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THE MESSENGER



      “Where are you from?” Killeen asked on the sensorium. With effort he made his voice a blend of acoustics and electrospeech.

         He constricted his throat like a man trying to imitate a frog. The effect, transduced and filtered by buried chips, sent electromagnetic

         ringings into the fine, thin air.

      


      There was a long moment of wind-stirred silence. Then,


      I am slow. Stretched this far, I tire.


      I wanted to reach a being called Killeen.


      Killeen blinked with such startlement that his eyes flipped into the gaudy infrared. “Wha—? That’s me!”


      I have a message for you.
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 PROLOGUE



      The Calamity


       


      Killeen walked among the vast ruins.

      


      Exhausted, he kept on through a jumble of shattered steel, caved-in ceilings, masonry and stone and smashed furniture.


      His breath rasped as he called his father. “Abraham!”


      A cold murmuring wind snatched the name away. Smoke seethed from crackling fires and streamed by him, making the air seem

         to waver and flow.

      


      From here the Citadel sprawled before him down the broad, knobbed hill. Intricate warrens were now squashed into heaps of

         stone and slag. Legs stiff from exhaustion, eyes stinging with smoke and grief, he paused above a shattered plain of marble-white

         rubble—the caved-in shards of a dome that once rose a kilometer above the Citadel arboretum. Places where he had run and played,

         loved and laughed…

      


      “Abraham!” He had seldom spoken his father’s name and now it seemed strange and foreign. He wheezed, coughed. The acrid bite

         of smoke caught in his throat.

      


      The lower ramparts of the Citadel burned fiercely. The 

         mechs had penetrated there first. Black murk hung over the larger districts—the Broadsward, the Green Market, and the Three

         Ladies' Rest. Soot coated the jagged teeth of broken walls.

      


      Beyond, lofty spires had been cut to blunt stubs. Their stumps radiated gorgons of structured steel. The shifting breeze brought

         him the crunch of collapsing walls.

      


      But the wind carried no moans or shrieks. The Citadel lay silent. The mechs had taken lives and selves and left nothing but

         emptied bodies.

      


      Killeen turned and moved along the hillside. This was his old neighborhood. Tumbled-down blocks and twisted girders could

         not wholly conceal the paths and corridors he had known as a boy.

      


      Here a man lay, eyes bulging at the bruised sky.


      There a woman was split in two beneath a fallen beam.


      Killeen knew them both. Friends, distant relatives of Family Bishop. He touched the cold flesh of each and moved on.


      He had fled with the remnants of Family Bishop. They had quickly reached the far ridgeline and only then had he seen that

         his father was not among the survivors. Killeen had turned back toward the Citadel, wearing powered leggings for speed. Like

         lean pistons, his legs carried him within the slumped defensive walls before anyone in the Family noticed that he was gone.

      


      Abraham had been defending the outer ramparts. When the mechs had breached those, the human perimeter had fallen back in a

         mad scramble. The mechs poured in. Killeen was sure he had heard his father’s voice calling over the comm. But then the battle

         had submerged them all in a rushing hot tornado of death and panic.

      


      —Killeen!—




      He stopped. Cermo-the-Slow was calling over the comm. “Leave me alone,” Killeen answered.


      —Come on! No time left!—


      “You head on back.”


      —No! There’s mechs still around. Some comin' this way.—


      “I’ll catch up.”


      —Run! No time left.—


      Killeen shook his head and did not answer. With a flick of a finger he dropped out of the comm net.


      He climbed among tumbled stone. Even in his powered suit it was hard to make his way up the steep angles of ruined walls.

         Though the mechs had gouged gaping holes, the massive bulwarks had stood for a while. But beneath the incessant pounding blows

         even the heavy foundations had finally yielded.

      


      He walked beneath an arch that had miraculously survived. He knew what lay ahead but could not keep himself from it.


      She was in the same position. The heat beam had caught his wife as he carried her. Her left side was seared raw.


      “Veronica.”


      He bent down and looked into her open gray eyes. They peered out at a world forever vanquished.


      He gently tried to brush closed her rebuking eyes. Her gummy, stiff eyelids refused to move, as if she would not give up her

         last glimpse of the Citadel she had loved. Her pale lips parted with the half-smile she always made just before she spoke.

         But her skin was cold and hard, as if it had now joined the unyielding solidity of the soil itself.

      


      He stood. He felt her eyes at his back as he made himself walk on.


      He scrambled over slumped piles that had been homes, workshops, elegant arcades. Fires snapped in the central library.


      The public gardens had been his favorite spot, a lush wealth of moist green in the dry Citadel. Now they were blasted, smoking.


      As he passed the smashed Senate, its alabaster galleries groaned and trembled and slowly clattered down.


      He moved on warily, but there was no sign of mechs. “Abraham!”


      Around him lay the exploded remains of his boyhood. Here in his father’s workshop he had learned to use the power-assisting

         craft. There, beneath a lofty corbelled vault, he had first met a demure, shy Veronica.

      


      “Abraham!”


      Nothing. No body. It probably lay beneath collapsed bulwarks.


      But he had not covered all the rambling complex that men had built through generations. There was still some chance.


      —Killeen!—


      It was not Cermo this time. Fanny’s voice cut through to him sharp and sure, overriding his own cutoff of the comm.


      —Withdraw! There’s nothing we can do here now.—


      “But… the Citadel…”


      —It’s gone. Forget it.—


      “My father …”


      —We must run.—


      “Others … There might be …”


      —No. We’re sure. Nobody left alive here.—


      “But…”


      —Now. I’ve got five women covering the Krishna Gate. Come out that way and we’ll head for Rolo’s Pass.—

      


      “Abraham…”


      —Hear me? Hustle!—


      He turned for one last look. This had been all the world for him when he was a boy. The Citadel had made humanity’s warm clasp

         real and reassuring. It had stood resolutely against a hostile universe outside, strong yet artful. Its delicate towers had

         glistened like rock candy. Returning to the Citadel from short forays, his heart had always leaped when he saw the proud,

         jutting spires. He had wandered the Citadel’s labyrinthian corridors for many hours, admiring the elegant traceries that laced

         the high, molded ceilings. The Citadel had always been vast and yet warm, its every carefully sculpted niche infused with

         the spirit of the shared human past.

      


      He looked back toward where Veronica’s body lay.


      There was no time to bury her. The world belonged now to the living, to fevered flight and slow melancholy.


      Killeen made himself take a step away from her, toward the Krishna Gate. Another.


      The blasted walls teetered past. He had trouble finding his way.


      Fog and smoke swirled before him. “Abraham!” he called again against empty silence.


      The Citadel’s high, spidery walkways now lay broken in the dust, sprawled across the inner yards. He crossed the ancient,

         familiar ground in a numbed daze. Craters yawned where he had once scampered and laughed.

      


      At the edge of the smoldering ruins he looked back. “Abraham!”


      He listened and heard nothing. Then, distantly, came a quick buzzing of mech transmissions. The rasping sound narrowed his

         mouth.

      


      He turned and ran. Ran without hope, letting his legs find the way. Stinging dust clouded his eyes—


      A jerk.


      Intense, blinding light.


      “Hey, c’mon. Wake up.”


