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	Peace in the Sky

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Part One

	 

	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 means by all of it, but seeing her glow with pride and love affects me deeply. I reach out to put my hand on her thin shoulder and feel an ache in my chest. Whether it is pain or pleasure I can’t tell. Maybe both.

	When the clouds block the light again, we move further up the river until we reach the next overhang of bank. And so on and on, sometimes breaking into a jog when the sun catches us in the open. The shadows are growing longer now as we turn away from the face of the sun so it’s easier to find cover. And though we find cover, I know it’s not enough. It doesn’t yet show on her dark skin, but I am keenly aware that Anissa is slowly burning.

	Finally, the sun is eclipsed by the horizon, and we slow to a trudging walk. We’re exhausted.

	“Stay here, Anissa.” I find her some deep shade in the gray light. We haven’t heard another person, and all we’ve seen is the banks on either side of us and sometimes thorny trees lining the ridge.

	I walk up the ridge and scan the darkening landscape. It’s so empty. There are ridges and shallow valleys and stands of scrub. There’s chalky dirt, and hard-baked clay, and rocks. But no soil. And no more huts. No signs of people.

	We need fresh water and a place to shelter from the sun, but I see no options. I make my way back to Anissa.

	“Can you walk farther?” I ask her gently. Her head jerks up. I’ve caught her just as she is falling asleep.

	Now that it’s dark we could really cover some distance. But instead, I sit beside her and put my back to a stretch of bank that isn’t so muddy. Anissa leans against me. I wrap my arms across her chest and hold her close. My legs are weak with so much walking, my throat is dry, my head throbs with the pain that never leaves me. But holding her brings peace. I bury my face in her curly hair and breathe deep. Under all the grime and sweat I can still detect her smell. The scent of my daughter.

	We sleep.

	 

	* * *

	 

	I wake to Anissa shaking my arm.

	“Momma? Momma?”

	I force my eyes open and take deliberate deep, slow breaths. I know that I was dying, and I push away panic. I feel certain that if she hadn’t woken me, I would never have woken.

	I look to Anissa. Her eyes are wide in the dark and she points to something at the water’s edge that’s rooting through the silt with its long snout. It’s like a boulder with short legs. Plates cover its humped back and a long scaly tail extends toward us. But it’s not paying attention to us, so its size doesn’t worry me. It’s not hunting. It’s foraging.

	I get up and stretch and walk down to the water upstream from the animal. The animal snorts and startles. But after watching me for a moment with small black eyes, it shuffles off away down the bank, leaving deep depressions in the muck with its feet and dragging tail.

	Anissa runs to me, and we both kneel and drink water. It tastes like clay and metal, but I can’t stop myself drinking. I drink until I feel uncomfortably full. Anissa has finished and is touching the skin of her arms gingerly.

	“Oh! My girl.” I go to her and touch her softly. Her skin is so hot. I turn her and sit her in my lap and take the softest silt from the water’s edge and dab it gently over her burns. I wish her clothes covered more of her. She’s wearing a wrapped garment held up with only a thin strap over each shoulder. It was once red, I see, but is now so stained that it just looks dark. Underneath she has on the wide leather pants the Intha wore.

	When I finish covering her shoulders with mud, she turns to me and takes my cheeks in her hands, tilting my head down until she can see my wound. She shoos away the little winged insects that are swarming it. She looks for a moment, then releases me and looks away.

	“Don’t let it worry you, Anissa. I will take care of it later. It’s fine for now.” But she doesn’t say anything, and she won’t meet my eyes.

	“I won’t leave you,” I tell her. “I’ll see you home. I’ll see us both home.”

	We get up to walk again. Though we don’t jog it feels like we’re covering more ground. Every so often I ask Anissa to take a break and I climb the ridge and scout the area, though in the dark I can’t tell much.

	Hours pass by and I know dawn can’t be long off. We still haven’t found a place to shelter during the day.

	When we stop to drink, I look up and see—floating on the surface of the lazy water—a rounded shape. I watch it as it passes. An eggshell? A few moments later, I see another. I look upstream and see a thin line of gray smoke against the dark sky.

	“I smell food,” Anissa says.

	I start walking upstream. Anissa follows. After a few bends in the riverbed, we look up to see a shack on the edge of the bank. I start to scramble up the bank.

