
xenozoologi<t; she studies animals dien to human worlds. Of course, that meansthey are nétive, or
indigenous, wherethey are. She will study the biology of animashere.”

"They arenot just animas" Ofeliasaid, looking at the woman.

"No, but like usthey are animalsin part,” the woman said. Her voice had softened—wasit the cold
juice, or was she trying to be more polite? "It ismy job to find out how their bodies work, what foods
they eat, and so on.

Ofeiatransferred her gaze to the tall man who had been so quick to claim authority. He took that cue
indantly.

"I'm the team leader, as| said, and the representative of the government, here to ascertain whether



these things are intelligent enough to warrant protection under the law. If it seemswarranted, | aso have
the authority to make an officia representation from the government to their government, concerning
recent events and our desire for some kind of arrangement whereby our scientists can study them. As
you may not know, they are unique in the history of human stellar exploration.”

He seemed ready to go on alot longer but Ofeiawas not in the mood to listen to him. She poured
out another glass of the juice and handed it to him as he drew breath. He looked surprised. Findly he
blurted, "Thank you," and took asip.

"Please 5t down," Ofdiasaid. She had just enough chairs, if she hersaf perched on the stool she used
while cooking and chopping vegetables. Sowly, awkwardly, they dl sat. Ofeliamade up another pitcher
of thefruit drink, and refilled their glasses before she sat down herself.

"I have lived here done since the otherseft,” Ofeliabegan. They would know that, but starting with
the obvious and known was both polite and sensible. From this known, she could lead them by her own
pathsto the view she wanted them to see. "I had come here as ayoung woman—" She had felt
middle-aged then, amother of three, no longer in her first youth, but now she knew how young she had
been. "My husband and | built this house, and my last children were born here. Then my husband died,
and one by one dl the children but Barto. When they said we must leave, they told Barto that | would be
of no use, that | would very likely diein cryo. They made him pay extra. | did not want to cost him that,
and | did not want to leave the place my husband and children had lived and died.”

"Poor thing," said the younger woman, with such fake sweetness dripping off her tongue that Ofdia
felt she could scrapeit off and makejam withiit.

"Y ou could have died here," the older woman said, asif accusing her of acrime."! could have diedin
cryo," Ofdiasaid. "Old people dig; it istheway of nature. | am not afraid to die." That was not quite
true, but she had not been afraid the way this person meant it.

"It wasirresponsible, nonetheless,” said the leader. "L ook at the results.”
Ofeliagave him ablank look. "Results, Ser Likis?"

Hewaved hisarm expansvely, dmogt hitting the younger woman in theface. "These... things here,
knowing about humans, seeing the technology in use. The government has strict standards on the use of
advanced technology in front of primitive cultures.”

"They would have found it anyway," Ofeliasaid.
"But you were here to show them how to useit.”

Ofdiahad wondered about that, in those firgt intoxicating moments of communication with the
creatures, but then she had had no timeto think... they were learning so fast. She had finally decided that
the creatures would have found the master switches on their own. She had at least taught them to use
caution, to respect the machines. She opened her mouth to say that, but the armed man by the front door
moved suddenly, bringing up hiswesgpon.

"Hat whereyou arel" he said, asif he thought anyone in the universe could understand hiswords.

"No!" said Ofdlia. He was going to shoot one of her creatures; she couldn't let him. That wasal she
thought. She pushed hersdlf off the stool, stumbled as her bad hip stabbed at her, and pushed between
the two men in chairsto get to her front door. The broad dark back of the armed man in his protective
Uit wasin her way.

"Move," she said, poking afinger in his back.

His reaction came so fast she was on the floor before she knew he was moving. Her head rang.
Outside, aloud squawk and the rapid thud of feet—the creatures—



"Don't hurt them!" she said, asloudly as she could.
"Dont—

"They're atacking," the armed man said. She could see between hislegs. Bluecloak, formally dressed
in that blue cloak, throat-sac fully expanded, throbbing. Two of the others, knives drawn, eyes partly
hooded by the extra eyelid.

"They'renot," Ofeliasaid from the floor. Her head ached, and it was going to ache worse, and none
of these people had the courtesy to help an old woman up off the floor—sherolled over, glared &t the
onesin chairs, who were sitting there with their mouths open asif they were children at aplay. Shetried
to St up, and discovered that her ribs hurt too, and so did her arm, where she had falen onit.

"Click-kaw-keerrr!" came from outside. Bluecloak's throat-sac pul sed.

"Click-kaw-keerrr," Ofeliasaid. At least she could talk clearly enough to reassure them. She got to
her knees, shook her dizzy head, and got al the way up. She limped back to the door. "Let me out," she
said to the man with the weapon. "They're not attacking; they want to see that I'm not hurt.”

"Could havekilled you," the man muttered angrily. Supid bitch hovered on hislips, Ofeliasad
nothing. "Sorry,” he said findly "Reflex.”

"Let meout,” she said again. Slowly, till aiming hiswegpon at the creatures, he moved aside.
"Don't get between us," hesaid. "If | have to blow you away, | will."

"Don't gart anything, then," Ofdiasaid. She wasin no more mood to be gracious than hewas.
"They're not attacking, and they've never hurt me." Not as much as you have, she thought at him asloudly
as she could.

She limped out into the lane, and extended her hands to Bluecloak. It took them gently; itsthroat-sac
shrank. Then it touched her head, her Sde, with one gentlefinger. Ofeliahissed; it hurt dready, and she
could imagine the dark bruise swelling on her scalp.

Behind her, she heard the team leader talking to the armed man; she could not quite hear the words,
but the tone was angry. So was the armed man'sreply. Let them argue; that would give her time. Time
for what, she was not sure. Her head hurt alot; shefdt dizzy; she wanted to lie down in acool dark
place and have someone offer her coal drinks.

Bluecloak touched its own head, thumping it with afist, then making the same jerk-away motion she
had used to mime the pain of eectric shock.

"Yes" Ofdiasad. "My head got banged on thefloor; it hurts. But I'm dl right.”
Bluecloak pointed to the armed man, and made amotion of swinging an elbow back to hit someone.
"Yes" Ofdiasad. "But | scared him."

Bluecloak said "Click-kaw-keerrr." Ofeliafrowned past her headache. What did being a
click-kaw-keerrr have to do with being hit by the man at the door? Did he think the man shouldn't hit a
click-kaw-keerrr? If so, what was aclick-kaw-keerrr? Did they never hit theirs?

"Hedidn't know," shesaid. "I haven't had timeto tell them about the babies." She wasn't sure she
wanted to; she remembered having her babies before in the hospital, where some of the staff handled
them asif they were dolls or animals. She thought that was how Kira Stavi would handle these babies;
she was sure the woman had never borne children.

"Nnot know uhoo click-kaw-keerrr? Bluecloak asked.
"Not know," Ofdiarepeated. "He did not know."
Bluecloak said something to the other two, and they did their long knives back into their belts. Ofdia



gtill couldn't understand them when they talked so fast, but she did catch the word click-kaw-keerrr in
the midst of the utterance.

"Gurgle-click-cough?' she asked. "And the little ones?"

Bluecloak let out one grunt, and its eyelids sagged shut. Seeping, was she? Natura, after abirth.
Ofeliawondered if she nursed the babies, or if they ate other food. And if so, who brought it?

"Isthet their leader?' asked Vasl from behind her. "Isthat why it'swearing that blue thing?'

Ofdiaturned, trying not to wince visbly as her ribsand leg twinged. "Thisis Bluecloak,” shesaid. "'l
cal it that because of the cloak; | can't say itsred name." She turned back to Bluecloak. "Thisis Ser
Vasl Likig," shesad. "Hesthe leader." The otherswere in the doorway now; asthey came out, Ofelia
sad their names: Kira, On, Bilong. Bluecloak said nothing, only standing therein the hot sunlight, head
dightly tilted.

"Youweretakingtoit," the young woman said. "'l heard you—can you make it say something?"

Ofdiasadto Bluecloak. "Thisisthe linguist, who will study how you talk.” From the glint in hiseye,
she thought he had been understanding more of thisthan helet on.

Bluecloak looked past her at Bilong. "Uhoo Pihlog." Ofdiacould have laughed at the expression on
the girlsface.

"It sad my name," she said, dmost dancing.

Bluecloak rattled off along sequence of squawks, grunts, clicks, and other sounds which seemed to
delight Bilong; Ofdliasuspected it was something as meaningless as the d phabet.

"Areyou al right?' the other woman asked. Shelooked truly concerned.
"My head hurts" Ofdiasaid.
"No wonder. | was so shocked | couldn't move—I'm sorry, but | just froze—"

"Itsdl right,” Ofeliasaid. The woman must be redlly ashamed, to say so much. Perhaps she had some
proper fedings.

"Uhoo Kirrahhh," Bluecloak said. It extended a hand, which the other woman took warily.
"Four fingers..." she breathed.
"Andtoes" Ofeliasad.

"Bi-sexed?' the woman asked, asif Bluecloak had not just shown that he could understand much of
what was said.

"I haven't looked," Ofeliasaid primly. She wasn't going to admit she till couldn't tell. It was quite true
that she hadn't looked; it would have been rude.

"Of coursg, it'snot your field,” the woman said, asif Ofeliawere anidiot for not knowing. Ofdlias
momentary sympathy for her vanished.

The whole team clustered around now, the four civilians staring, pointing, talking among themselves,
asif the creatures were statuesin an art galery, or animasin azoo. The two armed men stood stiffly by
the house, glaring at them. It was stupid, out herein the hot sun. Ofdlia's head throbbed; she wanted to
bein the shade. Her house didn't have enough seatsfor al these, but the center did.

"Y ou could comeinto the center, out of the sun," Ofdiasaid. "There are plenty of chairsin the
center."

"That's very kind of you," the stocky man said, looking around. Of course, they wouldn't know where
itwas



"It'sover there," said the older woman, the one who had known Ofelia's house by the family name.
She started that way, and Ofeliarepressed adesireto hit her. She should have let Ofelialead her there; it
was not her center.

Bluecloak touched her shoulder. "Kuh?' Y es, she thought, cold isexactly what | want. Cold ice on
my head, cold drink in my throat. Bluecloak walked beside her, the others till chattering, and Kira Stavi
inthe lead. Then Kira stopped short. In the doorway of the center, three more of the creatures, standing
giffly and looking at the group with those intense eyes. Ofdliafelt the wicked gigglein her throat, and her
hand rose to cover her mouth.

"Explainto them,” thetdl man said. "Explainthat it'sdl right for ustogoingde.”

Ofeliawalked past Kiraand the others with Blue-cloak. The creaturesin the door stepped back, and
Ofeliawaved the othersinside.

"You redly shouldn't—" she heard from behind her. The two armed men, she supposed, didn't want
their chargesto be out of sght and surrounded by aien killers. She didn't want the humans there either,
but she had no better idea.

"It'sdl right," the tall man called back. "If they haven't hurt the old woman, they won't hurt us.”

Ofeliapondered dl the faultsin that assumption as Kiraled the way into the left-hand workroom.
Why should they hurt an old woman who had never threatened them, once they found out she wouldn't?
And why would they not hurt those who did pose athrest? But she was not going to argue. She didn't
know how in thefirgt place, and in the second place her head hurt too much.

Bluecloak said something to the other creatures, and one of them walked away quickly toward the
kitchen.

"Did you notice," Kirasaid to the stocky man. "They don't walk flat-footed dll thetime. I'd love to see
the bone structure—"

The stocky man nodded, then narrowed hiseyes at Ofelia. "Y ou're not fedling well, are you, Sera
Fafurrias? Perhaps you need to lie down for awhile?

Nothing she would like better, but not while these people were poking around. Might aswell leavea
roomful of toddlersto play in the kitchen with no one watching. "I'mdl right," she said, but she sat inthe
chair he placed for her. Then the creature came back with abowl of crushed ice—when had they learned
to use the ice-crusher?>—and folded atowel around a handful of ice as deftly asany nurse. It put theice
on the bruise; she sucked inair, but it did help after amoment. She put up her hand to hold theicein
place, but there was no need. The creature stood behind her, holding it.

"Well," said thetal man, She struggled to remember hisname. Vadil Likis. "Its clear you've made
friends with them. How did you teach them to do that?'

"Ahhnt," Bluecloak said. They dl stared &t it. It pointed at Ofelia. "Ahhnt.”
"Aunt?' That was the young woman, Bilong, "Y ou mean like... aunt? Mother'ssster?”

Bluecloak took the book that another of the creatures had brought it from the schoolroom, the
storybook about the girl who stayed with her aunt. It showed the book to Bilong, "Ahhnt.”

It fumbled through the pages until it found the picture it wanted, then pointed to Ofelia, and the picture
of thegirl and her aunt.

"It can't possibly understand,” Kirasaid impatiently. "A storybook? Whatever it means by aunt, that's
not what we mean by aunt.” She glanced at Ofdia. "Do you know what it'stalking about?"

Shedid, but how could she explain it to thiswoman, who wasin her way as dien as Bluecloak? This
woman so impatient she was dready fidgeting, aready unwilling to listen to more than aword or two?



No. Her head hurt too much. Courtesy demanded some answer, but not a complete one.
"| took care of some children other than mine," shesaid. "I think that's what Bluecloak means.”
"Oh." The other woman sat back, looking unconvinced.
"How did you tell it that? asked the younger woman.

Her head was pounding. Ofelia shifted, and other bruises stabbed her. "1—used gestures,” she said.
"And I'm redlly very tired now." She closed her eyes.

"Do you suppose shesredly hurt?' asked thetall man. When she didn't haveto listen to him, hisvoice
gtill sounded tal and sef-important, asif he had alimein his mouth. He was ready to be annoyed with
her for being hurt.

"1 hope not," said the other man. " She's our best source for understanding this alien culture; she's been
living with theindigenes—"
"But she's so—" Ofdia presumed a gesture went with that, and probably asideways glanceto seeiif

shewasredly adeep or just pretending. " She hasn't the background,” thetall man said findly, Playing it
sfe.

"Vadl, you are the most—!" Buit that was cut off, Ofdia heard the stealthy sound of peoplerising
from chairsand trying to walk off quietly. Let them. She didn't care. She dozed off, and when she woke
found that someone had put arow of chairs under her legs, and padded them with a blanket. Her head
gl hurt, but not so badly.

Bluecloak stood beside her. "Ghouls," it said. Her mind wavered. Ghouls? Then she made the
transformation: it meant "fools." And she didn't haveto ask who it meant. It meant the other humans.

Ofeliamade no attempt to get up; she didn't want to move. But shewinked a Bluecloak. "They are
fools," she agreed. And ghoulstoo, she thought privately.

"Uhoo nnot—" Bluecloak gestured away, meaning those others she was sure.
"Nnot—click-kaw-keerrrr?"

"Not," she said again, reassuring it. "They're not my people, and I'm not their click-kaw-keerrrr, not
their aunt.”

Bluecloak offered an arm, and she managed to Sit up, biting off agroan at the painin her side and leg.
Another of the creatures moved to her other side, and the two of them helped her along the passage.
Outsde, it was dark, with stars glowing softly in the warm damp wind.

"Where arethey?' Ofeliaasked. Bluecloak pointed down the lane; she could see abright glow of light
at the shuttlefield. Had they gone back to the shuttle? She didn't redlly care. Bluecloak and the other one
helped her to her house, and insde, flicking on the light for her. Bluecloak opened her cooler and clucked
at the contents. Ofeliawasn't hungry, and tried to say so, but Bluecloak wasn't deterred. It rootled
around until it found some dry flatbread, and offered it to her, sprinkled with salt.It tasted surprisingly
good, and her somach let it stay. Bluecloak poured her aglass of fruit drink, and stood over her while
shedrank it. She could fed it's determination that she would est. After that, she wanted only her familiar
bed. For thefirst time since Bluecloak arrived in the village, the creatures came with her to the bathroom.
She was not embarrassed; they had seen it before, and she wastoo tired. She glanced in the mirror
accidentaly and stopped, staring at the purple lump on her head. She looked down at her arm, where the
skin over the bruise had torn, leaving adark crust. Bluecloak's expression, when she looked up at it, was
grim. She sensed anger and disapprova, but not of her.

