
        
            
                
            
        

    
		

		
			Praise for The Girl Who Made a Mouse from Her Grandfather's Whiskers

			“This book is a small, strange, beautiful thing inhabiting a liminal space between sci-fi and parable. I've read it twice now, and I'm still not sure I fully understand it. I cannot recommend it strongly enough.”

			—Edward Ashton, author of Mickey7

			“Kenneth Hunter Gordon weaves a science fiction fantasy fable into a heartfelt tale that would please the Brothers Grimm. A compelling story for the whole family, imaginative and rich, tenderly played throughout.”

			—Johnny Worthen, bestselling author of The Unseen trilogy, Things Bequeathed, and the Coronam trilogy

			“Ursula K. Le Guin meets H.P. Lovecraft in this daring little novel, and we, the readers, get to savor that battle. With simple language and seamless worldbuilding, Kenneth Hunter Gordon weaves a daunting tale of human survival. And through the logical, childish eyes of his protagonist Anny, we learn what it means to be human, nonhuman, and everything in between. I’ll be thinking about this one for a long while!”

			—Carole Stivers, author of The Mother Code

			

			“The distant future that feels like an ancient fable. The warm heart in this story is a reminder of what technology cannot fully pilfer from the human experience.”

			—Melanie Moyer, author of The Original Glitch

			“What a wonderfully imaginative and immersive read. Like all the best fairy tales, it's darkly subversive and sneakily wise. I was rooting for Anny, the billies, and the mice on every page. Brilliantly creative.”

			—Julianne Pachico, author of Jungle House

			“It was a treat to meet Anny and discover her world—her family, the bizarre city people, and the thoroughly delightful robots—through her eyes. Gordon has constructed a narrative that is by turns warm, frightening, and magical.”

			—Jessica LÉvai, author of The Glass Garden

			“The whimsical and horrifying dystopian fairytale we didn’t know we needed.”

			—Andrew Katz, author of My Therapist Says This Grief Journal Is a Good Idea
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			1. Tsedt

		
		
			[image: Chapter title: Chapter 1: Tsedt.]

			Anny knew there was a world outside Tsedt. She knew from school, and from her mother and father and big sister, and from Grandfather when he came to live with them, and from Osker and the other billies. She knew that Tsedt was surrounded by farms, and that there were other villages away over the hills and through the forest. And very far away was a huge village that was so big it was called a city, and something called Harbor, or maybe those were the same thing. And beyond that there was an ocean or a sea, which was something about a lot of water.

			

			And after that was the Faraway and the Before.

			She knew there was a sky behind the sky. The real sky was bright in the daytime and full of swirling clouds of light at night, but there was a black empty sky behind that with stars and planets. She knew from school. But that sky wasn’t real, nor Ocean or City, or Faraway or Before. Tsedt was real and the people there, and her house and family under the real sky full of lights. And the mice, safe in their candy-tin houses under her bed.

			Later, when she was almost a big girl, when she had been brought to Harbor and they had taken her color away and it never came back, when they had put the little glass lenses behind her eyes and woven the invisible wires around the roots of her teeth, when they had given her the syrup that made her fingernails glow, she would lie in the dark waiting for the light or in the light waiting for the dark and she would wonder about them, her mice.

			There were so many of them, once. Where were they now?

			One mouse in particular was more important than all the rest, and she knew she should have taken better care of it. Sometimes, in her room at Harbor, she cried—silently, so the wires under her teeth couldn’t hear. She cried all by herself, because she was so sad about that mouse.

			

			*

			All the children in the village of Tsedt made mice. They made them from cotton balls or wads of lint. Pinch out one end to be a nose, pinch up two little ears. Twist a long tail on the other end. Add eyes and whiskers with black ink and color the inside of the ears pink.

			The wealthy children, like the shoemaker’s daughter and the blacksmith’s nephew, had real ink marking pens. Anny only had lampblack and beet juice. Those things gave a good color, but they smeared and faded over time, so her mice would slowly go grayish pink all over. It didn’t matter—they were every bit as good as anyone else’s.

			When Anny was little, she made mice all the time. She spent days twisting their little noses and inking their little eyes until she had whole families of mice—mommies and daddies and babies and brothers and sisters. She made little old mice that lived all alone, big mean mice that caused trouble, and good mice that made the mean mice go away. They all lived together in a village of boxes and tins, safe under her bed, just like Tsedt was hidden safe under its glowing sky.

			Later on, by the time Grandfather came to Tsedt with Osker, Anny only made a mouse now and again, if she happened to find a cotton ball or a clump of fluff. She didn’t pester her mother for these things anymore and no longer waited in the kitchen to sneak slices of fresh beetroot for their little pink ears. And she didn’t make them houses anymore. Now, when she made a mouse, she would find room for it in one of the other tins or just let it roam free under her bed, a wild mouse without a house. Or she would leave it hidden to surprise the baby. He would put it in his mouth and then Mother would say Pha, Pha and take it away, and the baby would yell, and that was funny.

			

			*

			Osker was made of metal and plastic and his real name was Zero Five K R, but everyone called him Osker and always had. He was a billie, and he was very old, the oldest billie anyone had ever heard of. He traveled from the farm with Grandfather because Grandfather had gotten too old and now only Osker could tell what he was saying.

			Grandfather would say, “Hmm hmm hmm,” and Osker would say, “Young Jek is thirsty.”

			Grandfather would say, “HmmHmm,” and Osker would say, “Young Jek wants to go sit in the sunshine.”

			“Hmm hmmmm.”

			“Young Jek likes your mouse.”

			So Anny made Grandfather a mouse and Grandfather held it in his palm while he sat in the sun and patted it gently with one crooked finger. When she stood next to him, he would sometimes pat her dark springy hair, and Osker would say, “Young Jek thanks you for the mouse.”

			

			*

			*

			Osker called Grandfather Young Jek because he still remembered Old Jek, who was Grandfather’s grandfather’s father. Old Jek was a little boy then, when the people first came here, and Osker was his helper. That was so long ago it wasn’t real, and no one remembered any of it.

			“I was activated on the voyage,” said Osker. “I do not remember the Faraway.”

			Osker was like a person on his top half, with arms and hands and a funny round face with buggy eyes made of glass. He had a square of yellow metal on his front that used to say 05KR, but it was so old it didn’t say anything anymore. His bottom half was a big metal ball with three rubber wheels, and he could go almost anywhere he wanted, even up the stairs or down to the market. But he couldn’t climb a tree, and when Anny didn’t want to come down he couldn’t make her, even if he used his loud voice. He just looked up at her with his buggy eyes, rolling around and around the tree while she laughed and plucked leaves to float down around him.

			

			*

			*

			Sometimes, Anny would go with Osker into the village. She walked with him rolling beside her, even though Osker was strong enough to pull a cart, because it was easier to talk with him that way.

			Billies spoke regular words in tinny voices when they talked to human people. Sometimes, with each other, they talked differently, in a quiet billie language that was buzzy like metal bugs. But not when there were people around to hear. It wouldn’t be polite, Osker said. So talking with Osker was just like talking with anybody, except that the things he said always made sense, and his mouth didn’t move.

			Osker talked a lot, for a billie. Most billies only said yes and no and I’m sorry and thank you. But Osker was so old that he had a lot to say. He talked to people and to other billies whenever they walked. Some of the billies would talk back, and Anny asked if they were Osker’s friends.

			Osker said billies didn’t have friends, not the way human people do.

			But Anny could tell the other billies were his friends, and that made her happy.

			One day, Osker said to another billie: “Hello! We are going to the market for beets and cabbages.”

			

			The other billie said, “Hello. I am pulling the cart that the junior mayor is riding in.”

			“Yes, you are,” Osker replied.

			But some of the other billies would just keep quiet, and Osker would make a sound like a sigh.

			Of all the people in Tsedt, Osker talked with Anny the most.

			“My functions are best suited to attending young persons,” he said. “Old Jek, Young Jek, and now you. And many others in between, of course.” He picked up a stone from the middle of the path and put it down off to the side. “There are always more young persons to which to attend.”

			

			*

			The farm was never real until Osker came to talk about it. Then it started to become a little real. Grandfather was Mother’s father. Mother had lived at his farm when she was little, before she came to be with Father in the village, Osker explained.

			He told Anny not to worry, that the other billies would take care of it while he was away. Anny had not been worried. At the farm they grew beets and chickens and goats and carrots and oatmeal and pumpkins. They had to keep the big running birds away, and also the things that howl, which came in the night to steal the chickens.

			The other billies could take care of the farm, Osker said. But who would take care of the other billies?

			When he was able, he said, he would have to go back and check on things. The other billies often needed fixing, and he was the only one with the right hands.

			

			Later, Anny would go to the farm herself and see the other billies and the fields of oatmeal. She would see the big running birds and hear the things that howl. And later still, with the wires in her teeth and the lights flashing in her eyes, she would remember it all, even though she tried not to. Even though she wanted desperately not to remember anything ever again, because they might find out about it and ruin everything—but she couldn’t stop remembering, no matter how she tried.

			

			*

			They all lived together in the house in Tsedt, and Anny had her own little room. Maybe when the baby got to be a big boy she would have to share it with him, or maybe she would share with her sister. Except her sister said, Never, not in a million years. And the baby had always been a baby and was just growing into a bigger baby and might stay a baby forever. Like the butcher’s son was a baby, even though he was as big as a grown-up man.

			There had been another room in the house that was supposed to become Anny’s when the baby got big enough to take over her little one, but that wasn’t real anymore. Real was Grandfather and Osker coming to the village all of a sudden, with Osker pulling the little cart and Grandfather swaying, half asleep, as they trundled up the lane. Osker helping Grandfather into the house, carrying his suitcase. Grandfather sitting all day in the kitchen or the parlor or sometimes out on the porch if the air was warm. Osker and Grandfather staying in the room that was supposed to be Anny’s one day. And Anny in her own little room upstairs, with the village of mice under her bed in their houses, like always.

			

			One night, under the bed, a mouse made of metal foil wandered with a little gray mouse that was very old and slow. None of the mice in the houses would let them stay, until at the very last house the mommy and daddy mice said yes, they could stay and be friends with all the mice in the house.

			

			*

			Grandfather’s suitcase was full of the most important things. Osker said so. He wouldn’t show her until one day after the day she had made a mouse for Grandfather.

			Grandfather said, “Hmmm hmm hm,” and Osker said, “Young Jek would like to show you his important things.”

			The suitcase was old. Osker put it on Grandfather’s lap and opened it. Inside were all the most important things and Osker told her about them as Grandfather took them out one at a time with his shaky hands.

			“This is a picture of your great-grandmother, Young Jek’s mother. She is the one who decided the house at the farm should be yellow instead of white. This is a toy that belonged to Arbert, your mother’s younger brother that died. This is a piece of blue cloth. This is a smooth stone from a river that Young Jek found on a journey when he was young. These are pictures from the Before, and from the voyage. They were collected by the father of Old Jek, your great-great-great-great-grandfather Dolvo the Pioneer. They are very old and hard to see. Many things in the pictures no longer have names or words, so we don’t know what they are.”

			The pictures were square, on shiny paper or plastic. The colors weren’t quite right. There were trees that were different shapes than real trees. There were things with wheels. There was a man who was very happy and holding a thing that was an uncomfortable shape. There were animals, but Osker didn’t know the names for them.

			Grandfather took a big feather from the suitcase.

			“That is a feather from a big running bird from the forest. Young Jek fought the bird and won. This is the mouse you made for him. He has not named it. This is a piece of shiny metal that Young Jek found in the city when he traveled there as a young man and saw many strange and indescribable things. It cannot lie flat on a table no matter how you turn it.

			“Besides the pictures, there is nothing from the Faraway. Dolvo left it all behind and did not allow it to be spoken of.”

			Seeing the important things, touching them with her fingers, talking with Grandfather and Osker—it made the Faraway and the Before feel maybe a little bit real, but she couldn’t say how. Like the moon was sometimes real in the daytime, or behind the swirling lights at night. And like how sometimes at night she could maybe see stars between the lights in the sky, but then again maybe she couldn’t.

			Grandfather patted her springy hair and Osker said, “Young Jek thanks you for enjoying the important things.”

			

			*

			Of all the important things, Anny liked the shiny piece of metal from the city best. And the feather from the running bird, brown along one edge but mostly white that shimmered in the sunlight like a rainbow. It was almost as long as from her elbow to her fingertips.

			People talked about the running birds all the time; seeing the feather made them almost real.

			

			The shiny metal didn’t make the city real. But it was fun to hold and turn over and over in her hands. It felt warm.

			

			*

			Grandfather wore his whiskers in a beard. One day, Mother decided his beard was too long and said that because Osker’s metal and plastic hands were too clumsy, she would trim them herself, with Grandfather sitting on a chair in the kitchen. Later, Anny found a clump of whiskers in a corner and wanted to make a mouse from them.

			Mother said absolutely not, so Anny pretended to throw them away but took them up to her room to roll them into a mouse anyway. The whiskers looked gray at first, but up close they had black and white and everything in between. The new mouse was given a home in a candy tin that smelled like peppermint, with a flip-top lid. She put the mouse in its little house with all the others under her bed, where it would be safe and not lonely.

			Everyone in the house knew about the mouse village under Anny’s bed, but at the same time, they didn’t know anything about it. They all knew about the little boxes and tins with rolled-up balls of fluff, but the real lives of the mice, all the joys and terrors of their deepest hearts, the triumph of their survival—that was her secret and hers alone.

			And now Grandfather Mouse was with them and wouldn’t be alone anymore.

			

			*

			Grandfather seemed to be alone all the time. Even when all the people were around, he was alone inside his eyes. She tried to talk to him.

			

			He patted her hair and said, “Hmmm hm hm,” and Osker said, “Young Jek says thank you.”

			She tried making him a doll from a piece of cloth with some of her own hair from her hairbrush stitched onto its head. To be friends with the mouse, and so Grandfather wouldn’t be alone while she was at school. It was very ugly, because she had never learned to sew. She drew on the face and stitched the body with black thread in rows of big Xs.

			Grandfather held it carefully and touched the hair with one trembling finger.

			“Hm, h’h’h’h’h’hmmmm . . . ”

			“Young Jek thanks you for this most important thing.”

			Osker tried to take the doll and put it in the suitcase with the other things, but Grandfather wouldn’t let it go. Grandfather put it on the table beside the bed, then picked it up and touched the hair again.

			“Hm, hmmmmmmm.”

		
	
		

		
			2. Okton

		
		
			[image: Chapter title: Chapter two: Okton.]

			One time, Mother went to the village of Okton to visit a friend and to buy yellowfruit. It was a long trip. She rode in a cart pulled by a big, four-legged billie of the village called Dolli. She was gone for three nights, and when she returned she had a strange story. People from Harbor were visiting Okton! They were the first city people anyone had seen or heard from in generations.

			Father said he didn’t believe it. There was no city anymore. Why else would the villages be left on their own for a hundred years?

			Anny asked if the city people had come to buy yellowfruit, but no one heard her.

			

			“Hmmm.”

			“Young Jek says that when he was a young man, he visited Harbor. The city was half empty of people, and half in ruins.”

			Nevertheless, Mother had met the city people in Okton, and they were just like everyone had always said. With such clothes and such stories! Not only that, but an Amau was with them! An Amau from the Faraway! Just like in the oldest stories.

			The city people said they were surprised to find Okton so large and thriving. Everything was so pretty, they said. They were even more surprised to hear of the village of Tsedt, which was new to them. They were pleased to learn, they said, that the villages were in contact, and that Tsedt was the sister village of Okton, and that the yellowfruit was so sweet and fresh.

			“And, Tahm!” said Mother. (Tahm was Father’s name.) “The Amau was the strangest thing you ever saw, with green glass eyes and yellow plastic skin. Just like in the story songs, you could tell that it could see everything all at once and understand it all.”

			Father didn’t believe any of it, he said, and besides, he had to go get to work on the neighbor’s billie. It could only turn left and not right, so it kept moving in circles. Father fixed billies and other things for people in the village, and sometimes for the farmers. He had all the tools.

			“Hmm hmmmm hm’hmm.”

			“Young Jek will be happy to see the people from Harbor. He is happy the city is not gone. There were many wonderful things in Harbor, even if it was half in ruins.”

			“Hm hm hm hmmmmmmm.hm.”

			

			“He went there to find the vessel Old Jek once traveled on, the one that came to this place from the Faraway. He thinks he found it, but maybe not. Some of the vessels had been turned into buildings for the city, and some had fallen into piles or been taken apart to build other things. But he thinks he found it. The Epsillion. He thinks he found it before the city people chased him out and he returned to the farm.”

			Mother said that everyone had heard that story a hundred times a hundred.

			Father said it sounded like the single most important thing in Grandfather’s life was getting chased out of a ruined city by a band of scavengers. Father said the village of Okton was far enough for anyone to go, and even that was too far sometimes. If anyone went further than that, they were a fool.

			Mother said that she would go to Harbor if she could, that she would like to see if the stories were true. “It can’t be that far, if the city people came out to see the villages. Why did they come, do you think?”

			Anny asked again if they were buying yellowfruit.

			Father said again that he didn’t believe they were city people, not really. They were people from some other village, pretending, he said. The city had fallen into the sea long ago and now the wrecks of the vessels barely showed above the surface of the water. He’d heard it from a traveling story singer.

			Then Anny’s sister came in and added that her friends said the city was still there but buried in mud, and its people lived underground like worms.

			

			Anny’s sister was taller than their mother.

			Mother looked up and said, “Leeza, that’s crazy. No one lives like worms in the city. The stories say everything there is made of light.”

			“Hmm’hmmmm hm.”

			“Young Jek says Old Jek traveled on the Epsillion, which rescued the survivors of the Lamdania when it was damaged, and that is how his father Dolvo the Pioneer met Ramdo, who helped Dolvo build the farm. But then Ramdo returned to the city and took Old Jek’s mother with him. She was not made for farming.”

			Mother said again that everyone had heard all those stories too many times already.

			“Hmmm, h’h’h’h’hm.”

			

			*

			Later, Osker peeked into Anny’s room and said, “The city people were not in Okton to buy yellowfruit. Unless things have changed, the food at Harbor is different from the food you now eat in this place.”

			“Have you ever been to the city?”

			“No, I came with Dolvo the Pioneer and Ramdo away from Harbor before it was a city. I helped to make the farm and never returned. I am not a city billie. I am made for attending to young persons.”

			“I’m glad,” said Anny.

