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      Matti-Jay glimpsed something in the brilliant sunrise a moment before she tumbled down a steep bank.

      The ground was wet and slick. Branches and leaves whacked at her as she fell. From above Dub hooted at her. Matti-Jay clutched at the ground.

      No time to worry about her robot friend. Dub could look after itself.

      There were rocks here. Stuck in the ground. The bank had been deceptive. She’d been following along a narrow river. Pushing through dense growth.

      Searching for other survivors.

      Now, it looked like she would be another victim herself.

      She slid on. Kind of sitting. This might have been an old animal trail.

      The slope grew shallower and she slowed. For a split second she thought she was going to be all right.

      Then she smacked into a tree trunk. The sound was terrible.

      Matti-Jay bounced back. Slapped onto the damp ground.

      She lay panting. Staring up at the massive girth and height of the tree. Its bole barely moved in the breeze. Around its leaves the clouds were bright pink and red and orange from the rising sun.

      Sunrises here on Ludelle could be quite spectacular. Blazing and brilliant. An active, wet atmosphere, with plenty of clouds and particulates.

      Charlie thought that the planet had more active volcanism than Earth. Charlie was sweet, but he did think a lot of things that he wasn’t necessarily an expert on.

      After the wreck of the Donner, the little group of survivors had too few experts on anything. Charlie was probably right.

      And that was why she was out here now. Looking for more survivors.

      Lying on the ground below the enormous tree, chilly moisture soaked through her worn ship’s overalls. Probably should get up from the ground.

      She still felt light-headed, though.

      Something missing. Backpack. Where was that?

      She’d packed up her little overnight camp. Microtent and sleep sack compressed into the backpack. Together with her food and water.

      Just an overnight trek from the beachhead temporary base. They didn’t like her going out on her own. Only let her because she had Dub for company, and because there were so few of them.

      And because their one craft, Blue Defender, was offline. Undergoing repairs.

      “Dub?” Matti-Jay said. “Could use a little help down here.”

      How could she have misjudged the edge of the bank? She wasn’t a klutz. Wasn’t an idiot.

      If anything she was more careful than she needed to be.

      Something smelled perfumy. There were some bright flowering plants around her down here. Almost like a little garden around the tree.

      Matti-Jay sat up and the world spun around her.

      Something moved in the shrubs and flowering plants. Metal glinted. Pushing through branches.

      “Dub?” Matti-Jay said. Dub was almost like a faithful dog. Followed her around. Especially now, if she was hurt.

      But it wasn’t Dub stepping through the bushes toward her.
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      From nearby came the tinkling, burbling rush of the river racing over its rocky bed. A bright yellow bird darted through the air.

      Matti-Jay’s vision blurred. She wanted to lie down again. After her tumble she was sore and nauseous.

      The thing in the bushes took another step.

      A robot.

      Not like Dub. Though Dub had been rebuilt with the help of microbots and Charlie and Matti-Jay’s help. But Dub was still much like it had been. Main body, multiple legs, manipulator arms, head held up on a neck. Kind of antelope shape, though there was talk of making Dub more robust.

      Rhinoceros was a word Charlie had used.

      This robot pushing through toward Matti-Jay was a shiny block of metal maybe thirty centimeters tall, with some prongs with sensors sticking up from the top. Pencil-thin posts, with cylindrical black knobs with lenses and holes.

      At the base there were multiple legs. Hundreds, even. As if it was an inverted storage crate, with a dozen centipedes side by side carrying it along.

      Dub hooted again. Had it lost track of her?

      “I’m here,” Matti-Jay called.

      The new little robot turned toward her. The sensors stretched out.

      The robot came closer. Less than a meter away.

      Dub called to her again.

      The little boxy robot tapped Matti-Jay’s foot. Tapped again.

      “Careful,” Matti-Jay said. The thing was cute, but out here you had to be careful of the local wildlife and the local robots.

      Another tap. This one hurt.

      Matti-Jay pulled her foot away. “Cut that out.”

      Another tap. The sensor changed. Pieces folded out from the cylinder, forming into little sharp fingers.

      The little robot made a burbling sound.

      Dub called again. Louder. Closer.

      “Dub. Down here.” Matti-Jay sat up, but she still felt swimmy. She’d bumped her head too hard against that tree.

      The little robot’s sensor tapped her foot again. And the finger’s grabbed hold.

      “Ow! Quit it.”

      

      But the robot didn’t quit it. In fact the robot’s legs started walking away.

      And the fingers held on.

      The robot dragged Matti-Jay away through the plants.
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      From the brush something squawked. The bright sound of a disturbed bird.

      It darted away right above Matti-Jay’s face.

      The little robot was strong. Surprisingly so. It hauled her quickly away across the rough damp ground. Even holding her head up she got smacked by exposed roots.

      “Dub!” she shouted.

      No response.

      She kicked and thrashed. The robot only hung on more tightly.

      “You’re a little rat, you know that,” Matti-Jay said.

      How could it be so strong? Lots of legs. Lots of purchase there.

      Matti-Jay forced herself into a sitting position. Didn’t work. the thing just kept dragging her. Being upright hurt her backside even more than lying flat.

      She twisted. Tried to roll out of the thing’s grip. Face down, she got a mouthful dirt for her troubles.

      Matti-Jay cursed.

      The little robot burbled at her. It changed its grip as she rolled. And just kept on dragging her.

      At least the ground was a bit wet and boggy. Old, rich silt from the river.

      Matti-Jay rolled onto her back again. The robot changed its grip, but it didn’t let go.

      “Leggo!” Matti-Jay yelled. She kicked some more.

      And the robot only burbled some more.

      “Right.”

      Matti-Jay jerked herself up. Leaned right in at the little robot. Her tailbone hit something hard. Pain launched itself up her spine.

      She swore some more. But she did manage to grab one of the little robot’s sensor rods.

      She yanked on it.

      She leaned hard to one side. Maybe she could tip it over.

      Something tingled through her hand. Like... electricity.

      “Oh—”

      A surge of power shot though her.

      Matti-Jay fell back into the muck.

      Her vision closed in even more.
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      It was another fifteen minutes before the little robot came to a stop. Matti-Jay’s back was torn and battered. Her head ached and her butt was numb.

      As if someone had repeatedly slapped her with heavy tree branches.

      Or, as if someone—something!—had dragged her across a couple of kilometers of rough ground.

      Not good.

      The robot had hauled her right out of the forest.

      Her vision still pinged and sparkled from the shock. A burning stink pressed through her nostrils.

      “I called you a rat,” she whispered. “But you’re worse than that.”

      The robot made a burbling sound.

      “Rat. That’s your name now.”

      Another burble.

      Some scrubby bushes and grasses stood around her. The sun was bright, through puffy clouds. Birds trilled and the sound of the river was much louder. The little robot had dragged her right down to the river’s regular flood plain.

      The little robot let go of her foot. Her toes tingled and wriggled by themselves.

      Matti-Jay drew up her knees. She rolled on her side. She was sore. Exhausted.

      But there was a germ of an idea there.

      Not so much an idea. More of an assessment.

      That she hadn’t slipped.

      It had been a trap. This little robot had been out hunting for her. Or for something.

      Matti-Jay sucked in deep breaths. Trying to feel better.

      She needed Delle here with a medical kit and her patience. Delle might get frustrated and annoyed at little things, but
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