"Itsdl right,” shesaid. "I'm not redlly hurt." They offered her support—she was glad to lean on their
arms—to the bed, and when she sat down, the other creature bent and lifted her legs gently. Bluecloak
moved to the other side of the bed and turned down the cover, then paused, looking &t her.



Shewas so tired. .. but she managed to roll over, into the open bed, and Bluecloak pulled the covers
over her astenderly as any mother.

They were frightening in away they had never been frightening before—she had no ideawhat they
thought had happened, or what it meant, or what would happen tomorrow. She was too tired to say
anything; Bluecloak turned the lights out, and she waited to hear the front door open and close, but fell
adeepfird.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Contents - Prev / Next

W hen Ofdiawoke in the pearly light of early morning, she heard soft voices from the next room. She
stretched, and then winced as the bruises from yesterday's blow and fall intruded on her. She hurt al
over, in more places than she remembered being hurt yesterday. And who wasin her front room?

Shedidn't want to get up. She wanted to lie there until shedied, or her body quit hurting, whichever
camefirg. Shemoved her left arm cautioudy up to fedl the lump on her head. It fdlt aslarge asit had
been, if not larger. Shelet her arm fal back, and imagined the commotion if the humans returned and
found her dead. Would they redlize they had doneit, or would they blame the creatures?

She needed to use the toilet, too. It was onething to lie here, sullenly determined to die from afew
bruises, and another to lie here miserable because her bladder ached with fullness. Besides, if they
blamed Bluecloak, what would happen to Gurgle-click-cough's babies?

Even with that thought, when shefirst tried to St up, it hurt so much she caught her breath hard and
felt tears stinging her eyes. She scolded hersdlf; the old voice was happy to provide the terms she had not
used for severd years. Coward. Weakling. Sissy. Just afew bruises and you act like a baby.

Shetried to make no noise, but she felt shaky and weak from the pain by the time she had pulled
hersdf to her feet. Her arm had bled again in the night, sticking to the sheet, and the bright pain when she
pulled it free wastoo much. A sob cameloosein her throat.

The door to her room opened. Bluecloak, throat-sac expanded. It hissed when it saw her, and came
to her quickly, offering an arm. Ofdiatook it, hating her weakness. It put itsfinger on the dow ooze of
blood, sniffed it, and drummed—she could not tell with what part of its body, but the sound filled the
room.

“I'mdl right," Ofdiasaid, wishing her voice didn't tremble. "I'll be better after a hot
shower."Bluecloak helped her into the bathroom. She felt better after sheld used the toilet, and the hot
shower eased some of the aches, though she knew she would stiffen later. She came out of the hot water
to find that Bluecloak had fetched extratowels. It waited, towelsin hand, to help her dry off. The mirror
had fogged with the steam; she could not see herself, and she was glad. What she had to see, asshe
dried hersdlf, was ugly enough, dark bruises al aong her right Ssde where she had falen.

It was hard to find something to wear. The garments she had made for this season, that she would
have worn, |eft the bruises exposed and obvious. The old voice told her that was shameful, that it would
embarrass her guests, that she must gppear to them asif yesterdays blow had done no harm. After al,
her old skin tore so easily that any minor injury could make it bleed. It wasn't their fault; they couldn't be
expected to realize how fragile shewas.

The new voice said nothing; she wondered where it had gone. She hunted through her closet for a
shirt with long deeves, something that would cover her ams and her torso completely. All the
long-deeved shirts were hot, meant for the rare cool spellsin the rainy season. She put one on anyway,



wincing at the rasp of the coarser cloth against the tender bruises. She put on the longest pants she had;
they came just below her knees.

She felt hot, and breethless, but safer. She looked down at her bare feet. The others had al worn
boots. They had not actually stepped on her, but her bare toes now seemed vulnerable, as her bare skin
was vulnerable, so that even agaze could menaceit. She had no shoes; she had put her last pair in the
recycler, shereminded herself. For amoment, she felt happy; she remembered the little dance of
celebration she'd done as she'd put them in, dong with the ugly dress Barto and Rosara had wanted her
to wear more often,

Bluecloak churred softly. Ofdiatried to smileat it. "I'm much better," she said. "Thank you for your
help." Bluecloak knew "thank you'—she had used dl theritua courteseswith it, and the crestures had
done their best to reciprocate.

Ofelialooked at her bed with distaste. She did not leave beds unmade, or sheets with bloodstains on
them, but she did not think she could pull the sheetsfree this morning. Bluecloak, following her glance,
pointed to the bloodstai ns then touched her arm. "Uhoo plud?’

"Yes, itsmy blood. But not bad. Just alittle," She hoped Bluecloak would understand that.

Bluecloak said something in their language, and another creature camein, Bluecloak pointed to the
bed; the creature hissed, its throat-sac expanding for amoment. Then it grabbed the sheets and pulled
them off into a heap on the floor. Bluecloak spoke again, and it picked up the hesp.

"Where areyou—?" Ofdiabegan. "Ahshhhit," Bluecloak said. Then, with great satisfaction, dl the
consonants emphasized, "Dddirrrttin! 1gissddirrttih, ahshhhit!”

Ofeliarecovered from astonishment intimeto say "Cold water!" to the creature departing with her
gheets. "Wash blood in cold water."

Bluecloaks eyeswidened. "Kuh?' It pointed to itsdlf. "Mih plud, mih ahshhhin kuh... ah... s00."

"Y ou dso wash off blood in cold water?' Ofdiahad not redized they washed their clothes at dl,
though they didn't stink like people who failed to wash.

"Ahshhhin hah, plud tick.” Wash in hot, blood sticks, Ofdliatrandated. "LIihff pron." Ofliaworried
at that for along moment. She had not heard even Bluecloak make an f sound before, and she didn't
think thiswas"lif' or "leaf." Pron was probably bron. .. brown. Leave brown. Yes.

"Ourstoo," she sad. Shefet hungry now, and in the kitchen found that someone—Bluecl oak>—had
tried to make flatbread dough and made a mess instead, Bluecloak, when she looked at it, fluttered its
eydids

"Ssorrrih,” it said.

"Thank you," Ofdiasaid. "It was akind thought, anyway." It had aso tried to clean up the mess, but it
had |eft streaks of flour, pellets of something that was supposed to be dough, and wasn't. Probably it had
watched her making dough and thought it was easy. She scraped the residua mess off, then mixed the
dough hersdlf, her hands glad to take up familiar tasks. Bluecloak turned on the stove for her, and handed
her the griddle just as she reached for it. Then it closed the containers she had left open, and put them
away. She had shared kitchens with women less hel pful. As shewaslaying the flatbread onthe griddle,
the kitchen door opened, and another creasture—not the one who had taken the sheets—brought in two
tomatoes and a handful of green beans, handling them carefully.

"Thank you," Ofelia said again, wondering what was going on. The creatures had been friendly
enough before, but they had not gone out of their way to help her. She diced the tomato, found that
Bluecloak had fetched an onion from her bin, and chopped that. Onion fumes made her eyes
water—they aways had—but she could no more cook without onions than onions could grow without



water. Again, Bluecloak anticipated what she would want next and handed her astalk of pardey, one of
cilantro, one of rosemary. She chopped the fresh herbs, mixed them with the tomato and onion, and
folded thefirst round of flatbread around them.

Shefdt better when she'd eaten. The side of her head was till sore, and she was still tiff, but she
didn't fed sick. Asif they could sense that, Bluecloak and the other creature |eft her house while she
cleaned the dishes, brushed her teeth, and wrapped a soft cloth around the ocozing tear on her arm.

The sun waswell up when the humans returned. Only two of them thistime, the stocky man—Ori
something—and the older woman, Kira, Ofelia had gone back to work in her garden, both because it
soothed her and because she had missed several days. One of the creatures was with her, eating the
dimerods she found; another had inssted on pushing abroom in her house. The hot sun eased her
bruises, though swesat stung in the scrapes. .. and then the creature churred, and she looked up,

"Tuh-hoo," it said, It held up two fingersin case she didn't understand. What she didn't understand
was when this one had learned so much human speech.

"Did Bluecloak teach you that?" she asked. It tipped its head to one sde and said "Uhoo."

Ofeiadidn't believe that; she hadn't spent much timewith any of them trying to teach them her words,
not since the beginning. But if it wanted to give her credit, that was palite.

"Good morning,” the stocky man said, when he came close enough. "How are you today ?

"Fine," Ofeliasaid. She had abasket nearly full of tomatoes; they were ripening far faster than she
could eat them. "Would you like some tomatoes? They're not very big yet—"

"They're beautiful," the man said. "We don't get fresh foods like this on the ship, you know."
She didn't know; sheld spent her ship timein cryo. But he might not know that.

"Your arm—" the woman said. Ofdliaglanced down; the deeve didn't quite cover the bruiseand
scab.

"It'snothing," she said, looking away. She didn't want to talk about it.

"That's—" the woman began; Ofelia saw the man hush her with agesture. So much for that one's
arrogance; she gill had to be quiet when aman told her to hush. Ofdiafound another dimerod and
clicked to get the creature's atention. It came eagerly, and gulped the dimerod down. Ofeliaglanced at
the humans. They were wide-eyed. The man recovered firs.

"You... get dong well with them," hesaid.

Ofelia shrugged, then wished she hadn't. Her shoulder was till sore, and the man might think ashrug
wasrude. "They're good neighbors,” she said. "They don't bother me."

"You cantak to them?'

"It'snot so much talk," Ofdiasaid. "We understand things." She gestured with one hand. "We use our
handsalot.”

"Canyoutdl uswhichistheleader?' the man asked. "Isit the one you cdl Bluecloak?

Ofdiawondered if Bluecloak thought it was the leader, in the way this man clearly meant. "Bluecloak
is... theonegood at learning new things," she said findly. "Learning words, for instance. | understand
Bluecloak best."

"But is Bluecloak the onein charge?' the woman asked.

Ofdiashook her head, another mistake. For an instant, the world whirled around her, then steadied
again. "Only on somethings," she said, when she could speak again. She knew she couldn't redly explain
which things, shewas only fedling her way into that understanding hersdif.



"Itsasmdl group,” the man murmured to his companion. "It may be government by consensus; they
may just hashit out.”

"Surely not everything,” the woman said. "After dl, they attacked the colony landing; that had to have
organization, leadership. And those coadtd cities..."

"Cities?' Ofdiasad. "They have cities?' She fdlt betrayed; Bluecloak had said nothing about cities,
any of thetimes held seen the pictures of citiesin her books.

"We saw them from the shuttle flights,” the woman said. " Some of them live dong the northern coast
of this continent, in what ook like stone and wood-built cities. They have boats—"

Ofeliaremembered the boats she had seen. But she could not imagine her creatures, the ones she
knew, living in cities. Something about their attitude toward this village suggested that they had no settled
home. Except the nestmass.

"Wewon't kegp you," the man said, as she was wondering whether or not to mention the nestmass.
"A couple of your lovely tomatoes, and well be on our way. Well be surveying the areatoday, just
wandering around looking at things. We won't touch anything of yours," he added, asif hisbeing here
weren't intruson enough.

Ofelia held the basket over the fence and they each picked out atomato.

"If it'sconvenient," theman said, "I'd liketo interview you later. After dl, you were the first contact,
evenif you weren't trained for it." He chuckled, in away that he probably intended to sound
good-natured. It did sound good-natured; Ofelia could not have said why it made her so angry. She
wanted to hit him, and that frightened her. She had never been oneto hit people.

"l am aways here," she said, not quite rudely. He smiled, and nodded at her, and turned away,
aready biting into the tomato. Ofelialooked down the lane; she saw nothing of the other humans. Maybe
now she could go across and look at Gurgle-click-cough's babies.

Her escort of creatures followed her, and exchanged greetings with the door guards, Ofelianoticed
that today the door guards had their knives out. In the bedroom, Bluecloak lounged on the old bedstead,
snging with eyes half-closed. He rose when Ofdiacamein, and reached out to her hands. He lifted them
gently, and touched histongue to her palms.

"Click-kaw-keerrr." 1t was greeting and commentary both; Ofdiafelt cheered. She turned to the
closet. Gurgle-click-cough looked out, alert and cam; Ofeliawondered how she was reading the
expression so well. Gurgle-click-cough held out a hand, and Ofelia came nearer. The babieswere piled
in an untidy hegp inthe middle of the net, between their mother'slegs, Ofeliacould not tell which striped
tall belonged to which set of spindly legs... but she would have sworn they'd grown noticegbly sincethe
day before.

The nest smelled better too. Fresh herbs packed the inner surface. Ofeiawondered if the
Terran-origin herbs would hurt the babies. One of them opened its eyes, and peeped, asharp imperative.
Gurgle-click-cough leaned closer; the tiny mouth opened, and its mother spit into it. Ofeliaamost
gagged, but choked it down. Spit? Vomit? She didn't want to know, redlly, and it was none of her
business. The baby swallowed again and again, blinking its eyes. Then it hissed contentedly, and curled
up again. Gurgle-click-cough picked it up, and handed it to Ofelia. Ofdliacradled it, no longer flinching
when it licked her wrist with its catlike tongue.

Bluecloak said something; Ofeliaturned, and he gestured her over. She sat on the bedstead beside
him, the baby in her lap. It seemed content, and Gurgle-click-cough was feeding one of the others now.
Shelooked at it closdly, in more light than she'd had yesterday. The bold stripes on back and tail were
dark brown on cream. Its head waslarge for its Size, but nowhere near aslarge as a human baby's.
Bluecloak hummed; the baby cocked its little head at the sound. When the hum became rhythmic, the



baby's|eft foot twitched in rhythm.

Left foot drumming meant agreement.... the baby was learning to agree, or... or what?'Sssnng,”
Bluecloak said. " Click-kaw-keerrr sssnng."

Shedidn't know what to sing to an aien's child with stripes and artail; the only songs she knew were
the cradle songs she had sung her own children. She started, self-conscious at first until the babys intent
stare took al her concentration,

"Baby, baby, goto deep... " It didn'; it crouched in her lap watching her face, its gaze flicking from
eyesto mouth to eyes again. "Little sweetling, never weep... " She had no sense that these babies weypt;
it seemed dmogt tingling with eegernessfor something. .. for lifeitsaf?

She sang hersdlf hoarse, and stopped with acrick in her back and the little creature still watching her,
showing no sign of boredom or tiredness. She levered hersdlf up, and carried it back to the nest iffly.
She couldn't possibly do that with al of them... but Gurgle-click-cough was adeep hersdlf, and the one
Ofeliacarried squirmed into the central pile without waking any of the others and closed its eyes.

"Click-kaw-keerrr," Bluecloak said, and it came outside with her.

Down the lane, she saw the young woman talking to one of the creatures. Ofelia's ssomach knotted;
shelooked at Bluecloak, but it seemed not to care. The creature stood awkwardly, like a hafwit, Ofdia
thought, which it was not. Thetall man, the onein charge, stood in the lane outside the center, looking
west; Ofeliacould see nothing beyond him but the laneitsdf dwindling into grass. He turned, caught sight
of her, and frowned.

"l was looking for you," he said, asif she had missed an appointment. Ofdiadid not want to be
ungracious, but there was nothing to say to that. They had not looked where she was; they had not called
loudly enough to get her attention. That was not her fault. She smiled, astension and resentment knotted
her belly. "Y ou need to understand how well go about our misson,” he said, after amoment. "We will
study and make official contact with these... indigenes. I'm sure you think you have dready made
contect, but after dl you have had no training in this sort of thing. Youwerea... awhat?... housewife?'