	“Momma,” Anissa hisses. “You can’t!”

	“Why?” I turn back to look at her.

	“They’ll catch us again.”

	“It’s not the same people,” I say.

	“It doesn’t matter! They’ll know us.”

	Her distress is so plain that I slide back down to her.

	“Anissa, you need to eat something. Maybe they won’t know who you are.”

	“But they will,” she says. “Look at my skin, Momma. They would know me anywhere. The Inthas all want girls from Tribes-under-the-Dome. Any one of them would catch me and sell me to the traders who deal in girls, too.”

	“Could I go alone? What will they think of me?”

	She thinks for a moment and answers slowly.

	“They will know you, Momma. Of course they will. Even the Intha know Peace-in-the-Sky when they see one.”

	“What?”

	“You.” She smiles slowly. “They wouldn’t even touch you in the hut, Momma. They know you can call the pillars-of-flame.”

	I remember doing it. Strangest of all I remember it not feeling strange that I could do it.

	“Can anyone do that?” I ask.

	“No one!” She laughs. “No one can do that. It’s impossible. Only Peace-in-the-Sky can do it.”

	“I’ll go up there,” I say, “and you can stay here.”

	She nods but looks uncertain. I crest the bank of the river but stay low. There’s a hut with metal scraps patchworked over the roof. A fenced and shaded yard encloses a flock of some plump birds, streaked brown and gray and white. There’s a dusty garden with short bushes growing red and orange and yellow fruits. I creep closer to the side of the hut and circle around back.

	But behind are two large beasts that bring me up short. They have their heads down at first, but raise them, funnel-shaped ears rotating, as I come into view. Chewing slowly, they watch me carefully with brown eyes shaded by wide bony ridges. Short leathery wings are folded alongside a large hump on their back.

	“Camels,” Anissa whispers behind me. I turn to see her close by.

	Before I can question her, she whispers, “I came to help, Momma. I know what to do.” She looks so brave and determined that I don’t disagree. And I like it better to have her with me.

	We can hear people inside talking and moving around, and we tuck ourselves into the deep shadows by the wall. Through a small window I glimpse a man and a woman busy around a table. In the hearth burns a fire with a pan over it. There’s a dirt floor, and on every wall of the hut are hung tools of cooking and of gardening, coils of rough rope and strips of brown leather, and in the corner a big metal drum.

	We creep around to the door, and I raise my hand to knock, but Anissa shoves it open with a bang.

	I stand startled in the doorway, and Anissa shouts out, “Behold Peace-in-the-Sky!”

	Man and woman both jump and spin around, their mouths open in surprise. The man moves toward us, but Anissa stops him in his tracks with a mad tirade.

	“Bow down! Bow before the godshard! Dare not touch the sacred person or pillars-of-flame will erupt from the ground and swallow your flesh! Get down! Get down!”

	They do not get down, but they do step back, glancing at each other. I don’t think they are afraid, exactly, but they are stunned. I take two steps in, just watching them, and Anissa squirms around me and grabs both plates from the table. She grabs things off the wall, too, but I can’t watch her. I’m watching the man and woman.

	He is broad-shouldered and dark-haired. The woman’s eyes are nearly concealed by her orange hair. Their features are marred in the same way by thick scabrous patches, and their clothes are the same plain brown.

	Very quickly Anissa is done, and she disappears through the door behind me. I step back slowly and note two things in the moment I am closing the door. One is the naked look of lust on their faces as they watch Anissa’s back disappear. And the second is a pair of dark eyes in a distorted face, just at knee level beside the woman. A child.

	Anissa is already halfway down the bank, and as I follow, I hear clanging behind us in the hut. I assume they are going to give chase. So I run, clamping down on the nausea that brings.

	There’s a hint of pink on the horizon which shows me Anissa’s form sprinting along the riverbed. Her long legs propel her, so effortlessly athletic, that I nearly forget our pursuers and just follow, feeling joy in her health and strength.

	I’m not sure how long she can maintain the pace, but my glances back show nothing but empty landscape. I don’t think the Intha could run like her, they’re built more for long plodding distances than fleet bursts, but our tracks would be easy enough to follow. I let Anissa keep the lead. Running is difficult for me; I have to cushion each step so I don’t jar my head. I see the swirling gray at the edges of my vision as it is.

