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  Chapter 1


  “Lock and load, people,” Sergeant Evans shouted over the roar of the rotor blades. “Lock and load!”


  Silas groaned. The sergeant thought he was John Wayne and they were in a movie. Most of the hastily assembled ten-person squad had never seen combat—or a John Wayne movie.


  Kill me now, he wanted to reply. He was hungover. His jaw ached as a loose filling rattled with every rotation of the rotor blades. He glanced out of the copter’s open doors and a chill went down his spine.


  They were over the Stasis. Not a building in sight, just an unending expanse of trees without the slightest sign of humans—no clear-cut areas, no cultivated fields, certainly no structures. Instead, there was a wide river (without the inevitable dams), amazingly clear air, and in the distance, a squadron of geese. It was disorienting to look down on such a lush landscape and not see the usual bewildering maze of rooftops, jumbled together in every size, shape, and color, beneath which people lived the lives of electronically hooked-up gophers.


  Im…possible. He closed his eyes, feeling the rattle of the rotor blades in his teeth. Somehow, they were still aloft. No one had flown over the Stasis since the day it had suddenly appeared—at least, no one who had ever returned to tell the tale.


  Evans plopped down next to him. “New technology, sir—they figured a way around the Stasis,” he explained, as if he’d read Silas’s mind. “No engines or electricity necessary. Even so, none of it should be working, because it’s still a machine. That’d be why they sent us, to find out how this is even possible.”


  Officially, as the lieutenant, Silas was in charge of the squad; Sergeant Evans was supposed to be taking his orders. But Evans, as usual, was doing both of their jobs without complaint.


  Silas’s mouth was dry from his night of boozing. He’d neglected to drink enough water that morning, and his hangover was ferocious. “For what?” he muttered. “There’s no there there.” Everyone knows that.


  Three hundred and twelve years ago, the Stasis had appeared, covering most of the Pacific Northwest in an instant. The people who had been inside its perimeter had abruptly found themselves outside it with only the clothing on their backs. Everyone grew up watching footage of the millions of Evicted, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, filling every available open space for miles around the Stasis. The government had collapsed, unable to take care of the influx of homeless. The Founders of the Second Republic had come to power, promising to fix the problem, though in hindsight, they hadn’t done much better than the previous administration.


  Of course, that’s not what the history books said. Silas was one of the few who’d sought out pre-Founder publications, physical books that couldn’t be changed, or erased with a single digital wipe.


  The Founders had tried bombing the Stasis, to no effect—but it had made everyone feel better and had cemented their popularity and power. The Stasis had become an existential danger to civilization.


  For a generation, no one knew much about what was inside of the Stasis. Oh, it was possible to see things in there: a virgin forest, mountains, and expanses of high desert here once there had been interstates and bridges and thriving cities. If you didn’t look directly at it, you could see a shimmer at the border, but no one was sure if this was a physical boundary or if it was simply caused by the clean air inside meeting the pollution outside. No one could cross the invisible barrier, and no plane could fly over it. Even the satellites that orbited far above stopped working when they passed over the Stasis. Binoculars and scopes couldn’t penetrate any farther than the naked eye.


  It wasn’t until crazy old Shep Carmichael had stripped off his clothing and danced across the border that anyone discovered something new about the Stasis. He came back raving about a pristine wilderness, without the slightest sign that mankind had ever been there.


  A few others had tried going across the boundary naked, and it hadn’t ended well. Within a few steps of entering—and in full sight of the loved ones they’d left behind—they’d died in alarming ways. For some, it was as if their heads had exploded. It took a long time to figure out that the fillings in their mouths had blown up. Others seemed to melt into pile of flesh, or have huge holes open up inside their bodies. Transplanted organs would disappear, never mind pacemakers or any other kind of implant. Surgery scars would open up as if they had never been closed, and people would bleed out in moments. Anyone who’d ever had a vaccine fell screaming to the ground, insisting with their dying breaths that their blood was boiling.


  Those rare humans who’d never had any work done on their bodies, or who were willing to defy the vaccination laws or have their fillings (or their teeth) removed—usually the young and the stupid—had decided that this was God’s doing, that only the pure and innocent could live in the Stasis.


  Innocent or not, no one had ever come back, nor, once they had passed beyond sight of the border, had they ever been seen again.


  Another hundred years of crackpots, utopians, and cults had provided more information, but in a nutshell, nothing manmade could cross over. And few modern citizens of the Second Republic lived without technological assistance.


