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Part 1

	Greasy gray dark. Slippery, smeary confusion.

	When I open my eyes, shapes coalesce. Metal clinks against metal. I sway, suspended above the ground.

	Across from me there is a shape, and I see it move. Something alive.

	I don’t know why but I reach up to touch one side of my head. Violent nausea. I retch, and see blue everywhere, and I can’t tell which direction is up.

	When the feeling fades and everything is real again, I open my eyes. It’s a girl that’s across from me. I don’t touch my head.

	The girl is sitting on the floor like I am, her back against rusted metal bars. I feel them at my back, too. She is in the dark, but I think I see her eyes moving. She is watching me.

	Later, there is a little more light. A man is outside our cage, looking in. His brown cheeks are rough with a patchy beard.

	He speaks to the girl. He’s smiling but it’s an ugly smile. He opens his pants and gestures at himself, thrusts suggestively at the girl. I look at her face, and she squeezes her eyes shut and turns her head away.

	“Stop it,” I say.

	Both of them look at me, startled.

	“Leave,” I tell the man. He looks at me, both angry and scared. And he leaves.

	I look at the girl, and she looks at me. Her eyes are wide now. She’s waiting for me to do something.

	Her long arms and legs are bony, but her face is still round and sweet. She must be young, on the cusp of her body changing. One of her sleeves is torn and there’s some caked blood on her arm.

	How long have I been staring at her? Three men come, their faces and arms covered with patches of calloused, horny skin. They bring water and we drink it while they talk. I hear their voices, but I can’t understand them. They walk around the girl’s side of the cage and grab at her through the bars. They don’t come to my side at all.

	I hold out my arm and say, “Come here,” to her.

	She looks at me for only a moment, then she scoots across the small distance between us and fits herself into the space I make for her. The men’s eyes grow narrow in their crusty faces and as they leave, they shove the cage. It swings on its chain and knocks once against the wall.

	The shock sends me spiraling into that greasy limbo again and when I come to, the men are gone and I’m holding the girl tightly against my side. She smells like sweat and urine. But the skin of her bare arm under my hand is smooth and tender. When I touch her, I’m overpowered by some unrecognizable feeling that sends me sliding back to the edge of that gray chasm, and I fight to stay conscious.

	She buries her head in my shoulder. “Momma,” she says.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I think she sleeps for a while. Maybe I sleep. I’m thirsty and I try not to drink all the water so she can have plenty.

	“Why can’t I remember your name?” I ask her.

	“Your head,” she looks up at me. “It’s cracked open. What happened to you?”

	I don’t know. I don’t know anything. “But what is your name, daughter? Remind me just once.”

	“Anissa.”

	Quietly I whisper, “Anissa,” and stroke her temple. She relaxes into me. I feel her fear fading.

	The men come back determined. They have poles with them that have metal crooks on the end. They pull the cage door open and reach in to hook Anissa. There is struggling and curses and Anissa cries out and I won’t let her go so they end up pulling us both out. But they won’t touch me. They give me a little prod with the poles, but they won’t hook me. They want Anissa and they try to separate us.

	I still can’t understand them. I can’t focus. I hear their words, but they don’t seem to make any sense.

	They have her now. Away from me. They are holding her arms and blocking me with the poles.

	“Momma!” she screams, reaching out for me. “Momma! Call the pillars-of-flame!” They are dragging her away. “MOMMA!”

	I push forward and reach her. One of the men puts a firm hand on my arm. As if in response, a needle of cold lances through my head just above my ear. I feel Anissa throw her arms about me as columns of blinding white engulf each man. Anissa and I hide our faces against each other, the roaring in our ears drowning out all else.

	Just as suddenly, it is terribly quiet. My ears are ringing, and my eyes see strange after-images. There are no corpses. Three piles of smoldering carbon lay in a semi-circle around us. Above each pile there’s a hole melted through the roof, the edges still smoking.