	The first rays of sun come lancing over the horizon, and I catch up to Anissa in the shadow of a wide tree trunk. She has already drunk from the river and is now sitting on the ratty swath of cloth, eating the eggs from one of the plates. I drink from the river, too, and sit by her. She offers me the other plate. I take the dry, flat bread, but leave the egg and boiled greens and strip of salted meat.

	The bread is thick and stale, so I chew it at length, just watching her eat. Seeing her eat so heartily eases some of my sense of wrongness at stealing.

	“Aren’t you going to eat more?” she asks after an audible swallow.

	I look at the plate for a second and take half the strip of meat, and push the rest back at her.

	“Momma, you have to eat,” she says.

	“You first, Anissa-my-Daughter.”

	“What did you call me?” she asks, reaching for my eggs with a guilty glance at me.

	I pause to recall my words.

	“Can I not say it like that?”

	“No, that’s not a word. You can’t put my name in word like that.” Anissa is smiling though.

	“It makes sense to me when said like that. Do I use words the wrong way?”

	“Sometimes. And you use words I don’t know.”

	“How can it be true that my own daughter does not understand my words?” I ask her.

	“Oh.” She waves a hand, chewing for a moment. “You know different things, same way you know about calling the pillars-of-flame. That’s something about being a Peace-in-the-Sky.”

	“You called me a ‘godshard,’ too. Is that the same? Am I not from Riches as my daughter is?”

	“You don’t remember anything?” Anissa asks wonderingly. “Really, not even one thing?”

	I try to think of what I remember. But my memories are impressions, not things I can put into words. Nothing seems clear. And it makes me feel empty and painfully removed from my own daughter, so I put it aside. I watch her finishing up the food on my plate.

	“Anissa, that family had a child. The things we took will be missed. Why didn’t you tell me you were going to steal from them?”

	There’s a flash of defiance across her face.

	“They stole me from my family, from my home, they brought me out here into the drylands to steal my babies...” She draws an angry breath to continue but I interrupt gently.

	“That family did not steal you.”

	“What were you going to do?” she shoots back. “Ask them for stuff?”

	“Yes.”

	She laughs. “That’s foolish! They wouldn’t have given you anything.”

	“But Anissa you have to give them the chance. Maybe we could have exchanged work for the food. We could have asked for shelter for the day.”

	“They wouldn’t have done it.” She sits back against the tree trunk looking sulky.

	The memory of the pure greed on their faces when they looked at Anissa makes me stop pressing her. Because I think she is right. But that doesn’t change the fundamental wrongness.

	“Next time, Anissa,” I say, “we will try to come to an agreement with the Intha we meet.”

	“You can,” she says under her breath, not meeting my eyes.

	“Anissa, I don’t want you to do that again.”

	Her gaze flickers to me and away again. “Alright.”

	The sun is just beginning to show, and I feel the early heat on my skin. Anissa is wrapping her tender shoulders with the ratty, scratchy cloth. But I take it away from her.

	“Don’t put that around you.” I take off my own shirt and hand it to her. I wish I had thought of it sooner. It’s made of strong yet weightless cloth and the sleeves cover to the elbow.

	She starts to object but then she focuses on my naked torso and freezes for a confused moment. I put the shirt over her head, and she obediently slips her arms through the sleeves. While she’s busy putting it on I look down at myself, but I don’t see anything wrong.

	I take the cloth and drape it over her head and around her shoulders so that it forms a shade. It’s not densely woven enough to completely protect her. And I know that it doesn’t block any of what is most harmful. That type of harm passes straight through cloth.

	“We have to find shade,” I tell Anissa. I climb the ridge of the riverbed and look up and down. Behind us I look for the Intha family. But if they are following, they aren’t visible to me. Upstream I look for cover and spy another hut deeper into the landscape. From this distance it looks nearly collapsed. I hope that it is abandoned.

	“There’s shelter ahead,” I say. “Are you rested from your run?”

	Anissa nods. “Should we run again?”

	“No, but let’s set a quick pace. The Intha may still be following. I think they can be more active during the day than we should be. Especially after all your exposure yesterday.”

	We begin to walk. I lead the way.