      Killeen coughed. He squinted against the high glare of harsh yellow lamps. “Huh? What—”


      “C’mon, gotta get up. Fanny says.”


      “I, I don’t—”


      Cermo-the-Slow loomed over him. The big smiling face was weary but friendly. “I just pulled the stim-plug on you, is all.

         Got no time, wake you up easy.”

      


      “Ah … easy …”


      Cermo frowned. “You been dreamin' again?”


      “I… the Citadel…”


      Cermo nodded. “I was ’fraid that.”


      “Veronica… found her.”


      “Yeah. Look, you don’t think ’bout that, hear? She was a good woman, won’ful wife. But you got let go her now.”


      “I…” Killeen’s tongue was raw from calling his father. Or was it from the alcohol he had gulped last night?


      This was morning, early morning. He felt the stiffness in him from the night’s sleep. Peering upward, he could make out the

         shadowy bulk of alien machinery. They had bedded down for the night in a Trough, he remembered. Around him, Family Bishop

         was waking up.

      


      “C’mon,” Cermo urged. “Sorry I pulled the plug so quick. Snap up now, though. We’re movin' out.”


      “How… how come?”


      “Ledroff spotted some Snout comin' this way. Figures it’s headed into this Trough for supplies.”


      “Oh…” Killeen shook his head. An ache spread from his temples into his clammy forehead. A bead of night sweat dripped from

         his nose as he sat up.

      


      “You better stay off the stim-tab awhile,” Cermo said, frowning. “Gives you bad dreams.”


      “Yeah.” Killeen nodded and started groping for his boots. They were the first thing you put on and the last you took off.


      “It’s been years, after all,” Cermo said kindly. “Time we let it be.”


      Killeen frowned. “Years… ?”


      “Sure.” Cermo studied him a moment, plainly worried. “Been six years since the Calamity.”


      “Six…”


      “Look, we all like it, gettin' a li’l stimmed now ’n' then. Not if it takes you back into bad times though.”


      “I… I guess so.”


      He clapped Killeen on the shoulder. “Get on up, now. We’re movin' quick.”


      Killeen nodded. Cermo-the-Slow went away to awaken others. His large frame slipped quickly among the shadows of the alien

         vats and machines.

      


      Killeen’s hands pulled on his boots but his mind still wandered among memories. His dirty clothes, the worn boots, the calluses

         and stains on his hands… all testified to what had happened since the fall of the Citadel, the Calamity.

      


      He stood slowly, feeling his chilled muscles stretch and protest.


      The Citadel was gone.


      Veronica.


      Abraham.


      He had left now only Toby, his son. Only a fragment of Family Bishop.


      And finally, he had left before him now the endlessly stretching prospect of flight and rest and flight again.


   

      PART ONE


      Long Retreat


   

      ONE


      Something was after them.

      


      The Family had just come straggling over a razorbacked ridge, beneath a pale jade sky. Killeen’s shocks wheezed as his steady

         lope ate up the downgrade.

      


      The red soil was deeply wrinkled and gullied. Cross-hatching was still sharp in the tractor-tread prints that cut the parched

         clay. There had been so little rain the prints could well be a century old.

      


      A black-ribbed factory complex sprawled at the base of the slope. Killeen flew over the polished ebony domes, sending navvys

         scuttling away from his shadow, clacking their rude dumb irritation.

      


      Killeen hardly saw them. He was watching spiky telltales strobe-highlighted on his right retina.


      There: a quick jitter of green, pretty far back.


      It came and went, but always in a new place.


      There, again. Far behind.


      Not directly following them, either. Not a typical Marauder maneuver. Smart.


      He blinked, got the alternative display. The Family 

         was a ragged spread of blue dabs on his topo map. He was pleased to see they kept a pretty fair lopsided triangle. Cermo-the-Slow

         was dragging ass behind, as always.

      


      Killeen saw himself, an amber winking dot at the apex. Point man. Target.


      He grimaced. This was his first time ever as point, and here came some damn puzzle. He’d tried to beg off when Cap’n Fanny

         ordered him to the front. There were others better experienced—Ledroff, Jocelyn, Cermo. He’d much rather have stayed back.

         Fanny kept giving him extra jobs like this, and while he’d do whatever she said without protest, this had made him jittery

         from the start.

      


      Fanny knew more than anybody, could see through Marauder tricks. She should be up here. But she kept pushing him.


      Now this. He dropped from the air, eyes slitted.


      Killeen came down on a pocked polyalum slab, the old kind that mechs had used for some long-forgotten purpose. Packing fluff

         blew in the warm wind, making dirty gray drifts against his cushioned crustcarbon boots. Mechmess littered the ground, so

         common he did not notice it.

      


      “Got a pointer behind,” Killeen sent to Fanny.


      —Snout?— she answered.


      “Nossir noway,” Killeen answered quickly to cover his nerves. “Think I’d sing out if was that same old Snout, been tagging

         us for days?”

      


      —What is, then?—


      “Dunno. Looks big, then small.”


      Killeen did not understand how his retinal area scan worked, had only a vague idea about radar pulses. He did know things

         weren’t supposed to look large on one pass 

         and small the next, though. Habit told you more than analysis.

      


      —’Quipment’s bust?—


      “I dunno. Flashes okay,” Killeen said reluctantly. Was Fanny joshing him? He didn’t know which he liked less, something that

         could come up on them this way, or his gear gone flatline on him.

      


      Fanny sighed. She was a nearly invisible speck to his right rear, wiry and quick. Killeen could hear her clicking her teeth

         together, trying to decide, the way she always did.

      


      “Whatsay?” he prodded impatiently. It was up to her. She was Cap’n of the Family and had a long lifetime rich in story and

         experience, the kind of gut savvy that meant more in dealing with Marauder mechs than anything else.

      


      She had been Cap’n for all the years that Family Bishop had been on the move. She knew the crafts of flight and pursuit, of

         foraging and stealing; of deception and attack. And through terrible years she had held the Family together.

      


      —Comes closer?—


      “Looks. Dodging fast.”


      Fanny clicked her teeth again. Killeen could see in his mind’s eye her wise old eyes crinkling as she judged their positions.

         Her warm presence suffused his sensorium, bringing a sure, steady calm. She had been Cap’n so long and so well, Killeen could

         not conceive how the Family had done without her before, when they lived in the Citadel.

      


      —We make the fist, then,— she said with finality.


      Killeen was relieved. “Goodsay.”


      —Sound the call.—


      He blinked. “Won’t you?”


      

      —You’re point. Act like one.—


      “But you know more about…” Killeen hesitated. He did not like admitting to his own doubts, not with Ledroff and others probably

         listening in. He liked even less the prospect of leading an attack.

      


      “Look, Ledroff has done this before. Jocelyn, too. I’ll drop back and—”


      —No. You.—


      “But I don’t—”


      —Naysay!— She was abrupt, biting. —Call!—


      Killeen wet his lips and steadied himself. He sent over general comm, —Heysay lookleft! Fist!—


      Most of the Family were over the ragged ridgeline now. That would provide some shelter from whatever was coming from behind.

         He watched as they came spilling down the ruddy, gorge-pocked hillsides. They were a slow tumbling fluid, their individual

         tinny acknowledgments coming as thin insect cries.