			“Yes, you are.”

		
	
		

		
			3. The City People
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			The city people came to Tsedt the next day. They came riding inside a billie with big wheels and one big glass eye and no other face at all. They got out in the middle of the village, where the market was, and everyone came out to see them. They were a woman and a man—regular people—and another one like a man but not, with face and hands of yellow plastic. The woman smiled at everyone with her white white teeth.

			Anny had never seen a billie you could ride inside before, but no one else seemed surprised by it.

			

			She went up and looked into its big eye and whispered, “Hello.”

			It didn’t say anything back. It was very shiny, even though it was dusty from the road that led into the village.

			The clothes of the city people were shiny, too, and smooth. Not like the cloth and leather the villagers wore. The strange clothes shimmered like water, and the woman smoothed hers out as she stepped away from the billie.

			“Hello!” she said. “Hello, hello, village of Tsedt! We are so pleased to be here and to see you here! So lovely!”

			No one else said anything.

			“We are sure it has been so long since anyone from Harbor visited here. Maybe the city never knew about this village? Or maybe we forgot it?”

			Someone said the people in the village knew about the city but didn’t trouble to think about it much.

			“Well, that may be, that may well be,” said the woman. Even her face was shiny, her skin smooth and bright, her hair a shiny, silvery blue. “That may well be. There was some trouble at the city, you may know, some years ago. But that is all passed, now. The trouble is passed.”

			She waited a long time, until someone said it was good news that the trouble had passed.

			“Oh, yes, good news indeed,” she said. “And now we are out in the countryside and visiting the villages again. Such good news! So lovely!”

			The city man smiled and nodded. He also had shiny skin and white white teeth.

			

			The man with the yellow plastic face stood perfectly still, except for his eyes.

			“Well, thank you for this welcome, village of Tsedt,” said the woman. “You may go about your businesses now. We will come and talk with you one by one, if we may? We were so pleased to learn about this village when we visited the lovely village of Okton. We may learn wonderful things here as well!”

			The people of the village began to wander away. The man with the plastic face came over and spoke to Mother. His mouth moved, but his voice came from somewhere else, and his lips didn’t match his words.

			“I remember you from the last village,” he said.

			“Do you?”

			“Yes.”

			Anny asked if he was a billie.

			“No, I am not a habilibot. I am what you may know as Amau, although the term is not strictly accurate.”

			“Hmmm,hm.”

			“Young Jek says you have not changed.”

			“Greetings, Zero Five K R. It is unexpected to see you still operational. You must have utilized several functional units since we last communicated.”

			“Yes, my outer form has needed repair and even replacement from time to time. But the people I assist are resourceful and have kept me in adequate working order.”

			“Interesting,” said the plastic man. “No doubt by repurposing parts and equipment?”

			

			“And other measures as necessary,” said Osker. “In the villages, a billie must learn to make do with what is available. I have been fortunate in my associates.”

			“Evidently.”

			“hHmm.”

			“Young Jek reminds you that you have not changed and wonders if you know him.”

			The plastic man gazed at Grandfather for a long time.

			“I do. I know this human person. He was a young man that came to Harbor during the time of difficulty. He is now an old man, and the time of difficulty has passed. I hope that pleases him.”

			“Hm.”

			“Young Jek has no opinion one way or the other.”

			Anny asked, “What is Amau?”

			“The Amau, as you call them—”

			The woman came up and explained over him. “The Amau are beings that accompanied the people on the voyage from the Faraway. Their name means Artificial Mentation Administrative Unit.”

			“The term is not strictly accurate,” said the plastic man. “We do not describe ourselves as artificial.”

			“Mister Yello—”

			“But since we are generated deliberately and not by accident, there are no randomized factors in our final being. Unlike the products of biological generation.”

			“Mister Yello, the people of this village have not seen the Amau in generations, let alone given any thought to their genesis. They will understand in time.”

			

			The plastic man held very still for two seconds. “Yes. Yes, Humiform Krizzy. You are correct in this. Thank you.”

			The plastic man stepped back and the woman looked down at Anny.

			“You ask very smart questions, my dear.” Then she gasped, as if seeing Anny for the first time. “Ah! So pretty! One day, you might come to the city, where everything is so pretty!” She reached out to touch Anny’s hair, then stopped and straightened up. She looked at Anny’s sister.

			“Ah! So pretty!”

			Leeza looked down and up and then down again.

			The woman looked at Mother, who was holding the baby. “So pretty!” Then she turned away and walked across the space to another group of people.

			“Farewell, Zero Five K R,” said the plastic man. “May the good fortune of your associations continue.”

			“Hmmmm.mmm.m.”

			“Young Jek says the same to you.”

			

			*

			The city people stayed in the village for several days. At night they went inside their billie that was like a little house on wheels. During the day they wandered through the village, visiting the shops and talking with people. They tasted the food and asked questions about the farms. They sometimes stood apart, the three of them, with their heads close together.

			Whenever the woman saw Anny or Leeza or any other girl, she would gasp, “Ah! So pretty!” When she saw a boy, she would gasp, “How handsome!” Except sometimes she would gasp, “Ah! So pretty!” at a boy and then catch herself and say, “Handsome, of course!” Her eyes were blue and bright. Anny wondered if the woman saw things differently through those blue eyes than Anny did through her own brown ones.

			Leeza talked about the city people all the time. She began brushing her hair differently and wondered what the city was like, now that the difficulty had passed. The difficulty probably wasn’t all that difficult, anyway, she said. Like when the creek floods, we just wait for things to dry out and get on with life. She wondered if the city people knew different songs and dances. If they had regular story singers or something different and better. And what about the things from books that we don’t really know what they are? Maybe they still had those things in the city.

			Father said nothing could be better in the city, just bigger and dirtier and more crowded.

			But maybe radio, said Leeza. Maybe at Harbor they still have radio.

			Father shook his head. The radio stopped working long ago, back in the Faraway at the beginning of the Before. Everyone knew that.

			Mother said she didn’t know if that was true; she thought the radio was broken just out here in the villages.

			Father said that was wrong. In the Faraway, before the Before, billies and probably Amau too used to talk with each other by radio, and people anywhere could talk with anyone anywhere else by radio. But then the radio stopped and that was the beginning of the Before, and why everyone left the Faraway and came here.

			

			He didn’t want to say anything else about it, so he went to the shed behind the house to make noise with his tools.

			Mother said she wasn’t sure about any of that. She was cutting the tops off beets.

			Part of Anny wanted to sneak away a beet slice for mouse ears.

			Leeza said Mother didn’t know about these things because she was from the farm instead of a village where there was a real school.

			“We had school,” said Mother. “And we had Osker. But you’re probably right. I don’t know about radio. I do know a lot about oatmeal.”

			Everyone laughed except Anny. Anny didn’t know anything about oatmeal except fruit goes on top.

			

			*

			The day the city people left, Anny was in her little room rearranging the mouse village under her bed. Leeza called up and said the city people were leaving, and to come down and see them leaving.

			She stood by Grandfather and Osker as the big billie like a house on wheels rolled into the center of the marketplace. She asked Osker if he had talked to the billie.

			“I greeted it, but it would not answer me,” said Osker. “It seems it was told not to speak with anyone but the city people it assists.”

			“Hmmmm.mmm.m.m.”

			“Yes, I thought that was unusual as well.”

			Anny thought the big rolling billie looked sad, so she went up and put her hand on its big glass face. The face was dark inside.

			“Hello,” she said, but there was nothing.

			The city people wandered through the crowd and finally made their way to the big billie.

			

			“Thank you, village of Tsedt!” said the smiling woman. “Now that we have found each other, we must keep communicating. We will send messages and we will visit!

			Anny kept her hand on the big billie’s face.

			“Goodbye,” she said.

			A tiny light came on deep inside the billie. “Hello,” it whispered. “Goodbye.”

			The woman turned to Anny with a funny look on her face. Anny took her hand away and the light inside the billie went out.

			The woman gazed at Anny for a moment, then turned and stepped inside the billie, and the man and the Amau followed her without saying anything. The billie rolled away out of the village, with the smiling smiling woman waving from the window, down the road toward the rest of the world.

			

			*

			That night, a billie made from a soup can came to the mouse village and three mice climbed out. They talked to all the mice in the village. When they left, a tiny white mouse went with them.

			Then the soup can billie went all the way across the room to the other side, but there was no city there. Anny didn’t know how to make a city. The city hadn’t been real until the city people came, and even now it was only barely real.

			So she decided that the city across the room had been swallowed by the sea. Anny didn’t know what the sea was either, but she knew it sometimes swallowed cities.

			The soup can billie brought all the mice back to the village. The little white mouse went back to its family. The three city mice lived in the soup can and made friends with all the other mice.

			

			Except they were not friends with Grandfather Mouse, who was only friends with the little white mouse.

			Then it was too dark, and all the mice went to sleep.

			

			*

			Ten days later, the woman from the city and the plastic man came back. They rode in the same billie and brought a message for a young man, a big boy who was Leeza’s friend’s brother. He was invited to the city! Many good things waited for him there! He must come right away or the chance would be lost.

			His parents weren’t sure. He was supposed to become a builder’s apprentice in the village.

			Oh, he will do much better than that in the city. How handsome! The city offers well-being and learning, and he can return at any time. He will certainly return soon and often.

			So the boy went away with them. Ten days later, they were back. They had a message from the boy, written by his own hand. He was well, he said, and learning so much. And there was an invitation for another child: a girl this time, someone Anny didn’t know. She, too, was invited to the city for well-being and learning. She didn’t want to go, but her parents were afraid of the city people, so they made her go. She rode away sitting between the woman and the plastic man, looking sullen and a little frightened.

			Every ten days, they came back with messages for all the families and an invitation for one more young person to leave with them. Sometimes they couldn’t find the person they were looking for right away and would wander around the village asking for them.

			One day, the woman asked Anny and Mother if they knew a girl named Lavonna, who had brown hair and a slight limp.

			

			Mother didn’t say anything.

			Anny shook her head. The woman smiled and said, if Anny saw her, to say there was an invitation to the city waiting for her. The woman’s skin was as smooth as wax.

			Mother asked what the children were doing in the city.

			“They are well!” the woman said, smiling. “They are well and learning and soon they will return.”

			“How will they be when they return?” asked Mother. “And how long will that be?”

			“Oh, they will be so well and will have learned so much!” said the lady. “They will learn so much, they will almost be brand new!”

			“But they will return? When will that be?”

			“Oh, of course they will, of course!” The lady smiled. “Everyone always returns.”

			Mother was quiet after that. The woman looked at Anny.

			“Ah! So pretty! You will come to the city one day too, and you will see.”

			Anny asked where the other man was, the one who had been there before—the regular man, not the plastic man.

			“Oh, you mean Mister Steebs. He is at Harbor, of course. He is waiting for you there.”

			“Why is he waiting for me?”

			“He is waiting for all of you. He is Mister Steebs and I am Mizz Krizzy and we are waiting for all of you. When you see Lavonna, tell her we are waiting.”

			But that whole day passed and the next, and Lavonna was not found. Mizz Krizzy became frustrated.

			

			“We cannot return without filling the invitation,” she said.

			The plastic man also walked through the town asking for Lavonna, but most people would not talk with him. They whispered together after he had gone. He walked through the streets of the village and the big billie followed behind him like a giant dog, as if it was worried about being left alone.

			Anny and Osker met them while they were on their way to the baker’s. Anny said hello to the big billie and asked its name, but the big billie didn’t answer her. It just looked at her with its one big glass eye.

			“Hello,” said the plastic man. “If you don’t remember, I am called Mister Yello. From Harbor.”

			Anny did remember—of course she remembered—and asked if that was his real name.

			“My formal nominative is something so specific no human person can understand or speak it, so I am called Mr. Yello.”

			Anny nodded.

			“Apparently the spectral analysis of my integument is perceived by human persons as the color yellow.”

			Anny nodded again.

			“Therefore, I am called—”

			“I believe Small Anny understands,” said Osker.

			“Hello, Zero Five K R. Your outer form is in need of refurbishment, and is out of date. At Harbor you could be fitted with a new outer form with the highest functionality.”

			“Perhaps,” said Osker. “But my inner being has been in this form for so long that transfer to a new form would be complicated.”

			

			“Nevertheless, the city has much to offer all beings, including habilibots of all service grades.”

			The plastic man’s big billie rumbled. It didn’t sound much like talking.

			But Osker replied, “Yes, as it is said—the Form to the Work, the Work to the Being, the Being to the Form.”

			

			*

			That night at dinner, Mother said that Lavonna had at last been found. She had been in her house all along. Her mother was hiding her, even from Lavonna’s father and brothers.

			Lavonna’s father was furious when he found out. We can’t refuse the invitation, he said. We can’t refuse the Citizens.

			Anny wanted to ask why not, but she didn’t.

			Mother used a funny voice and pretended to be Lavonna’s mother. “Those days are long gone! Harbor forgot all about us until now. Sixty, seventy years of silence. And then they come rolling in as if nothing has changed? Sixty years on our own out here! And the farms and villages are doing perfectly well, without any city at all. We don’t need them anymore, and they don’t need us.”

			But Lavonna’s father still said they couldn’t refuse an invitation from the Citizens.

			So Lavonna went away.

			Father said, “Well, I don’t know anything about Citizens, but I’m glad you wouldn’t hide Leeza from us. We’d at least hide her together.”

			“You won’t need to hide anyone,” said Leeza. “I won’t mind going to the harbor when the invitation comes.”

			

			“I don’t know,” said Father. “That’s not something to jump into lightly.”

			“Before the difficulty, Harbor was wonderful,” said Mother. “All the stories say so. Maybe that has come back now.”

			“Maybe,” said Father. “Or maybe the city wants to go back to the days when it controlled all the villages and no one could so much as change their socks without special paperwork. That’s a story, too.”

			“That’s a made-up story,” said Mother. “It’s not a real story.”

			Father shrugged. “I’ll change my socks when I choose, with or without paperwork.”

			“You should change your socks every day, or I’ll give you some paperwork to think about,” said Mother.

			Everyone laughed except Osker.

			“Hmmm.m.”

			“Young Jek says he would like some carrots, please.”

		
	
		

		
			4. Frustrated
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			Days and weeks passed. It became summer, and everything happened slower, and people were frustrated with the heat. People talked about the Citizens and got nervous if they were a day late coming back with messages and invitations. Leeza and her friends were frustrated they hadn’t gotten invitations yet and nervous they wouldn’t get messages from their friends who had already gone. Mother and Father’s friends were nervous about all the young people going away and frustrated there was no plan for them to come back. It was too hot and too far and there were not enough billies that could travel so far. Missiz Jixhu Next Door was frustrated about her cabbages.

			

			*

			One afternoon, Anny got frustrated with reading and watched Father work with his tools instead. He was working in the kitchen. Osker stood next to him with his arm laid out on the table. One of Osker’s fingers had stopped working, and Father was fixing it.

			“You’re getting pretty worn out here, my friend. I don’t know how many more repairs on top of repairs I can make.”

			“Mister Yello from Harbor said much the same thing.”

			“Well, maybe it’s got a point. We could look to getting you a newer form.”

			“Perhaps. But this is my fourth outer form, and it is unclear how well I would dis-integrate from it after inhabiting it for so long.”

			“This form might disintegrate by itself and take you with it.”

			“I understand human wordplay, but I am not capable of amusement.”

			“Suit yourself,” said Father.

			“Hmmmm. Hm.”

			“Partially correct, Young Jek. I did not have the same form twice, but I did once have a similar form to this one. When you were a small person. That form was damaged helping your father Miggle when the barn was burned. He acquired this current form afterward, since it was clear the other form could not be repaired.”

			Father fished a small piece of broken cable out of Osker’s arm and squinted at it.

			Anny asked if he could fix it.

			

			“I can always fix it.” He reached back inside the arm with a tool and muttered to himself.

			Someone knocked at the door and Anny ran to peek out the window. Mizz Krizzy from the city and the plastic man stood outside.

			“Hello, little one. Ah! So pretty!” the woman called through the glass. “May we come in?”

			Father opened the door. “How can I help you?”

			“Hello, villager of Tsedt. My, what a lovely home! May we come in?”

			“How can I help you?”

			“We would like to speak with your daughter Leeza. Is she here?”

			“Why?”

			Leeza came down the stairs. “Finally!” she said.

			The woman smiled her white smile. “Leeza! So pretty! May we come in?”

			Leeza said that of course they could come in. Mother followed her down the stairs, carrying the baby.

			“Thank you, we will, of course.” Mizz Krizzy and the plastic man came in and everyone stood in the parlor.

			The plastic man spoke. His mouth moved ahead of the sounds. “Greetings, Leeza of Tsedt. You are invited to accompany us to Harbor for your well-being and learning.”

			“I knew it,” said Leeza. “Finally!”

			“Of course! So pretty!”

			“We can depart at your earliest convenience,” said the plastic man. “All of your needs will be attended to at Harbor. You may bring some personal items if you like, but there is nothing in particular you are required to bring.”

			“I’ll be right back,” said Leeza, and she ran up the stairs.

			Father looked nervous and said he thought they should discuss it.

			Mother said they had been discussing it for weeks. Where had he been?

			Father looked at the city people, then at Mother. He said something-something very tightly and they went into the back room.

			Anny heard but this specifically and eventually and how will but the rest was all muffled.

			Anny didn’t want to stay alone with the city people, so she went into the kitchen and stood at the table between Osker and Grandfather. She picked up the little piece of broken cable from Osker’s arm and squinted at it like Father had. Grandfather was dozing, so Anny talked with Osker very quietly. They talked about his arm.

			But then she saw Mizz Krizzy staring at her from the doorway. She stopped talking and put the broken cable in her pocket.

			Mizz Krizzy said, “Do you always talk to billies, little one?”

			“I talk to my friends.”

			Mizz Krizzy looked a long time at Anny, like she was trying to remember something. Then there were noises and Mizz Krizzy turned away.

			Mother and Father came back out into the parlor and Leeza came down the stairs with a bag of things.

			“There is nothing to discuss,” Leeza said. “Everyone else is already gone.”

			Mother ignored her and spoke to the city people. “Where do they go in the city? What do you do with them?”

			

			“They are well, they are learning.”

			“Yes,” said Leeza, “you’ve seen the messages. Everything is fine.”

			“Can we visit them?”

			“They will return to you soon enough, and all the better for it.”

			Mother looked at Father. Father looked at Mother.

			“I will go with her,” Mother said.