  Evans said, “The Founders already sent a crew in on foot, fully armed and equipped. One guy made it back. Found something unusual, apparently.”


  One guy made it back? Great.


  Silas was about to ask what the returning soldier had found when the copter lurched and dropped from under them, leaving his stomach somewhere near his throat. He turned away, hiding his nausea. Slowly, the copter leveled off and continued on.


  He had to hand it to Sergeant Evans. He didn’t look the slightest bit worried. Didn’t have enough imagination to be scared; probably knew nothing more about the Stasis than what was portrayed in the movies. Silas, on the other hand, had spent an entire pimple-filled teenage year reading everything he could about the forsaken place, finally concluding that it wasn’t somewhere he wanted to end up.


  And yet, here I am. How come Evans knows what’s happening and I don’t?


  “I hereby resign my commission,” he muttered, knowing he couldn’t be heard. Since he’d napped during much of the briefing, he’d just tried to look commanding and agree with everything the sergeant said. Silas now vaguely remembered the general saying something about the Stasis weakening.


  “Heard about it in the mess hall, sir,” Evans shouted, again as if reading his mind. “Something about tech working as long as it’s not too mechanical; you know, nothing like an engine—more like a rubber band.”


  Rubber band, huh? I wonder how far that will get us?


  Now that he thought about it, the helicopter looked a little strange, with a weird bulge on top. But then, the Founders were always trying out new technology, with the grunts as their guinea pigs. The brainboxes tried the technology in digital simulations first, and it always seemed to work. Put it in the real world, though, and half the time, it failed. More soldiers were killed in accidents than in combat these days. Especially since there wasn’t much combat anymore—just putting down local rebellions with citizens who had nowhere near the equivalent firepower.


  Though that was starting to change. There was trouble brewing down in the places where the Founders weren’t welcome. Up until recently, everyone had had enough access to the Simulation to feel included. They could live parallel lives in virtual reality that was better than the way most of the ruling class lived. But the newest Simulation was getting too expensive even for what was left of the middle class.


  The Founders are making a big mistake, Silas thought. As long as everyone was getting bread and, even more importantly, could take part in the circus, everyone was content. It didn’t matter what their actual physical circumstances—which got more desperate every year—were, as long as they could escape into the Simu. But take that illusion away, and what have they got?


  Pretty much nothing.


  Silas patted the weapon on his lap, as if for luck. He looked down at the unnaturally natural greenery and shuddered. Just think of it as a Simulation.


  His loose filling had stopped rattling. The rotors were slowing down, and the copter was losing height rapidly. Apparently, the “rubber band,” whatever material it was made of, was unwinding.


  One of the pilots shouted and pointed starboard. They’d reached the Columbia River, or at least a stretch of it that was still on the map. They turned south over a tributary river that the old maps named the Deschutes. The surrounding land was forest, with a few meadows here and there. A herd of wild animals bounded toward the safety of the trees, and it took a second for Silas to identify them as elk. The only live one he’d seen before now had been a scrawny specimen in the zoo. These were wild and healthy animals, surprisingly large.


  From then on, Silas couldn’t take his eyes off the vista. Not long after, he saw a herd of smaller animals—from the flash of their tails, deer. Dark shapes surrounded one of the deer. For a second, Silas thought he was looking a pack of dogs, but he realized that, given his height, they had to be huge.


  Wolves…real live wolves.


  Astoundingly, off to one side, barely visible under the giant ponderosa pine trees, was the roof of a tiny dwelling. A meadow of yellow grass sloped down to the bright blue river, with green clumps of reeds on the banks. Beside the dwelling was a small enclosure with animals moving around inside it. As they got nearer, Silas saw that they were pigs and goats. On the other side was a garden, with neat rows of greenery.


  But no one lives here. Everyone knows that.


  In the end, the scientists had been unable to come up with an explanation for the Stasis and its effects; or rather, they had plenty of explanations, but none that they could prove: God or the gods, aliens, alternate worlds, black holes, rogue technology—the possibilities were endless. Most religions settled on the explanation of the Divine reimposing his, her, or their will on the world. Because of this belief, people still crossed over, most never to return. It was considered by most nowadays to be a form of suicide. This new paradise had turned out to be a tougher place than it looked.


  Personally, Silas thought the Stasis was nature’s way of dealing with mankind’s depredations, casting out the virus that was destroying it. When all of Earth was destroyed, the Stasis would remain.


  As the copter plunged downward, two small figures emerged from the dwelling and looked upward with round eyes and open mouths.