Ofdiadid not correct him. Whatever she had been, on the work rolls of the company, that waslong
ago, and it made no difference. Whatever training she had had would mean nothing to such aone.

"It's not your respongibility, iswhat I'm trying to say," hewent on, hisface shining in thesun. "You did
very wdll, I'm sure, to have gotten aong peacefully with them, but now were here, and welll take it off
your hands." He took a deep breath, asif to say more, then let it out dowly. "Y ou do understand, don't
you?"

She didn't understand all, but she understood enough. She didn't matter, she didn't count, she was
nothing. Exactly right, the old voice said to her. Thisishow it is; thisis how it has dways been. Accept it,
and they will accept you aswhat you are. Old woman. Nothing.

"And wel haveto figure out something..." he said vaguely, not looking a her. "About the
mechines..."

Fear chilled her. She needed the machines. "What about the machines?' she asked, though she was
afraid she knew.

He made an impatient gesture. " Advanced technology. They shouldn't haveit. They shouldn't even
have seen it. Part of our mission wasto shut it al down. | suppose we can find you aplace
somewhere—it's Sms fault; they'll have to pay some kind of fine, and that should be enough for aplace
insomeresdence..."

"You mean... leave?' Her vison darkened; sheforced hersdf to breathe. She would not faint in front
of this person,



"Wdl, you can't stay here," he said, asif that were obvious. "Even if we have a permanent misson...
there's no post for someone like—someone your age, you see. And the need to secure the technology,
prevent cultura contamination... it will be difficult, even for trained personne. Y ou can move aboard the
shuttle with us; then we can shut down the powerplant—"

"Not now," Ofdiasaid, hating the quaver in her voice that |eft her desire as vulnerableto hiswill as
her naked skin had been to hiseyes.

"Oh, not today,” the man said, asif it didn't matter. "I suppose they've been herefor sometime; it's
not asif we could prevent what they've aready seen. But they can't have understood much of it, and the
longer we let them have access, the more chance they'll [earn too much. When the preliminary works
done... then you should prepare to leave." He smiled, the wide smile of someone whose decisions
cannot be changed. "Don't worry... uh... SeraFdfurry... well take care of you. Y ou won't be aone
any more.

He went into the center, hisbody swinging, satisfied with the power held shown. Ofelia could not
have moved if someone had poked her; she wished she could be blown away in agust of wind. Shewas
not so lucky; no wind stirred the leaves. Bluecloak chirped, and shelooked t it. It nodded at the
departed human.

"Kuss-cough-click,” it said.
" Stuck-up bossy lout,” Ofelia said; she had no doubt they meant the same thing.

In her own house, alone because Bluecloak called the others out and set them as guards at her door,
sheraged silently, yanking clean sheets onto the bed, damming pillows down. She would not leave. She
had not |eft before, and she would not leave now. They could not make her.

They can, said the old voice. They will. They know you evaded once; you can't do that again.
Itisnt fair, shewailed slently. | worked so hard; | did so much; it'stheir fault.

It doesn't matter, said the old voice. Y ou are nothing to them; they have the power, and they will take
you away. The old voice reminded her how much her protests sounded like those Rosara and others had
made, protests she had been contemptuous of, back when she thought she could escape. She raged at
that, too.

Findly, exhausted, she lay down and napped, waking to quiet afternoon. She heard voices outside,
human voi ces; when she peeked out the front windows, the two women were walking along side by side,
s0 much like her former nelghbors that she dmost called out to them.

They were not neighbors. They were enemies who would take her away. They were enemieswho
would destroy everything she had worked for, the life she had made for herself, the new friends she had
found."

The next morning, the shorter man, Ori, appeared at her garden fenceto interview her. Hewaswilling
to ask his questions and listen while she worked; he even asked intelligent questions about the varieties of
beans and tomatoes and corn she chose to grow. Despite herself, she found it easy to tell him which
strains had been supplied by the Company, and which the colonists had developed on their own.

"Then you had geneticists among you?' he asked. If he had had ears, they would have been pricked
up, dert.

"Not... likein colleges," Ofdiasad. How to explain?"They taught us al what they thought we could
use," shesaid findly. "Practical things. How to choose the best progeny for seeds. How to repair the
pumps and power plant and waste recycler. But they wouldn't tell uswhy, on most things.”

"Did that bother you?"' he asked, thistime without much interest. Ofdiawas surprised a her own
ability to tell that; she didn't know how she knew.



"Not redly," shesaid. "We had much to learn, and littletime." It had not seemed likelittle time, all
those nightsin class or studying, when the children were smal and she could have been mending or
cleaning or amply resting. But in terms of absolute hours, they had had too much practica materid to fit
into alow of much theoreticd digression.

Ori leaned back, satisfied with her answer; she did not explain further.

"Now—the firg time you saw the creatures, what did you do? What did you think? Did you
recognize them right away?'

Thefirst time... she had to gart with the sea-storm, with her attempt to ready the village. That bored
him, though he didn't say s0; his eyes drifted away, seeing something e se entirdly, something beyond her
head. When Bilong crossed her own view, aminute or two later, she knew what it had been.

Shetold of that first storm-bound afternoon and night, thefirst few days. At first helet her talk on
without interruption, only urging her to continue when she stopped. But then he wanted to ask questions.
How had shefirst noticed that they were intelligent? How did she know who was in charge? What had
shelearned of their socid structure? How territorial were they?

"l don't know," she kept saying. "They don't do it like that—" Whatever it had been, from dividing up
food to making decisionsto marking rank. The more he asked, the more she felt she knew nothing about
the creatures at all. It had never occurred to her to wonder if both sexes had extensible throat-sacs; she
tried not to think about their sexes at al. When she said that, shyly, he gave her the smile of an adult to a
backward child.

"Itsdl right,” he said. "Anthropologists|ook at these things differently.” The right way, he meant. That
he wastoo politeto say it didn't redly take the sting out of it. He asked more, and she told what she
knew... except about the babies, about being Click-kaw-keerrr. She was afraid someone would harm
the babies, she hated hersdlf for the knowledge that humanswould certainly kill those babiesif they
thought it prudent. This man himsdf, with his gentle voice, she might have trusted, except that hiseyesdid
too often to the young woman... and hisriva wasthe tall man, the cold-eyed team leader that Ofeliadid
not trust at all.

After that onelong interview, Ori did not come back. She saw him following the creatures around,
stting where he could watch them with a sketchpad on his knee. He had told her that the act of drawing
sometimes taught him more than the best video clips. He had showed her afew of hisfirst sketches, and
she had admired the graceful lines, drawn surely and quickly, that did seem to capture the essence of the
crestures forms and movements. She would like to have seen his sketches of the babies, the alert way
they carried their snouted heads on those flexible necks, the brisk swipes of their striped tails.

The team leader ignored her completely, barely nodding as he strode up and down the Streets, in and
out of most buildings. He talked endlessly into arecorder that hung from his belt. He seemed to be
making an inventory of every item of human origin in the village, even to the number of tomeato plants. He
avoided the one where Gurgle-click-cough nested; Ori had ingsted that humans not intrude when the
creatures made it clear they were unwelcome.

Thetdl woman took short tripsinto the forest, collecting samples of plant life from the intermediate
zone aswell asareas of pure native growth. She set out fishing linesin theriver, put out trgps for small
animas. The creatures watched her, with expressionsthat Ofeliainterpreted as amixture of avid curiosity
and mild disgust. Ofeliadid not know how to ask what she hersalf wanted to know: did they mind
another hunter in their territory, and one that did not even eat the catch?

The young woman, Bilong, seemed to spend most of her time wandering from man to man; shehad a
recorder, and she had placed pickupsin the center—Ofelia saw that, and assumed she had put them
other places as well—to gather language samples. What Ofeliaknew, and Bilong did not, was that the
creatures knew exactly where the pickups were, and amused themselves by standing under them



reciting. .. reciting what Ofelia suspected were merdy lists, possibly even nonsense words. Certainly their
gpeech then had none of the rhythm and fed that it had most of the time.

Ofeliawent back to her old life, as much as she could, dipping acrossto play with the babies—the
rapidly growing and very active babies—when the humans were not in evidence. Quite often they were
not in evidence. She suspected the creatures of having something to do with that, of intervening to be sure
that the Click-kaw-keerrr had ample time with the babies.

The babies changed faster than human babies, in those first days. In thisthey were more like young
cavesor lambs, quickly aert and active. Ofdiahad dways assumed that the dow early development of
human babies went with their higher intelligence—that anything which was born able to run around was
aso born limited, closeto its adult potential of wit. She remembered parenting classes,
early-childhood-devel opment classes, in which she was taught precisdy this. Children took along timeto
grow, because they had along way to go; the human brain had to organize itsdlf, teach itself how to learn.
Other baby animas could be born with more behaviors wired in, because they didn't have to be ableto
learn much later.

These babies... dready their high squesaks sounded speechlike. Already their busy four-fingered
hands manipulated the stalks of grass and sprigs of herb in their nest. Handed empty gourds by an adullt,
they put in pebbles, and poured them out. They squabbled with each other, shoving and nipping, using
their tailsto hold one another down... but these squabbles quickly shifted into cooperative play, if
someone offered atoy. At ten days, twenty days of age, they were more like children of three years.

Ofdiacould not merdly observe; she found herself being used as aplaything, aliving obstacle course.
The other creatures handed her the items they thought the babies should have: gourds, beads, pebbles,
bits of string. She was the one who hissed disgpprova when one of them wound string around its throat.
It froze, eyeswide. Ofdiamimed strangulation, producing aguttural squawk. The baby blinked; the
others, sitting up on legs and tail, squeaked softly. To her surprise, none of them tried that again.

If they were like human toddlers, then... shewondered if they could learn letters and numbers. If the
other humans hadn't been there, she would have taken them to the center, would have shown them the
books and the teaching computers. She couldn't do that now. Her conscience nagged her; she shouldn't
want to do that. She should protect human technology from them, and them from human technol ogy.

Water rushed into the sink, startling her out of that reverie. One of them stood on the long faucet of
the deep sink, itstalons hooked around the cold-water tap, pulling; the other two, braced againgt the
wall, had pushed at the same tap with their feet. Now, as she watched, they reversed their force: the ones
who had been pushing hooked their talons over and tried to pull. The one on the faucet tried to push...
and lost itsfooting, to splash into the sink. Ofdiaheaved hersef up, and put her arm into the water. The
talonsdug in, asthe baby climbed her arm, squeaking furioudy.

So much for protection, either way. They would have to learn how to use the technology safdly; there
was no way to keep them from usingit.

Although the daily sessionswith the babies ddighted her, Ofeliafelt a steady weight of apprehension.
Someday—some one of these hardly numbered days—the team leader would think they had done
enough, seen enough, and would order Ofdiato the shuttle. She would have to leave, or die. She had not
thought of any way to escape thistime, not with her inability to eat the locd food, not with the
determination of these peopleto find her and bring her back. She would haveto leave, and leave her
creatures—her responsibility, the babies—to these others, whom she did not trust.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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After days of scant contact with the other humans—polite but distant greetings that made it clear they
didn't have time to waste with an ignorant old woman—Ofeia noticed that she had become redl to them
again. Shewasn't sure she liked it. She suspected it meant that they were finishing up their contact work,
asthey cdled it, and getting ready to "make afind determination” (the team leader's phrase) about her,
and the colony, and the creatures.

The change began with dightly warmer greetings when they saw her, politely asking how shewas,
how her garden prospered. The tall woman commented on a necklace Ofdiahad made. The stocky man
told her he had discovered that Bluecloak wasaminstrdl or entertainer, asinger. The younger woman
began hanging around Ofeliawithout saying much, just like a pesky child. Ofelia noticed that she had
pilfered anecklace to wear, and that she left too many of her shirt buttons undone. After afew days of
hovering that nearly drove Ofdiato rudeness, she actually began a conversation. She asked how Ofdlia
had taught the creatures to speak.

Ofeliaexplained, aswell as she could. She had tried to teach them as she had taught babies—human
babies, she repeated, though Bilong didn't know about the others.

"That's not how you teach alanguage,” the woman said. "' know you probably thought you taught
your children to talk, but human children don't have to be taught—they just learn.” Bilong wastrying to
be polite. Ofdiacould tdll that, just as she could tell that the woman was treating her with exaggerated
patience, asif she were anaughty child. She hersdlf tried not to resent the rudeness which was not
intended.

"Some do," Ofelia conceded. Most, probably. But had any mother ever been able to resst teaching?

"All of them," Bilong said, emphasizing it, "—all human children learn to talk on their own, because
they're designed to speak human language.”

Ofeliawished she could remember how to do what she had done for so many years, remove hersdlf
from the talk and let it pass by, but it wasimpossible to put that chicken back in the egg. "Saras child,”
she heard hersdlf saying, even asthe old, cautious voice implored her to keep quiet. "It couldn't talk, no
matter what."

"1 meant normal children,” the woman said, less patiently "But these are diens, Ofdia—I can cdl you
Ofeia, cant 17"

A girl from this neighborhood has no business getting aswelled head, her father had said. Pride goes
before damnation, someone had said. Thetal stalk asksfor the knife. Y ou are nothing.

"SeraOfdig," she said, with theleast emphasis.

"Oh—Sarah? I'm sorry; | thought you were caled Ofdia"" The woman seemed confused, but willing.
Her accent, Ofdiarealized, meant that she could not hear the difference between the name Saraand the
title Sera. Nor had she paid attention when the stocky man addressed her correctly as Sera Fafurrias.
Ofeliadid not enlighten her. She waited, hoping her face would remember the bland expressions that had
kept her out of trouble before.

"Sarah," thelinguist said. "L et me explain about dien languages.” Ofdiawaited in silence, but her mind
crackled with comments. "They aren't like human languages,” the linguist went on. Oh redlly? Did she
think Ofelia hadn't noticed? " Since their biological natureis different, the very structure of their brains—if
we can cal them brains, which is doubtful—determines a different structure of language.”

Ofeiarepressed a snort with difficulty: Whatever the brain had to do with language, some of the
messages would have to be the same. I'm hungry, feed me. I'm hurt, comfort me. Come here. Go away.
OUCH. Do it again. What isthat and how doesit work?

"They may not intend any of the same meanings,” thelinguist said, completing the picture of anidiot.



Prudence lost out; she had been too long free to speak her mind, if only to hersdlf. "They haveto say
some of the samethings” shesaid. "If they're hungry. If they hurt.”

The younger woman's eyebrows went up. "Well... there are afew nearly universal messages. But
those are least interesting; even a nonlanguage species may have vocdizations associated with hunger or
pain. Besides, in the languages we know, these aren't expressed the same way. The goetiae, for instance,
actudly say 'my sap dries when they mean I'm hungry,’ and in one didect of your language—" The
linguist said "your language” asif it were particularly Slly. "—the South Naryan, | think it is, no one ever
says'l hurt—they dways use theform ‘it painsme.™

Ofeliarubbed her foot alittle backwards and forwards on the ground, reminding hersalf of that redlity.
She had never heard of the goetiae—were they aiens?—but she had had an aunt who was South
Naryan, and she knew perfectly well that her aunt said "I hurt mysdf' when she fell over something. Did
thislinguist say "I hurt" when she had a backache? Or did she say, more sensibly, "My back hurts'? She
thought of aquestion she could ask.

"How many dien languages do you know?"

Thewoman flushed. "Wdll... actudly... not any. Not truly dien, that is. No ones ever found one. This
will bethefirgt." Asif Ofdiahad said what she wasthinking, the linguist hurried on. " Of course, we
practiced with computer generated languages. The neural modelers created aien networks, and we
practiced with the languages they generated.”

Ofeliakept her face blank. She understood what that meant: they had created machinesthat talked
machine languages, and from thisthey thought they had learned how to understand dien languages.
Stupid. Machineswould not think like diens, but like machines. The creatures were not machines—very
far fromit.