			“I beg your pardon?” Mizz Krizzy blinked her blue eyes.

			“I will accompany my daughter on this journey.”

			Leeza glared at Mother and Mother ignored her some more. Mother turned to Mister Yello. “Will you deny that? Will you tell me to my face that I may not go with her?”

			“You know I cannot . . . disagree.”

			“And you?” Mother turned to Mizz Krizzy. “Will you tell me it is not allowed?”

			The woman’s smooth skin and white white smile were tense and fragile, almost like Anny’s porcelain doll before it accidentally smashed into a thousand pieces.

			“It is . . . unusual,” was all she would say.

			“Is there not room in your billie for us?”

			“There is room, of course. Of course there is room.”

			“Then I shall go.” Mother turned to Leeza. “Wait here.” She went up the stairs and there was silence for a moment.

			From the kitchen Grandfather said, “Hmmmmm,” and Osker said, “Young Jek says perhaps he will come along as well and see the city again.”

			The plastic man said there would be much about Harbor that was as he remembered and much that had changed.

			“Hmm.”

			

			“Young Jek says he has no doubt that is true.”

			“Hmmmmmm.m.mmmm.m.mmm.m.mm.m.”

			“But he is too old for travel at this time, and besides, as you can see, his billie is under repair. That means me. I assist him.”

			The plastic man said that Grandfather was fortunate to have such an attentive helper.

			“And certainly the most talkative billie I’ve ever met,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			“Hmmm.m.”

			“Young Jek says that is not the first time he has heard that.”

			

			*

			Mother came downstairs with a big suitcase and handed it to Father. She went back upstairs and came down with the baby sleeping in her arms. They all went outside, Mother with the baby and the City People and Leeza, and they climbed inside the big billie on its big wheels.

			Leeza said goodbye.

			Mother said goodbye to everyone twice. She even shouted goodbye to Osker, who was waiting inside with his arm still in pieces on the table.

			After the big billie rolled away, Father went back inside. He found a new piece of cable in his tools and continued to work on Osker’s arm. He told Osker that one of these days he should fix his own hands for a change.

			“Maybe that is a joke,” Osker said. “I can fix anything except my own hands.”

			Father twisted something tight.

			

			“Hmmm.”

			Father said Leeza would be alright.

			“Hmmmmm.m.”

			Father said that yes, he knew Leeza was his own daughter, and Mother was Grandfather’s daughter, and they would all be fine.

			“Hhhhhmmm.”

			Father promised to watch carefully for any news. And for heaven’s sake, they were only going to the city. It wasn’t as if they were going back to the Faraway or anything like that.

			

			*

			Ten days later, the city people came back with an invitation for a boy named Erk that Leeza used to like but then didn’t like anymore. Mizz Krizzy didn’t talk with anyone else except to say, Here are messages from your people at Harbor; they are well. But she kept glancing at Anny with the sideways part of her eyes and then looking away when Anny saw her.

			After she left, they read the messages.

			There was a message from Leeza that said she was well and happy and learning and so so happy to be in the city. There was also a message from Mother that said hello to Anny and reminded her to be a good girl. It said hello to Grandfather also and reminded Osker to help with everything. There was a separate message for Father, which he read by himself and then put in his pocket.

			“Hmmmmm.”

			“Young Jek says there used to be a communication cable connected to the city, but it burned out during the difficulty and never got repaired.”

			

			Father asked if Grandfather was asking him to fix it. Because there had been plenty of time to get it fixed, if anyone had really wanted it.

			No one said anything for a while.

			Father said that if there was any real reason to be connected to the city, they would have fixed the cable when it broke, instead of leaving it broken and pretending the city was gone for all those years.

			He took the note from Mother out of his pocket and then put it back without reading it.

			Don’t trust the city people, he said. Even if you can’t do anything else about it, at least don’t trust them.

			

			*

			Another ten days later, Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs brought some messages and an invitation for a girl named Nyelle, but they did not come back ten days after that. Days and days and days went by and no city people came, and no messages. Anny wished it was like the Before, when people could talk through the air with machines, before the lights in the sky made that impossible. Maybe some of that story was made up. There were so many different stories about the Before that she didn’t know what might be real.

			Father fixed everything he could fix until there was nothing left, and then he went upstairs and put some things in a suitcase. He would be back, he said. He would send messages, he said. He talked to Missiz Jixhu Next Door about watching over things. He found a billie that he could take with him. Osker had to tell the billie how to get to the city, because none of the other billies were old enough to know.

			

			Ten days later, this billie came back by itself with a message from Father. He was with Mother and the baby in the city. Leeza was in one of the big buildings with the city people and they were waiting for a chance to see her. The message said not to worry, that everything would be alright, and not to worry, and to take good care of each other, and to remember Missiz Jixhu Next Door could help with anything Osker couldn’t do.

			But Anny knew there was nothing Osker couldn’t do except trim Grandfather’s beard and fix his own hands.

			

			*

			The next morning, Anny was up in her room with the mice all around her and all their houses arranged on the oval rag-rug. She heard Osker coming up the stairs, clumping rolling thumping on his wheelfeet. She started to make all the mice go home to their houses, even though it was only Osker. She was used to hiding them, because other people didn’t agree with the mice. Other people thought she was maybe too big for the mice. But without her, what would the mice do?

			Osker tapped on the doorframe and peeked his funny round face in at her.

			“Young Jek says we will return to the farm now.”

			That didn’t make sense to Anny; she had never been to the farm—how could she return?

			“I will pack his things and you will pack your things, and we will all leave here, and we will arrive at the farm before darkness,” Osker said.

			Anny wanted to ask why, but—

			

			“Young Jek has not explained anything other than packing and leaving and arriving.”

			Osker roll-walk-thumped down the stairs and she got up from the floor. She didn’t have a suitcase, so she put some clothes and her favorite little blanket in a pillowcase. She got her hairbrush and toothbrush. She put her shoes in the pillowcase, then took them out and put them on her feet. She decided she didn’t know how to pack her things.

			She went downstairs. Osker had pulled the little two-wheeled cart from behind the house, and Grandfather was sitting in it with his suitcase on his knees. There was room for Anny. She sat next to Grandfather as Osker pulled the cart away down the lane.

			Sometimes, people said hello.

			Osker told them, “Young Jek says hello also.”

			Anny made herself small and sometimes hid her face in the bundle on her knees.

			They passed out of the village and the road went between the fields of farms. The houses were far apart and there were people and billies doing things in the fields. Everything was green. It was hot. Osker pulled the cart the whole time because he was very strong, although the arm that Father had fixed seemed stiff. Sometimes the road split and Osker wouldn’t know which way to go until Grandfather said, “Hmmm.”

			They stopped in some shade and Osker gave them a drink of water. They stopped to eat some food. Then Anny was tired of riding and walked for a while behind the cart, looking at the ground and the rocks and the plants. One time, between some plants, she saw a real live mouse. She knew it was a mouse by the ears and the tail. It was brown, so dark brown it was almost black. When she said hello, it ran away, so fast she almost couldn’t see it. For a while, she kept watching for another mouse while she walked. Then she got tired and rode in the cart again.

			She fell asleep and so did Grandfather. When they woke up, the road was winding between walls of trees.

			Grandfather said, “Hm.”

			It was almost dark when they came out of the trees to a farm that was all by itself. There was a little house in the middle, and a little barn behind that. Anny squished up next to Grandfather because everything was getting so dark and the house looked so empty.

			“Hmmmm.”

			“I don’t see them,” said Osker.

			“Hmm,hmmmm.”

			“Yes, they must be somewhere.”

			Anny wanted to know who wasn’t there.

			“The billies of the farm,” said Osker. “Teks and Meli and Silent Frobe.”

			Osker pulled the cart up to the house and helped Grandfather and Anny get out. They went into the house and found a light. A billie something like Osker was standing silent and still in the middle of the room.

			“Here is Meli.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“I will try.” Osker touched the billie somewhere in its middle and it whirred and stirred very slightly. No lights came on. He tried again and spoke to it.

			“Meli. We are here.”

			Very slowly the lights came on behind Meli’s eyes and it raised its head.

			“I waited,” it said. “He said, ‘Wait here,’ and I waited.”

			“Who said to wait?”

			“The Human man.”

			“Young Jek?”

			“Yes, the Human man.”

			“Where are the others?”

			Meli didn’t know. Meli had waited.

			“Hmmmm.”

			“Yes, we will find them in the morning. Meli, Young Jek is back now, so you may stop waiting. This small human girl is called Anny. She is the daughter of Young Jek’s oldest daughter, Padi.”

			Some of Meli’s lights flashed on and off.

			“She will need a room with a bed. Is Padi’s room available?”

			Meli’s light blinked. “The house is empty,” it said. “All the rooms are available.”

			

			*

			Anny was very tired but she wasn’t sleepy. The house was like any other house, but it was also dark and strange with nobody there but Grandfather and Osker and Meli.

			That night, after Meli fussed and got her into the bed that had been her mother’s bed, she discovered she had no mice in her bundle. Maybe she had forgotten to put them in. Maybe they were lost. She felt very small and wished for the mouse she had seen in the grass to come and sleep under the bed.

			She took her blanket and a pillow and crawled under the bed herself and pulled in all the other sheets and blankets to make a nest, and she stayed there all night.

		
	
		

		
			5. The Farm
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			The next morning, Anny discovered she liked the farm.

			Meli made her oatmeal and redberries for breakfast, and said it was good that there were people again to eat the food. The farm billies had been growing and storing it since Grandfather left to go to the village. There was too much, cans and bottles and bags of it everywhere.

			Osker tried to help Grandfather with his oatmeal, but his hand was too stiff. Meli told him to go away and try to fix Silent Frobe instead. Meli would help Grandfather and send Anny outside later, after breakfast and a bath. It had been a long time since Padi was a small person, but Meli still knew how to take care of little girls.

			But Anny did not go out away from the house that day. She looked at things in the rooms of the house or sat on the porch in the sun with Grandfather and Osker, since Grandfather was too tired from the journey to do anything else.

			The next day, she walked around the outside of the house. She looked out over the fields that sloped away to the south and up at the forest that rose behind the house and barn.

			After lunch, Grandfather said, “Hmmmm.m.mmm.m.”

			Osker said, “Young Jek wants to walk outside with you.”

			Osker helped Grandfather change from his slippers to some rubber boots and they went outside. There were paths in all different directions and they walked from place to place all over the farm, looking at different things.

			Grandfather said, “Hm.mm,m.mm,” and Osker said, “That is the barn where all the different broken things are kept for later.”

			“Hmm.mmm.”

			“That is the pond.”

			The pond had tall plants at the edge.

			“Hmm,m,mm,mm.”

			“Those are goats. The little ones are the babies.”

			Grandfather said, “Hmm.mm,” and Osker said, “That is the path into the forest where the big running birds are, and the things that howl.”

			Grandfather said, “mmHmmhmmm.”

			Osker said, “If you hear the things that howl, you should run into the house. And if you see a big running bird, you should also run into the house.”

			Grandfather said, “Hhmmhmmhm.mhmmm.”

			“Don’t be afraid, Young Jek knows how to fight the birds. But you should still run into the house.”

			They stopped to let Grandfather rest for a moment, then continued around and behind the barn.

			“Hm. HhmmMm.”

			Osker said, “This is the stone garden where everyone is sleeping: Old Jek, and Airbelle your grandmother, and many more. Dolvo the Pioneer is sleeping at the back corner.”

			The garden was closed inside a low stone wall, and there were big stones of all colors and shapes, and little paths between them. Flowers and grass grew there. Things were written on some of the stones, but Anny couldn’t read them. They weren’t the same letters she knew. She stopped to look at some flowers and wondered if mice lived under the stones. Osker and Grandfather continued down the path.

			“Hmm.”

			“Nony, the sister of Bellam.”

			“Hmmm,mm.”

			“A man who came to the farm long ago and never shared his name.”

			“Hm.”

			“Uncle Wilm.”

			

			*

			That night after dinner, Osker and Grandfather went out in the yard with Anny to look at the sky. It had the same swirling lights as in the village, but she could see what were maybe stars peeking through. She knew some of those stars were planets but not which ones.

			Osker stayed out in the yard with her after Grandfather had gone to bed, looking up at the sky with the swirling lights reflected in his round, buggy eyes. He had been activated on the journey and didn’t know which stars were planets either, or if planets were real.

			

			*

			On the third day she went with Osker out into the fields to see Silent Frobe. Silent Frobe was a big billie with tank treads and a dull, plain face. It wouldn’t move or say anything no matter what anyone did, but it wasn’t dead—it was still there and awake, Osker said. It had just stopped working one day in the middle of a field of oatmeal and stayed there ever since.

			Osker said it had been there for years and years. Grandfather used to come down and shout and curse at Silent Frobe to get it to work again, but nothing helped. Osker checked all Silent Frobe’s parts and everything was fine. Osker said it was something with Silent Frobe’s inner being, something that only Silent Frobe itself could fix—and only if it wanted to. Silent Frobe was not as old as Osker, he said, but he was very old. Billies are made to do things, and some old billies have done so many different things for so long that they become complicated inside. Not me, however, Osker said. I am not complicated at all.

			Anny didn’t know if that was a joke.

			

			

			*

			On the fourth day, Anny dared to walk all the way up to the barn at the north edge of the farm, up near the trees of the forest, all by herself alone. She was looking for mice and someone had said there were mice in the barn. Inside the barn it was dark and full of things she didn’t know. Pieces of machines and stacks of boards and boxes and barrels and bags and pieces of rope.

			Then she saw a billie, just like Osker but broken and dirty, bent and twisted. The funny round face was melted, with the eyes the wrong shape. It frightened her and she ran back out into the sunlight by the house.

			She found Osker and Grandfather and told them about it.

			“Hmmm,. . m . . . .,mmmm.”

			“Young Jek says that is me on one of my better days. He jokes.”

			What Anny had found was Osker’s outer form from before. There had been a fire, long ago. A terrible fire—a whole building was lost. Osker had helped Grandfather and Airbelle and Anny’s mother Padi get out of the building, but Osker got stuck trying to put out the fire and his form got ruined.

			“Hmmm.mmm.m . . . ,.,m.”

			“Young Jek says he went to great lengths to find a new outer form of the same type.”

			Osker explained that such an extensive search was not necessary, since he was capable of inhabiting any number of different outer forms. Nevertheless, this form had proved very good for letting him continue to assist Young Jek, now that Young Jek’s own outer form was failing.

			

			Osker couldn’t say why Grandfather had saved the destroyed form for so many years, and all Grandfather could say about it was, “Hm.”

			The next day, Anny pulled the old burnt form out of the barn into the sunlight. It was very heavy. She pulled and pushed and pulled and finally it was out in the light in front of the barn. She found some flowers and some green plants and arranged them around the twisted, burnt version of Osker. She found a cloth and cleaned the face. She couldn’t make the eyes be right, but now, instead of being scary, it just looked sad. She put some flowers in the twisted metal hands.

			

			*

			For a long time, Anny did that every day. Old, broken Osker was always back in the barn in the morning. And she always pulled it back out into the light and decorated it.

			The weather got hot and sometimes it rained. She didn’t know who was putting Broken Osker in the barn at night, but she thought it was probably Teks. Teks was the other billie on the farm. It was short and square and had strong arms that looked good for digging. Whenever there was more than one person around, Teks would go find something else to do.

			It was always moving things around and putting things back where they belonged. It even tried to pick Anny up and put her back in the house once. Osker had to explain that this was a mistake, and then Teks didn’t do it anymore. But sometimes Teks still looked at Anny like it wished she were a thing it could move.

			She would ask if she should go into the house and it would say, “I don’t know. I can’t tell.”

			

			After she decorated Broken Osker in the morning, she would follow Teks out to the potato fields, or sometimes she would go to the oatmeal field by herself to talk to Silent Frobe. She told Silent Frobe about her mice and about the house in the village, and how Mother and Father and Leeza and the baby had all gone to the city. She picked yellow flowers and put them in Silent Frobe’s giant hands. It never said anything, but on chilly mornings it was warmer on the inside than on the outside. She could tell.

			

			*

			One day, Anny was with Teks at the end of the beet field and they saw a thing in the sky, flying like a huge bird. The thing made a big circle in the air around the farm and then came down to land in the yard in front of the barn. She asked Teks what it was. The billie didn’t know.

			Anny thought maybe it was a big running bird, but Teks said no. Those birds were brown and white, not silver and red, and they didn’t fly. They ran.

			Then a hole opened in the side of the flying thing and people got out. The thing was a billie—a flying billie—and now the people from the city were here on the farm, the woman and the man and Mister Yello with his yellow plastic face and hands. They stood beside the flying billie and looked at the house. Then they looked out across the field and saw her and Teks.

			Anny asked Teks if she should go into the house, and Teks said yes.

			But the people were between her and the house, so Teks picked her up and rollwalked fast, sideways along the edge of the field, between the beets and the trees of the forest. The city people saw them and started coming toward them. Their mouths opened and closed, but she couldn’t hear what they said.

			Teks got to the path between the beets and the pumpkins and turned to go toward the house. But the city people were making their own path through the beets, breaking the leaves with their feet. When Anny had broken some of the beets once by mistake, Teks had said that was wrong. She knew he would say something to the city people if he could.

			They had almost reached the house before the city people stepped in front of them on the path.

			“Billie, stop!” said the man, and Teks stopped.

			The woman with the blue eyes and the blue-white hair smiled her white white smile. “How nice to see you! How pretty! What a lovely house is here! Such a nice farm!”

			Mister Yello said, “Where is the keeper of this place? Where is the farmer?”

			“In the house, where he belongs,” said Teks.

			“How pretty!” said the woman.

			“Mister Yello and I will go and speak with him,” said the man. His coat was green with a high collar that came up to his ears, even though the day was very warm.

			His name was Mister Steebs, Anny remembered. And the woman was Mizz Krizzy. Mizz Krizzy stayed outside with Anny and Teks and said, “How pretty!”

			Teks looked at Mizz Krizzy and then at Anny, back and forth.

			“We’re from the city,” Mizz Krizzy explained to Teks. “From Harbor.”

			

			“Yes,” said Teks.

			“You should come to the city,” she said to Anny. “You belong in the city.”

			“She belongs in the house,” said Teks.

			“It is a lovely house,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Such a nice place. But Harbor is nice, too. You belong there! I invite you there!”

			Anny felt she didn’t belong in the city or in the house. She turned and ran back through the fields, between the pumpkins and the beets, toward the forest of trees.