      


      Killeen did not consider for a moment that the voices he heard were carried on radio waves, for he had lived all his life

         in a sensory bath provided by the linking of acoustic and electromagnetic signals. The distinction between them would have

         demanded more science than he had ever mastered, ever would master. Instead he heard the gathering peppery voices as scattershot

         ringings, carrying long and remote across the hot still silence of dusty late afternoon. Though each Family member glided

         in beautiful long arcs, the Family itself seemed to Killeen to hang suspended in the middle distance, so gradual was its progress,

         like thick dark down-swarming molasses. Gravid and slow they came, this worn and perhaps only remaining remnant of humanity:

         eagering, homing, tribing.

      


      

      Killeen caught fragments of talk from Ledroff.


      —Why’d Cap’n put him… Damfino why he’s up there…—

      


      “Cut the chatter!” Killeen called.


      —Couldn’t find his ass w’both hands…—


      “I said quiet!” he whispered fiercely.

      


      Killeen had heard Ledroff’s muttered jibes through the comm before. Until now he had ignored them. No need to provoke a faceoff

         with the big, self-assured man. But this time Killeen couldn’t let it pass. Not when it endangered them.

      


      —Seems me he’s jumpin' at spooks,— Ledroff got in, then fell silent.


      Killeen wished Cap’n Fanny had come on full comm line and cut off Ledroff. A mere disapproving click of her tongue would have

         shut him up.

      


      The Family skimmed low, using savvy earned through hard years. Wheeling left, they seeped down among the knobby, domed buildings

         of the manufacturing complex.

      


      Factory mechs wrenched to a stop as the Family skipped light and fast through their workyards. Then the blocky, awkward-looking

         machines hunkered down, withdrawing their extensors into marred aluminum shells. Such mechs had no other defense mechanisms,

         so the Family gave the slope-nosed, turtlelike forms no notice.

      


      Still, the humans had to be fast. They knew if they stayed here long these slow-thinking drudges would send out a call. Lancers

         would come. Or worse.

      


      Killeen pondered for a moment the possibility that the thing trailing them was a lone Lancer, summoned by a minor pillage

         the Family had made a few days before. He checked the faint, flickering tracers behind.

      


      

      No, nothing like a Lancer. Something smaller, certainly. It gave off hardly any image at all. Still…


      “Yea!” he called. Tapping his right temple twice with a forefinger, he sent his scan topo map to the entire Family. “We’re

         bunching up!”

      


      With muttered irritation they spread out, dissolving their moving beeswarm triangle. They formed the traditional concentric

         rings, ragged because the Family numbered a mere 278 now. And some of them were achingly slow—gimpy, or old, or wounded from

         past scrapes and fights and blunders.

      


      Fanny saw the problem and called, —Show the wind our heels!—


      The old saying worked. They began to run faster now, a keen unspoken fear at their backs.


      He sent the latest topo to Fanny. It showed a muddle of bluewhite tracers behind them.


      Fanny sent, —Where’s it?—


      Killeen admitted, “Dunno. Looks to be some kinda screen.”


      —Deliberate confusion?—


      “Don’t think so. But…”


      —Situation like this, your topo’s no good for figurin’ size. Go by speed. No ’facturing mech moves quick as a Marauder.—


      “This one’s slow, then fast.”


      —Must be a Marauder.—


      “Think we should stand ’n' wait for it?”


      He felt her assessing regard like a cool wedge in his sensorium.


      —What you think?—

      


      “Well… it might just be reconning us.”


      —Could be.—


      

      She was giving nothing away. “So’d be best if we keep on, make like we don’t see it.”


      —Long’s we can keep track of it, sure.—


      Killeen wondered what Fanny meant by that, but he didn’t want to ask, not with Ledroff listening. He said guardedly, “It keeps

         jumpin' round.”

      


      —Might be some new mechtech.—


      So? he thought. How do we respond? He kept his voice flat and assured, though, as he said, “I figure we don’t give away that we see it. If it’s just checkin'

         its ’quipment, it’ll go away.”

      


      —And come back when we’re sleepin',— she said flatly.


      “So? Our watch’ll pick it up. But if we take a shot at it now, when we can’t see it so good, maybe it gets away. Next time

         it comes back with better mechtech. So then we don’t pick it up and it skrags us.”

      


      Fanny didn’t answer for a long moment and Killeen wondered if he had made a fool of himself. She had coached him in the crafts

         and he always felt inadequate compared with her sure, almost casual grasp of Family lore. She could be a stern Cap’n, a shrewd

         tactician, firm and fast. And when they had fought or fled, and again gathered around nightfires to tell their tales, she

         could be warm and grandmotherly. Killeen would do anything to avoid disappointing her. But he had to know what to do, and

         she was giving him no easy answers.

      


      —Yeasay. That’s best, long as this’s a reg’lar Marauder.—


      Killeen felt a burst of pride at her approval. But a note of concern in her voice made him ask, “What if it’s not?”


      —Then we run. Hard.—


      

      They were out of the foothills now. The Family sprinted across eroded flatlands.


      Fanny asked as she panted, —See it yet?—


      “Naysay.”


      —Should’ve climbed the ridge by now. Don’t like this.—


      “Think maybe a trap?” Killeen cast about for possibilities as he searched his topo display. Again he wished Jo-celyn or even

         goddamn Ledroff had this job. If an attack came he wanted to be near his son. He scanned ahead and found Toby in the middle

         of the moving Family formation.

      


      Fanny dropped back, scanning the ridgeline.


      Killeen searched again for the elusive pursuer. The topo danced in his eye, speeding ribbons of light.


      More cloudy tracers.


      To the right came a dim speckling of pale blue.


      Killeen realized too late that it would have been better to hold the ridgeline. They were exposed and had lost the enemy.

         He grunted in frustration and sped forward.

      


      They were partway down the broad valley when he looked right and saw first the overlay winking green and then the far rocky

         scarp. It was fresh rock, cleaved by some mining mech, its amber faces gouged and grooved.

      


      But the clear bare cut hadn’t been there moments before. Killeen was sure of that.


      “Bear on my arrow!” he shouted to the whole Family. He cut toward a low hill. “Fanny, you’d—”


      Killeen heard a sharp crackling.


      He saw Fanny fall. She gave a cry of surprise. Then her voice sharpened, riding an outrushing gasp of startled pain.


      

      He turned and fired at the distant carved hills, where stood half-finished blocks of rhomboid stone.


      Back came an answering echo of snapping, crisp circuit death.


      A hit. Probably not enough to drop the thing dead, but it would buy some seconds.


      He shouted, “Max it!”


      With Fanny down, he’d have to get the Family away, fast. Killeen blinked, saw the blue dots of the Family swerve toward broken

         terrain that provided some shelter. Good. But where was—?

      


      “Toby! Hug down in that stream bed, see?”


      A klick away, his son hesitated.


      “To your right!”


      —and for a moment that seemed balanced forever beside a harrowing abyss, Killeen was sure his son’s gear was blown or overloaded,

         making it impossible to hear the warning. Or that the boy was confused by the scramble of electronoise. Or weary from the

         run. And so would remain standing while on the dry rutted plain no other simple unmoving target would leap into the fisheye

         lens of the unseen Marauder mech. His son’s frozen indecision would recommend itself as a target.