  Chapter 2


  Shani sits cross-legged in the middle of a bare room. Her past and her future narrow to a single point in time. Only this moment exists.


  There is no sound, no movement. Her consciousness fills the room and is as empty as the room. She requires nothing more. She expects nothing more.


  The house creaks ever so softly, the wind blowing outside. Dust swirls through her mind, then settles, and the room is empty again, silent, still.


  Mother has gone to fetch water. Soon Shani will rise and gather firewood. Together, they will collect apples from the tree, eggs from the hens, and fish from the traps. They will cook dinner, they will eat, they might chat for a while, and then they will go to their rooms to sleep.


  It is the same every day, and all the days blur together.


  It is all Shani has ever known, and she is content. There are other people in the world outside the Refuge. She knows this, though she has never been told it. It is obvious, as are the other things her mother has tried to keep secret. The mind unlocks mysteries that the mind discovers. She can’t help it, despite her mother’s wishes.


  She is not as strong as Hester.


  She smiles at the secret name she has given her mother, though Hester has told her they have no need of identifiers. All the characters in the books have names. One day, as a little girl, she decided to call her mother Hester, after a character in a story whose manner reminded her of her mother.


  Her own name, Shani, came later, a simple tendril of thought that caught hold and grew until she became Shani and Shani became her.


  She stirs, a sudden cramp in her right thigh. It is disturbing, for she has only been unthinking for a few hours. It seems to her that she once could spend the whole day unmoving, without a thought, without a care. She struggles to focus on her breathing, one breath after another, letting everything else slide by.


  Shani senses rather than hears Hester return to the house. The disturbance in her mood, which she would not have been able to put a name to, subsides, and calm returns, for her mother would want it so.


  All is as it should be.


  Her mother opens the door, bringing with her the scent of the summer day. Bringing back the awareness of time, and all that is the present now becomes the past.


  “Fetch wood for the fire, daughter.” Hester’s voice is low and measured, as musical as the strings of the old guitar she plays and accompanies with singing in a soft, drone-like voice each night before bed.


  Shani smiles and uncurls gracefully to her feet, grateful to be moving again and yet sorry that she is leaving the peace of the moment—the ever-present moment that exists when she forgets herself…


  All that recedes into the past. Now she wonders if the traps have fish, if Mother has already shucked the corn. How long has—had—she existed outside of time? The sunlight glances through the open doorway.


  It is late afternoon, and time begins anew.


  The wings of the bird thumped, thumped, thumped in tune with her heart, as if the very earth was being moved by the motion. As the wings slowed down, Shani saw that they turned in a circle.


  A machine, Shani thought. She wasn’t supposed to know about machines, but her mother had books hidden in her room that talked about them, as well as about such impossible things as cities, supermarkets, and war.


  The side of the bird opened, and two people jumped out.


  No, not people. Men. She knew it instinctively, before they even approached. Men. Another impossible but necessary thing; otherwise, she suspected, she wouldn’t be here, nor her mother, nor the books and the tools in the cabin, nor the cabin itself. Having never known a man, still she had felt their absence. Somewhere, at some time, men as well as women had helped in the creation of all these things.


  She’d known that men would come someday, if they still existed. How could they not?


  Her mother had said men were gone forever, and good riddance. Her mother had told her that the two of them were the last living people, but Shani had always known better. Sometimes a smell would waft by, or in the vast distance, beyond the forests and river and the cliffs, would be a far-off noise that couldn’t have come from nature. But the biggest clue of all was her mother’s fear, her unwillingness to venture far beyond the clearing—and most of all, her unwillingness to allow Shani to explore either.


  Bears, her mother said. Mountain lions. Rattlesnakes.


  All of these creatures existed, Shani knew. She’d seen them, and saw that they were as afraid of her as she—or really, her mother—was of them. But her mother’s fear was greater than that—greater, Shani sensed, than her fear of death itself.


  “Get inside, daughter,” her mother said now in a tone of voice Shani had never heard before—the stern tone Hester sometimes took, but at a lower register, as if the danger was more serious.


  Shani hesitated, then stood her ground. Her mother stared at her, face white with shock at this defiance. Over the last few seasons, Shani had contemplated saying the word “No” to Hester, just to see what it felt like. So far, she hadn’t had the courage. But now…


  “Leave me!” her mother shouted, and Shani turned on her bare heel and ran up the steps, slamming the door behind her.


  She put her ear to the door, sensing that her mother would be upset if she watched from the window.