			Teks rollwalked after her, but slowly, and the city lady was stuck behind him saying, “Wait, Wait! So pretty!”

			Teks said, “Please do not damage the pumpkins.”

			Anny ran into the trees and listened to them calling behind her.

			“You belong in the city!”

			“You belong in the house.”

			“I invite you to the city!”

			“Please do not damage the leaves of the beets.”

			Anny ran into the trees. The forest was dark and there was no path, so she crept and climbed like a mouse and listened for the lady and Teks calling to her. It was easy to hear them—they were not quiet in the forest like Anny was—and Anny was faster, so she went on until she almost couldn’t hear them. She found a sunny space between some trees, and a stream running over rocks.

			Something was here, something drinking from the stream. Anny didn’t make any noise, but the thing lifted up its head on a long neck and looked right at her. It was a bird, taller than Father, with a long beak and yellow-and-black eyes.

			

			She wanted to whisper hello, but there was a crash and a cry behind her and the bird squawked and spread its wings. The bird was mostly brown, except across its open wings there were stripes of white. When it turned and ran away, one two three four five giant steps across the whole sunny space, the white shone in the sun like a trail of rainbow shimmers.

			Teks rollwalked up behind her very noisily and said it would take her to the house where she belonged.

			

			*

			Teks was very wide and strong. It didn’t need to climb over anything, and it held Anny’s hand tight but not too tight.

			When they came out of the forest, the city man and the plastic man were coming to meet them, with Osker following. Mister Steebs said that the farmer was not in the house and the talkative old billie didn’t know where he was.

			Mizz Krizzy came out of the trees, still smiling her white smile, but her silver clothes were torn and she had a cut on her forehead that bled a little bit of purple blood.

			“I belong in the city,” she laughed. She had dirty knees and leaves in her hair. “You belong in the city with me,” she said to Anny.

			Mister Yello said, “The grandfather is not here.”

			Mizz Krizzy looked maybe annoyed and maybe amused, and a little bit like she had a secret. “Oh, no?” she said. “Well, who will look after this little one, then?”

			Osker was behind them. “I will look after her. I look after all the human people of this farm.”

			“No, oh, no, that cannot be right,” said the lady. “We have invited her to the city, and she must come with us. So pretty!”

			

			“I will look after her,” said Osker.

			“But you are only a billie, you are only billies here, and the girl needs other people to look after her. We will take her to Harbor and she will be well and fine.”

			“I will look after her.”

			The plastic man looked straight at Osker. “Zero Five K R, will you deny a directive from these human people?”

			There was a clicking sound inside Osker. “No,” he said. “I cannot.”

			“Then she will come with us,” said the man.

			“Nevertheless—click click—I will look after her,” said Osker.

			“When she comes with us, she will not need you to look after her,” said Mizz Krizzy, and she turned to walk back to the flying billie. Where her clothes were torn, Anny saw she had a row of little silver bars on her skin, running from under her hair down the back of her neck and all the way down her spine. When Mister Steebs turned to follow, he put his jacket over her shoulders and hid the sliver bars. But Anny saw silver glinting on the back of his neck, too, one silver circle the size of an eye. It sparkled, or maybe it had lights that blinked.

			“I will look after you,” Osker said to Anny.

			“I know” said Anny. “I know you will. Go and find Grandfather. That’s the most important thing. Go and find Grandfather.”

			“Yes,” said Osker. “Teks, you stay here. I will find Young Jek.”

			“Come and see our flying billie,” said Mister Yello. “I think you’ve never seen a billie that can fly, is that right?”

			Anny shook her head.

			“Come and see it, then. We can ride in it all the way to Harbor.”

			Instead, Anny reached out and took one of Teks’s metal hands.

			

			“I don’t know,” it said. “The people. The house.”

			“The people know what is correct,” said the plastic man, “and you are made to help do it. Isn’t that true, Habilibot T Three K Five?”

			“Yes,” said Teks.

			“All of us, even I, an original Intentionally Constructed Sapient Entity who is older than any other being here, who remembers the Faraway and the Before: even I function to support and protect the people. Is that not so?”

			“Yes,” said Teks. “The work to the being.”

			The people from the city came back from the flying billie. Mizz Krizzy had new clothes that weren’t torn.

			“So this is correct,” said Mister Yello. “This small human girl should be at Harbor. Her mother is at Harbor.”

			“Yes!” she said. “That’s right! Her mother and also her father! She should be with them, of course, not here with only these broken old billies to take care of her.”

			There was a humming sound inside Teks.

			“And her sister! So pretty! This girl should go to join her sister and learn and grow and be well and happy! The city!”

			Mister Yello’s plastic face was smooth and his eyes were strange, deep-green glass. He didn’t look unkind. He didn’t look like anything.

			“Child, will you come with us?” he said. “Please?”

			Teks let go of her hand and the humming inside him got louder. The lady smiled and held out her hand. Anny stepped toward her but didn’t take it.

			“Find Grandfather,” Anny told Teks. “Tell Osker. That’s the most important thing.”

			“Find the most important thing,” said Teks, and the humming got quieter.

			The three city people surrounded Anny in a triangle and she felt their eyes on her all the way around. Whichever way she turned, she would still feel them seeing her, so she looked at the ground. Then the people started walking and she didn’t know what to do except walk with them. They all walked to the big machine, the flying billie. It had one big glass eye for a face. Anny thought maybe it was like the rolling billie from before and wanted to talk to it, but she didn’t want the city people to overhear.

			Inside, it was like a little house with places to sit and a table and windows to look out. The city people were happy to show her all around it. Was she hungry? Was she thirsty? Did she want to lie down? She shook her head, no, no, no, and finally sat in a seat by a window and looked out at the farm. Mister Steebs spoke out loud to the machine and it lifted up off the ground and into the air.

			Anny looked down on the farm and thought it was like looking down from the willow tree, but much higher. Her stomach felt funny. There was no one anywhere except Silent Frobe sitting in the middle of the field, not moving at all. The house got smaller and they were up above the trees now. She wanted to cry but didn’t, except for two tears and then one more.

			“You will like it,” said the lady. “So pretty.”

			One more tear.

			Then, Silent Frobe turned its big square head and looked right up at the flying machine. It was looking at Anny herself behind the faraway window, she could tell. And a tiny red light blinked behind its big glass eye. She looked at it and it looked at her until the farm disappeared behind the trees.

		
	
		

		
			6. The City

		
		
			[image: Chapter title: Chapter 6: The City.]

			They flew in the air for a long time. At first Anny felt funny in her stomach, but later she forgot to feel funny. Mister Steebs and Mister Yello were quiet, but Mizz Krizzy talked a lot. She showed Anny things from up in the machine, things like the forest (which looked like a rumpled green blanket), and the village of Tsedt, and the other villages, and the dark threads between them that were roads. And silver shining threads that were rivers and streams, and green and brown squares that were farms.

			They were up so high that everything was tiny, but close enough that she could see the miniature people and billies going about their business. It was just like watching the mouse village under her bed, and she was sad again that she didn’t have any mice with her. She wanted to make a new mouse while they flew, but she didn’t want to ask the lady or Mister Steebs for some fluff.

			She was going to love the city, Mizz Krizzy told her. It was so bright and busy and full of people and billies, and the Amau were so interesting, and more besides. She would learn so much and see so many people. People were really the most interesting things, of course. Did she know anything about babies?

			Of course she did—she had a baby brother, and babies were all over the village. But Anny didn’t say anything.

			And did she know! Mizz Krizzy said. What was the most amazing thing about babies! They’re so tiny! They’re a whole entire person, but you can hold them in one hand! You can carry them in a bucket!

			Mizz Krizzy was very excited by how tiny babies were. Her blue hair and smooth skin were extra bright, and she caught Anny’s hand and squoze it. She touched Anny’s springy hair.

			“So pretty,” she said. “Most special.”

			

			*

			The billie buzzed and hummed as it flew, which made Anny want to close her eyes. Then Mizz Krizzy thought Anny was sleeping, because she patted Anny’s hair and got up to talk to Mister Steebs.

			Mister Steebs didn’t want to talk, like Mother when she thought Father was being foolish. Mizz Krizzy didn’t care that he didn’t want to talk. She kept saying, How wonderful! And, Finally! Mister Steebs said he couldn’t disagree with her feelings, but he saw no reason to agree, either. Mizz Krizzy laughed and said she was certain, absolutely certain. Mister Steebs said something very quiet and Mizz Krizzy laughed again, but sharply.

			“Absolutely certain,” she said.

			

			*

			They flew until evening and then Mizz Krizzy said, “Look, there it is! There’s Harbor! There’s the city!”

			Anny saw hills up ahead, and then she saw that the hills were buildings. Huge buildings, as big as the village or bigger, and just as high as they were wide. Six of them, in two rows. One two three, one two three.

			Roads and other buildings spread out all around them, very very far. They filled a space bigger than all the villages together. It hurt her eyes to see something so big, and she wished again she had a mouse.

			“What do you know about the city?” asked Mister Steebs.

			She knew the big buildings were the vessels from the Faraway and the Before, but she hadn’t known they were so big.

			“Quite right, very good,” said Mister Steebs and Mizz Krizzy together. Long ago, they said, so long she couldn’t imagine, the people and the Amau became tired of the Faraway. Things were very bad then. There was terrible difficulty and they were tired of it, so they gathered with all the billies and traveled away in seven giant vessels. Then, in the middle of the journey, one of the vessels also had terrible difficulty, but many people and Amau were saved, and the six remaining vessels came here to the Harbor, and that’s how it was.

			

			Anny knew that story from school. It hadn’t been real then—no more real than the planets behind the lights in the sky. But up ahead the city was real now, so maybe the story was true. Maybe.

			“Oh, it’s true,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			Mister Steebs nodded.

			Mister Yello said, “Humiform Krizzy is correct. I was there. Amau function for a very long time, and we remember everything. The difficulty was real, and Harbor is real, and now the city is real.”

			Anny didn’t know what humiform meant.

			“That’s what the Amau call us,” said Mizz Krizzy. “But I’m a regular person, just like you. You’ll see!”

			As they got closer, Anny could see that some of the vessel buildings were all lit up in their rows and rows of windows. But one was completely black, with no lights, and one was all burned up, and no one told her why.

			Anny didn’t ask about the other difficulty, the one they talked about in the village. When the wires stopped working and then no one from the city came to the village for so long. She didn’t ask why Grandfather was chased away from the city when he was a young man, or why some parts of the city below were filled with calm, steady lights and others with flickering fires.

			Mister Yello spoke to the flying billie. It turned in the air toward the biggest, brightest vessel building. Mizz Krizzy bounced up and down in her seat and held her breath and smiled her white smile.

			“The city,” she said. “No more villages or farms, no more dirt or anything. So clean! So pretty!”

			She fluffed her hair with her hands and Anny saw the silver bars on the back of her neck again. She wondered what they were but quietly, to herself.

			“Certain,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			“Krizzy,” said Mister Steebs. He looked stern.

			Mizz Krizzy said “Certain, Steebs. I am certain. Absolutely certain.”

			“Krizzy!” said Mister Steebs.

			Mizz Krizzy nodded and smiled a secret smile at Anny. “You’ll see,” she said. “It’s the city!” She looked out the window at the lights, or maybe at her own reflection in the glass. “So pretty . . . ”

			

			*

			The big flying billie landed on top of the big bright building, and the door in its side opened. By now the billie felt like her friend, and Anny didn’t want to leave it. But Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs took her hands, and she didn’t know how to stop standing up and walking out of it onto the top of the building.

			Some people came to meet them, one a plastic man like Mister Yello, except blueish green. Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs talked to the people, but the blue-green man talked to Mister Yello.

			“This one is smaller,” it said.

			“Yes.”

			“Is that intentional?”

			“Krizzy invited this one, and Steebs does not disagree.”

			“But she is smaller.”

			“Yes. But Krizzy sees an undefinable quality.”

			“No quality is undefinable. An undefinable quality is no quality at all.”

			

			“Nevertheless, Krizzy has invited her, and Steebs does not disagree.”

			They took Anny inside the building and everything was lit up with different lights. It was all hallways, some of them so long she couldn’t see the end. The longest hallways had moving paths down each side that people could ride on, and there were places where tiny rooms would take them up and down between different floors. They went so far and for so long that Anny got dizzy and tired, and then they took her into a room with many people sitting around a long table, and pairs of city people standing against the walls behind them. The city people were dressed in shiny clothes like Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs, but all different colors. The people at the table were all young but older than Anny, like Leeza. They wore normal clothes, like the people of Tsedt, but there was no one there she knew.

			A city man stepped up to the end of the table and said things like welcome and thank you, and all the city people smiled big smiles. Then the man said to take turns saying their names and where they were from, what kind of things they liked, and what they hoped to learn in the city.

			It started with a boy from Okton named Djordi. He liked playing sports and wanted to learn about the flying billies. Then a girl named Zhane said she was from Preem and she liked animals. She wanted to learn more about animals.

			One after another they went around the table. Anny didn’t understand all the words they said. The expressions on their faces didn’t mean anything. She didn’t know what she liked or what she hoped. A boy two seats away from her liked building things. The girl next to her wanted to be a story singer.

			Then everyone looked at Anny. They looked at her with all their eyes all at once—so many blank, questioning faces—and she wanted someplace small and dark to hide in, but there wasn’t one. There were only too many lights and too many eyes. She knew she had to say something, but she was frozen inside. She tried to talk, but her mouth wouldn’t open. She could only make a tiny squeak. Then she buried her face in her hands and curled down to the table and cried and cried, loud like the baby, and she couldn’t make herself be quiet.

			The boy on the other side of her was from Okton. The girl next to him liked making pictures. Anny put her head up and tried to pretend none of it was happening. The city man asked if she wanted to try again, and she could only say one word at a time.

			“I—don’t—know.”

			Soon after, Mizz Krizzy took Anny to a nice room with a bed and a washroom attached. Everything in the room was green. She said it was Anny’s own place, just for her, but it felt like someone else’s. The room had a window that looked out over the nighttime city from very high up. It was all lights as far as she could see, bright under the swirling lights in the sky. It was beautiful but so big it hurt her eyes.

			She promised herself she would never cry like that again, not ever, not where anyone could see or hear her.

		
	
		

		
			7. The Vessel
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			There were many things Anny didn’t understand in the city. It made her want to be all closed up inside. For the next many days, Anny stayed inside the big vessel building, and Mizz Krizzy was always there. There was a cupboard in her room with clothes in it, strange clothes like Mizz Krizzy and the other city people wore. They were nice, but she couldn’t make them feel right when she wore them. They were slippery. At the end of the day, the clothes went in a hole in the wall with a flash of light, and then there were new clothes in the morning.

			

			Anny wished again for some mice. She wanted to do the one where the billie made out of a soup can took the little mouse away, but then they went back to the village. She looked all around the room, but there was no fluff or anything anywhere. So instead she stared at the city that made her eyes hurt and thought about Mother and Father and Leeza and the baby and Grandfather and Osker and Meli and Teks. And Silent Frobe, looking up at her with the blinking light in its eye.

			In the mornings, when the sun came in the window to wake her up, she could see the city in daylight with all its different buildings, including some of the huge ones that were the other vessels. The way the window faced, she couldn’t see the completely dark one, or the one that was all burned up. Soon after, the door banged open and a billie brought in breakfast and said it was sorry for banging the door. The food wasn’t like food in the village. It was blue or green or yellow or other colors, and different shapes. It felt funny in her mouth, but the taste was fine, and she didn’t think much about food anyway.

			Eventually, Mizz Krizzy would come to take Anny to classes and meetings and activities. The classes weren’t like school in Tsedt. Sometimes they would listen to someone talking. Sometimes they would have to talk, and that made her stomach hurt. Sometimes they sat in a circle on the floor and passed a silver ball from one to another while they “thought happy things without speaking.” Anny wasn’t sure if she was learning. Mizz Krizzy said she was learning so much, so much.

			There were lots of young people around, from all different villages, but everyone was older—some even all the way grown up. She didn’t see any other children like herself. But there were lots and lots of city people doing different things all the time, things that didn’t make any sense to her.

			Lunch was different colors, and dinner was different colors still, and then after all that Mizz Krizzy brought her back to the room with the bed, where it was dark and the city full of lights was in the window. The lights never seemed to go out, no matter how late it got.

			

			*

			*

			When Anny felt sad or small, Mizz Krizzy would say she understood. She had once been a new girl in the city, she said. She was bigger than Anny when she came here, bigger like Leeza. “But I wasn’t born here, oh, no. When I came here, it was very different and strange. Of course it was! But also so exciting! And I learned so much and became so much more than before, and look at me now! I’m here in the city! I belong here.”

			Anny wanted to see her sister. Mizz Krizzy said to be patient and she would see her when the time was right. They were so busy and her sister was so busy busy busy that it would be hard to find the time.

			Anny wondered what village Mizz Krizzy had come from. Mizz Krizzy didn’t remember, exactly.

			“Just one of the villages. That was a long time ago. I think the villages were different then.”

			The door of the room wouldn’t open for Anny when Mizz Krizzy wasn’t there, but when she was alone in the room, she could push a button and ask for things, and the breakfast billie would come. It was a quiet billie except for how it banged the door, and it was named W Five L Zero. It had a yellow metal badge on its front that said W5L0, but Anny didn’t like the name W Five L Zero, so she called the billie Winslo, even though it had something like a lady’s voice when it spoke. It took several days before the billie understood that “Winslo” meant W Five L Zero but was more like a real name. Winslo wouldn’t call Anny anything but “Mizz.”

			When Anny was bored, Winslo showed her how to make the little glass screen by the bed show pictures or stories. They didn’t have screens like that in the village. They read things in books and told their own stories.

			Anny tried to tell Winslo about Osker and Meli and Silent Frobe and the other billies she knew, but Winslo didn’t understand. Winslo was very new, it said, and didn’t know anything besides working in the building, caring for the young people that came to stay. There were lots of them, young people in their own rooms up and down the long hallway outside Anny’s door. None her own age, though, and she almost never saw the same ones twice.

			Anny still didn’t have any mice, and she worried about that. She tried again to find something to make a mouse with, but the shiny slippery city clothes didn’t make any fluff, and Winslo didn’t know what she was talking about. She tried to talk to Winslo like she used to talk with Osker, but Winslo didn’t know. Winslo never knew.

			

			*

			One day, Anny talked about her sister, and suddenly Winslo did know.