      


      Hanging there on the instant, Killeen remembered a time when he had been on a scavenging expedition with his father, a mere

         short foray for needed chip-parts, so easy his mother consented to her son’s going along. And there a Marauder had chanced

         upon them as they looted an isolated ramshackle field station where navvymechs labored in mute dumb servitude. Killeen had

         been on a small side trip to snag servos from a dusty storage shed, and in the attack the Marauder (a Rattler, old but fully

         armed) had seen him and run him down. Three men and 

         a woman had blown the Rattler to spare parts, catching it two steps away from Killeen’s frantically fleeing form. He had been

         scared so badly he shat his suit. But what he remembered now was not the embarrassment as the shitsmell got out, and not the

         taunts of his friends. Instead, he recalled in a spirit-sucking instant his own father’s look: eyes burned into the sockets,

         deadwhite. Eyes that had drilled into him with their desperation. And Killeen knew his own face now locked into the rictus

         of foresighted horror as his own son stood, unmoving, for one solid thudding heartbeat of immutable lost time—

      


      “Toby!”


      —Uh, yeasay.—


      The distant figure scrambled down an embankment, into the fossil snaketwist of an ancient waterway.


      Killeen could not breathe. He realized he had gone rigid himself, a perfect target.


      “Hunch ’n’ go, boy,” he called as he swerved and dodged away.


      And felt something go by—tssssip!—in the still air.

      


      He saw quick darting orange sparks in his right eye. That meant something was poking, trying to find a way into him. But fast, faster than he’d ever known.

      


      A prickly coldsweat redness skittered through him with a grating whine.


      Killeen dropped to the ground. “Fanny! How you?”


      —I… auhhhh… can’t…—


      “This thing—what is it?”


      —I… haven’t seen… years…—


      “What’ll we do?


      Ledroff tried to cut in on the narrow-cone comm-line. Killeen swore and blanked him out.


      —Don’t… believe… what you… see…—


      

      “What’s—”


      She coughed. Her line went silent.


      Fanny knew more than anybody in the Family about the rare, deadly mechs. She’d fought them a long time, back before Killeen

         was born. But Killeen could tell from her sluggish voice that this thing had clipped her solid, blown some nerves maybe.

      


      No help from the fine, wise old woman, then.


      Killeen looked back at the warped, worked shapes of stone on the far hillside. There were contorted planes, surfaces carved

         for purposes incomprehensible to humans. He thought of them not at all, had long ago learned to look past that which no man

         could riddle out. Instead he searched for the freshness of the cleavecuts, the telltale signs of autochisel.

      


      Which weren’t there.


      “Jocelyn!”


      The scraped stone surfaces thinned. Shimmered. Killeen had the dizzying sensation of seeing through the naked rock into a

         suddenly materializing city of ramparts and solid granite walls. It hummed with red energy, swelled as he watched.

      


      “Damnall what’s that,” he muttered to himself.


      The city shimmered, crystal and remote. Plain rock melted to glassy finery.


      And then back again to chipped stone.


      Jocelyn called, disbelieving, —The whole hillside?—


      Killeen grunted. “Mirage that size takes a big mech.”


      —Or new kind,— Jocelyn said.


      She came in from his right, bent low and running with compressors. Behind them the Family fled full bore, their pantings and

         gaspings coming to Killeen in proportion to their distance. They were a constant background chorus, 

         as though they all watched him, as though all the Family was both running for safety and yet still here, witness to this latest

         infinitesimal addition to the long losing struggle with the machines. He felt them around him like a silent jury.

      


      Jocelyn called, —You hit somethin’?—


      Killeen ducked behind an outcropping of ancient, tortured girders. Their thick spans were blighted with scabs of burnt-red

         rust. “Think so.”

      


      —Solid?—


      “Naysay. Sounded like hitting a mech circuit, is all.”


      —It’s still there, then. Hiding.—


      No chance to try for Fanny yet. He kept a safe distance from her crumpled form, sure she would by now be a well-found target

         point.

      


      —I can smell it.— Jocelyn’s alto voice, normally so cottonsoft, was stretched thin and high.


      He could, too, now that he’d calmed a fraction. A heavy, oily flavor. His inbuilt detectors gave him the smell, rather than

         encoded parameters; humans remembered scents better than data. But he could not recognize the close, thick flavor. He was

         sure he had never met it before.

      


      A fevered hollow whuuung twisted the air. It came to Killeen as a sound beyond anything ear could capture, a blend of infra-acoustic rumble at his

         feet and electromagnetic screech, ascending to frequencies high and thin in the roiling breeze.

      


      “It’s throwing us blocks,” he said. “Musta used a combination on Fanny, but it don’ work on us.”


      —She got old ’quipment,— Jocelyn said.


      “It’s prob’ly sweeping keys right now,” Killeen said, breathing hard and wanting something to do, anything.


      

      —Looking for ours.—


      “Yeasay, yeasay,” Killeen muttered. He tried to remember. There had been some mech who’d done that, years back. It broadcast

         something that got into your self, worked right on the way you saw. It could make you believe you were looking at the landscape when in fact the picture was

         edited, leaving out the—

      


      “Mantis,” he said suddenly. “Mantis, Fanny called it. She’d seen it a couple times.”


      The Mantis projected illusions better than any mech ever had. It could call up past pictures and push them into your head

         so quickly you didn’t know what was real. And behind the picture was the Mantis, getting closer, trying to breach you.

      


      —Figure to run?— Jocelyn called. She was a distant speck and already backing off, ready to go.


      “Not with a big green spot on my back.”


      Killeen laughed crazily, which for this instant was easier than thinking, and he had learned to take these things by the instant.

         Any other thinking was just worry and that slowed you when you needed to be fast.

      


      His problem was the topo and mapping gear, which he alone carried in the Family. He backpacked his on his lower spine.


      Legend had it that the topo man was the first to fry. The story was that hunter mechs—Lancers, Stalkers, Rattlers—saw the

         gear as a bright green dot and homed in on it. They could bounce their low hooting voices off the stuff, get some kind of

         directional sense from that. And then hoot louder, sending something that invaded the topo man’s gear and then slithered into

         his head.

      


      —What do then?—


      “Got to shoot.”


      

      He heard Jocelyn’s grudging grunt. She didn’t like that. For that matter, he didn’t either. If this Mantis thing was half

         as good as Fanny’d said, it could trace your shot and find you before your defenses went up.

      


      But if they didn’t kill the Mantis now, it would track them. Hide behind its mirages at night. It could walk up and pry them

         apart with its own cutters, before they even laid eyes on it. “Wait. Just ’membered something Fanny said.”

      


      —Better ’member fast.—


      Fanny’s way of teaching was to tell stories. She’d said something about the Calamity, about how in the midst of humanity’s

         worst battle some Bishops had found a way to penetrate the mirages.

      


      He tapped his teeth together carefully, experimentally—one long, one short. That set his vision so the reds came up strong.

         Blues washed away, leaving a glowing, rumpled land seething into liquid fire. The sky was a blank nothing. Across the far

         hillside swept crimson tides of temperature as his eyes slid down the spectrum.

      


      —Fanny’s hurt. Think we should try for her?—


      “Quiet!”


      He shook his head violently, staring straight ahead, keeping his eyes fixed on one place. What had Fanny said… ? Go to fastflick

         red, watch out of the corners of your eyes.