But the linguist was leaning closer, confiding now, asif Ofdiawere afavorite aunt or grandmother.

She did not want to be Bilongs mother, or her grand-mother. She had done with these roles, with
being agood child, agood wife, agood mother. She had put seventy-odd yearsinto it; she had worked
hard at it; now she wanted to be that Ofeliawho painted and carved and sang in an old cracked voice
with strange creatures and their stranger music. Therole the creatures had given her was more than

enough.

"It'sdl thistenson,” the linguist was saying. "1 probably shouldn't be telling you this—" Then dont,
Ofdiathought. Don't tedl me. | don't want to hear it. "—but you're wise, even if you don't have an
education.” The arrogancein that dmost yanked areply from her, but she managed to squeeze it back.
Wise even if she had no education? What did wisdom have to do with education? Besides, she had an
education; she had spent hours studying, nights and early mornings studying, long before this child was
born. This... thischit of agirl who hadn't known how to repair the pumps, who had blithely walked
between a cow and her calf.

"Thethingis," thegirl went on, in happy unawareness of Ofeliasthoughts, "they don't like each other
and never have. So they're using me as an excuse. One says I'm flirting, and the other one says I'm not
fliting, and—"

"Areyou flirting?' Ofeliaasked. She thought so; why el se wear that perfume? Why else swing her
ripe young body back and forth like fruit on avine, every motion declaring her readinessto be picked
and eaten?

"Of coursenot.” A flounce, an outraged glance. Just like Linda, who had always denied with her
mouth while proclaiming with her hips. But thiswas not Linda. "Wéll... maybe. But not serioudly, you
know. It'snot like your culture, you know." Again that gentle condescension. "We don't have the same
rules—" Asif human biology would shift aside for her convenience, asif men were not animasborn to
respond to smellsand motions. "I do rather like one of them, and there's no reason he shouldn't know it.



But that'snot redly flirting.”
"Do you have sex with him?* Ofeliaasked. The girl flushed and scowled,

"It'snone of your—" She stopped abruptly and her face changed, asif someone had wiped athumb
acrossclay. "Oh, hi Kira How'sthe tech survey going?'

Ofelialooked up at the other woman. Older, warier, than the young one, but still young to Ofelia. She
was angry about something; Ofeliasuspected it wasthe girl's antics.

"Therésadaff meeting in twenty minutes, Bilong, and you're supposed to have the preliminary
andyss ready—"
"| can't—it'stoo soon—all | can do isdiscussthe raw data—"

"Thendotha." Kirastood there, asthreatening as a sea-storm wall cloud until the younger woman
got up and walked away, her shoulders iff.

"You areangry?' Ofdiasaid. Sheleaned back against the sun-warmed wall and hoped shelooked
old and stupid.

"Sheis not supposed to waste her time talking to you," Kirasaid. " She haswork to do." Ofelia
waited. She had seen just thismaneuver in older children who chased young ones away. Whét they really
wanted was their own chance at the mother or grandmother.

Kirasghed, thekind of dramatic sigh that meant she too was going to confide. Ofelialet her eydids
sag amogt shut. Maybe she would change her mind if Ofdlialooked stupid enough.

"Y ou're not achatterbox," Kirasaid. Mistake, This woman had wanted a safe confidant, and for that
purpose stupid and quiet would do well enough. Ofelia opened her eyes but it was too late to pretend
dert garrulity. Kiras mouth quirked. "And | don't think you're haf so dim asyou pretend, either A stupid
woman couldn't have survived done so long." Good observation, if unflattering. Just once, Ofdiawould
have liked people to see her as she was, not astheir ideas painted her.

Shelooked at Kira, the short hair so carefully shaped that it must be a style of some sort, the smooth
young-woman skin just showing thefirst lines of age. Who wasthis person, redly? "1 don't think I'm
supid,” shesaid.

Kiras eyes widened, then narrowed

"No. | can seethat. What | can't seeiswhy you chose to stay behind.”

"No," Ofdiasaid, mimicing Kirasintonation, "I can see you don't. But you are too young.”
"Y ou didn't want to die aboard the ship, in suspenson?"

Ofelia shrugged, annoyed. They aways came back to death, these young ones; they were obsessed
with it. Shetried again to explain. "It was not about death. It was about life. If | stayed, | would be
d :I]E n

"But no one can surviveisolation,” Kirasaid, interrupting Ofelia as she had done before, asthey had
al done. "Y ou must have been terribly londly. It's lucky for you that the indigenes showed up when they
did."

It would do no good to argue that she had not been lonely. She had tried that, and they had looked at
her with such pity, and such certainty.
"Perhaps| am crazy," Ofdiasad.

"Y our psych profile didn't show anything before," Kirasaid. So they had snooped into her personnel
file, something she had never done hersdf. Again the dow anger burned. What right had they? They were
not her people: not family, not friends, not fellow colonists, not even someone she had goneto for help.



"Itsnot... normal," Kirasad. "Wanting to be the only human on the whole world—that's not norma.."
"So | am not normal," Ofeliasaid. Silence would not work with this one; she knew that aready.
"But why?'

Ofeliashrugged. "Y ou did not like my answers before; you told me | didn't understand. Should | tell
you thetruth I know, or try to guess the untruth you want?"

Kiras eyes widened. Surprise, the old lady hasteeth. "Y ou don't have to be so—so vehement. | only
wondered." She sounded offended. Fine. Let her be offended.”l wanted to be alone. | had not been
aonefor years. It didn't bother meto be done asachild, and it didn't bother me thistime either.”

Kiragave her perfect haircut alittle shake, warding off that understanding. "Was it because your
husband and children had died here? And you felt close to them?’

Ofeliasighed, and pushed hersdf away from thewal, sanding dowly. These peoplefet dmost as
aien asthe creatures, and they had lessinterest in understanding her. "If you don't listen, you can't hear,"
she said, tugging her ear for emphasis. They would make up their own minds anyway, and nothing she
sad would change that.

She waked away, around the far end of her house, and out into the meadow. Kirafollowed her a
few steps, bleating something incomprehensible. Then she fell behind. Ofdiadid not turn to look, but she
could fed Kiras stare on her shoulderblades.

Out among the sheep, the blessedly silent sheep, who ignored her at thistime of day, Ofeliahid in
plain sight from the other humans. She used the basket she had brought to gather sheep droppings. She
gpread them aong the outer margins of the meadow, supporting the terraforming grasses with their mix of
bacteriaand fungi, maintaining the meadows boundaries.

The newcomers hated the droppings, hated anything that smelled dive: "stank of organics” ishow
they put it. They wanted nothing to do with her while she was doing work they considered dirty. After
that first rapture over fresh tomatoes, they had recoiled from the discovery that she did not sterilize the
sheep and cow manure, the kitchen garbage, that went into the compost trench and then into the soil.
They accepted no more tomatoes, and refused the cooling fruit drink—although they would pick fruit
themselves, and then scrub it in the kitchen sink in the center.

Shewastired of the newcomers silliness about dirt, tired of their busyness, tired of the way they
interrupted her without apology, talked aslong as they wanted to, and then walked off, leaving her as
casudly asthey would leave abuilding. She was behind in her garden work; she could not enjoy sewing
or crocheting or making jewelry when at any moment someone might come interrupt her, with that
expression which meant they thought she was especidly silly to be making things now, when shewould
have to leave. They seemed to go out of their way to make her feel unimportant.

The contrast between their behavior and that of the creatures could not be ignored. The old voice,
smug in its certainty, told her that was to be expected. She could mean nothing to the humans; they knew
how to rate humans, and she came at the bottom. The creatures could not know. They might like her
because she had been their first human; they might value her for the novelty. Whatever the reason for
their respect, they could not vaue her for anything important; they didn't know what was important.

In the sun's heet, the droppings had dried quickly; Ofdiadid not mind picking them up, athough the
stooping bothered her. Her head hurt now only when she bent over, asif al the blood rushed into that
swollen knob and pulsed there. Maybe it did. The shirt she wore pulled across the shoulders. The old
voice told her how old she was, how wesk, how usdaless. The new voice said nothing, but lived like a
cold knot in her heart. Shetried to ignore the old voice, and kept on working. Maybe if she stayed away
from the other humans, the new voice would spesk to her again. She missed it.

A shadow, ablur of motion; one of the creatures. She looked up, attempted the chest grunt of



greeting, and got onein return. This creature wore one of her necklaces draped over itsown
accouterments. When it had her attention, it tapped the basket and gurgled its question. Thisonerarely
attempted human speech.

" Sheep droppings,” Ofdiasaid, asif the words had been clear. "For the grass. It feeds the grass.”

The creature moved dowly to one of the sheep, which lifted its head to stare. Even more dowly, the
creature leaned down, yanked loose atuft of grass, and offered it to the sheep. The sheep accepted it
docilely and its narrow jaw worked back and forth. The cresture touched the sheep's throat, then lightly
ran its hand down the body to the rump. Ofelia could follow that: food goesin here, and goesthrough. ..
When the creature tried to lift the shegp'stail, the sheep yanked away and moved off briskly. The
creature gaped its mouth at Ofelia—Ilaughter? annoyance?—and then pointed at the sheep's rump, then
droppings on the ground.

"Yes" said Ofdia, nodding vigoroudly.

The creature turned to her, presenting its own rump, and lifted the decorative kilt to point to an
unmistakable orifice. Ofdialooked avay. She didn't redly want to see what a creature hole looked like,
but she had aready registered that it had the predictable puckered appearance.

"Yes," shesaid. "It comesout aholein the back." They must know that, from their observations of
her; she suspected them of watching at times when she had been unaware of it. She hoped they could get
off thistopic quickly, but the creatures had away of sticking to something aslong asit interested them.
They should know this dready; it had been impossible, in the early days, to keep them from knowing
what happened when she used the toilet. This one had come with Bluecloak, so perhapsit had never
seen... but it should have known, from talking to the others. She knew they discussed her.

"Utter uhoo," the creature said. Other you meant the other humans; none of the creatures would
attempt the word human."What about the others?' Ofelia asked. She had become used to the creatures
understanding more of her speech than she did of theirs.

It pointed to its mouth, then her mouth. ... its rump and then the sheep droppings.

"Oh—you mean you wonder if the other humans do thistoo?' What asilly question. Of course they
did. She nodded vigoroudy. "Yes. They do."

"Nott ksee," the creature said. Ofeliathought about it. The other humans il lived in the shelters
they'd set up down at the shuttle field; they had moved out of the shuttle itself only in the past few days.
So perhaps the creatures had never seen them eat or excrete.

Now the creature tapped its nose, and sniffed eaborately. "Nnnott sssane.” Ofdlia understood that as
"smdlscrazy," which made no sense in terms of what they had been talking about. The creature tried
again. "Utter uhoo—" then abig siff, "—nnot ssamp.” Sane... saamp... same. Other yous smd| not
same? Y es, that could beit.

Ofeliagestured to reinforce her own words. ™Y ou think the other humans smell... not like me? Not
the same?’

"Eeeyess.” It touched her shirt, then its own kilt and belts. "Nnnott seamp klote-ss.”

True enough, the others didn't wear the same clothes; they wore long-deeved billowy shirtsand long
pants, shoes, al in muted colors.

" Saamp utter uhoose purrrt nessstt passs.” The same as other yous—other humanswho
purrrit—burnt?—nest-something. Burrrt sounded close to hurt. Ofelia set the basket down to have the
use of both hands. Had those luckless colonists hurt the creatures nests? Was that why they'd been
attacked?

"Burrrt?" She mimed pounding, kicking.



The creature looked around, asif confused. Then it said "Hah-ahttt. Purrrt aaakss hah-ahtt." Hot.
Purrrt makes hot.

"Burn!" Astonishment and horror both hit at once. Where had it learned the word "burn"? Had she
used it, in warning of the hot stoves? She couldn't remember. And the other humans had burned the
nests? Burned the babies?

She thought of the mechbots dropping out of the sky to scrape away whatever grew, to makethe flat
landing place for shuittles... if that had been nests, if it had caught fire from the mechbot exhaudts, or
perhaps they even fired the heaps of grass and roots... and nestlings.

She knew her face must be amask of horror, and the creature stared at her, recognizing her shock.

"Utter uhoo," it said again, thistime with adecisive jerk of the head. "Nnnott saamp. Nnnott... " and
it rattled off a quick sequence of its own language, in which Ofdiathought she heard click-kaw-keerrr.

However bad they were, these humans had not destroyed the creatures nests and children. She had
to defend them. But she couldn't figure out how to unmake that confusion—not confusion, she redized
now, but settled antagonism. And why hadn't Bluecloak told her, when it was teaching her, learning from
her, when she had played it the tapes of the other colony's death?

Had it been awish to spare her pain, or adeeper mistrust?
"Click-kaw-keerrr," she said, that being the word which usudly settled them. " Gurgle-click-cough?’
The creature touched her head, ddlicately. "Uhoo kud click-kaw-keerrr."

She might be agood click-kaw-keerrr, but she till didn't know al her respongbilities...
respong bilities to both people, she thought suddenly. She didn't want this—they weren't going to listen to
her—but she could not leave the humansignorant of what sheld learned. She needed to find out more
firgt, though, and that meant finding the best source.

"Bluecloak?' she asked the creature. "Whereis Bluecloak?'

It tipped its head toward the forest—the forest ? What was Bluecloak doing in the forest? The most
likely thing was hunting, and although Ofdliano longer feared thelong knivesfor hersdf, she didn't redlly
want to see Bluecloak butchering treeclimbers. But the cresture with her had started walking that way,
and Ofdliafollowed. She dumped her basket of sheep droppings at the edge of the meadow, and
stepped carefully through the taller weeds and scrubby growth in the intermediate ground.

She had intended to visit the forest more when she lived aone, but she had aways been too busy in
thevillage. After seeing the hunt, that time, she had not wanted to go in among the tall treeswith the
crestures. Now, it felt no different from following the cresture anywhere. Cooler, perhaps. She watched
the creature move, its high-stepping gait constrained in the forest by the coils of rootsand vines. It led her
away she had no reason to know, but when they came to the place where she had sheltered, she
recognized it asif she had |eft it only the day before. There wasthe falen log, there the curve of root
where she had put her sack of food.

And there were the creatures she knew, nearly al of them. Bluecloak, formally cloaked.
Gurgle-click-cough. Her three babies, hedged about with the bodies of four creatures, who had stretched
out to form aliving playpen within which the babies tumbled and sprawled. They squeaked when they
saw Ofelia, and staggered over to someone's legs, where they bounced up and down on feet that seemed

bigger every day.
AsBluecloak greeted Ofdlia, she saw two of the crestures dip away, back toward the village. Long

knives gleamed in their hands. Had they planned a massacre—? She would have gone, but Bluecl oak
had her hands,

"Nnnott killll," it said, asif it had read her thoughts. Her expression, most likely; human faces were so



mobile, so flexible, "Nnot killll utter uhoo. Y ahtch.” Not kill, but watch. Keep them away from this
meeting, which the creatures had carefully held far from the scanners and recorders that had been planted
al over thevillage by the industrious Bilong.

Ofdiaredlized that the one who had talked to her in the sheep meadow must have been waiting for
that chance. She wanted to know how long—surely they had been in the village the day before—but that
was not the most important question.

Bluecloak's throat-sac swelled abruptly, and it began thrumming. Soon they all were, fingers and toes
and bodies, in acomplex of rhythmsthat had the babies lurching from one side of their enclosureto
another, their little feet twitching first in one rhythm then another. Findly it dl steedied; Ofeliacould fed it
al through her body, could fed her own toes tapping, her own heart dowing to match the left-hand
drumming that meant concord.

Then silence, abrupt, into which the babies squeaks sounded loud. Ofdia put out her hand to them,
and they ran to her, licking her wrigt, grabbing with their little fingers, so much wesker il than their toes,
though gpt for manipulating everything they got hold of. Thetalonsfdt liketiny pins.