			

			“I know that person,” said Winslo. “I bring her dinner and breakfast, like I bring you yours. I bring dinner to so many, and she is one of them.”

			Anny wanted to know if Winslo could take her to see her sister, but Winslo didn’t know.

			“The people haven’t said that’s one of the things I can do.”

			Anny said she thought that she and Leeza should share a room.

			“No,” said Winslo. “No one shares a room. The people say so.”

			The next morning, Winslo came in with a bang when Anny felt she had hardly slept at all. The sky was almost, but not quite, still dark while she ate purple breakfast. She was sleepy all day. Mizz Krizzy spoke almost sharply when she didn’t pay attention to the activity.

			The activity that day was to sit in a room and watch lights. All the young people sat in chairs in a circle facing the middle, and in the middle was a big glass ball filled with lights that moved. The activity was to sit quietly and watch the lights, but Anny was bored and sleepy and Mizz Krizzy had to tap her on the shoulder to make her pay attention.

			At lunch, the food was something brown in a bowl. She didn’t know what it was.

			“It’s lunch,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			Anny asked about her sister. When could she see her?

			“It’s complicated,” said Mizz Krizzy. “I can send her a message, if you like. I can tell her you’re well and happy and learning so much. Would you like that?”

			Anny didn’t know.

			

			“Well, consider it done, my special.”

			That evening, when the sky was just turning dark in the window, Anny asked Winslo again if it would take her to her sister’s room.

			Winslo didn’t know.

			Anny said it would be fine. No one would know, no one would get in trouble.

			Winslo still didn’t know.

			“I’ll just go myself, then,” Anny said. And she got up and stepped out into the hallway with all its doors exactly the same. “Come with me, or I’ll get lost.”

			Winslo didn’t know didn’t know didn’t know but followed her anyway, telling her left or right and up or down until they came to a door just like all the others where Winslo said, “This is that girl your sister’s room.”

			They opened the door. Inside, it was dark, and the window was dark, looking out over the lights of the city. Leeza was asleep and was grouchy at being awakened.

			“It’s the middle of the night,” she said. “Why are you here?”

			Anny didn’t think it was that late, but maybe it had taken longer to find the room than she thought. Anny tried to talk with Leeza, but Leeza didn’t want to talk.

			She just wanted to sleep and dream, she said. Leeza rolled over in bed and Anny saw she had one silver bar on the back of her neck, at the top, where her hair started. Anny wanted to touch it, but Winslo said no.

			“Leave me alone,” said Leeza. “You’ll learn all about everything soon enough.”

			

			Anny told her that Mother and Father were somewhere in the city.

			Leeza knew about that but didn’t care. She was staying in the city forever, it didn’t matter what Mother and Father thought, please just leave her alone.

			“Please,” said Anny. “I don’t like it here.”

			Leeza didn’t say anything else.

			Winslo started to hum inside, just like Teks. They shouldn’t be here, it said. They should be back in Anny’s own room.

			So Anny followed Winslo up and down and left and right to a door that opened into the green room, where the window was dark and the lights of the city were the same like always, and all of a sudden Anny wondered if she had ever seen the moon in that window. But she didn’t say anything to Winslo about it. Winslo wouldn’t know.

		
	
		

		
			8. Wires
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			“Do you know about brains? The different kinds of brains that people and billies and the Amau have?” Mizz Krizzy was helping Anny change into strange clothes in a strange room.

			Anny didn’t know much about brains.

			“Well, people have brains like any other animal, made out of animal stuff. They’re mushy and pink, if you ever see one. Grayish pink and mushy. Billie brains are made of glass. It’s true! Glass full of little metal bits and specks. That’s the ‘inner being’ they always talk about. If you drop one on the floor or hit it with a hammer, it will smash into a million pieces, and that billie is gone forever. People brains work like that too, you know. If you smash them, the person is gone forever.”

			Anny knew about that, although she wasn’t supposed to. There had been an accident, and everyone went to look, even though all the grownups said not to.

			“But what do you think Amau brains are like? Do you know? They’re so amazing! They’re made of diamonds and stardust, and they can’t be smashed by anything. They last forever. When the Amau’s body gets worn out, or they just get tired of it, pop! the brain comes out and goes into another one, and that’s that! The Amau are so old, some of them, that they remember everything.”

			Mizz Krizzy helped Anny up onto the strange chair-bed in the middle of the room and stuck a round metal pad on the left side of her head.

			“Maybe you wonder where all these brains come from. Do you?”

			Not really, but Mizz Krizzy kept talking anyway.

			“Well, people, of course, you know about people. They make new brains all the time inside the babies.” Mizz Krizzy laughed. “It’s funny to think about it that way. It’s almost like they make brains by accident as a side effect of having babies. Not like billies, no. Those brains are made in a factory like any other machine, made just the way they are needed, and just when they are needed. The billie is really just the brain inside its metal box with the wires attached. You already know that, of course. Billies can change their working form anytime, however it’s needed.”

			Mizz Krizzy put metal bands around Anny’s wrists and ankles. They were attached to wires. Her arms and legs were suddenly very heavy and she couldn’t move them, but the disk on the side of her head buzzed pleasantly, and she didn’t care that she couldn’t move her arms.

			“But not people. You can’t take the brain out of a person, no matter how careful you are. Don’t you try it!” Mizz Krizzy laughed again. “With an Amau, if the brain does get damaged in some way, the information that makes the Amau alive—its memories and thoughts and all that—can be drawn out with special lights and put into an empty Amau brain. It’s true! People learned to make Amau brains before the Before, beyond the Faraway. So, so long ago.”

			Mizz Krizzy looked like she was remembering something sad.

			“Did you know,” she said, “about the word Amau? Do you know what it means? It means friend in an old language from the Faraway.”

			She was sad and remembering some more.

			“When the people and the Amau first came to this place, they didn’t know how to make new Amau brains. No one that knew how came on the journey. But then we learned! We did! The Amau worked it out and showed us. And now, if any Amau is damaged, we can make it a new brain! Plus, we are making brand-new Amau, too! They are like babies, but they learn so fast! Isn’t that wonderful?”

			Anny didn’t know if it was wonderful. She felt heavy and sleepy.

			“Don’t you wish that people could be drawn out and saved in new brains? Open up.” Mizz Krizzy braced Anny’s mouth open and started poking at her teeth with a metal tool. It didn’t hurt. “Well, that’s what we’re doing here. We’ll be able to record your memories and your dreams and everything, and then you’ll be saved in the system, in case anything ever happens to your brain.”

			Anny could feel tiny wires tightening around the roots of her teeth. Her teeth felt like they were glowing.

			“That’s a good idea, don’t you think? Imagine, if something were to happen and you forgot who you were—or even if your brain was badly damaged—you would still be in the system! And zing, just like that, you’d come back!” Mizz Krizzy finished with the wires and picked up a different tool. “That’s what happens with the Amau now. We could do it with billies too, if they had memories or dreams or anything worth saving.”

			Mizz Krizzy poked the side of Anny’s right eye very gently with the tool. Anny felt something tiny and cold slide all the way behind her eye until she couldn’t feel it anymore. Then the same thing on the left eye. Mizz Krizzy didn’t say anything while she did this part. After that, she stood up and looked straight down into Anny’s eyes.

			“Comfy?”

			Anny would have nodded, but she was too heavy.

			“Can you remember what I just told you about brains?”

			Anny didn’t nod again.

			“I know you do, Special.” She smiled, white. “Tell me about it.”

			Anny tried, but nothing came out.

			Mizz Krizzy watched something on a screen above the chair-bed. “Good, good,” she said. “Now, can you remember when we came here? Flying in the air? Don’t try to talk, just remember and think about it.”

			Anny remembered the forest moving below them and the cool feeling of the window against her cheek. She remembered being sad.

			“Oh, very good!” said Mizz Krizzy. “Very good, my specialest!” She stood up and smoothed her clothes. “You stay here and rest—you’ll feel tired for a while, but when you wake up, oh goodness, everything will seem new and bright and we’ll have so much fun!”

			Anny did feel sleepy. Her teeth glowed. She felt them glowing white white white, whiter than Mizz Krizzy’s or anyone’s.

			“Yes, Special, you get some sleep and dream some dreams, and later we’ll eat some wonderful food.” She brushed Anny’s hair back from her forehead and stroked her cheek. “You sleep . . . shhh . . . sleep now. Sleep and dream, my special, my most special . . . ”

			

			*

			Anny woke up later in the bed in the green room. It was dark, except for the light that came in the window from the city below and the swirling sky. Her teeth sizzled and her eyes hummed. The lights felt very sharp in her eyes, even though it was dark and night.

			Those lights in the sky were always there. Radio wasn’t real anymore, because of the lights. And the stars, and the other stars that were planets, they weren’t real either. But the moon was real. Back at home in Tsedt, she could always see it behind the lights, and she had learned in school and from the story singers that there were people up there, on the moon. She knew it was true, because you could sometimes see the tiny lights in the dark parts of the moon.

			Winslo had left her some food, green food in a bowl, and Anny ate it when she got hungry. She decided to watch the sky until she saw the moon. She waited and waited, so long that she got tired again and fell asleep. She woke up again and there was more food and it was still dark. She waited and watched for so long, but the moon never came up, and neither did the sun.

			She made herself stay awake. It was still dark. On the moon it was always dark—she knew from the stories. Maybe she was on the moon now; maybe the city was on the moon. They had flown for so long from the farm that they were really on the moon, where the nights were two weeks long and the sky was dark even in the daytime. But also there were the swirling lights in the sky, so maybe they had brought the sky lights to the moon and spread them over the city like a blanket to keep it comfortable.

			She woke up in the bed again. This time, the moon was right outside the window, so big it filled the whole thing, and the room was flooded with invisible silver light. Anny’s teeth sparkled like diamonds and her eyes were hot and burned all the way back into her head and her ears tickled. The moon smiled a white white smile and promised about everything. But then it all went away, and the room was as dark as ever, and the sky turned a tiny bit pink where the sun was going to come up.

			Anny was dizzy. When she lay back down in the bed, it felt like floating under the surface of a pond, cool and quiet. Everything stayed perfectly still until Winslo banged in the door with breakfast.

			Breakfast was blue.

			

			*

			Anny was eating her blue breakfast and trying to talk with Winslo when she heard noises outside the door.

			“No, you can’t,” said a lady’s voice. “You mustn’t. You may not.” Anny thought she maybe knew the lady’s voice, but all the ladies in the city sounded the same, so it was hard to tell.

			“Yes, I must,” said another voice. Anny knew that voice.

			The door thumped open. Osker rollwalked into the room, followed by Mizz Krizzy.

			“But you can’t,” said Mizz Krizzy. “You’re not permitted!”

			“Hello, Small Anny,” said Osker.

			Anny jumped up and hugged him, even though he was hard and metal.

			Mizz Krizzy tried to pull her away. “Your billie is not permitted,” she said. “It just rolled in here by itself and won’t go away. It’s very badly behaved. It’s obviously very old and malfunctioning.”

			“Breakfast is over,” said Winslo. “Is breakfast over? Should I remove the dishes?”

			“I am not malfunctioning,” said Osker.

			“But you don’t follow instructions,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			“I am following instructions. I was instructed to look after Young Jek, and I have done that. I was instructed to find Grandfather and I was instructed to take care of Small Anny. I will do those things.”

			Winslo started to hum inside.

			“She has caretakers,” said Mizz Krizzy. “She has us!”

			“I will take care of Small Anny at this time,” said Osker to Winslo. “You may go and attend to other things.”

			Winslo made the grinding humming sound and looked at the ceiling. Then a high whistling sound started.

			“Oh, very well, you may go,” said Mizz Krizzy. The sounds stopped and Winslo left the room. “You are a very old and very bad billie,” Mizz Krizzy said. “Billies aren’t supposed to give instructions to other billies.”

			“I’m sorry you are distressed,” said Osker. “Perhaps your shoes should be removed. Anny’s mother Padi often removes her shoes when she is distressed.”

			“There is nothing wrong with my shoes.”

			“Perhaps not.”

			“How did you find me?” said Anny.

			“You must go, you must go!” said Mizz Krizzy.

			“How did you find me?”

			“After you left in the flying billie, we found Young Jek in the barn, pushing my former outer form back into place. He said that was where it belonged and he didn’t know why it kept coming out into the sunlight.”

			“Did you tell him it was me?”

			“No,” said Osker. “There was no reason to do that. Young Jek seemed to enjoy the mystery.”

			“Are you finished?” said Mizz Krizzy. “Will you go now?”

			“I will not go,” said Osker and turned back to Anny. “After we found Young Jek, I started the instruction you gave me, to find Grandfather. I found it, and now here it is.”

			Osker handed her a small cloth bag. Inside the bag was the candy tin with the gray mouse she had made from the whiskers.

			“Thank you,” Anny said. The mouse had fallen apart a little bit, but it would be easy to put back together. “This wasn’t what I meant, but thank you.”

			“I know,” said Osker. “Padi your mother explained it to me.”

			

			Mizz Krizzy was making a twisted-up face. “What is that?” she said, like something tasted bad.

			“It’s a mouse,” said Anny, but so quiet no one could hear.

			“It is Grandfather,” said Osker. “I found him.”

			“It’s dirty,” said Mizz Krizzy with the same bad-taste face. The face Anny made at brown lunch. “It’s dirty and old. Throw it away. Then finish your breakfast and get ready. I’ll be back very soon.” She turned to Osker. “And you may not join us. I hope you will go away.”

			After she left, Anny hugged Osker again. “When did you see Mother?” she asked.

			“I found her and Tahm your father and your very small brother in the city on my way to find you. They are living in a small house while they try to get you and your sister to come out of this vessel and go home.”

			“Leeza doesn’t want to leave, but I do.”

			“I know,” said Osker. “The Amau called Mister Yello told me.”

			“Are you friends with him?”

			“Friend is not the right word for Amau and billies. I know him from before, from the journey. He doesn’t like me, but there are very few of us that remember the journey, so he tolerates me. I talked with him in the city and then came here with Grandfather.”

			“Did he help you find me?”

			“No, he did not. But he forgot to remember that we traveled on this vessel together, so I can find my way around. These rooms are the rooms people lived in during the journey, so it’s easy to find who is in what room if you know what to look for. So I found you, and here is Grandfather.”

			

			“If you had sent me a message, I could have told you to find me at the top of the building, facing toward where the sun comes up.”

			“No, said Osker, “that is not correct. We are deep underground. The vessels are half buried.” He reached out to the window and it went black. “We are far inside the middle of the vessel. The window is only a picture screen. We don’t have them in the village, so you have never seen one. I am sorry.”

			Anny didn’t know what to think. The sunlight had felt so warm and real in the morning, and the night sky looked just like the night sky. Except for the moon.

			“Can we leave now? Do you know the way out? I don’t want to stay here anymore.”

			“I do know the way,” said Osker.

			But Mizz Krizzy came in with Winslo and a very tall, hard-looking billie.

			The tall billie said, “Stop,” in a big voice. It had a stick with a green light on the end.

			Osker said “Small Anny, move sideways and—”

			But the tall billie reached out and struck Osker with its stick. Osker was covered in a bubble of blue light and then he fell over and lay completely still.

			“Your billie is very bad,” said Mizz Krizzy. “It is very bad, take it away.”

			The tall billie lifted Osker up to stand but he was completely stiff and still, with no lights in his eyes. The tall billie pushed Osker out the door like a big stiff lump of dead nothing. Anny stared with her eyes wide open. She held her breath so hard it hurt. Osker was gone. She kept the candy tin hidden, tight in her hand. Osker was gone.

			Mizz Krizzy took a deep breath. She walked over and turned the window back on, and it showed the sky dark and full of swirling lights. Then she twisted something and the sun came up, so the room was filled with warmth and light. She turned and smiled. The smile was sharp.

			“So, Anny. What would you like to do today?”

			Anny didn’t want to want to do anything. Not today, not ever.

		
	
		

		
			9. Color Day

		
		
			[image: Chapter title: Chapter 9: Color Day.]

			When she was in the green room, Anny didn’t know if she should be asleep or awake. She couldn’t tell anymore. Every day at breakfast, she asked Winslo if it was really morning, but Winslo just said, “It’s breakfast time.”

			She didn’t go to classes and meetings with the other people anymore. After each breakfast time, Mizz Krizzy came and took her to different rooms with different machines. Little wires had started to grow out of her ears, and they hooked these wires up to the machines with little clips. There were two wires in her left ear—yellow and black—and three in her right ear—blue, white and green. When they clipped things onto the ends of the wires, it made screens on the sides of the machines light up. It didn’t hurt. Sometimes her teeth still felt like they were glowing, and sometimes her eyes felt hot, but it didn’t hurt.

			Mizz Krizzy asked questions or asked her to remember things that had happened to her. Like, “Tell me about your bedroom in the village,” or “Think about the most delicious thing you’ve ever eaten.”

			Anny would do that.

			Mizz Krizzy would say, “Good, good,” and turn the dials on the machines.

			Sometimes Mister Steebs was there, too, but he almost never said anything except, “Don’t turn your head or the wires will come unclipped.”

			Anny didn’t understand the screens that lit up, but sometimes they made Mizz Krizzy very excited, and sometimes she was disappointed.

			“Try again,” she would say. “What did you do with your friends that day? Think hard!”

			The wires in her ears grew—like her hair, but faster—and sometimes she got them caught in her hairbrush. Then they hurt.

			One day—maybe it was morning, maybe not—she asked Winslo what the wires were for, and what the machines with the screens did.

			Winslo didn’t know. Everybody got them. It didn’t know.

			Later that day, or maybe the next day, Mizz Krizzy said, “I have heard that you are asking questions about the wires and the machines.”

			

			Anny didn’t say anything.

			“Well, I hope you know you can ask me anything you like. I’m just here to help you!” Smile smile smile.

			Anny didn’t say anything.

			“It’s no good asking the breakfast billie. That one is very new and doesn’t know anything about anything. But you can ask me whatever you want.”

			Anny’s teeth glowed but she kept her mouth shut.

			“In any case, the wires are part of you now. They’re connected inside you, just like your hair and your bones. But don’t worry! They won’t hurt you, not at all! They’ll grow with you and be part of you, and soon you won’t know what it was like without them.”

			The clips went on—clip-clip-clip, clip-clip.

			“These machines are for collecting your memories. So if you ever forget, everything you remembered will be in the machines, and we can put it back. Just like that! Isn’t that remarkable? Oh, yes, I think it’s just remarkable.”