	Anissa says, “I called you ‘godshard’ because that’s what Inthas think of Peace-in-the-Sky. They think there was once one big powerful god, but he died, or broke into pieces or something. And all that’s left are tiny shards. That’s what they think a Peace-in-the-Sky is.”

	“Is that why our captors wouldn’t touch me?” I ask.

	“Maybe. But the main reason is because if you touch a Peace-in-the-Sky, they flame you to a pile of ashes.”

	She sounds resentful. It feels hypocritical to have lectured her about stealing when I have killed and the Intha kidnapped her.

	The sun is becoming unmercifully hot, and we walk the rest of the way in silence. Anissa struggles in the heat, but I struggle with my thoughts. I probe the gray murkiness for something concrete and come up with only: that I can control the pillars-of-flame. But also, that it can take over for itself. So that I have to take care not to let someone touch me, grab me unexpectedly.

	I listen for Anissa’s steps behind me and think of her. I know—somehow I find the answer in my head—that if my daughter were to grab me, take me utterly by surprise, that I would not call the pillars-of-flame on her. Never. Never never never.

	We jog the last stretch to the hut. I know Anissa’s already-burned skin is hurting in this heat. The roof is not covered by a metal plate, and it’s not even whole, but there’s enough shade, deep enough shade, that we can hide. I’m worried about the radiation damaging Anissa, but I can’t think of a way to escape it.

	We settle down to sleep the day away, and I think to myself that I have to find a way for us to shorten the trip. Walking through this empty country won’t work. We need to move faster, and we need more protection, and we need safe, regular food and water.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Anissa wakes me. I gasp and sit up quickly, struggling again with the feeling of having been dying. Anissa’s eyes are wide and dart back and forth between my face and the door of the hut. It’s full light in the late afternoon, but I see nothing around us. Then a moment later, I hear a sound. There’s something coming slowly across the rocky, dusty ground.

	It could be anything, a person, an animal. I stand up and walk out into the sun. It’s painfully hot on my bare back.

	A man is crossing the distance from the riverbed to the hut. I wait and watch him come. When he’s closer he looks up and sees me and stops. He sends nervous glances to my hair, my face, my naked chest. His matted hair covers his head and shades his face, but he is looking at me with fear in his eyes. I recognize the Intha father from this morning.

	We stand watching each other for a moment.

	“Why have you come?” I ask.

	After some hesitation he mumbles something to himself.

	“Leave us,” I say.

	He takes a half step back and won’t meet my eyes. His gaze skirts around me to the hut behind.

	“Leave,” I repeat.

	He looks down but he doesn’t go.

	I go back in the hut.

	Anissa says, “Momma, send him away! Make him go!”

	“I asked him to go but he won’t. He is only one. He has no weapon that I can see.”

	Anissa groans and watches the door anxiously.

	After a moment it begins to creak open slowly on its leather hinges. I cannot see the man, but his view inside must show him Anissa. Suddenly he darts through and lunges for her. She screams.

	I flinch, waiting for the pillars-of-flame, but no one touches me, so nothing happens.

	Instead, I step between them.

	The man halts. Anissa scrambles behind me and I feel her thin fingers tight around my arm.

	“What do you want?” I ask him.

	“Momma, he wants me,” Anissa hisses.

	“What do you want?” I repeat.

	He mumbles something.

	“Anissa, what does he say?” I ask. His accent is strange to me. I wish he would speak clearly.

	“I think he wants his stuff,” Anissa says.

	In the corner is a pile of some of the things we took. I point to it.

	“Take it. Go.”

	He gathers it up, but he doesn’t leave. He sneaks furtive glances at Anissa.

	“Don’t try to touch me,” Anissa warns. “The godshard will call the pillars-of-flame!”

	The man retreats a few steps.

	“Didn’t come here to die,” he grunts.

	Something falls into place in my head and I’m relieved to finally understand him.

	“I won’t kill you,” I say. “Take your things and leave us.”

	“Pretty ‘shiny out,” he says almost to himself. “Might rest away from the heat here.”

	“You came here under the sun,” I say to him. “Already it is starting to set. You can bear it. Go.”

	He meets my eyes briefly and then settles back in a shady part of the hut.

	“Make him go,” Anissa says to me in low voice. “Get him out.”