      


      Something wavered. Among the sculpted sheets of wintry-gray stone stood something gangly, curved, arabesqued with traceries

         of luminous worms. The image merged with the rock and then swam up out of it, coming visible only if Killeen jerked his head

         to the side fast.

      


      The illusion corrected quickly but not perfectly, and for fractions of a second he could see the thing of tubular 

         legs, cowled head, a long knobby body prickly with antennae.

      


      —Gettin’ much?—


      “Lessee, I—”


      Something punched a hole in his eye and went in.


      He rolled backward, blinking, trying to feel-follow the ricochet of howling heat that ran in fast jabbing forks through his

         body.

      


      Molten agony flooded his neural self. It swarmed, spilling and rampaging.


      He felt/saw old, remembered faces, pale and wisp-thin. They shot toward him and then away, as though a giant hand were riffling

         through a deck of cards so that each face loomed sharp and full for only an instant. And with each slipping-by memory there

         came a flash of chrome-bright hurt.

      


      The Mantis was fishing in his past. Searching, recording.


      Killeen yelled with rage.


      He fought against a grasping touch.


      “I—it got in—” and then he felt the pain-darter clasped by a cool quickness in his right leg. He sensed the roving heat-thing

         sputtering, dying. It was swallowed by some deeply buried, spider-fine trap, fashioned by minds long lost.

      


      Killeen did not consider what had saved him. He understood his own body no more than he understood the mechs. He simply sprang

         up again, finding himself at the bottom of a crumbling sandy slope which his spasms had taken him down. In his sensorium strobed

         the afterimage of the pain-darter.

      


      And his directional finder had followed the telltale pulses to their source.


      

      “Jocelyn! I can get a fix,” he called.


      —Damnfast it, then.—


      “It’s moving!”


      In the glowering ruby twilight the Mantis jerked and clambered toward Fanny’s sprawled body. Killeen heard a low bass sawing

         sound that raised the hair on the back of his neck.

      


      Like yellowed teeth sawing through bone. If it got close to Fanny—


      Killeen sighted on the flickering image of the moving Mantis while his left index finger pressed a spot in his chest. In his

         left eye a sharp purple circle grew, surrounding the volume where the Mantis image oozed in and out. He tapped his right temple

         and Jocelyn got the fix.

      


      —Wanna frizz it?— she called. She was a small dot across the valley. They would get good triangulation on the Mantis.


      “Naysay. Let’s blow the bastard.”


      —Ayesay. Go!—


      He fired. Sharp claps in the stillness.


      The two old-style charges smacked the mech fore and aft.


      Legs blew away. Antennae slammed to the ground.


      Killeen could see the Mantis’s blue-green electric life droop and wink out, all its internals dying as the main-mind tried

         to stay alive by sacrificing them. But mechanical damage you couldn’t fix with a quick reflowing of ’tricity, he remembered

         grimly.

      


      The mechs were often most vulnerable that way. Killeen liked seeing them blown to pieces, gratifyingly obvious. Which was

         the real reason he used charges when he could.

      


      

      He bounded up, running full tilt toward the still-slow-dissolving Mantis. Popping ball joints let the legs go. Its trunk hit

         the ground rolling. The mainmind would be in there, trying to save itself.

      


      Killeen approached gingerly, across sandy ground littered with mechwaste jumble. He kicked aside small machine parts, his

         eyes never leaving the Mantis. Jocelyn came pounding in from the other side.

      


      “Booby trap, could be,” he said.


      “Dunno. Never saw anythin’ this big.”


      “I’ll yeasay that,” Killeen murmured, impressed.


      All splayed out, the Mantis was longer than ten humans laid end to end. For him the heft and size of things went deadsmooth

         direct into him. Without thought he sensed whether something weighed too much to carry a day’s march, or if it was within

         range of a given weapon.

      


      Numbers flitted in his left eye, giving the Mantis dimensions and mass. He could not read these ancient squiggles of his ancestors,

         scarcely registered them. He didn’t need to. His inner, deep-bedded chips and subsystems processed all this into direct senses.

         They came as naturally and unremarkably as did the brush of the warm wind now curling his faded black hair, the low electromagnetic

         groans of the Mantis dying, the dim irk that told him to pee soon.

      


      “Look,” Jocelyn said. This close he heard her through acoustics, her voice a touch jittery now from the exertion and afterfear.

         “Mainmind’s in there.” She pointed.

      


      A coppery cowling was trying to dig its way into the soil, and making fast work of it, too. Jocelyn stepped closer and aimed

         a scrambler at it.

      


      “Use a thumper,” Killeen said.


      She took out a disc-loaded tube and primed it. The disc 

         went chunk as she fired it into the burnished, rivet-ribbed cowling. The carapace rocked from the impact. Steel-blue borers on its underside

         whined into silence.

      


      “Good,” Killeen said. Nearby, two navvys scuttled away. Both had crosshatched patterns on their side panels. He had never

         seen navvys traveling with a high-order mech. “Hit those two,” he said, raising his gun.

      


      “Just navvys—forget ’em.”


      “Yeasay.” He ran to Fanny. He had been following Fanny’s long-established rules—secure the mainmind first, then look to the

         hurt. But as he loped toward the still, sprawled form his heart sank and he regretted losing even a moment.

      


      Fanny lay tangled, head lolling. Her leathery mouth hung awry, showing yellowed gums and teeth sharpened by long hours of

         filing. Her lined face stared blankly at the sky and her eyes were a bright, glassy white.

      


      “No!” He couldn’t move. Beside him, Jocelyn knelt and pressed her palms against Fanny’s upper neck.


      Killeen could see there was no tremor. He felt an awful, draining emptiness seep into him. He said slowly, “It… blitzed her.”


      “No! That fast?” Jocelyn stared up at him, eyes fevered and wide, wanting him to deny what she could see.


      “Mantis…” The realization squeezed his throat. “It’s damn quick.”


      “You hit it, though,” Jocelyn said.


      “Luck. Just luck.”


      “We’ve… never…”


      “This one’s got some new tricks.”


      Jocelyn’s voice was watery, plaintive. “But Fanny! She could protect herself better’n anybody!”


      

      “Yeasay. Yeasay.”


      “She knew everything.”

      


      “Not this.”


      In Fanny’s half-closed, fear-racked eyes Killeen saw signs which the Family had been spared for months. Around her eyes oozed

         pale gray pus. A bloodshot bubble formed in the pus as he watched. The bubble popped and let forth a rancid gas.

      


      The Mantis had somehow interrogated Fanny’s nerves, her body, her very self—all in moments. Mechs could never before do that

         swiftly, from a distance. Until now, a Marauder mech had to capture a human for at least several uninterrupted minutes.

      


      That had been a small advantage humanity had over the roving, predator mechs, and if this Mantis was a sign, that thin edge

         was now lost.

      


      Killeen bent to see. Jocelyn peeled back the hard-webbed rubbery skinsuit. Fanny’s flesh looked as though thousands of tiny

         needles had poked through it, from inside. Small splotches of blueblack blood had already dried just under the skin.