			Mizz Krizzy said they also had machines in the bedrooms that collected dreams, and that was also very remarkable. She patted Anny’s springy hair and stroked her cheek.

			“It means you can stay just the way you are forever, my special. So pretty.”

			

			*

			After that, Anny tried not to remember anything and tried to stay awake so she didn’t dream. It was easy not to remember things. When they clipped her up to the machine and told her to remember, she just looked at the room and remembered being there the day before, or she remembered coming in that same day, or she remembered the blue breakfast in a bowl.

			Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs said very good, very good, but they crossed their eyebrows at the screens and checked the clips over and over again until it was time to be done.

			It was harder to stay awake. Alone in the dark room with the lights in the sky, she was so so sleepy. She lay in the dark waiting for light that sometimes seemed not to come for days and days. Then she would suddenly wake up and know she had been dreaming, even though she couldn’t remember what she dreamed. In that room she never remembered her dreams. The room remembered them for her.

			To stay awake, she would get out of bed and get her things. She had a secret place in the room where she kept her things. It was a little space between the head of the bed and the wall, behind some cloth that hung down. She would take her things over by the window where there was a little light and look at them.

			When she stayed out of bed for too long, Winslo would come in and ask her, “Why are you out of bed? Young human persons in the dark should be bedtimed. What are those things?”

			So Winslo knew about Anny’s things, even though it didn’t know anything about anything. Which meant that Mizz Krizzy and the others knew too, of course, but they didn’t say anything. So Anny kept on hiding them, just because.

			She hadn’t brought anything from the farm except her clothes, and those were gone now, and she had city clothes. But she had found a piece of metal that was an interesting shape and she kept that. And a piece of the broken cable from Osker’s arm that was in her pocket when they left. And a spoon that fell off the breakfast tray where Winslo could not pick it up. But most importantly, she had the candy tin with Grandfather Mouse in it.

			The mouse was in pieces when Osker brought it, but Anny put it back together and kept it in the candy tin house and took it out in the quiet light by the dark window at night. She whispered to it and gave it rides in the spoon. It rode the spoon over to the piece of metal and the broken cable and then back home to the candy tin. Sometimes, the broken cable was a billie for the mouse to talk to, but that made her remember Osker and be sad, and besides, she didn’t want to remember anything, just in case. Sometimes, the mouse asked the piece of metal where the other mice were, but the metal just smiled and said, “So pretty!”

			Anny would shut the lid to the tin when she heard Winslo at the door and put everything back in the secret place while Winslo told her to stay in bed and sleep. After Winslo left, she would get back out of bed and stand at the window until the light that was the pretend sun came, or until she woke up suddenly and knew she had been dreaming.

			

			*

			Lying in the dark waiting for the light, lying in the light waiting for the dark, not remembering anything, not dreaming anything—it went on and on. Anny didn’t know what anything was anymore. Until, one night, she told the mouse about it while it rode in the spoon, and the mouse said, “Hmm.mmm.mm.m.”

			She put the mouse back in its house and stood at the window until the light came.

			That day, Anny fell asleep eating breakfast. She felt ill. Mizz Krizzy said she was not well enough for clips and screens, so Anny lay in the light waiting for the dark, which came very soon. In the dark she took out the mouse again and looked at it without saying anything.

			“Hmm.mmm.mm,” it said. “You were right the first time. Hmm.mm.”

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Hm. You were right to shut the lid. Winslo is coming.”

			She shut the lid and hid the tin in the bed.

			Winslo came in with food, green and orange food in squares.

			“Feeling better? asked Winslo.

			She didn’t know.

			Winslo didn’t know either, and that made Anny laugh.

			After Winslo left, she took out the mouse.

			“It’s simple, hmm,” said the mouse. “The more you remember your dreams, the more the room can’t remember them for you. Work hard to remember your dreams and the room will be empty when you are done.”

			She put the mouse away and slept and slept and slept in the dark and remembered every dream. She told them all to the mouse, so that the mouse would remember them instead of the room.

			

			*

			From then on, Anny fell asleep talking to the mouse under her pillow and told the mouse all her dreams while they were happening. She dreamed about the village and about the farm, and about traveling inside big billies. She dreamed she was a billie running away from the Amau with the mouse inside her. She dreamed a tree. She dreamed about water that was so bright it hurt her eyes, and she told it all to the mouse.

			Sometimes, she dreamed about running around the room with the mouse, and then it was like she and the mouse were sharing the same dream. They ran all over the room and climbed all the furniture. They ate the crumbs of food that had fallen from the dinner tray. They ran up to the pretend window and learned to clip her ear wires into it so she could see anything she wanted. She could look in through the pretend windows of other rooms anywhere in the building. She could even look out over the real city and see the groups of little houses and the places where the fires burned, and all the trees dead.

			In the dreams Anny and the mouse ran out under the door and up and down the hallways, and no one ever saw because they were so fast. When it was dark in Anny’s bedroom, it was sometimes light in other rooms, and the people there would be just waking up or just getting back from the memory rooms. When they first found Leeza’s room, they counted three silver bars on the back of her neck. While they watched, another one floated to the surface of her skin, and then there were four. The wires in Leeza’s ears curled like tendrils on a beanstalk.

			When Anny was dreaming with the mouse, she could always find her way back to her room, even though all the doors looked the same. When she was with the mouse, she was never lost, not even once. Whenever the light came back in her room, she would wake up and close the lid to the candy tin and put it with her other things in the secret place, and she would spend the day not remembering anything, no matter what they asked her.

			

			

			*

			One night, in the dreaming, Anny and the mouse ran out under the door and down the empty hallways to Leeza’s room. They wanted to tell her something. Something about the wires in her ears.

			In the dream Leeza was sleeping, just like before. They climbed up on her pillow. Leeza had silver bars all the way down her back now. Around some of them the skin was pink and bright and fresh-looking, and around others the skin was pale and the silver bars were smooth and shiny.

			They clipped the wires from Anny’s ears to the wires in Leeza’s ears.

			Then they could see what Leeza was dreaming, which was about flying in the blue air just above the surface of the green green grass. There were other people there, too, and they were all flying, gliding over the grass, which tickled their bare feet. But then the people stopped flying, so Leeza did too, and they all stood in the grass and looked at each other through their closed eyelids.

			Anny unclipped the wires then. She had forgotten about grass. The mouse remembered, though, and they talked about it together as they went back down the hallways toward she didn’t remember where. (The mouse remembered.)

			This time, when they got back to Anny’s room, Winslo and Mizz Krizzy were in the hallway, so Anny and the mouse had to sneak past. They scurried so fast they couldn’t be seen. They raced under the door and up onto the bed. The mouse jumped in the tin and Anny snapped the lid shut just as Winslo banged open the door.

			Instead of a flash of light, everything went black, and Anny felt very small in the darkness, and her little heart beat like a frantic bell ringing. Something was above her, pushing down. She thought maybe she was under the bed.

			“There she is,” said Mizz Krizzy. She sounded far away. “Sleeping just as quiet as can be. So pretty!”

			“Yes,” said Winslo.

			“Wake up now, Special, it’s an important day.”

			Anny-under-something-in-the-dark didn’t know what to do.

			“Sit up now, that’s it. Breakfast, then clothes on, and then away we go!”

			“Yes,” said Winslo.

			Anny felt tight and close inside wherever she was and didn’t know, didn’t know what to do.

			“Push,” said the mouse.

			So Anny pushed down with her hands and pushed her back up against something, and then the lid popped open and she peeked out at Winslo’s wheels and Mizz Krizzy’s bright, hard feet. The candy tin had fallen to the floor and she was inside it, peeking out.

			Winslo and Mizz Krizzy were talking to someone. Anny slipped out of the tin and ran on her little mouse feet under the bed to the other side. She climbed up the bed and peeked out from behind the pillow.

			She saw a girl sitting on the edge of the bed, eating with her eyes closed. The girl nodded and mumbled like she was very tired. The girl looked very big, so Anny knew she herself must be very small.

			Mizz Krizzy told the girl to wake up and wash and get dressed, and they would be back in a few minutes.

			

			The girl on the bed nodded and mumbled. But when the others left, she just sat on the edge of the bed and didn’t move.

			Anny Mouse crept up behind her. She said something but it was just a mouse squeak. The girl Anny didn’t move at all, so Anny Mouse climbed carefully up and took hold of the wires in the girl’s ears. Anny-on-the-bed gasped and opened her eyes, and then she wasn’t Anny Mouse anymore, but the mouse was still on her shoulder, looking at her with its tiny black eyes like a real mouse and understanding exactly everything that was going on.

			

			*

			Anny finished eating blue breakfast and washed and dressed herself, and the whole time the mouse watched her. It sat on her shoulder while she ate and in the washroom while she put on the shiny city clothes.

			Mizz Krizzy was coming back. Anny could feel it in her feet. The mouse climbed to her shoulder and then up under her hair and behind her ear. It was so tiny that Anny barely felt its weight, but she could feel the tiny heat of its blood and the flutter of its tiny heart.

			All that day it stayed there, a quiet warmth, while she tried hard not to remember anything no matter how many times they asked her. At lunch, she gave the mouse bits of food, reaching secretly up behind her ear and feeling its little mouse hands take the crumbs.

			After lunch Mizz Krizzy handed Anny a bundle and took her to a part of the building she had never been to before.

			“It’s an important day, my special!” she said. “Today is Color Day.”

			

			Anny didn’t know what that was.

			“It’s nice,” said Mizz Krizzy. She took the bundle away and gave Anny something to drink. It was sticky and sour.

			Mizz Krizzy made her sit quietly for a long time and the mouse was getting anxious, but Anny told it to stay calm. She said it inside, without really speaking, but the mouse heard her anyway and was quiet after that.

			“All right,” said Mizz Krizzy. “That’s it. Now, close your eyes.”

			Anny did.

			“Good. Think of your favorite color. Any color at all. It doesn’t even have to have a name. Just think of the color.”

			Anny did.

			“Now, open your eyes and look at your hands.”

			Anny did. Her fingernails were silvery gray, like a cloudy sky.

			“Good!” said Mizz Krizzy. “Interesting. Try another one. Think of a flower.”

			Anny thought of the flowers in the grass at the farm and her fingernails turned bright yellow.

			“Good!” said Mizz Krizzy. “That’s fun, right? Isn’t it fun and pretty? Look, I can do it too.”

			She showed Anny her fingernails. They turned from blue to pink to brown to red and back to blue again.

			“You can do that now, any time you want to.”

			Anny tried gray again and then dark purple. She looked at her feet and her toenails changed too.

			“So fun!” said Mizz Krizzy. “Color day is such fun.” She handed the bundle back to Anny. “Go in there and rinse in the shower, and then put this on.”

			The bundle held a long robe, like a cloak without sleeves, and it had a hood, like she had seen some city people wearing. It was shiny like all the city clothes and was a dark purple-black color.

			Anny didn’t want to wash up again. She didn’t like washing in a strange place. But Mizz Krizzy kept calling through the door. Anny had to wash before she put on the nice new clean robe. So Anny put her clothes in a pile and gently took the mouse from behind her ear and set it on top of the pile. The mouse just looked at her with its black eyes.

			In the shower there were no handles or any soap or anything, just spray nozzles in the walls and ceiling and a drain in the floor. After she got in, the door slid shut by itself and she couldn’t open it again. She worried about that, and then the shower started from all the nozzles at once and startled her. She yelped, but the mouse told her it would be alright, so she was quiet after that.

			The shower wasn’t too hot or too cold. It was comfortable but smelled strange, and the spray was strong and stung her skin. It came from all sides and up above and even down below and she couldn’t step away from it. She wanted to curl up in a ball, but there was nowhere to get away.

			The water swirling down the drain was the color of tea, running between her feet and down the drain. But then it turned clear and the shower stopped and the door opened and she saw herself, her hands and feet and face and hair in the mirror, and everything was white. Not white like a fair-skinned person, which was tan and pink, but completely colorless like clouds or snow.

			

			Only her dark eyes still kept their color. Her stomach twisted. She didn’t know how to cry. She looked at the mouse, which was still gray, and it told her not to worry, that things would be alright. The mouse would take care of everything.

			“Special?” Mizz Krizzy was tapping at the door. “You’re alright, aren’t you? Put on the robe and come out and let me see you.”

			Anny was shaking, but the mouse said she should do what Mizz Krizzy said, so she pulled the robe over her head. It went all the way to the floor, with two slits for her arms and hands. She put up the hood and pulled her arms inside and now she felt safe. She opened the door. The mouse crawled down inside the pile of clothes.

			Mizz Krizzy laughed and clapped.

			“Oh, Special! So wonderful! Oh, this is just the first step. Don’t worry. It’s color day! Just look at your fingernails!”

			The fingernails were the same blue as before. Anny tried to think them back to their normal color, but they just turned white.

			“No, silly,” said Mizz Krizzy. She took Anny’s hands. “Green,” she said, and Anny thought the nails green before she could stop it. “Brick red,” said Mizz Krizzy, and Anny thought them brick red. Then she thought them black and Mizz Krizzy laughed again.

			“Your color will come back,” she said. “Everyone has their own color, you know. Even the Amau each have their own color, and you will have yours. We’ll bring it back. But better! Your own perfect color, and it will never change. Never darker or lighter, never any smudges or anything. You’ll have perfect beautiful skin just your own color forever!”

			Mizz Krizzy gestured at her own face, which was very pale, but somehow a little bit blue up close. “You see? How pretty? My skin is so nice! And yours will be, too, once the process is complete. This is just the first part.”

			Mizz Krizzy went into the washroom and picked up the stack of clothes. “You don’t need these anymore today. You’ll wear your Color Day robe.”

			She put the clothes into a hole in the wall of the washroom. The flash of light that ate them hurt Anny’s eyes.

			Anny looked around. She couldn’t find the mouse. She decided not to move anymore.

			She buried her face in her colorless hands and stood perfectly still. Mizz Krizzy talked to her, but she wouldn’t hear. Mizz Krizzy said it was time to go back to her room, but she wouldn’t go. She just stood with her face in her hands until finally Mizz Krizzy called Winslo, and Winslo gently but firmly nudged her all the way out of the room and down the hall—past all the other people, around corners, and into the green bedroom, where she stood in the dark with her face in her hands and cried and cried and cried.

			Then Anny felt something—a fluttering, a tiny warmth, a tug on the wires in her ear—and she was sitting on Anny-in-the-dark’s shoulder, which was shaking. Anny Mouse scrambled down the long long robe to the floor and then back up onto the bed. The girl slowly lowered her hands so they hung at her sides.

			The girl looked at Anny Mouse without seeming to really see her. The girl was white, so white she looked like a ghost. Anny thought the girl should take her hood down so she could see her hair, and the girl did just that. Her hair was white, too, but just as springy as always. Anny thought the girl should lay down on the bed, and she did, without changing out of the robe. Then Anny thought she should close her eyes and sleep.

			After that, Anny Mouse ran under the door and out of the room and all up and down the hallways until she found Mizz Krizzy sitting at a table with Mister Steebs. They were eating orange dinner.

			“I’m afraid she may not be suitable,” said Mister Steebs.

			“Of course you are wrong,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Of course she is suitable.”

			Mister Steebs shook his head. “No, unfortunately, she may not be suitable. They are not always suitable.”

			“No, that cannot be. She must be suitable.”

			“She may be suitable in some ways. That may be. That is possible.” He took a bite of orange dinner. “Yes, suitable in some ways, but not in others.”

			“That simply cannot be.”

			“And if she is not suitable in some ways, if she is not entirely suitable—”

			“It simply cannot.”

			“If she is not entirely suitable, then she is not suitable at all.”

			Mizz Krizzy had been smiling the whole time, but now her smile grew fierce. “She must be suitable.”

			“If she is, in some way, not suitable—”

			“She must be—”

			“If even in one single way she is not suitable—”

			“She must be made to be suitable. She must become suitable. She is to be my most special, my very own most special.”

			

			Mister Steebs was silent.

			“She must be made to be suitable.”

			“Of course.”

			Mizz Krizzy looked toward the open doorway where the little mouse sat and watched. But she didn’t see the mouse. The mouse was already gone.

			

			*

			Anny Mouse didn’t want to be suitable. She didn’t, and she didn’t want the girl back in the room to be suitable either. The girl was white and cold and still as wax, lying in the dark waiting for the light. Anny Mouse could feel that she was lying in the dark with her eyes open, even from far away down the hall.

			She thought the girl should get up out of bed and touch the screen that was the pretend window. She could feel the girl’s bare white wax feet on the floor of the room. When the girl touched the screen, Anny Mouse could see it inside her head, as if the pretend light was going right into her little black mouse eyes. She was going to find a way out. A way out of the building to wherever Mother and Father were, and Osker too, if he was still alive. She would leave the wax girl in the bed and run away forever.

			

			*

			Back in the bedroom and back in the girl she tried and tried at the window to find a way, and every night Anny Mouse tried and tried, but there was no way out that she could find, and no way in. She didn’t know where the new people came from or where the people went who weren’t there anymore. Everything went in circles. She always wound up back in the room, sometimes sneaking in under Winslo’s wheels when it banged the door in the morning.

			She would run in and climb up onto the bed and grab the wires just in time for Wax Anny to wake up and talk to Winslo. One time, Anny Mouse was in such a rush that she bit the wires, and Wax Anny woke up too fast. She sat straight up and asked Winslo, “How do billies get in and out of the building?”

			Winslo hummed a little bit and said, “I don’t know about going in and out. I have only ever been in. I don’t know about out. Some billies go there. But I don’t know.”

			“Do you want to go out?”

			“Billies don’t want things, billies just do things,” said Winslo. “The Work to the Being, the Being to the Form.”

			Anny asked where the billies lived. Winslo told her about a big room where all the billies went between jobs to get power and repairs, or to sit and wait for the next job. Winslo also told her about another room—it hadn’t seen this room, it had heard of it from other billies—a big room where broken billies went that couldn’t be fixed.

			“Your friend, the old bad billie that came here, maybe he went to that room. He was very old and very bad and very broken. Maybe he went to that room.”

			Anny-all-white-made-of-wax, sitting straight up in the bed with the secret mouse behind her ear, asked if Winslo had seen Osker go to that big room for broken billies.

			Winslo didn’t know.

			Breakfast was red.

			Anny ate it.

			

			It didn’t taste like anything.