  “Maamhowisitthatyouareherehowhaveyousurvived?” said a deep voice.


  The words came so fast they sounded foreign. It was like the language in books, but faster than the ear could hear, unlike the slow, measured tones of her mother’s everyday voice.


  “Ma’am,” Shani managed to translate. “How is it that you are here? How have you survived?”


  Her mother’s answer was almost unintelligible, her speech like nothing Shani had ever heard before, the words coming out firm and sharp and unbelievably fast. “The Refuge shelters us, for we ask nothing of it. I ask instead, how is it that you are here?”


  “The Stasis appears to be weakening, ma’am.”


  “No.” Hester’s voice was full of denial, and yet tinged with doubt. “It would not be allowed.”


  “Allowed by what?” the man said. There was a long silence, then he continued, “We can’t be sure how long it will last, ma’am. Perhaps you and your…daughter?…should come with us.”


  “Go away before it is too late. We want nothing to do with you.”


  “I’m afraid I must insist, ma’am. The Founders will want to talk to you.”


  “The Founders!” her mother scoffed. “Is that what they are calling themselves? They think themselves modern-day Washingtons and Jeffersons?”


  “Indeed. They saved us, just as the original Founders saved us.”


  Her mother cackled, sounding unhinged even to Shani. How quickly the blissful silence had been broken, the solitude and contentment gone with the thump, thump, thump of a mechanical bird. And now everything that her mother had ever said about the outside world made sense. There was no pity in the man’s voice, no respect.


  They’d planned for this day, even though Hester had insisted it would never come. Shani flipped over the rug in the middle of the floor and pulled open the trapdoor. She descended into the darkness, reached up and tried to pull the rug back into place, then closed the door quietly.


  At the end of a long, narrow tunnel was a small room with two backpacks in it. Shani grabbed hers and pushed against the door set among the rocks. She did this in the dark, from memory. The door opened an inch, letting sunlight flow into the basement, almost blinding her. It had been so long since they’d practiced their escape that the door adhered to the surrounding soil, making it difficult to open further.


  She pushed again and gained another half an inch.


  Then, with her mother’s shout of “Leave me!” still echoing in her ears, she summoned the strength to slam against the wood, pushing it open enough for her to slip through. But the backpack needed another inch of clearance, which she couldn’t seem to manage, and finally, frustrated, she removed the contents of the front pocket, dropping them to the ground.


  Beyond was a primeval forest, untouched. She ran down the middle of the path and then veered up onto the rocks, leaving no tracks for another mile, and reached the rendezvous point halfway up the cliff.


  Hester hears the trapdoor open and close, and for the first time since she heard the mechanical sound of the helicopter, she breathes deeply. Shani has escaped. For once, she allows herself to use the name she has never uttered aloud.


  The outsiders have come, as she always knew they would.


  They cannot be allowed to leave.


  It has been a long time since she has sensed the Being(s) who created the Refuge. She doesn’t believe this is because the Creator or Creators are getting weak; instead, it is as if they are losing interest in the Refuge. As if other things have become more important.


  She has tried to impart to her daughter the same lessons her own mother taught her, but Shani is a lively, precocious child—even going so far as to choose a name for herself! That had been a surprise, and one she hadn’t known what to do about, except to ignore.


  In hindsight, it seemed inevitable. It is hard to live in the moment when nothing ever happens. Hester’s mother had been unable to completely adapt, and Shani is more like her.


  But that is why they are here—to live in the moment, to witness the everlasting peace of nature. They were chosen and blessed. They have lived in true nature, in the ever-present moment of creation. Her daughter is getting to the age where she is starting to question, wondering about the history of this world. What she doesn’t understand is that in the Refuge, there is no history except what they create.


  She’d overheard her daughter talking out loud in her room once, saying the name Hester. It had stopped her in her tracks when she realized that Shani had named her. It had taken all of her willpower not to correct Shani with her real name, which she barely remembered. Instead, despite herself, she’d begun to think of herself as Hester.


  Hester had helped her mother build the cabin. It had taken a lifetime, and then another lifetime to maintain it. And always, in the space between breaths, the Creators asked her to put aside her tasks and feel the breeze in her hair, to smell the flowers and trees, to gaze up at the shades of green and blue, to hear the river’s current. To witness life, without disturbance.


  Hester has read all the books in the cabin, even those that were forbidden to her by her mother, and she smiled as her own daughter did the same thing. They never discussed the books or where they came from, but Hester had decided that they were necessary, for how else would they know what the world had once been and what it might be again?