      


      The Mantis had invaded her, read all. In a single scratching instant it had peeled back the intertwined neuronets that were

         Fanny and had learned the story of her, the tale each human embeds within herself. The ways she had taken pleasure. How she

         had felt the sharp stab of pain. When and why she had weathered the myriad defeats that were backrolled behind her, a long

         undeviating succession of dark and light and swarming dark again, through which she had advanced with stolid and unyielding

         pace, her steady path cut through the mosaic of worlds and hopes and incessant war.

      


      The Marauder-class mechs sometimes wanted that: 

         not metals or volatiles or supplies of any sort. Nor even the tiny chips of brimming ’lectric craft which mere men often sought

         and stole from lesser mechs, the navvys and luggos and pickers.

      


      The suredeath. Marauders wanted information, data, the very self. And in questioning each small corner of Fanny the Mantis

         had sucked and gnawed and erased everything that had made her Fanny.

      


      Killeen cried in confused rage. He sprinted back to the fragmented Mantis and yanked free a leg strut.


      Chest heaving, he slammed the arm-length strut into the wreckage, sending parts flying. Ledroff tried to call to him and he

         bellowed something and then shut down his comm line entirely.

      


      He did not know how long the smashing and shouting lasted. It filled him and then finally emptied him in the same proportion,

         expending his rage into the limitless air.

      


      When he was done he walked back to Fanny and raised the strut in mute, defeated salute.


      This was the worst kind of death. It took from you more than your present life, far more—it stole also the past of once-felt

         glory and fleeting verve. It drowned life in the choking black syrup of the mechmind. It laid waste by absorbing and denying,

         leaving no sign that the gone had ever truly been.

      


      Once so chewed and devoured, the mind could never be rescued by the workings of men. If the Mantis had merely killed her,

         the Family could probably have salvaged some fraction of the true Fanny. From the cooling brain they could have extracted

         her knowledge, tinted with her personality. She would have been stored in the mind of a Family member, become an Aspect.

      


      The Mantis had left not even that.


      

      The suredeath. Tonight, in the final laying-low of Fanny, there would be no truth to extract from the limp hollowed body which

         Killeen saw so forlorn and crumpled before him. The Family could carry none of her forward and so it was almost as though

         she had never walked the unending march that was humanity’s lot.

      


      Killeen began to cry without knowing it. He had left the valley with the Family before he noticed the slow-burning ache he

         carried. Only then did he see that this was a way that Fanny still lived, but all the same it was no comfort.

      


   

      TWO


      Shadows stretched long and threatening, pointing away from the hoteye of the Eater. Its harsh radiance cast fingers across

         the stream-cut plain, fingers reaching toward the onstruggling human tide.

      


      Each windgouged rock, though itself dull and worn, cast a lively colored shadow. The Eater’s outer ring was smoldering red,

         while the inner bullseye glared a hard blue. As disksetting came and the Eater sank to the horizon, it drew from the least

         rocky upjut a tail of chromatic ribbons. Shifting shadows warped the land, stretching perspectives. The seeing was hard.

      


      So it was a while before Killeen was sure. He blinked his eyes, jumping his vision through the spectrum, and barely picked

         up the wavering fern-green pip.

      


      “Heysay,” he called. “Ledroff! Give a hard lookleft.”


      

      The Family was spread through a canyon shattered by some ancient conflict. No one was closer than a klick. They slowed, glad

         to pause after the hours of steady, fearful flight.

      


      “For what?” Ledroff called.


      “See a Trough?”


      “No.”


      Killeen panted slowly, smoothly, not wanting the sour sound of his fatigue to carry to the others. Ledroff’s response was

         slow and minimal. Killeen knew that if Fanny had been speaking, Ledroff would have been sharp and quick. By Family tradition,

         they would choose a new Cap’n as soon as they found safe camp. Until then, Killeen was point and called their maneuvers. Ledroff

         understood, but that didn’t stop his grumbling.

      


      They had paused to conduct a quick service for Fanny, concealing the body in a hastily made cairn. Then they had run long

         and hard. They could not go much farther. Killeen had to find shelter.

      


      “Jocelyn? See anything?”


      “I… maybe.”


      “Where?”


      “A little thing… could be a mistake…” Strain laced her thin voice.


      “Can you cross-scan with me?”


      “I… here…”


      A quick picture flared in Killeen’s right eye. Jocelyn’s overlay showed a sputtering blip.


      “Let’s find it,” he said.


      “Naysay,” Ledroff said sternly. “Better we sack in the open.”


      “And shut ourselves down?” Jocelyn asked, disbelieving.


      “Safer. Mech will naysay it’s us.”


      

      “We’re too tired,” Killeen said. He knew Ledroff would have been right, if the Family wasn’t played out. Mechs usually couldn’t

         find a human in a powered-down suit. They scented circuits, not skin.

      


      “Trough? Found Trough?” Toby sounded fuzzy from daze-marching.


      “Could be,” Killeen said. “Let’s look.”


      Ledroff shouted, “Noway!”


      But a chorus of assent drowned him out. Ledroff started arguing. Which was what you’d expect when a Family marched without

         electing a new Cap’n. They all needed to rest and think.

      


      Killeen ignored Ledroff and loped in long low strides over the nearest hill. It took teeth-gritting effort to achieve the

         flowing smoothness but he knew the following Family would take note. Without thinking about the matter clearly he understood

         that, worn to a brittle thinness, the Family needed some display of strength to give confidence, to regain their vector.

      


      Ledroff came up behind. Killeen’s eyes automatically integrated Jocelyn’s display and picked up the sputtering slight promise-note

         again. He surged over rumpled, scarred hills and realized he had overshot only when the signal faded.

      


      “It’s buried,” he said.


      “Where?” Ledroff asked with a cutting, impatient edge.


      “Under that old factory.”


      Tucked into a dimpled seam were sloping sheds of wrought rockmetal. Navvys clucked and rolled and labored around them, carrying

         out the endless production that had given mechs their steady dominion over humanity. Such sheds were erected wherever the

         land offered a 

         rich seam of weather-collected minerals. This was a neglected station, far from the lands where mechs chose to build their

         majestic woven ceramic warrens. Yet the endless succession of such minor stations had flooded this world with mechlife and

         soon, Killeen reflected, might end the long battle between the mechs and all else.

      


      “Nosee! No is,” Sunyat called from far away. She was always the most cautious of the Family. “Maybe trap.”


      Killeen made a show of ignoring her, same as he had done to Ledroff. Most times that was the best way, rather than talk. “Trough’s

         buried. Navvys’ve built on top of it.”

      


      “Troughs’re that old?” Jocelyn asked.

      


      “Old as mechs. Old as men,” Killeen said. He landed beside a navvy and followed the half-blind thing as it rolled into the

         factory. Sure enough, the navvys were refining some ceramo-base extract from the rocks, oblivious to the large rusted door

         that formed one whole wall of their little world.

      


      Within moments the Family had converged on the factory. They sapped each navvy, powering them down enough to pry out some

         portable power cells, but not so far that the navvy would register a malf. At this they moved with accustomed grace. This

         small place had no supervisor mechs to confront, no dangers. Navvys were easy pickings. The fact that the Family was like

         rats stealing crumbs from a back larder did not concern or bother them.