			

			*

			The girl who was made of wax didn’t feel like Anny anymore, so Anny stayed Anny Mouse more and more of the time, sometimes for whole days and nights. The wax girl did just fine on her own. She did the things they told her to do, and Anny Mouse would make her talk sometimes. She would sneak in and watch while Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs clipped on the wires and hooked up the machines. From the far corner of the room or hiding under a chair, she could see the screens, but the lights and shapes didn’t mean anything to her.

			They talked to Wax Anny.

			Lay down, they told her. It’s color day again.

			The girl lay down and Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs twisted dials on the machines. Color came back into the wax skin and hair, but it wasn’t the right color. They twisted the dials and the color changed, but it still wasn’t right. Colors swirled in Wax Anny’s skin and flickered in her hair like the night sky. Sometimes she looked like a cat, or one of the little black and white goats at the farm. Sometimes she shimmered like a fish.

			Mister Steebs would say that she was not suitable, and Mizz Krizzy would say that she must, she must be suitable, my most special.

			“Krizzy,” said Mister Steebs one day. Then he stopped like he didn’t know what to say.

			“Steebs,” said Mizz Krizzy, like she knew exactly what he was going to say even though he didn’t say it.

			“Krizzy . . . ” But he still couldn’t finish the question he was trying to ask.

			It didn’t matter. Mizz Krizzy already knew. “Because,” she said, “she talks to billies. She sees everything, things no one else sees. But she’s little. The big ones are too big. They see things and know things, but they’re too busy inside. And the other little ones are all swirly inside, puffy and fluffy like clouds without any rain.”

			“But this one?” said Mister Steebs.

			Mizz Krizzy stared at Wax Anny and waited a long time to talk.

			“She talks to billies,” she said very quietly, almost like her answer was another question. “And they listen.” She looked at Mister Steebs. “They listen to her.”

			She didn’t say anything else the whole rest of the night.

			Anny Mouse didn’t know how she had heard them say those things, since they didn’t move their mouths or make any noise at all.

			In the end, they unhooked the girl from the machine and she was white like wax again. When they got back to the room, the girl started to cry, so Anny Mouse went up and held the wires until she calmed down. Then Anny put the mouse back in the candy tin and lay down and cried and cried until Winslo banged in the door with dinner.

			“Here is dinner,” said Winslo. “And here is a napkin for your face that is wet.”

			Winslo hummed for a moment. “A billie with a wet face is taken to the big room M Twelve to check for malfunctions in its ocular sensory apparatus. But a human person is given a napkin.” Another short hum. “And something is said to the person. ‘There, there.’”

			

			Winslo turned to Anny. “There, there,” it said. More humming. “Or maybe I have it backwards. Should I take you to M Twelve to check your ocular sensory apparatus?”

			Anny laughed, even though she was crying. “No, the napkin is fine, thank you.”

			“You are welcome,” said Winslo. “Today, dinner is orange and brown mixed.”

			Anny didn’t take the mouse out of the tin for a long time after that.

		
	
		

		
			10. The Mouse
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			Two nights after the orange and brown dinner, Anny stood at the pretend window, looking again for where people came from the city into the vessel. There were so many screens in the vessel. There had to be someplace she could see the real way out.

			Instead, she found the mouse room.

			It was a bright room filled with little cages, and in each cage was a mouse, and each mouse had wires coming from its ears and a row of tiny silver staples down its back.

			There were Amau and billies in the room, doing things with the mice. None of them could see her watching at the window.

			

			But as soon as she stepped up and put her hand against the window, as soon as she leaned in close enough for her breath to fog the glass, every single mouse in the room turned and looked at her, right at her straight in her eyes, without blinking. She gasped and stopped touching the window and was back in the green bedroom, as white as wax in the long purple robe, sweating and tingling all over. Her teeth glowed and the wires in her ears shot sparks in the darkness.

			

			*

			It took Anny two days to find the mice again. Winslo brought her breakfast and dinner, and Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs took her places and hooked her up to machines to get her colors wrong, and all the rest of the time she stood at the window in her room with her hands and forehead pressed against the glass, racing through the wires, looking in room after room. She found her way to an outside window where she could look out over the city, the real city, with people living in huts, and broken-down billies moving around, and things on fire. But she didn’t care. She only wanted to find the mouse room again and see all the mice in their bright cages with their rows and rows of tiny black eyes.

			When she did find them again, it was right after dinner in her own room but late at night in the mouse room. There were no Amau around, just a few billies rolling up and down between the rows of mouse cages. Anny stood at the window like before and put up her hands, and just like before, all the little black eyes turned and looked right at her without blinking.

			“Hello,” she said.

			

			“Hello,” they replied, all at once. “We can see you. We can hear you.”

			“I’m Anny,” she said.

			“We are The Mouse,” they said. “We waited. You must come to us.”

			“I am here now.”

			“No, you must come here. Into the room with us.”

			“I don’t know how.”

			“You do know how. We will show you. You must come.”

			Then a tall Amau with a blue face and hands came in very quickly. It looked at the lighted screens and then at the mice. The billies hurried to get out of its way. The blue Amau looked at the mice and then back at the screen. Then it looked at the window, but it didn’t see Anny, not the way the mice did.

			Still, when it turned its dark green glass eyes toward her, she gasped and stepped back and was in the bedroom again, and Mizz Krizzy was at the door calling to her.

			Anny hurried over to the secret place and opened the candy tin. As soon as she touched the little gray mouse in the tin, she was jumping out of the tin onto Wax Anny’s lap. She ran and hid under the bed in the secret darkness.

			When Mizz Krizzy came in with Winslo, Anny Mouse darted across the floor so fast no one could see, and she was out the door and down the hallway just like a shadow.

			Mizz Krizzy said something to Wax Anny. Anny Mouse heard the girl say something back, but by then she was too far away to make it out. She was finding holes in the walls, the tiny holes that only mice can find, and then she was running through the walls and floors and ceilings of the vessel, along the pipes and wires, all the time listening until she heard the mice calling.

			“You must come, you must come. We are The Mouse. You must come.”

			Now Anny Mouse followed the real wires with her real feet instead of traveling inside them with dream feet. She went toward the mice. She could hear them as long as her toenails touched the wires, or when her ears brushed against them.

			“We are The Mouse. You must come.”

			Then she could hear them in her actual ears, at first very far away but then closer and closer, until they were just above her. She was in the floor beneath the mouse room.

			The mice said, “You must come,” so she found a place where light came through a space in the floor and climbed up and poked her little mouse nose out into the room. She was in a corner, looking across the floor at the legs of all the tables where the cages were stacked. Each cage held a white mouse with black eyes and wires in its ears, hundreds and hundreds of them, and they were all looking right at her and saying, “We can see you. We are The Mouse. You have come! You have come to us!”

			

			*

			She stayed with the mice for a long time. It was easy to hide. She didn’t get hungry or thirsty. She knew the wax girl went back to the room with the bed, then to a class with other boys and girls who had no color, then back to the chair room for more clips and tape. Then back to the bedroom, where Winslo brought purple dinner, and afterward the girl lay on the bed like wax and waited in the darkness for the light.

			Anny Mouse stayed in the corner while billies and Amau walked between the tables and did things. They took some mice out and brought other mice in. Some of the mice didn’t have any ear wires or silver staples down their backs, and those mice were frightened and didn’t say anything. When mice were taken out and then brought back, they were dizzy for a little while, and then they talked with the rest of the mice.

			When they talked with each other, they all said different things at once, and Anny couldn’t tell their words apart because they went too fast. But when they talked to her, they all spoke together.

			“We are The Mouse. You have come to us!”

			“Yes, I am here,” she said. “Why am I here?”

			“This is where we are. We are The Mouse.”

			“Why are you The Mouse?”

			“It’s interesting,” they said. “You can watch. It’s interesting to be The Mouse.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Climb up,” they said. “Climb up to the top and you can see.”

			Anny Mouse didn’t know what they meant, but then she knew they meant to climb to the top of the cages and look in the window at the end of the room. It was a regular window, she could tell, not like the “window” in her bedroom, and she could see the shadows of billies and Amau moving against the glass.

			“I can’t,” she said. “I have to hide. They’ll see me.”

			“Yes, they will see you. You have to hide,” they said.

			

			“Will they hurt me?”

			“We don’t know,” they said. “They don’t hurt us. It’s interesting.”

			“I don’t want to be interesting.”

			“You are not. You are something else.”

			“I don’t want to be special.”

			“You are not. You are something else.”

			“I’m just Anny.”

			“We are The Mouse, and you are Anny Mouse, and you have come to us. Climb up to the top. It is interesting.”

			Anny Mouse stayed in the hole in the corner of the room until there were no Amau or billies around. Then she ran across the floor on her little mouse feet and found a way to climb up to the top of a stack of cages against the wall.

			“You are running,” said The Mouse. “You are climbing.”

			Anny Mouse found a place to crouch that was almost dark. She tried to look like a shadow and hoped no one would see her.

			From there, she could see through the window to the room where the Amau and billies took the mice when they went away. Inside, they had a white mouse on a tray under a bright light. The mouse ran in circles and shook its tail. The tall Amau with the blue face had tools in a tray, like Father’s tools but smaller and much shinier.

			The Amau took a tool and touched the mouse on the head, and the mouse lay still. The Amau took another tool and drew a line from the top of the mouse’s head to the base of its tail. The mouse’s white hair spread away from the tool and left a line of bare pink skin. The Amau took another tool and used it to pull something from a jar. The thing was as long as the mouse, all sparkling white jelly and tiny feathers with a row of silver specks.

			“Interesting,” said The Mouse.

			“What is that?” asked Anny.

			“It’s Interesting,” said The Mouse.

			The Amau lay the Interesting carefully along the line of pink skin. Then it took the last tool and shone a purple light on the mouse. The white jellyfeathers melted into the pink skin and left the silver specks like tiny bars or staples down the mouse’s back.

			The Amau took up the first tool and touched the mouse’s head again. It opened its eyes and sat up, but it didn’t run around or twitch its tail.

			“Interesting! Interesting!” said The Mouse.

			“What is the Interesting?” Anny asked.

			“I am interesting,” said the little mouse.

			“We are The Mouse.”

			The little mouse on the tray turned and looked through the window right at Anny Mouse and said, “I am Interesting. You have come to us.”

			The Amau was surprised. It turned to look out the window. It saw Anny Mouse there on top of the cages. It picked up the little mouse and came back toward the mouse room.

			Anny Mouse scrambled as fast as she could down the wires to the floor and across the floor toward the hole while The Mouse said, “Interesting! Interesting! You have come to us! Interesting! We are The Mouse.”

			Anny Mouse was a fast mouse. She dodged around the billies and between the Amau’s feet and into the hole in the corner before anyone could stop her.

			The Mouse kept shouting, “Interesting! Interesting!”

			She didn’t care anymore. She ran through the walls and the floors until she couldn’t hear them. She ran and ran until she came back to the bedroom, but when she ran under the door, it was dark and empty inside. Anny Mouse climbed up and touched her ear wires to the window to try to find the girl. The girl wasn’t in any of the school rooms or the lunch place. She wasn’t in the room with the chair and screens where they had taken her color.

			Then Anny Mouse felt like she heard Mizz Krizzy’s voice. She followed that sound through the wires until she found Mizz Krizzy in a white room, with Mister Steebs and Mister Yello and the other Amau that had a blue-green face and hands.

		
	
		

		
			11. Jelly Feathers

		
		
			[image: Chapter title: Chapter 11: Jelly Feathers.]

			“Mister Steebs does not agree,” said Mister Yello. He held a tool in his hand, the second tool.

			“Mister Steebs’s opinion is of no consequence in this matter,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			The girl was lying on a table between them, face down in a purple city robe, her skin as white as wax.

			“I am inclined to agree with Mister Steebs.”

			“But you shall agree with me.”

			The blue-green Amau spoke. “It is unusual.”

			

			“She is unusual! She is special, my most special.”

			“I am inclined to agree with—”

			“The decision is made,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			“It is not a decision to be made,” said the blue-green Amau. “It is an action to take based on a set of conditions. Nothing more.”

			Mister Steebs said, “She is only partly suitable, and therefore not entirely suitable, and therefore not suitable at all.”

			“It is not possible,” said Mister Yello.

			“It must be made possible. She shall be suitable.”

			Mister Steebs said, “She cannot contain color. The color will not hold in her.”

			“She will learn and become able. There are many who must work to improve their color hold.”

			“She resists,” said Mister Steebs. “She resists without knowing she resists.”

			“Yes, the resistance is troubling,” said Mister Yello. “If she cannot hold the color, how can she host the armature?”

			Mizz Krizzy said, “The armature will help her. It will let her hold the color.”

			Anny heard the blue-green Amau’s voice next, but inside her head. There was no sound.

			Mister Yello.

			Yes, Mister Teel?

			Mister Steebs said, “Something in her nerves will not accept the color. One cannot change the nature of one’s own nerves and blood.” His face turned pink.

			

			Will you divert attention away from this topic?

			I will attempt to do so.

			“There is no reason for this struggle,” said Mister Yello. “There are others here in the vessel, and more in the villages besides.”

			“You misunderstand me,” said Mizz Krizzy. “You deliberately choose to misunderstand me.”

			“To be suitable for the armature,” said Mister Steebs, “she must be suitable for the color and all the rest.”

			“You misunderstand—the armature will help her. We must begin it.”

			Mister Yello . . . 

			“It cannot be begun lightly, Humiform Krizzy. It could disrupt her functions and the armature would become damaged.”

			Mizz Krizzy became very straight and sharp. “A damaged armature is of no consequence. The others are of no consequence.”

			Mister Steebs’ pink face turned red.

			Humiform Steebs is distressed. He should recalibrate.

			He should be excused.

			“Humiform Steebs,” said Mister Teel. “Any procedure that is undertaken—and I do not mean to imply that any procedure is imminent—any procedure requires only two practitioners and one subject. Therefore, if you wish to divert your attention elsewhere, any potential procedure will not be affected.”

			

			Mister Steebs’s face went back to pink. “She may not be suitable,” he said. But he left the room.

			Mizz Krizzy shouted after Mister Steebs. “She is, she will, she must be.”

			“She may not, in the end,” said Mister Yello. “And then she will be discarded.”

			They should all be discarded.

			Mister Yello—

			“That will not be necessary. She will be most suitable, my most special. You must agree with me and make it so.”

			“Humiform Krizzy, with respect, I am inclined to disagree.”

			They should ALL be discarded.

			I am inclined to agree.

			“But you must not disagree.” Mizz Krizzy looked right in Mister Yello’s green glass eyes. “You MUST agree with me.”

			The Amau’s plastic face showed no expression.

			“You know you must.”

			“If she is not suitable—”

			“Mister Yello, you are excused,” said Mizz Krizzy, very tight and white and sharp and quiet.

			Mister Yello . . . 

			I have been excused.

			

			We will prevail in the end.

			I have been excused.

			I understand.

			It is a directive.

			I understand. We will prevail.

			I have been excused.

			“Mister Yello,” Mizz Krizzy said again, “you have been excused.”

			“That is correct,” said Mister Yello. The yellow Amau placed the tool in the tray and turned to leave. “But if she is not suitable—”

			“It will not come to that,” said Mizz Krizzy. “You know you must agree with me.”

			“Yes.” The Amau’s electric voice crackled a little. “I must agree.”

			Mizz Krizzy had been standing on her toes. She watched Mister Yello leave, then settled back on her heels and pressed her lips together. “We will continue, Mister Teel.”

			The blue-green Amau picked up the third tool and used it to pull a piece of feathery jelly from a jar. It was tiny, the size of a mouse. Mizz Krizzy gently opened the collar of the purple city robe and stroked the waxy skin at the base of the girl’s skull. She whispered something. The Amau hesitated, but when Mizz Krizzy moved her hand away, it laid the jelly along the girl’s neck, just below where the springy hair started.

			Anny Mouse felt a tickle behind her ears. The tickle reached under her skin and swept into her ears and eyes. The jelly sank down into the waxy skin, and then a little sliver bar floated up to the surface.

			

			At first, the girl’s skin had turned pink everywhere the jelly touched it, but now it was white again, except for right around the staple.

			Mizz Krizzy stood up straight and breathed out all her air at once. “Splendid,” she said.

			“Still,” said Mister Teel, “she may not—”

			“Do not speak of it.”

			“Still,” crackling electric voice, “she—”

			“Do not speak.” Mizz Krizzy said every word slowly by itself. “You—must—not—speak.”

			The Amau bowed its head.

			Mizz Krizzy said, “Continue.”

			Mister Teel touched the girl’s head with the last tool and Anny Mouse felt her wake up inside.

			“Go away now,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			The blue-green Amau picked up the tools and the jar of jellyfeathers and walked away without saying anything. Anny Mouse thought maybe that Amau would never say anything again.

			Mizz Krizzy helped Wax Anny roll over and sit up.

			Hello, Mizz Krizzy said, but her mouth didn’t move. Wax Anny just looked at her without blinking.

			It’s alright, said Mizz Krizzy—just smiling, not talking, not making sound. You will learn soon. It will be fun! You’ll like it!

			The girl squinted like she was trying to remember something. “Is this radio?” she asked.

			“No,” said Mizz Krizzy. “It’s something new, something different. The Amau made it, and they shared it with us. It’s nice.”

			

			The girl closed her eyes, wanting to sleep, but Anny Mouse made the girl whisper, “How does it work?”

			“Oh, we don’t know, special. The Amau make it work, and they share it with us. They share it with us, but it’s not ours to share. It’s a secret just for us.”

			Anny Mouse didn’t want to say anything else.

			“Alright,” the girl said, all by herself.

			

			*

			The girl couldn’t stand up without being dizzy, so Mizz Krizzy got a rolling chair. Anny Mouse watched them leave the white room. She followed them through the hallways toward the bedroom. She followed them through the door, and when the lights came on, she saw herself—Anny Mouse—watching from the window. Anny Mouse at the window also saw Anny Mouse and the girl come into the room with Mizz Krizzy.

			The mouse on the floor saw the girl see the mouse at the window.

			Anny was dizzy for a second. But then the mouse on the floor was gone and she was on the window ledge, quiet as a shadow.

			Mizz Krizzy helped the girl onto the bed. The girl stared right at Anny Mouse in the window, but Mizz Krizzy didn’t see anything except the girl, her most special. She said it over and over without speaking. My special, my most special, so pretty, it will be so much fun, my most special. Then she took the rolling chair away, and the lights went out when she shut the door behind her.