When Bluecloak spoke, Ofeliacould hardly believeit. He sounded exactly like Vasl Likis, downto
the accent and the pomposity. "I have been empowered by the government..." He stopped, and rattled
off along string in hisown language. Ofeliastared.

"But you—"

Now in the voice she knew, the one which changed some sounds of human tongue, "It izh kud
cahpih?'

Better than agood copy; better than some recordings Ofeliahad heard. ™Y ou can... can you do that
dl thetime?'

"Nnno. Cahpih foyss, eehess, hut he ssay. Ssay die thoughtss, aaakss utter ssondss.”

Ofeliadid not understand. If he could copy Likisi'svoice so exactly, even to the accent and tone, why
couldn't he say the words right when he said his own thoughts? For the first time, she had something to
ask Bilong—assuming Bilong would listen, and then understand the question—but she didn't have Bilong
handy.

Bluecloak didn't wait for her to understand. It went on, now uttering aphrasein Kira Stavi'svoice,
and another in the flat monotone the military advisors murmured into their suit mics. Findly it repeated the
song Ofdiahad sung to the babies, in avoice she realized must be hers, though it sounded breathier,
more like an old woman's voice than she heard it inside. She had never heard her voice recorded. Maybe
she did sound like that, and Bluecloak had been accurate with the others.

"Do you understand dl that?' Ofeliaasked. "Or just—

"Eehess" Bluecloak said. "Know peeninks.” The meanings, he meant, but how? How could he
understand so much, when she had learned so little of their language? She had known they were smart,
but this—Bilong had made such afuss about how hard it wasto learn other languages, even human

languagefamilies
"All of you?' Ofeliaasked.
"Alll know. Nnnott dl tsay."

If they understood it all—they couldn't redly, but if they did, if they thought they did—then what they
had heard, in these last decems, must have given them avery... strange. .. idea of humans.

Ofeliasat on the pillow one of them produced from behind thelog. Her mind ran from one corner of
her brain to another like the babies now playing chasein their playpen. How long had they understood?



How much? And why this meeting now? What were they planning? What would they expect her to do?

One of the babies squeaked, trying to climb adult legsto get to her. Gurgle-click-cough picked it up,
licked its neck, and handed it to Ofdia. She cradled it, letting it lick the insides of both wrists, and then
curl into aball on her 1ap.

"Ahee" said Bluecloak, pointing to itself. "Thry asakss clearrr tub uhoo hut he hoo-ahnt.” Ofdlia
found she understood this much easily; she was reshaping the words almaost without thought to the sounds
she knew. They wanted to make clear to her what they wanted? That was what she most wanted to
know, right now... and then she could find out more.

Only occasiondly in the next few hours, did she have to ask Bluecloak to repest or clarify what it
sad; the combination of near-human language and gestures conveyed more complicated meanings than
she had thought possible. Much as she didiked the team members, she kept thinking that they should be
here instead of her—or with her. They had the education, the training, to understand what she struggled
to grasp. She was being given the knowledge they had come so far to obtain, knowledge the creatures
il withheld (they made that clear) from the team.

"Y ou should tell them," sheargued, early inthe sesson. "They're... officid.” How could she explain
officia? How could she explain that no one would listen to her, that she was nothing in that socia order?
But Bluecloak interrupted firmly. They would tdll her, and she must pay attention, She could do nothing
esg,

Ori would beintrigued by the creatures socid structure, she thought, the combination of nomadic
hunting and herding for most adults with permanent, safe child-rearing locationsin which the young,
protected from predators and the rigors of migration, could be tutored as well as protected by the wisest
of the adults. The specid positions within the troops. singer-to-strangers, war leader, wayfinder, and
click-kaw-keerrr.

Then the loose confederacy of most troops, the congtant testing of opinion with right and left-hand
drumming. They had no concept of disobedience; dissent could dwaysleave, with any who drummed the
same rhythm, and the world itself defined error and right.

Now Bluecloak explained more about her specia position and his. Click-kaw-keerrr: more than aunt,
acombination midwife, infant nurse, preschool and elementary teacher... and protector.
Singer-to-strangers. those who made contact with other troops, and negotiated the sharing of lands and
duties, bringing the drumming into the left hand if possible.

Kiraand Ori both would have wanted to hear about the creatures understanding of their world's
living beings. .. how they classified the plants and animas, how they had learned to use them, how they
bred their grass-eating herd animals, how they replanted the ruined nestmass.

Ofdiaredized that she was dividing what Bluecloak said into what this one and that would like to
know—nbut Bluecloak wasn't thinking that way. To Bluecloak, dl "mind-hunting" was the same, each
scent-trail leading to adifferent prey, but al the samein the joy of the hunt. She remembered how even
thefirgt of them had seemed so eager to learn, like young children before they are taught that most
curiogty isidle, usdess.

She pulled her mind back to what Bluecl oak was saying. For a people like this, there could be no
single government; nothing they did, in fact, resembled anything she knew about governments. Bluecl oak
sang for some large fraction of the People (she heard the capital of that now, and accepted it) who
roamed the plains, but snging for them did not mean ruling them. And while Bluecloak had sung to
(different from singing for) some of the People who lived on the stone coagt, this did not mean that
agreement had come.

Ofelia had to hear more about the people on the stone coast; the humans, when asked, had cut her
off. Bluecloak explained, and in the process Ofelia understood why the idea of water and eectricity in



pipes had come easlly to them. Their People ran water, other liquids, and particulateslike sand in pipes
of wood and hollow reeds, and brewed thingsin gourds made of clay or burnt sand. They had no

€l ectricity—yet—and their water pumps ran on water or foot power... but the idea of pumped water
was not strange to them, even to the nomads.

But the core of what Bluecloak wanted to say had to do with the colony that had destroyed their
nestmass, and which they had killed in shocked revenge. .. and these new humans, who had come
because of that, who now wanted to make their rules for the People, what they could learn and what they
could not. Nestmass—which meant, Ofdiathought, the nestlings and nest-guards as well asthe nests
themsalves—were untouchable in the People's own culture.

Bluecloak understood—they al understood—that perhaps the strange monsters from the sky hadn't
known what they destroyed. But that was an excuse no click-kaw-keerrr would accept from a nestling.
To seethe end of adeed in itsbeginning was the prime virtue—to lay atrap where only prey, not dlies,
walked, wasthefirst lesson of the saker. In al the lessons of hunting that continued: go hungry rather
than kill and eat the last mother of the prey. Go thirsty rather than take water of the those who will be
eaten. Leave sweet fruits on the tree for the climbers you hunt.

Ofeliaunderstood that, but not the lengths to which the People took it. She had no training inlogic;
she had been taught only enough math to use the necessary manua's and work the necessary machines.
She remembered seeing Bluecloak hunched over the old math textbooks; now it held one out, pointing to
along proof. That, it explained to her, was easy; its People thought in longer and more winding trailsthan
thet.

"But you..." Therewas no way to say tactfully that for such smart people, they hadn't got very far.
No red cities—well, she hadn't seen the ones of the stone coast yet. But no vehicles, no big
machines—she remembered something from the doomed colony tape about a catapult that threw
something explosive. No big metal machines, no mechbots. No computers.

"Papiess,”" Bluecloak said. If she understood him, if he understood what had happened, they
considered themselves a young People, dmost babies. They had once been other, only ten or twenty
generations back. With the math book, with stoneslaid out in rows, Bluecloak conveyed that their recent
ancestors could think along only few-step chains, whereas they could think aong many-step chains.
Something had happened; they didn't know what. Someday they would figure it out, but in the meantime,
they had other thingsto ded with.

Such asintrusive humans who wanted to set limitsto their learning. Which brought them back to
nest-guardians.

The good nest-guardians, Bluecloak explained, wanted the nestlingsto learn al they could about
everything, to be ready for—eager for—new things. Bad nest-guardians wanted to make life easy on
themsdlves by keeping the nestlings content with sameness. These humans, Bluecloak said dowly,
watching Ofdiasface. They destroyed nestmass. Now they want to keep us from learning new things.
They are bad nest-guardians. Not like you. And they do not properly respect you. It sounded asif these
were equaly bad.

Ofeiathought of dl the times she had resented the questions her children asked, the times she had
resented the intrusive curiosity of the creatures. She had been snubbed that way hersdlf; she had been
kept from learning al she could. Once she had believed that necessary. Y ou couldn't let children waste
their time that way; they would never learn disciplineif they weren't made to learn what they needed. In
her memory she saw the bright faces, the sparkling eyes, heard the eager voices... and she remembered
how they had changed, how she had changed, dl that curiosity and eagerness settling into amold of
passive obedience, more or less sullen depending on how much the child had to abandon.

"| was not agood nest-guardian for my children,” she said. The baby in her lap stirred, and grabbed



her thumb with both its hands. She looked down, and stroked the line of knobs aong its back.

She was agood nest-guardian now, Bluecloak said. And mothers were not nest-guardians anyway.
Only the old, those who were no longer nesting mothers, who understood things, were nest-guardians.
Perhaps she had not had the right nest-guardiansto help her.

"Not fathers?

"Nnott" No more explanation. Qfelia could see where mothers—grandmothers—if they were ill
physicaly strong and able, would know things about babies and children that the men she knew would
not. But these were not human, and she could not assume that their fathers had limitations. If they even
had fathers... Bluecloak had till not explained how they reproduced.

They trusted Ofelia, Bluecloak went on. She was anest-guardian; she had proved hersalf so with
Gurgle-click-cough's nesting; the nestlings accepted her. Bluecloak could sing for her, but only the
nest-guardian could make the agreement when al the People could not drum together, because of
distance.

"Agreement?’

"Or not agreement” What followed took her breath away; she felt asif she'd been hit in the chest. She
wastheir nest-guardian; the People would dedl with other humans only through her. She must make the
other humans understand this, now that she understood.

"But that won't work. They won't listen to me. Besides, they say | must leave,” Ofdiasaid. "They say
they will take me when they go.”

"NOI" All of them, throat-sacs expanded. The baby in her |ap came wide avake, wrapped legs and
taill around her arm, and squeaked loudly. She soothed it automeatically with her other hand.

"l don't want to go," Ofdliasaid. "l want to stay. That'swhy | stayed before, but—" But she was only
one old woman, and they were four strong younger adults, and two military advisors, and the pilot—they
could carry her off kicking and screaming, if it cameto that. Or just give her ashot, put her to deep, and
she would wake up—if she did—somewhere dse.

"Nnot go!" Bluecloak said loudly. " Ssstopp tim.”

Werethey saying they would protect her ? Looking at them, she did not doubt they would try. But
had they believed anything sheld told them of the humans wesapons? Bright as they were, they would
have no chance againgt those chunky firearms the military advisors carried, the weaponry mounted on the
shuttle itsdlf, let done what the ship doft might have. She didn't want them to die for her; she wasn't
worth it.

Shetried to say that, and Bluecloak hissed; so did dl the babies, likeamultipleleak inan air line,
three dightly different notes.

Shewasworth it; shewastheir nest-guardian, and the nest-guardian was the most important position
the People had. All the eyes, adult and baby, stared at her as the toes drummed agreement. She:
nest-guardian. She: important. Tears burned her eyes; she had never felt such affirmation.

Thetoes dtilled, and Bluecloak went on, asif explaining one plusoneto asmdl child. What she had
to do was make those other humans understand. They must let the People learn; they must help the
People learn; they must be respectful of Ofeliaand al nest guardians, and al nestmass. And the People
would deal only with Ofdlia... if Ofeliawere taken away, they would not dedl at dl.

Demands Ofelia understood, though she was not used to them from this direction. The creatures—the
People—had been so reasonable before, so childlike. .. she pushed that thought back. Children
demanded; she had demanded, when she was a child. The part of her that stayed behind had not been
the oldest part, but the child part, the part determined to get its own way, to grow itsown way... or, as



these People would say, hunt its own scent-trail.

She could imagine how the team members—especially pompous Likis—would react to dl this. They
were supposed to listen to her, to the person they thought of as a nuisance, amost an embarrassment?
Her old voice embroidered this design at length, asthe People sat waiting for her response. She had no
education; she had no profession; she had no powerful family She was bringing amessage they would not
want to hear; neither messenger nor message would please them, and she would be the one to take the
brunt of their displeasure. They would laugh at her; they would be angry; they would ignore her.

The baby in her |ap sat up, and tapped its right foot. She glanced down, and it stared &t her, il
tapping the right foot. Disagreement. Dissent. What was it disagreeing with? The bright eyes stared into
hers, unblinking. Ofdiasighed.

Thistime, with this child, shewould do it right. Thistime she would give what she had never redlly
wanted to withhold. "Y ou,” she said to the baby, feeling ared smile relaxing her face. Y ou want meto
do theimpossible, don't you?!

Now it blinked, once, and the left foot drummed. Impossible. Do it. It couldn't possibly understand; it
was only days old. But other humans thought she couldn't possibly understand, because she wastoo old,
too stupid. Maybe al the humans were wrong—she about this child, the others about her. But these are
diens, the old voice argued. No. These were people, people with babies and children and grandmothers
who took care of the babies, and she could not refuse the eagernessin those bright eyes, the desirein
those little taloned hands.

It wasimpossible, it was dl impossible, and she might aswell get on with it. Impossble thingsdidn't
get done by sitting around in the shade playing with children.

Nonethdless, before she l€eft, she played with all three of them, even bending down so they could
explore her hair, which seemed to fascinate them most.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Contents - Prev / Next

W hen she got back to the village, in the hot afternoon, she il couldn't quite believe what had
happened. The old voice ingsted she couldn't possibly do what the creatures wanted. She had no talent,
no training, no letters after her name. She was too old, too stupid, too ignorant. She closed her eyesa
moment, and the babies golden eyes stared at her from the darkness behind her eyelids. She had
promised the babies... she, the click-kaw-keerrr. She had to do it, possible or not.

She could not even find the team members at first. They weren't in the center, or in the lane. They
hadn't been in the sheep meadow, and she didn't see them in the part of the river meadow visible from
the lane angle. Shelooked into afew houses, but saw no one. It wastoo hot to walk al the lanes, look
into al the houses and gardens. Could they be eating or resting in their own shelter? Ofeliawaked down
the lane, and saw the military advisors hunched over one of the old rusty trucks. One of them spotted her
and nudged the other. They both stared.

Shedidn't liketo turn her back on them; they made her uneasy enough when they werein front of her.
She came nearer, dowly, cautioudy. She wasn't even sure which one had hit her. They were both so big,
30 much the same shape, and their expressions seemed fixed in wary contempt.

"What do you want?' one of them said, when she was close enough. He spoke loudly, asif he
thought she was desf .

"| wanted to spesk to one of them,” she said. "Ser Likig, or—"



"They're not here," the man said shortly, cutting her off. He turned back to the truck.
"Do you know when—" Ofelia began; again he interrupted, thistime without looking at her.

"No. They don't tell me their schedule." After amoment, she redized he was not angry with her, but
with the others. He didn't like them. She had suspected that before, but she had seen these men only in
company with the others, where they would naturally mask their fedings. "I'm sorry to have bothered
you," Ofeliasaid formaly. That got another ook, thistime of mild surprise, from both men.

"Itsnothing,” the other man said, not asloudly. "Wasthere anything el se?'

"No," Ofdiasaid. "l just wanted to talk to them." But curiosity held her. "What are you doing to the
truck? Do you want to useit?'

They both laughed. "No, grandma,” said the second one. "It's past that. But bossyboots told usto
dismantle the engines, just in case those lizards could learn to use them.”

Ofeliablinked. Bossyboots? Wasthat Ser Likis, who certainly deserved that or aworse nickname,
or Sera Stavi? And lizards? Was that how they saw the creatures?