      


      Ledroff went into the Trough first, Killeen behind. It was a vast old barn, ripe with scents Killeen savored in the air. The

         Family conducted its entry automatically, each darting forward while the others covered, exchanging not a word. Killeen and

         Jocelyn crept carefully along rows of leaky vats, boots squishing in the slop.

      


      

      Nothing. No navvys came to greet them, mistaking them for mechs. That meant this Trough was tended poorly, expected few visitors.

         Its navvys were loaned to the factory outside.

      


      “Out of business,” Ledroff grunted, sitting down on an iron-ribbed casement. He started shucking off his suit.


      “Food’s good,” Jocelyn said. She had already stuck a fist into an urn of thick syrupy stuff. She licked it with relish. Long

         brown hair spilled over her helmet ring, escaping. Her bony face relaxed into tired contentment.

      


      Killeen listened as other Family prowled the long hallways, sending back the same report: nobody home. He went back to the

         entrance and helped swing the big moly-carb hatch closed. That was it, for him. They were in safe haven and now he let himself

         lie down, feeling the quiet moist welcome of the Trough envelop him.

      


      Around him the Family unsuited. He watched them lazily. Jocelyn shucked her knobby knee cowlings with a heavy sigh. Mud had

         spattered her shin sheaths; she had to pop their pinnings free with the heel of her hand. Her slab-muscled thighs moved gracefully

         in the dappled light, but inspired no answering in Killeen.

      


      The Family removed their webbed weaves and tri-socketed aluminum sheaths, revealing skins of porcelain, chocolate, sallow.

         Their flesh had red, flaky areas where insulation bunched and rubbed. Many carried ruddy seams of forgotten operations. Others

         showed the blue-veined traceries of old implants. These were add-ons from the days when the Family still knew how to work

         such things. Glossy slick spots spoke of injuries soothed. But nothing could shore up the sagging flesh, the pouch-bellies

         of inflamed organs. The Family carried a wearying burden of slowly accumulating biotroubles, unfixable 

         without the technology that they had lost with the Citadel.

      


      Jocelyn had found a bubbling caldron of sweetyeast. Killeen ate some of the foamy yellow head with the single-minded ferocity

         that the years of wandering had taught each of them. It had been four weeks now since they’d last found a Trough. They all

         had been running on hardpack rations and bitter water hand-scooped from tiny, rare streams.

      


      Troughs were all that kept them alive now. The dank, dark places had been made for the Marauder-class mechs, and of course

         for the higher mechs for which humans had no names because men never survived a meeting with one. Marauders—like Lancers,

         Snouts, Trompers, Baba Yaggas—needed bioproducts. Roving, they sometimes stopped in at the randomly sited Troughs to refeed

         their interior, organic parts.

      


      “Think this’s better?” Jocelyn asked quietly. She displayed her hair, now washed. Killeen realized he had dozed off for a

         while.

      


      “Looks different, yeasay. Fine.”


      He could never think of anything to say to her these days. She was finger-curling her hair into a tide of tight whorls that

         seemed to rush away from her high forehead. Cermo-the-Slow carefully combed her side panels down from the crown. Jocelyn had

         already parted and smoothed Cermo’s bushy blond growth, which sloped over his ears with streamers of white and yellow. A blue

         elastic gathered his thick tufts into a firm knot at the base of his skull.

      


      Killeen dreamily squatted, watching Cermo groom Jocelyn. A life of running had given all the Family legs which could squat

         for days, ready to move instantly. It 

         had also given them helmets for protection, which in turn messed their hair. In the years when humanity dwelled in the Citadel,

         those who went out to forage among the slowly encroaching mechworld had been treated to a ceremonial cleansing upon their

         return. This ritual expanded from a mere efficient scrub into a prolonged bath and hairdressing. Those brave enough to venture

         forth deserved a marker, and their hair became their badge. At each return they would sculpt it differently, whether men or

         women, affecting elaborate confections. They wore lustrous locks lightly bound by a jeweled circlet, or thick slabs parted

         laterally, or two narrow strips with a blank band between; this last was termed a reverse Mohawk, though no one could recall

         now what the proper name meant.

      


      Killeen liked his hair done as finely as any. It was long, with rumpled currents working into unmanageable snarls at his neck.

         Undoing the damage of the march would take patience.

      


      He decided that this was not the right moment to ask Jocelyn. He had paid little attention to her of late, had little feeling

         for her beyond the simple, automatic brotherhood he gave any other of the Family. They had slept together—fitfully, as all

         things were now—for years. But a hundred days ago the Family had decided in Whole Council to numb the sex centers of each

         member.

      


      It was a necessary move, even overdue. Killeen had voted for it himself. They could not squander the energy, psychic and physical

         alike, which men and women expended on each other. It was the firmest measure of their desperation. Sex was a great bonding.

         But alertness and single-minded energy rewarded the hunted with survival. The Family had learned this sorely.

      


      

      There was far more to the transcending magic between men and women than the chip-controlled sexcen. He felt this whenever

         he spoke to Jocelyn. Old resonances rang in him, coiling pressures unfurled.

      


      But it was never with Jocelyn the way it had been with Veronica. He knew now that it never would be. That had passed from

         his life.

      


      Still, they could share the pleasures of grooming. They moved continually, every frag of packmass weighing on the tip-edge

         of survival, and hair had become their sole remaining mirror of self pride. They combed and slicked and pigmented themselves,

         against the raw rub of their world. Plucking beauty from a tangled, smelly mat brought some small refuge.

      


      The sweetyeast had finished its work. Cermo had dropped a pinch of primer into vats as soon as the Family entered. Long ago,

         the mechs had converted their organic proteins, made the molecules helix in the sense opposite to what humans could digest.

         Cermo’s precious primer—a dwindling legacy of the Citadel—coiled the helix back, to human use.

      


      Cermo and Killeen popped the release valve on a big vat and portioned bowls of froth out to the eager Family. To force the

         valve, Killeen used the leg strut he had taken from the Mantis. It seemed right to use a trophy as a pilfer tool.

      


      When Killeen felt the sugary sap working in him, bringing an emberburn of interest, he lurched to his feet again and went

         to pace through the Trough. Its long, inky corridors reeked of coarse full grain, of buttery soup, or ripe tastes unnameable.

      


      It could have been a thousand years since a Crafter or Stalker came here, seeking food. Yet the Trough murmured 

         and cooked on. Its repair displays still offered themselves, articulated arms yawning for the embrace of a mech. Electrical

         auras buzzed, trying to entice vagrant machines with indecipherable crackling promises of renewed energies. The worn or damaged

         mechs who wandered into a Trough might know only dimly what they needed, or that they needed anything at all. The Trough seduced

         them with sensuous lubrication, with fresh clip-in components, with rich mechwealth humans could tap only fractionally.

      


      Killeen found a huge cavern in which blue-green lichen hung in strands, fluttering in the passing almond-rich breeze. Trompers

         liked those, he knew. A mere tongue-lick would kill a fullgrown man.

      


      In a side passage were stacks of grease-paste. Some said mechs ate the slimy nuggets, while others thought it was a lubricant.

         Killeen slashed open cases, watching it shower out, cursing under his breath. If humans starved, so would mechs.

      


      Another cavern offered great mossy black slabs. Snouts used those to replace living polybind joints. Killeen’s father had

         shown him all these things, knew their function. But now the Family could use only what it could carry.