	Anissa makes a strange little sound. She’s quiet for a moment, then makes it again, then dissolves into laughter. Manic laughter. She goes limp. I catch her in my arms and carry her out of the building and see how crudely it’s built, with stacked rocks and mud slathered in the cracks. The streets outside are rutted dirt and gravel. There are some sickly-looking trees with only a little foliage, and there are smaller huts in the distance, not far. They are all topped with flimsy hammered metal sheets. Even the parched gardens and some of the paths are shaded with them.

	The sky is overcast but as I stand there holding Anissa the clouds slide by and the sun glares down. Heat breaks over me and my skin prickles uncomfortably. The squat bush at the edge of the path curls its leaves into tight rolls. I rush to stand under a metal shade and my eyes scan the area. There are miles of arid nothingness all around us. And all of it under the cruel eye of the sun.

	Poor Anissa. I let her stand, but she is still weak. I breathe evenly, deeply and hold her to my chest so she can feel my calm. A ways off, there’s a dip in the landscape and a row of trees. As soon as the clouds blow overhead and shade the ground, I set off across the yard, supporting Anissa. It’s a long way to go and the edges of my thoughts begin to gray. I focus straight ahead and push on, step by stumbling step.

	We make it. I find a spot in the shade of the trees on a ridge and look down a crumbling bank to a shallow river running orange with dirt. I take Anissa’s arm and we scramble down the bank. The chalky silt at the river’s margins is ankle-deep. We slog through and begin to splash our arms and legs and necks to clean off everything we accumulated in the cage.

	“Don’t drink it,” I tell Anissa.

	“It’s probably what they gave us to drink,” she says in a teary voice.

	“Who are they?” I ask.

	She looks over her shoulder up the rise. “They are the Intha, Momma, you know that.”

	The clouds drift by and the sun bakes us again. Anissa whimpers and we rush back to the trees. But they have curled their leaves and no longer provide much shade.

	“We have to hide from it!” Anissa shades her eyes, but the light doesn’t bother me. “We’ll be burned.”

	Behind us there is noise. We squat low and turn to peer over the ridge. The sun on my neck, even in the shade, is searing. Men and women are gathering around the hut we were in. They peer inside, though they don’t enter, and scan the paths around them. Their roughened brown skin and brown clothes fade into the landscape.

	“Where can we go?” I whisper to Anissa. “Are we far from home?”

	“Far,” she says in a small voice. “So far.”

	Quickly I say, “It will be dark in a few hours. We can travel easier then and find a place to shelter in the day. We will make a plan, Anissa. I will take you home. Our home.” I remember nothing about it, but already I’m longing for it.

	She moves closer to me, both of us watching the group of Intha carefully. I hate that she is exposed to the unfiltered sunshine. I know, somehow, that it is harming her subtly. It’s not just the heat of it. I have to get her away.

	Clouds cover the sun again.

	“Come on.” I lead Anissa back down to the water.

	She drinks some and I can’t tell her not to because she must be so thirsty, but it floods me with worry to see her do it.

	“We have to follow the river,” she tells me. “That will lead us home.”

	I look upriver and see that in places the bank is undercut and there are shaded spots. It’s not enough to conceal us for long but it’s better than being in the open.

	We start walking quickly against the flow of the river. When the sun breaks free of the clouds we jog until we reach the shaded bank. We squelch through the silt as long lizards slide away from us under the water, abandoning the shade for opaque water. We sit, and water soaks through our pants and wicks up our clothing.

	When we’re resting, I can feel just how tired I am, how thirsty I am. I’m more aware of the ever-present ache in my head that makes clear thinking so difficult, that makes the world spin if I exert myself. There are thoughts swimming around in back of the gray. But I can’t reach them.

	“What do the Intha want with us?” I ask Anissa.

	Her eyes lose their vacant look, and she lifts her chin.

	“Me, they want because I’m Riches, from the Tribes-under-the-Dome. We live there in bounty and our babies are so beautiful. You know, Momma.” She smiles at me, so happy.

	I’m not sure what she
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