"Shut up!" said the other one. He glared at Ofdia. ™Y ou won't go telling our noble leader what we cdll
him, will you." It was not a question, but acommand. His voice was heavy with threat.

"No," Ofdiasad. "l won't tel him." Nor would shetell these two how much she agreed with them...
or should she?"He'svery... sureof himsdf," she said, making it obviousthat she could have said it
another way. The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"Y ou could say that," the milder one said. "Y ou don't like him either? He was a Sims corpsucker, |
heard; switched to government work when he got hisassin acrack—"

"Kedrick!"

"Never mind, Bo, thislittle grandmaisn't going to tell any taes. She doen't like lickspittle Likis any
better than we do, do you?" Ofdiagrinned, but said nothing. Interesting how little humans varied, from
one organi zation to another. She had heard comments like this before, from disgruntled colonist-trainees.
"Want alittle... refreshment?" the man asked her, miming adrink.

It had to mean something contraband; they would have something illegd, dl such men did. She
remembered how quickly after the colony's Company advisors left someone had rigged a till to make
acohol from whatever they grew. She remembered the arguments, the fights, the smashing of one ill,
and the quick regppearance of foul-tasting fiery liquid passed from oneto another inlittle flasks. ..

"I'mtoo old," she said, but she smiled at them. Men like this—she had known men like thisal her life,
even though these men would not have recognized the resemblance. "But thank you," she said. Onedid
not dare to act superior to men who dosed themselves with illegal substances.

"'Sdl right, grandma," theloud one said. "Just you don't go tellin' peerlessleader, hun?'
"Of coursenot,” Ofdiasaid. "Not that he ligensto me anyway."

They regarded her tolerantly. Clearly she was no thresat, and she was behaving just as an ignorant old
woman should. "Of course he doesn't listen to you," the quiet one—Bo?—said. "He's the team leader,
isn't he? He doesn't listen to anybody but maybe the oversoul of the universe—"

Ofeliawanted to ask if anyone gill believed in that, but she knew better. Never ask about religion; it
makes people angry.

"l guessyou had it good, here by yoursdf?' the quiet one went on. "All the machinesworking, dl the
food for yoursdf, huh?'

"It wasvery quiet,” Ofeliasaid. "But yes, the machinesmadeit easer.”



"That bitch Kirasaid you were mucking about with the officid log. Writing stories or something?
Were you some kind of writer or something before they sent you here?!

Ofeliashook her head. "No, Serin. | did not write anything before. The log—I was reading it, and it
seemed boring, just names and dates. | thought no one would ever see.”

"So you spiced it up. Kirasaysyou put in about love affairs and stuff—"

Ofdiaredized that he wanted to read it.... that he wanted to hear about the sneaking around, the
betrayds, thefights... and yet he had no excuse. She grinned, an intentionaly complicit grin, the
dirty-minded old woman to the dirty-minded younger man. "It waslike astorycube,”" she said, lowering
her voice and glancing around asif to be sure virtuous Kirawere not in hearing. "Y ou must understand,
Serin, how isolated we were. And the stress—"

The man snorted. "Stressl What do civvies know about stress? But sex—"

"Well, of course therewas sex," Ofeliasaid, in the most insinuating voice she could produce. "We
were here to breed and enlarge the colony. No birth-limits, bonuses for every child above four. And
there are some who stay more—more comely, you understand.” Was she being too obvious for them?
No. Theloud one had put down histools and was leaning on the side of the truck, ready to hear more.

"I don't know if | should betdling you this," Ofdiasaid with fake piety. "Sera Stavi doesnt likeit that
| added to the officia log, and perhaps—"

Theloud one said what Sera Stavi could do with her opinions; it did not differ from the thingsthe men
inthe colony had said. Not for the first time, Ofdiawondered if humans had thought of anything redlly
new in the past ten thousand years. Had they only wandered the stars because they weretired of their
stalejokes and curses?

But she began on ajuicy story that wasn't even in the log, because the creatures had come and she
had never finished—the story of the young girl Amparaand her teasing waysthat had haf the grown
men—Iet done the few boys her age—upset for haf ayear.

"And what did shelook like?' the loud man asked. The other, quieter one had continued to work on
the truck, banging loudly to indicate his annoyance with hislazy co-worker. Ofeiagrinned even wider,
until her jaw hurt.

"Y ou expect me, an old woman, to know how to tell you that?' But that was only the teasing, part of
theritua of storytelling. She went into explicit detail, more than she knew of her own knowledge,
remembering what such men liked to hear about abundant soft hair flowing down long supple backs,
about curves and round firmness and soft moistness. He was breathing fast now, and she was running out
of idess.

"Look out!" the quiet man said suddenly, in his professona voice. "They're coming."

Ofdiastopped short, and turned dowly, Ser Likis and Kira Stavi, striding along asif in awalking
race, and both looking grumpy.

"SeraFafurrias" Kirasounded annoyed with her, and Ofeliawondered why.

"Yes, Sera," Ofdiasad meekly. She stood with her hands folded in front of her, the servant ready for
orders. Inside her head, the new voice mocked her. "What are those things up to, do you know?"

"Upto, Sera?' Ofeliaasked.

"Theindigenes. They've disappeared, al but one, and it's not communicative. Have they gone back
where they came from, or what? | saw you going into the forest with one this morning, so don't tell me
you have no idea."

Her firg plan frustrated, Ofeliawent after aside issue. "Why would you think | lieto you, Sera?"



"l didn't say that," Kirabegan, impatiently.
"Excuse me, Sera, but you said—"

Kira stamped the ground like a cow beset by flies. "I only meant that if you were going to say you
didn't know, | had aready seen you—oh, never mind." She glared at Ofdlia; behind her, Ofdia saw the
loud man'smocking grin.

By then Ofdiahad thought what she could say. "They had found the place | hid when the colony was
evacuated,” shesaid. "l had left something behind, and they wanted to know if it was mine, or yours.”

"Oh." Kiradid not want to believeit; Ofeliacould tell she wasin the mood to disbelieve anything
Ofeliasaid, but that was so ordinary. Reluctant belief; her browsrelaxed. "Well. We just wondered.”

Ofeiathought of embroidering thet tale, and decided againgt it.

"l guessthey saw me go out in the forest to take tissue samples. .. they might have thought | |eft
equipment behind.”

"l believe that'swhat they thought, Sera," Ofdiasaid,

"Did you want something in particular?' Likis said. "Or were you just keeping our guardiansand
advisors company?' He made it sound asif she had been doing bad things with them, and even though
she had been retailing filthy gossip, Ofeliaresented it.

"l wanted to speak with you, Ser Likid," shesad. "And with Sera Stawvi, if that is permissible.”

Herolled hiseyes. "Oh, very well. But if you're going to argue about staying, you might aswell save
your breath and my patience.”

"That'snot it, Ser Likid," Ofdiasaid. She wastrying to sound humble, but it came out less humble
than she intended. The woman Kiraglanced a her sharply, but said nothing.

"Oh, comeon," Likis said. "Comeinside—it'stoo hot out here." Heled her past the truck and the
advisors, who both looked asiif they were sucking lemons, through the doorseal and into the big
softsded shelter.

Inside, it was stuffy despite the rushing sound of the aircooler, and not as cool as ashady room in one
of thehouses. Likis flung out hisarms,

"Ah—that's better." Then he flung himself down on a padded bench. "Kira—be a dear and get us
something cold, will you?'

Now it was the other woman who looked asif she'd bitten alemon. But she bit back what she
wanted to say, and instead asked mildly what Sera Fafurriaswould like. Ofelia politely refused anything
twice, then accepted water. Kira disappeared around a partition. She had not asked Likis what he
wanted; that meant she had fetched drinks for him before.

Likis watched her between narrowed lids. "What isit now? Were you wildly curious about this
shelter? Do you want to know how much you can bring with you when we leave?'

"No, Ser Likig," Ofdiasaid. He had not her to sit down, and she stood, hands folded in front of her.
The air moved by the aircooler fans dried the sweet on her back, and chilled her.

"Here—" Kirahanded Ofdiaaglass of water with ice blocksinit. "Sit down, for goodness sakes.
Y ou don't have to stand there." She handed Likis aglass of something purplish, and took her own glass
of clear liquid to one of the chairs arranged around alow table. "Here—st by me, if you want.”

Ofeliawaked over and sat. The chair squirmed under her, and she jumped up, glaring at Kira.
"Sorry," the woman said; her expression said she meant it. "l didn't redlize—these chairs adjust to



each person who gtsin them. Please—forgive me."

Ofeliasat back down, her back <tiff. The chair squirmed under her buttocks, her thighs, trying to
make her rdax. It was hard to sit fiffly, and she felt her resistance giving way. As she relaxed, the chair
molded itself to her. It was comfortable, she had to admit, She sipped her water. It tasted cold and flat,
nothing like the live water she was used to. "Thank you, Sera," she said politely. "Thisisvery nice."

"They use amilar furniturein geriatric resdence units," Kirasad. "It prevents sores.

"How interesting,” Ofdiasaid, She till had no plan for how she was going to convince them. She
spped again. "Sera—the. .. indigenes, you call them..."

"What about them?" Likis asked.
"I think they are upset. By you."

Helaughed. "I rather expect they are. They ran off the first humansthey saw easily enough, and now
we're back. And they've seen the technology here—while that's regrettable, in away, it'saso madeit
clear to them that they have along way to go before they can compete with us.”

"Wewon't hurt them, Sera Falfurrias" Kirasaid. "We know they didn't understand what was
happening, when they attacked the colonigts. It was dl very unfortunate; they aren't redlly so bloodthirsty.
They're quite intelligent, as you said, and when Bilong completesthe linguigtic andyss, and we can
actudly tak to them, explain what we know—"

Misunderstandings hid in those words like seedsin an orange. The People had understood; these
people didn't.

"The colonigts,” Ofeliasaid. "They destroyed the nests.”
"Nests?' Likig stared at her. "Theseindigenes build nests? That's not what Bilong said.”

"Bilong said she thought the colony landed at a specid place, some land of sacred ground or
something,” Kirasaid to Ofeia

"It was nests," Ofdiasaid.

"They didn't know that," Kirasaid. "They couldn't—they had no idea there were intelligent indigenes.
Clear in that was the unconcern about the nests of lessintelligent indigenes. Ofeliafelt ashamed.

"Whatever... nests, sacred ground.... it doesn't matter; what mattersis that we understand why they
reacted so violently. If they're afraid of vengeance, they need to know that we have no wish for more
violence, s0 long asthey are peaceful.”

She could not jump up and scream Fools! at these two; it would do no good. To say that the deaths
of the nestlings and nest-guardians didn't matter. .. to believe that the People were afraid of human
vengeance... to think that the power lay with them and not with those who belonged here... foolsthey
were, whether she named them so or not.

"It mattered to them, that it was nests," Ofeliasaid quietly. Then she stood; she could not stay in the
same space with them any longer.

The doorseal behind her rasped, and she jumped. It was only the other two, returning from wherever
they'd been.

"Led usamerry chase" Ori said. "l think it had something to do with demonstrating hunting
techniques, but I'm not sure. I'm parched. Hello, Sera Falfurrias. .. forgive mefor not greeting you first."

"Y ou would not believe how many palaasthey can produce,” Bilong said. She patted agray case
hung at her sde. "1 got good recordings thistime, very clean sound. When the waveform subroutine's
through with it, we ought to have a complete—or dmost complete—phonetic anayss.”



"That may be why our mighty hunter didn't catch anything; it wastoo busy producing pretty sounds
for Bilong'sbox." Ori sounded grumpy; if he had been following one of the creatures assigned to keep
him out of the way, he had had a hot and miserable day, Ofeliawas sure. It would be better to wait until
he was not in this mood. But she was here, and when would she have the chance again to talk to al four
of them? She could dmost fed her own |left toes twitching: now.

She hdd her slence. What good was a nest-guardians experience if you ignored it? Experience said
they would not listen now, not with one of them excited and the other one miserable.

"Perhaps you would cometo dinner," shesaid. "I have not yet had the honor of entertaining you in my
home."

"What?" Likig, looking blurred around the edges (what was that purple stuff?) gaped, then
remembered his manners. "Uh—thank you, Sera, but not thisevening, | think. Ori's exhausted, and
frankly | amtoo."

"Another day?' Ofdiaasked. "Tomorrow or the next?' The creatures had made it clear that they
wanted the confrontation as soon as possible. They were ready. She did not understand al they intended,
but she trusted them.

“Tomorrow would be very nice" Kirasaid. "Perhaps you would allow usto bring treats from the
ship?'

Ofelia saw through that; they didn't trust the food she raised in the garden. Anger made her stubborn;
shefdt heavier, asif she were arock resisting movement.

"It will dl be carefully cleaned, Sera" Ofeliasad. "I have cooked many years™" And | am ill alive
and healthy, she did not add.

"Of course," Ori said, Sghing. "We are too concerned about these things, Sera Fafurrias. Wewill be
honored to eat with you." The others|ooked even less enthusiastic, but they did not argue.

"Thank you," Ofeliasaid, and escaped to the late afternoon sunlight. The two advisors were still bent
over thetruck, but they were talking, not doing anything. When they caught sight of her, they stood up as
she passed; the loud one grinned but said nothing.

All the way up the lane to her house, the old voice told her what she had said wrong, what she should
have said, and how it would never work. The new voice held its peace, but she knew it was stirring
things, down where she couldn't quite see or hear, but only fed. Left hand and right hand. Bluecloak was
waliting, as she had expected. "They did not listen today," she said. "They told methey intended no
vengeance because the People killed the colonists. They thought you were afraid of that.” A single tap of
hisfoot; she didn't have to look to know which foot. "They expect to make the rulesfor your people and
mine to know each other. They think you will accept this"" She grinned a him. "They think you have no
choice. They do not understand, but they will. Tomorrow, | will feed them in the evening. It iswhat they
expect old women to do—feed them, care for them, listen to them.”

Bluecl oak's speech sounded even clearer this afternoon; she had no trouble following his accent when
he asked how much she'd told them.

"Not much," Ofdiasaid. "They were hot and hungry; they didn't listen well towhat | did say. And |
need to find out more." What wespons were on the shuttle and the ship above, for instance. What orders
had been |eft with the ship's captain. If it cameto force, they were doomed. It must not cometo force. It
must be done by persuasion.

Early the next morning, Ofeliawent into her gardens to gather the fresh foods. She watched with
amusement as severa of the People kept the other humans busy and away from Ofdia. She had
uninterrupted time in the gardens, time to plan what to make with what she had, lay out the table and
prepare the meal. It had been so long since she cooked anything but what she hersalf wanted to eat. She



tried to think what would apped to these younger ones, these strangers. She put chunks of the
hard-shelled squash on to bail; she would make two kinds of little pies, one squash and onefruit. She
had put away packets of sweetened berriesin the freezer. She took the berries, and alamb roast from
the meat section.

Although she had invited only the team itself, she carried ajug of fruit juices down the lane to the
advisors, who today were working on another vehicle. "1 have only asmdl house," she said, looking
down asif ashamed.

"That'sdl right,” the quiet one said. "Thank you for this"

"| don't suppose you havetimeto finish that story?' theloud one said, not quite asking for it. Ofdia
hoped he was the one who had hit her; he would be easy to didike. Reason said the quiet one was just
as dangerous, but she felt a sneaking admiration for someone who was courteous without need.

"I'msorry," Ofeliasaid. "I have cooking. Later | can bring little pies—"
"Therésthepilot, too," theloud one said. "He wouldn't mind some of this stuff—"
"Don't—" said the quiet one.

"1 would be honored,” Ofdiasaid.

She went away, before they could say more. She expected that they would put the fruit drink into one
of their machines and make sure she was not trying to drug them. She would not be so foolish, but they
would not know that. She did not ook back to seeif they drank it or not.