  Her mother had been purer than her, unwilling to explain anything. When it had come time for Hester to have a daughter, she’d been taken to the border, and there she had mated with an unsuspecting stranger, and that had been that.


  Then, for the first and only time, her mother had spoken of their duty.


  “The Refuge was meant to be an example of how life should be, but those who created it made a mistake at first. There was no one to bear witness. The animals and plants do not have the consciousness to understand life. So they brought us here to be the witnesses, to experience the Refuge and make it real.”


  And so Hester learned to dismiss time. All moments are the same. Her mother still lives, her daughter is yet to be born; she is a child, she is an old woman. Above all, she learned not to question, to never ask her mother for answers or to give her daughter answers. None of it matters. They are there to live and witness and breathe and sleep and eat, and none of it needs an explanation. They are witnesses to a miracle.


  But now there stands before her a man—a man! He stares at her impatiently, waiting for her to speak, and she speeds up her words that she might be understood, for the longer she can hold this man in place, the more time Shani has to get away.


  And then, as she senses her daughter is safe, she knows that all moments are this moment, both the end and the beginning.


  Shani, all is well. I am here; I will always be here. I love you. Goodbye.


  Shani waits, and time passes slowly, and then, as she closes her eyes, there is no time.


  She sits cross-legged on the thin ledge, looking down upon the clearing below. Men’s voices drift up to her, curt and insistent, and she hears a long, high scream.


  She knows it is her mother, though she’s never heard Hester raise her voice, much less scream.


  Go! Shani hears in that scream, though no words are discernible. Go and don’t come back!


  Moments later, there is a loud crack, as if lightning has struck the house. Shani rises to her feet, intending to run back home, then sits back down and waits.


  Time blends again. Her past and her future narrow to a single point in time. Only this moment exists.


  Chapter 3


  Silas leapt to the ground, followed reluctantly by his troops. He looked over his shoulder at the copter, the whine of its blades slowly dying. It was clear that the machine had been losing power all the way into the Stasis. It felt good to be on the ground.


  Frankly, it was astonishing that the helicopter had worked at all. One thing was clear: There was no way it was going to make it back with any prisoners. To be on the safe side, he would need to leave at least part of his squad behind.


  Behind him, Private Chandler said, “I’ve never seen the sky so blue.”


  “Or the clouds so white,” Private Conrad answered. She coughed, as if the fresh air was alien to her lungs. “It ain’t natural.”


  Conrad was half the size of her compatriot. She must have bribed the recruiter to get into the army, or she had other, hidden skills. Her size was the main reason the rest of the squad suspected her of being a Founder spy—that, and the fact that she had unwarranted confidence.


  Fair or unfair, Silas decided to leave Conrad and Chandler behind. He would need to pick a couple of others in the squad too, just to be safe, but he’d wait to see how things played out before deciding who else had to stay.


  “Conrad and Chandler, get your gear,” he said, his command voice sounding almost convincing to his own ears. “I’m leaving you here to record everything you see. None of this stuff should be here. Document it all. I want an inventory of everything manmade in that cabin, down to the last nail.”


  “Yes, sir!” The two soldiers responded dutifully, but Silas could tell they were alarmed.


  “It won’t be so bad. Smell that air,” he said, taking a big breath. It was invigorating to breathe clean air. It coursed through his blood like a stimulant. “I’m doing you a favor by leaving you behind.”


  “But sir, what if–” Chandler started to say.


  Sergeant Evans cut him short. “There are no ‘what ifs’ in the Founder Corps, private.”


  Silas decided to soften the blow. “I promise you we’ll be back, one way or another.”


  He meant it, even if it came down to him returning to the Stasis as naked as he was born, with his loose filling removed and nothing of the modern world about him. There weren’t many citizens of the Second Republic who had fewer physical modifications than him: no implants, no upgrades, no surgery scars, and only one filling. It was likely the reason he and the rest of the squad had been chosen.


  His reassurance appeared to be enough to assuage the two soldiers. They turned back to the helicopter to grab their gear. Meanwhile, the pilot and co-pilot were unlatching the strange bulge on top of the machine, revealing a bewildering array of coils and springs that they began winding with a ratchet, as if the bird was an old jalopy. It made Silas nervous just watching them.


  “Sergeant Evans, go fetch the young woman who ran into the cabin. We’re taking these two back immediately.” Before the Stasis kicks back in.