      


      “Dad?”


      Killeen was startled. “Naysay!” he called softly, swiftly. “Bear on my spark.”


      “Why?” came Toby’s stillsoft voice, all electrical.


      “Naysay!”


      Toby came flitting through the pools of shadow, between vast vats of fuming vapors. The boy automatically moved to take advantage

         of light’s inky confusions, as twelve hard years had taught him.

      


      

      Toby reached his father and gazed up at him in the amber halflight. His face was unmarked by fear, dark eyes open to a world

         of endless new adventure. “Why be so quiet?”

      


      “If there’re defense mechs, they’d hide far back in here.”


      “Jazz! You think there might be?”


      Killeen didn’t, really, but anything that made the boy cautious was useful. “Suresay, I would.”


      “I naysaw any,” Toby said breathlessly. As did all members of the Family, they grasped and patted each other in the dark,

         hands speaking, trusting the human press of flesh over all other signatures.

      


      “They carry cutters. Slice you spinewise in the dark.” He cuffed Toby slightly, grinning.


      “I cut them.”


      “Noway nosay.”


      “I will.”


      “With what?”


      “This.”


      Toby produced a forked circuit-choker. It had long prongs that could wriggle into any mech’s input hole. Some said the senstive

         tips were living-tech, organic.

      


      “Where’d you get that?”


      Toby smiled impishly. His bright eyes danced merrily as he read his Dad’s puzzlement. “Junkpile.”


      “Where?” Killeen tried not to let his concern show.


      “C’mon.”


      Toby was starved for playmates. In the years since Calamity, the Family had been forced to wander, never spending more than

         a few days in a single place. Any longer and some silent alarm might bring Lancers or worse.

      


      

      So the boys and girls of the Family had never known permanence, never paused anyplace to build a play fort or learn the intricacies

         of shared, invented games. Watching Toby bound away into the veined halfdusk, Killeen wondered if Toby needed games at all.

         To him their long flight from the Calamity was like a play of endless pursuit. Life was a game.

      


      Toby had seen dozens die, but with the effortless immortality of the young could shrug it off. The Family’s blighted history

         was still only a talked-about backdrop, weightless. And Toby was too young to understand the Aspects, though he knew that

         in some way the dead still lived through them. That was apparently enough.

      


      Ahead, Toby disappeared down a gloomy passage. Killeen had to stoop to follow, his nose filling with the musk of moldering

         grease.

      


      “Here,” Toby whispered.


      Killeen felt a chill steal over him as he poked at the pile of debris. Carbs, axles, sprocket drives, plugs and caps and tanks.

         Parts he recognized without understanding.

      


      All from a Marauder-class mech.


      All the latest designs.


      All burnished with use, but still showing silvershine where they’d been protected from the grit outside.


      “Good stuff,” Killeen said casually.


      “Yeafold, eh-say?”


      “Ummmm…” But parts of what?


      “Can I use it, then?”


      Killeen hefted a crosshead block. It was big enough to fit on a Stalker. “Uh, what?”


      Exasperated, Toby said, “This” holding out the circuit-choker.

      


      

      “Oh. What for?”


      “Kill navvys!”


      Killeen looked around, studying the pools of shadow. If a Stalker was in here, had heard the Family come through the hatch,

         and decided to bide its time…

      


      “Well?”


      Speculations. And a fidgety feeling. That was all.


      Killeen looked at his son and saw there the open testament of all that he could hope to pass on, the slender thread of his

         posterity. Yet Toby would not be fully what a human could be in this harsh world if he had his childhood stolen from him.

         He needed a sense of security, of certainties. And if Toby became fearful now, he would sleep poorly. Tomorrow he would be

         less swift.

      


      “Come on, we’ll go back, hit the food vats. Have some more chow.”


      “Awwww…”


      “Then we’ll go outside, maybe, nick some navvys.”


      Toby brightened. He was the last child in the Family. Mechs and accident and racking disease had stolen all the others. “Jazz!”


      Killeen got the boy to play a kind of hide and seek, with Toby leading the way back. This let Killeen rear guard without seeming

         to do so, ears pricked. He sensed nothing strange. The caverns rang hollow, empty, waiting.

      


      When they reached the vats Toby was winded. Killeen found him a glob of sticky foam stuff that smelled of leather and spice.

         Then he went to Ledroff and described the mech parts.

      


      “So? I checked the whole place,” Ledroff said. “Had Jake-the-Shaper do it, too.”


      “Those parts weren’t old. Latest stuff.”


      

      “So a mech left ’em.”


      “And might be back.”


      “Might not, too.” Ledroff squinted at Killeen. His luxuriant black beard grew up to his eyes and hid his expression, but the

         cutting edge of Ledroff’s voice was clear enough.

      


      “You wanted we sack down in the valley, ’member?” Killeen said evenly.


      “So?”


      “Maybe you were right.”


      Ledroff shrugged elaborately. “Different now.”


      Something had changed since arriving here, something to give Ledroff assurance. Killeen shook his head. “It’s damnsight odd.

         Why’re parts left in a pile? Usually navvys take ’em.”

      


      Ledroff grinned, showing broad yellow teeth. He looked around at the few Family members within earshot and raised his voice.

         “What’s got you so jumpy?”

      


      “That Mantis today.”


      “Whatsay of it?” Ledroff demanded loudly.


      “Fanny said once that a Mantis, it works with others.”


      “What others?” Ledroff’s bushy eyebrows lowered, encasing his eyes in shadow.


      “There were a bunch of navvys in that valley.”


      “Near where the Mantis was?” Ledroff’s lips lingered on the words, turning them over for inspection.


      “Yea. Ten of ’em at least—”


      “Those can’t hunt us,” Ledroff said scornfully. “You’re getting addled.”


      Killeen smiled grimly. “You ever see a Marauder-class mech travel with navvys?”


      “I’d vex on mechs, not navvys.” Ledroff laughed 

         loudly. The rhyming’s slight taunt confirmed Killeen’s suspicion. Ledroff was playing to the audience. But why?

      


      “A mech who has navvys can have other mechs. Stalkers. Or Lancers.”


      “You can be night guard, then,” Ledroff said mildly. “Put your vexings to good work.”


      He unstuck a gobbet of organic paste from his belt and offered it to Killeen. The Family nearby nodded, as if some point had

         been made, and went back to digesting their motley meals. Killeen only dimly sensed what Ledroff wanted with such talk, but

         decided to let it go. Fanny’s death had fair well unhinged them all.

      


      Killeen took the food and ate, an age-old sign of comradeship. Ledroff smiled and walked off. Toby came from seeking more

         sweet and thumped down beside his father, gesturing at Ledroff. “What wanted?”

      


      “Talk of the laying-low,” Killeen said. No reason to bother the boy with his own misgivings.


      “When’ll it be?”


      “A while.”


      “Time for some more of the sticky?”


      “Sure.”


      Toby hesitated for a moment. “It’s okay, the sticky. But when’re we finding a Casa again?”


      “We’ll start looking tomorrow.”


      Toby seemed content with that stock answer, and went scampering off. Killeen found some rank but nourishing stuff that tasted

         like metal filings mixed in cardboard. His thumbnail chemsensor assured him it wasn’t poisoned; Marauders did a lot of that.
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