In her house, she made the pastry, rolled it out flat, and shaped the little rounds. Into each she put a
spoonful of sweetened fruit or spiced cooked squash. She put the little piesin the oven, then went to the
center for alarge serving platter. If she had thought ahead, she could have had the fabricator make
prettier dishes, or she could even have painted designs on some. How could she have thought ahead,
with those people pestering her?

The pies were done early enough that the house did not get too hot. She would bake the roast in the
house next door, or in the center. Ofelia set the pies on racks, then moved the kitchen table into the other
end of the main room. She went back to the center, and found alength of heavy materia in blue which
would serve as atablecloth. On it, the plain dishes|ooked dmost festive. The dayvine flowers would not
stay fresh when cut, but she made a centerpiece of herbs and fruit.

She had just time to hurry down the lane with atray of little pies, one of the loaves of bread she'd
baked, apot of jam, alength of hard beef sausage, some fresh fruit, before the find rush of cooking. The
advisors and the pil ot—she had not seen the pilot before—were doing something to athird vehicle, but
they noticed her quickly. Thistime, they came forward to take the tray.

"Thank you," the quiet one said. "Thisisvery kind of you." He took one of the pies. "I hope your
head feds better. .. it was unfortunate that you startled me that way."

Ofdiaamiled a him. She ill wished it had been the other one, the one she could not have liked
anyway. "It does not hurt now," she said. "'l did not mean to Sartle you."

"Of course not,” he said. He hit into the pie, and his expression changed from polite neutraity to
aurprise. "Thisisredly good,” hesad, asif he had expected to biteinto a bitter lime.

"Excuse me," Ofdiasaid. "l must get back to the cooking. I'm making aroast—" She gave enough
detailsto make them thoroughly jea ous of the oneswho were coming. She could see the envy and
dissatisfaction risein them like bubbles in bean soup. They eyed the tray with less gppreciation now that
they knew what they were going to miss.

When her guests arrived, she had it dl laid out on the serving dishes. The diced tomatoes and onions



invinegar and ail, with rosemary and basil making awresth around the whole. The roast lamb, which had
been rolled in crushed herbs. .. it was unfortunate how baked rosemary looked like bits of burnt insect,
but it smelled good. And when she diced it—her guests sucked in their breath. She had boned the roast
and lad it flat, then stuffed it with cheese and vegetables and herbs. Each dice made its own unique
design.

She herself had no appetite, not only because she had nibbled as she cooked. She was on her feet
more than Sitting, as she fetched new dishes, and took away those they had finished.

"l had no ideayou could do this, SeraFafurrias" said Likis, when he saw the dices of suffed roast
lamb. "Were you the cook here, for the whole colony?"

"No, Ser Likis. After thefirst time, before we had houses, each family cooked for itsdf. We dl
cooked some extrato storein the center, for those who might be sick. We used the big kitchens to cook
for the school, or specia timeswhen more workers were needed in thefields." Or during the floods, or
the epidemics, but she didn't say that.

After thefirst cautious nibbles, dl four of the team had begun egting asif they had not eaten in days.
By the time Ofdia brought over the remaining little pies, they were leaning back in their chairswith the
half-deepy look of those whose bellies are overfull. Just as she'd hoped. Ofeliatook away the messy
serving dishes and platters, and cleared the dirty plates. She offered them little plates for the pies, then sat
down hersdlf in the chair sheld hardly used dl evening.

Her legs ached, and her back; she had been working too hard to notice until now. Aches never killed
anyone. Warsdid. She amiled at her guests, and they al smiled back, their mouths full of sweet pies.
They were as mellow asthey were going to get. Beyond them, in the twilight, she saw Bluecloak and two
others go into the center.

Thistime when she began talking, she had their silence, if not their full attention. She began where she
had begun the day before: the indigenes were upset, because they thought the humans did not understand
what had happened. The attack on their nests had caused the attack on the colonists, but the indigenes
were not worried about retaliation.

"They bdievether action wasjug," Ofdiasad. "They will not tolerate moreintrusion.”
"Surely you told them there was no question of further colonization?' Likis said, looking &t Bilong.
"| tried,” Bilong said. "I thought I'd gotten it across.”

"You see, SeraFdfurrias” Likis said to her, "they are protected under our laws—no one will try to
colonize here—but they can't just go around killing people because they're upset—"

"Thecolonigskilled their people—their children and nest-guardians,” Ofeliasaid.

"But that was an accident,” Likisd said, "They must understand that—the colonists made amistake,
but what they did was ddliberate. We can accept that it was aso a mistake—no oneishowling for
revenge... wel, some are, but the government won't allow it. But they can't use violence againg us again.
Andwewill be surethey don't have the technology to do us any real damage, until they've matured
enough not to useit.”

Ofeliafet asif someone had crocheted her insdesinto one big complicated knot. She forced hersdlf
to go on. "But from what you and the others have told me, they have citiesfar north of here, and boats
with sails. How can you keep them from learning on their own?"

Likig laughed. "It will take them years—centuries—to get to areal industrid base. Its unfortunate that
they came down here and found out about e ectricity, but they'll have to figure out how to make
generators and batteries... it took humansthousands of years, and they won't figureit out in less.
Anyway, aslong asthey can't get offplanet, they can't do usany red harm.”



Humans had not had the finished product to look at, Ofelia thought. How long had it taken the
humans who didn't invent the new thingsto learn to use them? To make and repair them?

Bilong spoke up. "'l don't understand, Sera, how you know al this. Y ou haven't redly studied the
language—"
"l have lived with them longer,” Ofdiasaid. "They want to talk to me.”

"Y es, but you can misunderstand so much,” Bilong said. "For instance, that word I've heard you
say... | did an acoudtic andyss, and you don't say it anything like they do.” Bilong took a breath and
produced a"click-kaw-keerrr” that sounded right to Ofelia. " That's how they say it, and what you do
is—'click-kaw-keerrr'—can you hear the difference?’ Ofdiacouldnt.

She wasn't surethere redly was any difference; Blue-cloak understood her well enough when she
sdit.

"My point is" Bilong said, leaning on the table with both ebows, "you don't redlly understand them;
you just think you do. And they came when you were all done, probably even psychotic from the

solitude, and you think of them asfriends. They aren't friends; they're dliens. Indigenes, | mean,” she
added with aquick glance at the others.

Ofelialooked out the window. It was dark outside, the brief tropica twilight was over. If she knew
anything about humans, the two military advisors and the pilot, sure that their nomina bosseswould be
away for hours, would have accompanied their lesser feast with whatever illicit drink they had offered her
the day before. If they had any form of amusement, entertainment cubes or hardcopy, they would be
gathered around it now. It wastoo early to worry, too early for "anything to happen,” They would be
more dert later, when they might be expecting their bossto return.

What she could not know was what kind of safeguards might be on the shuttle itself. She had
explained to Bluecloak the kinds she knew about, the little beams of light or sound that reacted if
interrupted, the pressure plates, the locks that required known palmprints or retina patterns. Bluecloak
had not seemed concerned. And that was not her problem now." They are very intdligent,” Ofdiasaid.
"They learn very fagt, even asbabies.”

"Babies! What do you know about their babies?' Kirasat up straight, and put down the pie she had
held.

Thiswasthe part that scared Ofeliamost. She had not wanted to admit that the People had babies
here, but Bluecloak and Gurgle-click-cough had inssted. She must tell her people about the babies; they
must see the babies,

"They have cute babies" Ofdiasad. "Very affectionate, very quick to learn.”
"Y ou've seen their babies?™ dl of them at once, practicaly. "There are babies here?'
"Why didn't you tell us?' Kira asked.

"You didn't ask me," Ofdiasaid, with great satisfaction. Just as anger flowered from the remains of
surprise, she stood up. "Come dong, if you want to see them.”

Nothing would have stopped them. They crowded her hedls across the lane to the center, where
Ofdiaknocked on the closed door. Bluecloak opened it; she winked at Bluecloak and led the othersin.
When they were dl insde, she shut the door behind them.

"Why are you shutting the door?' Likis asked.

"We don't want the babiesto run out in the street,” Ofdiasaid, as she led them down the passage to
the schoolroom. She could hear the others following her. Ahead, light spilled out the schoolroom door,
and she could hear the squeaky voices of the babies.



CHAPTER TWENTY

Contents - Prev

Ofeliadid not know hersdlf exactly what Bluecloak had planned in the way of demondrations. What
she ssw—what they al saw—exceeded anything she had imagined. One of the babies, perched on
Gurgle-click-cough's lap, poked at the controls of a classroom computer. On the display, colored
patterns swirled. Two of the adults were hunched over a couple of gourds, fiddling with wires that
connected to... Ofdiablinked... they had connected half the rooms ectrical demonstrationsto their
gourds. The other two babies played on the floor with models of gears and screws, constructing
something intricate. Ofdiawondered what it was, and if it would work when it was done."Oh... my...
God." That was Likis; Ofeliahad not suspected him of any rdigious beliefs. "They're—they'reusng a
computer ?'

Bluecloak came forward; he had shut the door behind them, silently. "Issdun.”

"But how did he learn—did you teach them? After we warned you?' Likis glared at Ofelia.
Bluecloak stepped between them forcing a confrontation.

"Huhooaht hooeee sssee, hooeee aaak.” Bluecloak said, waving its arm to encompass everything in
the room.

"It means," Bilong said to Likig, "what we see, we make. They do, | mean. He says they can make
anything they've seen. They can't redly, but—"

"Aaakss zzzzt!" Bluecloak said, and spokein his own language to the creatures with the gourds.
Ofeiaheld her bregth. She could hardly believeit would work again; it had seemed too much like magic
thefirg time.

The lights went out, and before the sartled humans could exclaim, astring of smdler bulbsflaredin
the center of the room. The room lights came back on, and the one beside the gourds puffed its
throat-sac twice at the humans, then moved a switch and the little lights went off.

"That'simpossiblel" Likis said. "They've used an extens on cord—a hidden battery—"

"The battery isthe gourds," Ofdliasaid. Bluecloak had explained it to her. "They brew some stuff that
worksliketheacid in aliquid battery—"

"They can't do that—there's no way—"

"It could be." Kirawent over to look. "If they've come up with an acid—"

"They make explosives, you know," Ofeliasad. "That shuttle—"

"Zzzzt inn ssky," Bluecloak said. " Sssane zzzzt inn ires, asakss |ahtt, aaakss kuhll, aagksstuurn...”

"You told them!™ Likis rounded on Ofdia ™Y ou had to tel them this; they couldn't have figured it out.
They don't even have a gover nment—!"

"Government and science aren't mutually necessary,” Ori said dryly. He looked more amused than
aarmed now, and clearly he enjoyed Likis'sdistress. "Frankly | don't think Sera Falfurrias hasthe
background to set up this demongtration.” He turned to Ofelia. "Tell me, Sera, what kind of 'brew' would
it take to generate eectricity chemicaly—do you know?"

"Bateriesuse acid,” she sad. "ltsdangerous, and it makes fumes.”

"Yes Asl thought. And | suspect, Vasll, if we andyze what the indigenes havein thair flasks, it will
not be the same asthe acid Sera Fafurrias may have seen in batteries. Asl'vetried to tell you severa



times since we came, these indigenes are quite unlike other cultures|'ve studied.”
"Well, they're aliens!" Likis said. "Of coursethey're different.”

"Excuseme." Ori turned away from Likis and went over to Kira. "Have you any ideawhat'sin
there?'

"This plant—I have noideawhat it is, or where they got it—" She held out ahandful of leaves and
some orange-red globes smdler than plums. "'l have no idea how they make the liquid from it—"

"It doesn't matter how they doiit," Likis said. "It only mattersthat they're dliens, and they didn't have
electricity when they met up with Grandma here, and now they do. It's her fault—"

Ofdiaflinched away as heloomed over her; perhaps he didn't mean to hit her, but she knew that
tone, that attitude. Then long, hard fingers closed around hisarms, and two of the People held him.... not
so much till, as unable to break free. The other humans froze, saring, then their eyes did to Ofdiasface.

"Bluecloak isthe singer for most of the nest-guardians of the hunting tribes" Ofeliasaid, ignoring
Likis's struggles and the others expressions. She hoped she was using the right human words for the
concepts Bluecloak had conveyed so carefully. " Singers are not ‘entertainers—" That with a pointed
look at Ori. " Singers make contact between the nest-guardians who want to make agreements about
nesting places or hunting range; they are what we would call diplomats. Nest-guardians are the only ones
who can make agreements binding on the People.”

"The... rulers?' Ori asked. Give him credit; he was more curious to know the truth than annoyed that
he had been wrong.

"No. Not rulers... exactly. They arein charge of the young—from the nest to the stage where they
begin roaming with the People—and so they are the ones who decide what isimportant, what must be
taught, what agreements must be kept."

"l don't see how that works,” Kirasaid, frowning. "If they stay behind, at the nests with the babies,
how can they know what the others decide?!

Ofeliahad no idea how they knew, or if they knew. She went on asif Kira had not interrupted.
"Bluecloak came when thefirst ones here reported that | was the same kind of animal asthose they'd
killed, but dso different. Because | am old, and have had children, and because | stayed behind when my
peopleleft, they think of me as a nest-guardian for humans. For my humans.”

"| supposethat's reasonable” Ori said. "In their terms, anyway ... they had to fit you into some
category."

"And now I'm anest-guardian for them aswell,” Ofdiasaid.

"What? How?"

"When these babies were born, | was there; they accept me as click-kaw-keerrr—" At this, the
babies dl looked at Ofeliaand squeaked; the ones on the floor ran to her and leaned againgt her legs.
She squatted dowly, her knees creaking, and they grasped her hands. She fdlt the now-familiar touch of
their tongues on her wridt.

"Imprinting... chemotaxis..." Kirasaid softly. "They'veimprinted on her."

"Whichiswhy | can't leave" Ofeliasaid. "I'm their click-kaw-keerrr, the only onethey have.
Ordinarily, they'd have had severd, but it'stoo late for them to get another—"

"But these others could have—" began Kira. Ofeliashook her head,

"No. Only the mothers past nesting can become nest-guardians; no one dse. | wasthe only one
available, and they asked me... | agreed. Who wouldn't want to care for these—?" She smiled down a
the big-eyed babies who looked back at her with the trust and eagerness she remembered so well from



her own children. She would do better by these, she promised herself. And them.

Shelooked over &t Likis, red-faced and swesting; though he no longer struggled, every line of his
body expressed resentment and anger.

"I'm sorry, Ser Likig, for your embarrassment, but you see | had to tell you this, convince you. |
cannot leave, even if | wanted to leave, and | don't. These babies need me; I'm the only one who can do
for them what the click-kaw-keerrr must do.”

"They're aliens ," he said hoarsely. "Y ou can't do whatever it is—you're only an ignorant, interfering
old woman."

The ones holding him expanded their throat sacs and throbbed. Likis paed; Ofdiacould seethe
swest break out on hisface.

"They respect and trust nest-guardians, Ser Likis," Ofdiasaid. "They do not like those who dont.”
"But—"

"Bequiet, man," Ori said. "You're messing thisup.” He sat down where hewas, by the tangle of
wiresand little bulbs, then looked at Ofdia. "Pleasego on." Likis said nothing; Ofdiafelt the shift of
power within the team, and hoped it wasfind.

Her knees hurt too much to keep squatting like this; she sat down, and the babies crawled into her
lap. "What they said—what Bluecloak told me—isthat they accept me asthe nest-guardian for them as
well asfor humans. That means I'm the one who can make the agreements. But | haveto stay here.”

"l suppose that makes sense,” Ori said. He didn't even glance at Likis. "We can explainit to you, and
you can explainit to them..."”

He till did not understand. Ofelia hoped he would stay this cam when he did understand it, "I'm
sorry, Ser, but it goesthe other way. They explainit to me, and | explainit to you."

"Yes, of course... but | meant the terms of the agreement.”