	I sit down, too, keeping Anissa behind me.

	“You know this area,” I say to him.

	“Yeah.”

	“Where’s the nearest large settlement?”

	He shoots me a strange look.

	“Follow the river a bit. Cross it and strike off into the flat.” He waves with his hand. “Two days maybe, then cross a ridge of rock just at the right angle, there it is.”

	“Do you have coordinates for any of those turns?”

	A blank look.

	“Will you guide us?”

	“Nah. Can’t be gone so long.”

	I lean back a little. He won’t help us.

	“What are you talking about?” Anissa asks. She is still struggling to understand his dialect, it seems.

	“I want him to guide us,” I tell her. “But he doesn’t want to travel so far.”

	“Momma,” Anissa whispers. “Those camels at his house. They’re for riding, right?”

	I ask the man, “How long is the journey riding one of your beasts?”

	He scratches at his neck before answering.

	“Might do it in a night. Long night. Gotta take some ‘shine.”

	Anissa starts to ask me something, but we turn to him when he starts to mumble to himself.

	“But can they pay, though?”

	“No.” I answer as if he directed the question to me. There’s nothing I have. Right now, I am not even wearing a shirt.

	He leans around me to look at Anissa. I resist the urge to gather her in my arms to be sure he can’t grab her.

	“She is not for you. Touch her and I will kill you,” I say.

	Anissa speaks slowly and distinctly to him. “Guide us there. We can find a trader that pays for girls. I’m Riches tribe. Worth a lot.”

	I’m not prepared for her to offer this, but I don’t betray my surprise. The man is not so coy. He studies us both with narrowed eyes, quite obviously suspicious.

	To Anissa I say quietly, in her language, “Why would you make such a bargain?”

	She whispers back, “We’ll wait until he gets paid. Then we’ll get away. Because they can’t touch us, right?”

	“Anissa-my-Daughter, I may have to kill them for us to get away.”

	“I’ll threaten them, like I did in the hut. And then we’ll run.”

	I look at her for a long moment. She meets my eyes, her own so full of life, so proud. I am filled with admiration for her boldness, though there are so many ways the plan is a dangerous one. It’s not likely to happen the way she hopes. And I’m not sure I can protect us among so many who wish us harm. I have the wound on my head to attest to that. I am not invulnerable.

	Anissa mistakes the reason for my hesitation.

	“Momma, that way this man will get money. It’ll cover all the things we took from him and more and more. Only the traders will get cheated. And that’s good! If they have less money, then maybe they won’t be able to catch another girl.”

	“They won’t,” I agree. “Because likely they will die in our escape.”

	Anissa stares at me still. And underneath the boldness in her expression I see a hardness. Maybe she is thinking, “even better.” It wounds me unexpectedly to see she’s grown this way so young.

	“Anissa-my-Daughter,” I murmur sadly.

	She turns to the man and speaks loudly again. “Don’t be suspicious. Of course, we cheat the traders. But you get paid first.”

	He looks back and forth between the two of us and his gaze settles on Anissa.

	“Make it say it won’t fry me where I stand.”

	I realize he’s talking about me.

	In his language I say, “If you try to harm my daughter or myself, or separate us, or threaten us, I may. But if you treat us fairly, I will do the same for you. Take care to whom you lead us, though. I cannot promise their safety.”

	“Don’t care about them if I get paid,” he says. “That’s what this Riches says, yeah? I’ll get the money, even if you run off?”

	“Yes,” I say.

	We all look back and forth among each other and it seems an agreement has been reached.

	“Need a day to get the animals in order, square away my family. It’s coming on dark now. But before the sun sinks again I’ll be back. Be ready to start before the ‘shine goes.”

	“If you can, bring us something to cover ourselves,” I say. “And food. We have nothing.”

	He shakes his head. “Look after yourselves.”

	“Bring my daughter food, then. If she collapses before we arrive, you won’t be paid as well.”

	He scowls, collects his things, and turns to go. We watch his back as he disappears in the direction of the river.

	Anissa sighs loudly. “What are we going to eat now?”

	“It’s nearly dark,” I say. “I will see what our surroundings offer. You can rest.”

	 

	* * *

	 

	Although she doesn’t want me to leave, I convince her to stay while I forage. Once I am out of sight
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