  “Sir!” Evans said. Now that they were in action, the sergeant was reverting to his rank, with little of the familiarity he’d shown before they arrived. He trotted up the steps.


  The older woman blocked his way, glaring at him.


  Evans hesitated for a moment. “What about her, sir?”


  “Ma’am? Will you come peacefully?” Silas asked.


  With a sinking feeling, he saw the answer in her eyes. She wasn’t going to cooperate. She looked like a capable woman, at least physically. But he wasn’t so sure about her mental state. Her blue eyes appeared to float inside her skull, as if not quite attached. It would probably take several men and some unavoidable cuts and bruises to subdue her. He had plastic handcuffs in his pack as standard equipment, but he didn’t want to use them.


  Even though the two Stasis women had, on first inspection, looked almost like twins, it soon became obvious that they were mother and daughter. Both were blonde and blue-eyed, with open, tanned faces and slender, fit bodies. They had a fresh, healthy “California girl” look that the history books idolized. They wore no makeup and simple clothing. The older woman had wrinkles around her eyes and mouth, though it wasn’t until Silas got close that he noticed these signs of age. No, it was their posture and demeanor that signaled that they were mother and daughter, though Silas would have had difficulty explaining the differences.


  How on earth had they gotten here? And even more puzzling, how had they survived?


  Well, it wasn’t his problem. Let the Founders question them. What he needed was to get the hell out of there before they were trapped.


  Very few people had lasted more than a generation inside the Stasis, though at first many had tried, believing they were being invited back into the natural state of the world. Nothing manmade could pass the barrier, not even clothing. Only those who stripped down to their bare essence—naked and without the smallest tool—could enter.


  It turned out that modern humans couldn’t duplicate what their ancient ancestors had accomplished—surviving in a primeval world, without clothing, tools, or weapons, without anything but what they had entered this world with. Sure, once inside the Stasis, they could fashion whatever they could from the resources at hand, but according to the few survivors who had crossed back over the barrier, this proved more difficult than anyone expected.


  A few utopian communes had lasted a couple of decades before giving up, returning to civilization defeated. In the end, it wasn’t wild animals or weather that drove them away, but disease and starvation; a simple cut could become infected; an impacted tooth or a difficult childbirth could kill. A few settlers had brought penicillin with them—which was a natural substance, after all—but it didn’t work unless it was cultured inside the Stasis, and without modern equipment, most of the explorers had failed to create sufficient quantities.


  Interesting that the Stasis is weakening now, Silas thought, though he’d never dare say it out loud. The Second Republic was becoming more corrupt with each passing year. It was only a matter of time before it collapsed—the same as the First Republic had when the Stasis first appeared. Really, the Stasis had only been the last straw.


  The First Republic, already weak from disastrous leadership, had collapsed overnight with the disappearance of a large chunk of the country into the Stasis. Civil war had broken out, settled finally by the ruthless generals who were now called the Founders. It seemed to Silas that the Second Republic was rapidly approaching its own demise.


  The two women simply shouldn’t be here. They were wearing clothing that had obviously been hand-sewn; the house, while crude, was sturdy, with nails and planks that had evidently been cut by tools.


  It was shaped like a small barn, with a rounded roof and a single gable in the middle, a red brick chimney rising next to it. The gable had a smoky glass window—crude, but nevertheless something that Silas thought had to have been manufactured. The wooden shingles covering the roof appeared to be half green moss and yellow lichen. One wall was made entirely of stone, the other three of unfinished logs. Even from where he stood, there was an odor of something old about the place, something that the sun and rain had so permeated that it was giving back to the air what it had taken. The wooden steps had grooves worn into them, as if they had been walked over for hundreds of years. The house listed to one side slightly, not because it wasn’t solidly built, but from simple age.


  And none of it should be possible.


  The Founders won’t like it, Silas realized. It would encourage another exodus into the Stasis, right when the Second Republic was weakest.


  As crazy as it sounded, it looked like this place had existed for the full three hundred years since the Stasis had manifested.


  It simply shouldn’t exist.


  “Sergeant Evans, go fetch the girl,” he repeated. “But be gentle.”


  The mother stood at the top of the steps, blocking the sergeant’s way.


  “Stand aside, ma’am,” Evans said.


  The older woman’s blue eyes hardened, turning into diamonds.


  Damn, I went about this all wrong, Silas thought. I don’t even know her name. I shouldn’t have come at these primitives so officiously.


  “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Silas said gently, “but you and your daughter will have to come with us. There really is no choice. What’s your name?”


  “Name?” The
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