"So did they," said Ofdlia. He stared at her along moment, his face expressionless as he worked it
out.

"The... termsof... their agreement.”
"Yes, Ser." Shetried to sound unthreatening.

"l... see." Ori looked up at the other three, who were still standing, Likis till held by two of the
People. "I think we need to go talk about this. With al respect, Sera Fafurrias, without you. Y ou are
too... involved... to have acompletely open mind."

"Nnno." That was Bluecloak, who had let Ofdiacarry the basket thisfar.

"Don't beslly," Kirasaid, heading for the door. No one stopped her She grabbed the handle and
pulled, but it didn't open.

"Itslocked,” Ofeliasaid, unnecessarily. Shefelt awicked glee a thelook on Kirasface. Had the
women she thought bad felt this way? She had seen such looks as she fdlt inside on others faces, "Sois
the main door. Y ou will haveto discussit here”

Their hands reached for pockets, for belts, and only then did they remember that they had not
brought their working tools, their handcomps and shirtcoms, to aquiet dinner in the smal house of an
ignorant old woman who could after al do them no harm.

Power, Ofeliaredized, could indeed beget wickedness; her old voice scolded her soundly for the
laughter that wanted to break out as she saw their expressions shift, and shift again.



"No harmwill cometo you," Ofdiasaid. "But you will haveto listen, and you will have to make up
your mind to what is necessary.”

"Do you know what they want?' Ori asked. Practica, that one, and gtill calm. She hoped he would
day, later.

"They want to learn,” Ofdiasaid. "It istheir greatest joy." She pushed the babiesin her lap gently, and
Gurgle-click-cough murmured to them. They tumbled out onto the floor, and skittered over to their
abandoned cregtion. "Watch them,” she said.

"Rready,” said Bluecloak, and one of the People picked up the contraption and set it on adisplay
table. The babies squeaked; Ofelia could not quite distinguish the words, but by the way the elderswere
listening, they were making sense. The adult picked the thing up again and put it into the schoolroom's
deep sink. Bluecloak offered Ofdiaan arm, and hel ped her up so that she could see. More urgent
sgueaks from the floor, and Bluecloak picked up al three babies; one scampered up itsarm to the
shoulder. Another reached out to Ofelia, who took it and cradled it.

When the adult turned the water on, and adjusted the faucet, everyone could see that the babies had
contrived awater-driven machine that turned geared whedlsfaster and faster.... "Zzzzt!" cried atiny
voice. "Aaaaksss zzzzt!"

"Impossible” breathed Likig, but thistime with no anger in hisvoice, only ave. "Let mego," hesad
to those holding hisarms. "1 want to see..."” They let go a once, and he walked over to the sink, peering
in. "They can't—there's not awater-driven generator for light-yearsin any direction... and yet... this
might actually work," He put out afinger, drew it back.

"Do you want them for friends, for nest-guardians, or as enemies?' Ofelia asked. She till didn't
understand the thing the babies had built, dthough if they said it would make eectricity, she believed
them. "If you try to stifle them—you can't do it, you can only make them angry. That's your choice.”

"But itstoo fast—they're s0... so smart..." Likis looked around at the adults, then at the babies, then
at her.

Ofdiatried not to sound impatient. "The choiceis between smart and friendly, or smart and angry.
They believe that good nest-guardians—good teachers, good friends—hel p the young ones grow and

lean... everything."
"1 wonder what their Varinge scorewould be" Likis said, with envy in every syllable.

"Higher than ours" Kirasaid. "Well need larger samples, but if this group's representative, then their
population mean isagood twenty points above human. And they've had these textbooks, these computer
manuds... their development's dready explosive, and with this—I'd say starflight in less than a hundred
years. Without our help.”

"And aggressve in defense of nesting territory,” Ori added. "Aiee. It'sscary.” He didn't sound that
scared; he sounded eager.

Ofelia stroked the baby's knobbly back. "Not that scary, Ser... here..." She held out the baby. They
had discussed this; Ori had been the gentlest of the humans on the team, when trying to observe and
interact with the People, and the People thought he should be given a chance to hold ababy. Ofelia il
thought it wasn't safe, but... but it was hard to fear and hate anyone whose baby you had cuddled. Now
Ori stared at her... then reached out gingerly. The baby went into his hands eagerly—a chance for
something new—and licked hiswrist. Then it looked back at Ofelia and squeaked. Not the same
flavor—she didn't need to hear all the soundsto know that'swhat it meant. It focussed those remarkable
eyes on Ori'sface, and stretched up to lick his chin. His expression softened, and Ofdiarelaxed. Kira
grinned, awide natura smile of pleasure; so did Bilong.

In that moment when everyone else relaxed, Likis grabbed. Not the baby in Ori'sarms, but the one



on Bluecloaks shoulders, when Bluecloak turned to watch Ori. The baby hissed, and clawed at Likis's
wrist, but he had it by the neck, and the baby was choking.

Ofelialunged at him, but he pushed her away easily and backed to the door.

"They have tails," he snarled. "Trained animas—smart lizards—I can't believe you'refdling for this.
A wholerichworld, for alot of little scaly lizards and a crazy old woman who wantsto ruleit? 1 don't
think s0." The baby writhed, the stripesfading, the eyes dulling. "Don't come closer, or I'll wring itsfilthy
neck." For abreathlessinstant no one moved. Then he pointed a Ofdiawith hisfree hand. "Y ou. Crawl
over here and get this door open... don't tell me you don't know the lock-code. Don't stand up—craw .
Or this babys dead.”

Ofdialooked at Bluecloak, at the other humans, a Gurgle-click-cough, and findly at Likis and the
small creature writhing in his grasp. Slowly—nher joints would not have it any other way—she lowered
hersdf to the floor and started crawling toward him.

"That's better,” he said. "It's people like you who cause dl the trouble anyway. .. they should never
have taught you to read."

Let him talk, the new voice said, coming out of its hiding, When heistaking, heisnot listening. Or
thinking. It was hard enough to crawl; she hadn't crawled in years, what with her knees and her hip, and
now her shoulders added to the pains,

"Faster!" Likis said, but anyone could see that an old woman couldn't crawl very fast at the best of
times, and this old woman was clumsier than most. She glanced up to gpologize, and saw hisfoot drawn
back to kick, kicking... and Ofdiagrabbed hisfoot and yanked. She was not strong enough to pull him
over, but in that shift of weight heloosened his grip on the baby, which squirmed around and sank its
smdl but very sharp teeth into the skin between histhumb and fingers, a the same moment itslong sharp
toes got apurchase on hisarm, and raked hard. "OW!" he yelled, reflex opening his hand; the baby
dropped away with atriumphant squeak, and four blurs past Ofelias head became four long knivesin
Likis'sbody.

She crouched there for an unknowable time while others moved around her, and Likis's pain ended
inaquick dice of histhroat. Then it was softness and warmth, and friendly voices, someone carrying her
back to her own house, her own bed, the smdll of the food she had cooked. ..

Shewasin her own bed, wrapped in ablanket, with the babies—all three of them—curled dong her
sde. Bluecloak stood at the left Sde of the bed; the humans—Kiraand Ori pale but calm, Bilong
sobbing—stood at the foot of the bed, and the other People crowded behind them. She did not know
how long it had been, or what el se had happened; the smell of Likis's death pinched her nose,

Gurgle-click-cough brought her aglass of cold water; she Spped it and the confusion in her mind
ettled back into recognizable shapes. She was safe. The babies were safe. Everyone was safe but Likig,
and he had been the only one to threaten the children.

If anyone had to die, that was the right one.

Before the armed men took aarm—I ong before midnight, that is—Ori had agreed to accept redlity;
he and Kirawent back to explain what had happened (Likis had "gone baligtic" and threatened one of
the babies and Ofelia; the creatures had naturally defended them), Bilong played therole of grieving lover
amost too well; Ofdiabegan to wonder if sheredly believed al she said about Likig, if those sobswere
genuine.

By the time the advisors gppeared, armed and dangerous, the gpparatus had al been tidied away.
Likis'sbody, Ofelia supposed, still sorawled inits blood on the schoolroom floor, but she didn't haveto
seeit. The advisors could see her bruises, and the marks on the baby's throat; they could see that Ori
was well-sati sfied with what had happened.



"Idiot," one of them said, in the front room of Ofdlias house, where they cameto interview theteam
members. Not that they had any authority to do so, Kiramuttered to Ofelia, while waiting her turn. Likis
had had the civilian authority, and now it passed to her, as assistant team leader, but it was aswell not to
upset them. "Idiot,” the man went on. It was the loud one. "Old Bossyboots never did have the sense—"

"May | touch one?' Kira asked, her face gentler now as she peered at the deeping babies."Y es,"
Ofdiasaid. "They like to be stroked here—" She demonstrated; Kira copied her, and the baby opened
bright eyes, swiped Kiras hand with its tongue, and went back to deep. "Cuteisthewrong word," Kira
sad. "But—"

"Thereisnt aword,” Ofeliasaid, "because they're not human. They need their own words."
"Bilong—"

"Bilong," Ofdiasaid, moretartly than she meant, "isafool. She may or may not know anything in her
own field, but in person—"

Kiragrinned down at her. "I thought awoman like you would like someone like her better... she's
moretraditiond..."

"Go read my log noteson Linda," Ofdiasaid. The baby had liked Kira; she would not have chosen
her, but the baby had. So she might aswell learn to like Kiraherself. Kirawas smarter than Rosara;
malybe she could be retrained into a reasonable sort of daughter,

"And do not miss your chance when Bilong quits making such aloud noise about Likis and notices
that Ori is4till here”

Kiraflushed. "What do you mean?1'm not—"

Ofelia stopped her with alook. "1 am an old woman, but | am not stupid, or afool. You likethis
Ori—"

“Wall, yes, but not like that—"

"Hewantsto stay. Y ou will stay. Y ou will like him enough to become amother. Y ou aready do; its
why you hate Bilong." Wicked, wicked glee, to see that strong-minded woman's jaw drop asif shed
been hit with abrick. Wicked pleasure bubbling in her veins to see that woman discover that she had
been seen, that her mind had been as naked to an old woman's knowledge of human nature asthe old
woman's body had been to her externd eye.

Ofdialay back, watching Kirathrough the hedge of her eyelashes. ™Y ou will cal me SeraOfelia," she
said. "You will hep me with these babies, and the next, and you will have a click-kaw-keerrr for your

"But—but—" She did not look so formidable when she sputtered like that, but she did look beautiful
with the color of outrage on her cheeks.

"Good night," Ofdiasaid, and shut her eyes. After awhile, she felt the mattress shift as Kirastood up,
heard the whispers on the far side of the room. The babies squirmed contentedly all dlong her body, and
shewent to deep.

Theformal duties of nest-guardianship lay lightly on Ofelia; she spent the early morningsin her garden,
with the babies scampering around beneath the greet frilled leaves of squash vines grabbing dimerods,
Later in the morning, she took them over to the center, where they joined the edersin the schoolroom.
Unlike the People's own nest-guardians, she had help from other elders; they understood that she alone
could not keep up with three active babies. When she needed a nap, someone was dways there... and
sometimes that someone was Kiraor Ori, who had both elected to stay as her human assistants.

If it was not quite asfree alife as her solitary existence, it wasin other ways more satisfying. What



she had least liked about community life had vanished. No one told her what to do; no onetold her she
didn't matter. Even the old voicefinaly died away, frustrated by her lack of response.

She dill got awicked thrill from spesking into the specid communicationslink that carried her voice
(shewastold) instantly to the government buildings back on the world she had not thought of as home for
decades. Back there, where she had been born, and lived, in the obscurity of acrowded inner city
tenement, back where she had been told what she could not learn, the men who made laws listened to
her. They could not even tell her to be quiet, because the link was only oneway a atime. First she
would give her report, and days later a batch transmission would come back for her.

Shelet Kiraand Ori ligento it first. They felt more important, and she felt sheltered alittle from the
tone of thefirgt transmissions, before they realized they had no possible way to control her. They were
past panic then, enjoying each other too much, enjoying the company of the bright, endlesdy curious
People who cameto visit.

Profile, The Journal of Political Science.

The human ambassador to the first nonhuman intelligence encountered in Man's
inexorable advance across the stars is a short, gray-haired, barefooted old woman
without asingle qudification for the pogition... except that the dienslike her. Born
Ofdia Damareux, in the working-class neighborhood of South Rock, Porter City, on
Esclanz, Sera Ofdia Fafurrias now holds the most prestigious—and some say the
most perilous—diplomatic post in the history of mankind. What kind of government
would put an amateur—no, not even an amateur, a complete nonentity—in this post?

To answer that question, we interviewed the Director of Colonid Affairs. "In my
opinion," Ser AndreysVapraiz said, "it wasamajor blunder. My predecessor,
gppointed by the previous adminigtration, lacked the decisvenessto intervene in what
was, admittedly, aconfusing situation in which the designated contact had apparently
become mentally unbaanced and died following an attempt to assault one of the native
species. | inherited thismess. At least | have ensured the proper replacement for Sera
Fdfurrias, aprofessond with the right credentias, with aclear understanding of the
needs of both peoples. Well have no more of this sentimental 'nest guardian’ nonsense
when the next ambassador is gppointed... and of course SeraFalfurriasis quite
ddaly..."

Charlotte Gathers peered at the thick slvery envelope suspicioudy. "Silver Century Tours announces
aFree Vacation Prize Package for senior ladies.” She opened it, to find an application for the prize
drawing. Shewas old enough, yes, and she had children and grandchildren. Was she willing to take a
long voyage? Y es, after that last miserable holiday week at the coast, when her daughters madeit clear
just how much they resented having to pay for the two-bedroom apartment. They were so sdlfish—and
after dl sheld done for them! Possibilities for emigration? She checked the "yes' box. Maybe things
would be better on the outer worlds. She had seen something on a news show about a planet where a
little old lady was the ambassador. For amoment she imagined hersalf as an ambassador to an dien race,
but on the whole she didn't like odd smells and funny accents. Perhaps not an ambassador, but an
ambassador's friend... someoneto lunch with, to play cardswith... if she could just get away to
someplace exatic, and show her daughters that she didn't need them.

Charlotte Gathers did not pass the screening for nest-guardian: one look at her sour face and beady
eyes, and the polite young woman told her she had won the minor prize of aweek at White Spring
Resort. Others made it past the receptionist to the real screening committee, and some of these emigrated
to become nest-guardians, their passage paid by profits on the inventions of avery inventive People.

Sowly, thevillagefilled again. Now peoplelived in more than half the cottages. Gray-and-white



haired nest-guardians with striped nestlings, pale nest-guardians of the People with the d ower-growing
children of the humanswho had moved here—Kiraand Ori's children, for instance, who had learned the
Peoplée's language from birth. Most mornings Ofdiawoke to the sound of voicesin the lane, People and
human both. She had begun deeping later, these last few years, sherarely saw sunrise these days.
Gurgle-click-cough'sfirgt nesting had grown out of their bold stripes, and into the hunting pattern; they
were no longer her respongbility. She had been intrigued to find that their tails and the loud stripes
disappeared at the same rate. As with humans, they were least gppedling in an awkward intermediate
stage, when their tails were stubby stumps no longer capable of twining around things, and their stripes
looked faded and dingy.

One of them hunted ideas more than game; it had helped build the first flying machine designed by the
People. Ofdiaheard that dl the cities on the stone coast had dectricity now, and even the nomadic tribes
had small computers running off batteries whose fuel was now being grown for that purpose. She didn't
understand most of it; she spent more time dozing, and lesstime teaching.

Shewasn't worried. She did sometimes wonder which verson of her life Barto and Rosarawould
hear when they wakened from cryo thirty years hence, far away. Would they betold shed died in
trangt... or would they know she had stayed behind and become famous? It was a good joke either
way, and while she did not, as she had once planned, die alone, she did die smiling.

The End