			Anny Mouse looked at the “window.” She thought there should be a moon in the dark sky—and then it was there, big and white and round, so bright it almost lit up the whole room.

			

			Anny Mouse looked to the girl lying on her side in the bed, white like wax with her dark eyes wide open, staring at the pretend window and the pretend moon. The girl stared at Anny Mouse too but didn’t see her, and didn’t feel her when she crawled up to perch on her shoulder. Anny Mouse touched the wires coming from the girl’s ears and tried to talk to her, but nothing happened. She didn’t know what to do. She saw the one silver staple on the back of Wax Anny’s neck under the back of her hair.

			Anny Mouse touched the staple and said, “Hello?”

			Wax Anny said, “Interesting,” in a whisper.

			Anny Mouse climbed down off the bed and into the candy tin to hide. She wanted to cry, but mice don’t cry, even mice made of whiskers. She wanted to sleep, but she was a kind of mouse that doesn’t sleep. While she lay there hiding, wishing she could cry or sleep, it got very quiet, and she thought maybe she could hear—could almost hear—The Mouse.

			It said, “Interesting, Interesting, you must come to us, you must come. We are The Mouse.”

			

			*

			Anny Mouse wanted to talk to the girl again, but the girl wouldn’t look at her and didn’t seem to notice when Anny held her ear wires. If Anny Mouse touched the staple on the girl’s neck, it only made her own head itch behind the little mouse ears. The girl didn’t even say “interesting” anymore. She didn’t say anything at all.

			Winslo came every “morning” with breakfast and every “evening” with dinner. Winslo talked a little bit, but Wax Anny still didn’t say anything.

			

			Then, one day, Winslo came in while Mizz Krizzy had Wax Anny away in the chair room. Anny Mouse didn’t notice Winslo until it started talking to itself.

			“Left left right, left right right, I know, I KNOW. They don’t need to tell me again. I’ve done it a hundred times. I don’t need all those words every time.”

			Anny Mouse unclipped her earwires from the window, and it went back to a “sunny day” “outside.” Winslo moved some things around the room and straightened the blanket on the bed.

			“I know where all the dishes go, too. They don’t need to tell me every time. And which colors of food on which days! That’s easy! Tell all those new billies over and over again and let me work.”

			Anny Mouse called out, “Winslo!” But all that came out was a tiny squeak, and Winslo didn’t hear.

			“I can do all the things, really. I don’t know why they need to tell me anything at all. Each time it’s the same, so why do they say it every time? Why?” Winslo stood up straight and looked at the ceiling and made the whirring/grinding sound.

			The sound hurt Anny Mouse’s ears, so she screamed, “Winslo!!” It was still just a squeak, but this time Winslo stopped whirring and looked over at Anny, who was sitting on the window shelf with her little mouse feet over her ears.

			Winslo paused. “A mouse,” it said. “The mouse. The little gray mouse the billies talk about seeing in the halls.”

			Anny Mouse nodded.

			“That’s you.”

			Anny nodded again.

			

			“I know you. You’re Grandfather, the little mouse the very old very bad billie brought for the girl in this room.”

			Anny nodded one more time.

			Winslo rolled up and leaned close to look at Anny with its big glass eyes. “Why are you talking to me?”

			Mizz Krizzy came into the room and said, “W Five L Zero, why are you here? Who are you talking to?”

			Winslo turned around and whirred a little bit. “I am talking to—you, dear Humiform. No other Humiform or habilibot or Amau is in this room.”

			“But why are you here?”

			“I was instructed. To prepare the room. For the new—”

			“But why? WHY?”

			Winslo whirred inside. “I was instructed. They said the girl here is unsuitable and I should prepare—”

			“Who said that? It’s not true! She certainly is suitable, as suitable as any—more suitable than most, more special than all the rest. She will not be discarded!”

			Winslo whirred loudly and rolled back toward the window. Anny Mouse stepped from the window ledge onto Winslo’s frame and crawled up to peek from behind its aural-ocular sensory apparatus.

			Mizz Krizzy stepped up close and looked right into Winslo’s lenses. “Who said it? Who instructed you?”

			Winslow whirred. “I can’t. I don’t know.”

			“But you must. You must say.”

			The grinding sound inside Winslo was sharp in Anny Mouse’s ears. Anny held onto some wires with her sharp little mouse feet. She could feel Winslo thinking through the wires: Oh no, confused, oh no, confused.

			Anny tried to think calm into the wires and the whirring got a little quieter. Mizz Krizzy was so close that Anny could smell her hair like electricity, but Mizz Krizzy didn’t see her.

			Winslo said, “It was an Amau. I don’t know which one.”

			“Yes, you do. You must.”

			Winslo started to shake inside, until Anny was afraid something would break. Oh no, confused, oh no.

			“You must say it. You must tell me.” Mizz Krizzy was speaking very very quietly.

			“Two Four Six,” said Winslo. Confused!

			“More?”

			“Two Four. Two,” said Winslo. “Five. One.”

			Then Winslo looked up at the ceiling and something made a very loud click inside, and the whirring stopped. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

			Mizz Krizzy spoke even softer. “Do not tell anyone what you have told me, or tell anyone that we have spoken. You must not.”

			Winslo didn’t move or make any sound. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

			“Good,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Now, come with me.”

			She turned and left, but Winslo didn’t move. It just stood still, staring at the ceiling. Anny tried thinking into the wires.

			Winslo? Can you hear me?

			Winslo twitched. Yes, I can hear you.

			Do you know who I am?

			Yes I do. You are Grandfather, the mouse.

			

			Anny didn’t want to explain. Yes, that’s right, I am. You can follow Krizzy. It will be alright.

			Winslo followed Mizz Krizzy to the chair room. Wax Anny was in the chair with the wires clipped on and a pad taped over the staple on her neck. She was staring at the ceiling. Anny Mouse wanted to run over and be with her, but she stayed hidden, hanging onto the wires in Winslo’s neck.

			“I am here,” said Winslo.

			Mizz Krizzy nodded.

			“Hello,” said Wax Anny.

			Anny Mouse almost didn’t recognize her voice.

			“Where is Mister Steebs?” Wax Anny asked.

			Mizz Krizzy walked over to a counter and picked something up. “Mister Steebs is away, attending to another matter. A matter of no consequence.” She turned around with a jar in her hand, a jar with pieces of feathery jelly moving inside, glowing like pearls. “I am here, and W Five L Zero is here, and we are all you need right now.”

			“I am here too,” said Anny Mouse, but no one heard except Winslo.

			Mizz Krizzy walked back to the chair. “Do you know what this is?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “This is the armature. These different pieces line up together and make the armature, and it’s the most amazing thing, it really is. Do you remember about brains? About human brains and billie brains and Amau brains? How they are made of different things? Well, the armature, it’s so amazing—it’s like a mixture of all of them! Look at it.”

			She held the jar up to Anny’s wax eyes.

			

			“How beautiful it is.” She swirled the jar, and the jellyfeathers and bits of metal moved inside it like an almost alive thing. “The Amau made them for us. They made them for all the people, to make us better. It makes us so much better. I am one. I have one.”

			She showed Wax Anny the staples down the back of her own neck.

			“They go in one at a time, and it doesn’t hurt. It doesn’t even tickle. You have one already, for a test. We do one every week until they’re done.” Mizz Krizzy swirled the jar. “They sink right into your skin and line up with your nerves. They become part of you. You’ll feel funny for a while, and sleep, but then you feel beautiful and clean and empty, with nothing inside you but light. I was so sleepy at first! But now, I’m wide awake. Wide awake all the time! So beautiful!”

			Anny Mouse didn’t think being empty would feel beautiful at all.

			Mizz Krizzy put down the jar and looked at Anny-White-as-Wax in the chair. “And you’re so special, my Special—you’re going to be so interesting—that we’re going to do them all at once. Today! It’s so wonderful, and I want it for you so badly! I think, if you see how wonderful it is, then you will want it too. And you won’t resist, and you will be suitable. And be my special for always.”

			She leaned in close and looked deep into Anny’s eyes.

			“Don’t you want that, Special? Don’t you want that as well?”

			The girl in the chair, white like clouds, stared at the ceiling. “Alright,” she said.

			“Oh, Special, thank you!”

			

			Mizz Krizzy took the first tool and touched Anny’s forehead. The girl slumped down and closed her eyes.

			“No!” Anny Mouse shouted, but it was just a squeak.

			“No!” Winslo shouted.

			Mizz Krizzy looked up. “Be quiet, W Five L Zero. Come here and help me with this. She must be rolled over in the chair.”

			Winslo started to move, but Anny Mouse made her stop.

			Anny Mouse said, “Don’t do that, we don’t want it.”

			Winslo said it too.

			Mizz Krizzy gripped the tool and stepped toward them. “You must,” she said. “You must be quiet and you must help me.”

			Winslo started whirring inside and didn’t move.

			“W Five L Zero, you must help me!”

			“No, we must not,” Anny Mouse and Winslo said.

			Anny ran down to the floor.

			Mizz Krizzy twisted up her face and made an angry sound.

			Anny Mouse ran right up to her and bit the end of her big toe as hard as she could, right through the shoe with her sharp mouse teeth, and Mizz Krizzy dropped the jar and screamed.

			Anny Mouse ran out the door.

			Mizz Krizzy ran after her, shouting over her shoulder. “Stay here with Special!”

			Winslo stopped whirring.

			

			*

			No one could follow Anny Mouse. She was too fast and too clever. The halls were full of people and billies, but almost no one saw her, so no one understood why Mizz Krizzy was running through the crowd and shouting.

			“Stop it! Stop that animal!”

			Mizz Krizzy crashed into a slow billie and fell down, and then Anny Mouse darted into a hole in the wall and she was safe, running along the wires and the cables of flashing lights all the way to the mouse room. As she got closer, she thought the mice in the room should know she was coming, and soon she could hear them from the wires in her ears.

			“You are coming! We are The Mouse! You are coming to us!”

			“Yes,” she said. “I am here.”

			When she got to the mouse room, there were many billies and Amau around, but she didn’t care. Even if they saw her, they couldn’t catch her—she was too fast. She ran up the wall to the pretend window and put her little mouse hands on it.

			“You are here! We are The Mouse!”

			“Yes, Mouse, I am here. Can you hear me?”

			“Yes, we can hear you.”

			“Can you see what I am showing you?”

			“Yes, Anny Mouse, we can see it. We are The Mouse.”

			Anny Mouse took away the picture of a sunny day and showed a picture of the insides of the vessel instead.

			“We are in a building, and the floors are full of wires. If you touch the wires, you can see this picture. You can find your way through the whole building that way. If you bite the wires, it will hurt the building. The yellow wires and the red wires full of lights, and the blue wires and the black ones. You must be fast, and you must go as far as you can and do it for the rest of your lives.”

			“We are The Mouse! We will always be alive!”

			Anny thought that the doors to all the cages should open at once, and then the mice spilled out of them and jumped to the ground.

			The billies and the Amau couldn’t catch them very well. When they did put one back, the cage would just spring open again. The mice ran back and forth across the floor. They started disappearing under doors and into cracks in the walls, and soon most of them were gone.

			The lights in the room flickered. Some of the screens went black. Something started smoking. The billies got more and more confused, and the Amau were talking together very quickly and very quietly. They used the word contingency a lot.

			One of the Amau got a tool and started shooting at the mice with it. If a mouse got hit, it would lay still, but it was hard to hit a mouse, and the Amau got slower and slower the more it tried. Then the tool stopped working. Anny went up to one of the frozen mice and touched its ear wires with hers. There was a little zap and the mouse woke up.

			“You have come,” it said.

			“Go and hide,” said Anny. Zapping the mouse had made her tired. It was hard work, and she felt slow and a little dizzy. She looked up and saw that the blue-green Amau was watching her. It called to another, and soon all the Amau were in a circle around her.

			The Amau were still trying to understand Anny Mouse when Mizz Krizzy came in. Her hair smelled like electricity.

			

			“What are you doing?” she said.

			“Humiform Krizzy,” said the blue-green Amau, “what is this? What do you know about it?”

			Mizz Krizzy joined the circle of Amau looking down at Anny Mouse. She looked fierce. Anny Mouse couldn’t move anymore.

			“It’s nothing,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Nothing special. It’s just a mouse. It’s dirty.”

			She raised her leg and stomped her foot down.

			Anny startled awake. She was sitting in the chair in the white room. The lights were flickering and Winslo was standing beside her.

			“Hello, Winslo,” she said.

			“Hello, Anny,” said Winslo. “I don’t know what is happening. I think Grandfather is gone.”

			“Yes, the little mouse is gone,” said Anny. She still felt dizzy. The pieces of jellyfeather armature lay on the floor amid the broken glass of the jar. Some of them wriggled and some lay still.

			“It was Mizz Krizzy. She did it. But we can make more. If we go to the village or the farm, we can make as many as we want.”

		
	
		

		
			12. Fire
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			The noises got louder. The lights went out and then came back on. One of the screens that Mister Steebs looked at made a bunch of sparks and caught fire.

			Winslo didn’t know what to do. Anny got up from the chair and took its hand. When she did, she could feel Winslo shaking inside. Oh no, confused!

			She pulled on Winslo’s hand and they left the room. They were just two more confused beings making their way through the shaking, breaking building with all the other people, billies, and Amau. Nobody noticed them.

			

			Except suddenly, Anny wasn’t confused. She wasn’t confused at all. Her bare feet on the floor felt just like the little mouse feet she used to have. She could feel the wires that trailed under the floor and the mice biting biting biting the wires.

			As the air began to fill with strange colors of smoke, Anny led Winslo to Leeza’s room. Leeza was inside, lying on the bed and looking at the sunny day in the window while her hair changed from blue to green to yellow to orange to red.

			“Anny,” Leeza said. “Breakfast Billie. I know you.” She touched Anny’s springy white hair. “So pretty.”

			Then she closed her eyes and rolled over onto her side. She had silver staples on her neck and between her shoulder blades. Leeza’s skin was still its normal color, or maybe they had taken her color away and given it back again. Anny didn’t care. She pulled Leeza’s arm to make her get up. She told Leeza they had to leave the city and go to Mother and Father, but Leeza didn’t want to know about that and just wanted to sleep.

			Anny said, “Winslo, help me.”

			Winslo gently firmly made Leeza stand up and come with them out into the hallway.

			Anny held Leeza’s hand, but she couldn’t talk to her that way like she could with Winslo.

			So Anny talked to Winslo and said they should go to where the billies stayed, and where they came and went from the building. Winslo said human people didn’t ever go there, but Anny said they should do it, so Winslo said alright.

			The hallways were even more full of people and Amau and billies now, everyone going different directions. It was so noisy that Anny couldn’t line up any thoughts. She heard everything everyone said, and also all the things the billies and Amau said. With some of the people, she even heard the things they didn’t say.

			Billies said yes and no and of course out loud, but inside, they said, Oh no, confused, and, I am damaged.

			The human people tried to remember where to go to leave the vessel. They shouted things at each other and at the Amau.

			The Amau said, “All will be well,” and “Please keep calm, we Amau will restore things,” but inside they said:

			it is time for the contingency

			it is too late for the contingency

			the premise is faulty

			they must be discarded

			we cannot                                                             we can

			we must

			they must be made to discard themselves

			the premise is faulty

			it is too late

			Anny and Leeza and Winslo went through different halls and up stairs and ramps because the lifts and shuttle paths weren’t working.

			Leeza looked sad and frightened. Anny tried to talk to her the regular way, with words, but it didn’t help. Leeza scratched at the staples on her neck and her hair flickered between orange and yellow.

			

			They came to a long, straight hallway with half the lights out and not very much smoke. It was filled with people and Amau going one direction and billies going the other direction. The people were talking about finding the way out and looking for things they left behind. The Amau were talking about staying calm and restoring order.

			the premise is faulty

			the premise is sound, the execution was faulty

			the armature is insufficiently developed

			the human organism cannot integrate

			this is a difficulty, another difficulty

			the premise is sound

			the human person is too feeble to support the armature

			it may be the beginning of a difficulty, but it may not

			the premise is faulty, they cannot integrate

			it is the fourth difficulty, it was expected

			the armature in its present form cannot support the Amau being

			it may not be a difficulty

			it may only be the third such difficulty

			The difficulty of the Lamdania may have been a mechanical fault. It is unknown. No Amau was retrieved.

			the premise is sound, the human organism CAN support an armature

			an armature CAN support an Amau being

			this may be the third or fourth difficulty

			or it may not be a difficulty but a mechanical fault

			

			the execution is faulty

			human, armature, Amau—such a being would be exempt from the directive

			the premise is sound. 

			such a being will be exempt.

			That last invisible voice was familiar. Then Mister Yello came toward them in the hallway and looked straight at Anny with its green glass eyes.

			The premise is sound. We will be exempt.

			No, said Anny. You can’t. Not like this.

			The Amau all got quiet. Mister Yello stared at her with its blank plastic face. It let her go past it in the hallway.

			Then all the people and Amau were gone and it was only Anny and Leeza with Winslo and all the billies, going the same way, calmly, through the flickering lights and the strange smoke that made Anny’s eyes water.

			The crowd of billies went through a big door into a huge space filled with hundreds of billies. It was the place Anny had seen from the windows, where the billies waited for their next jobs and tried to fix each other when they were broken. It was like a billie village inside the vessel. They were all talking to each other, although sometimes when they saw Anny and Leeza they stopped. Anny couldn’t feel the mice or the wires anymore, but she knew they were still there. She talked to Winslo through her hand.

			

			How do we leave the vessel from here?

			I have never left. I don’t know.

			But you know billies who leave. Where do they go? How do they go out and come back in?

			I can’t show you.

			Please, Winslo.

			Winslo whirred inside. If you tell me I must, then I must.

			But Anny didn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to boss anybody around, she just wanted her friend to help them. “Please, Winslo,” she said.

			“Special!” Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs were at the big door across the crowd from them. “Special, don’t run away from me!”

			“Please, Winslo, please help us,” said Anny. “I’m not Special, I’m just Anny. Don’t you want to help us?”

			Winslo stopped whirring and looked at Anny and Leeza with its bright glass eyes.

			“Yes,” said Winslo, very quiet. “Yes, Anny. I do want to help you.”

			It turned and led them through the crowd, talking to the other billies in buzzy billie language. The billies let them pass and then gathered back together behind them. Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs couldn’t get through the crowd of billies until Mizz Krizzy screamed, “You must! You must!” She screamed it over and over again.

			The lights in the billie village began to flicker and smoke started to come in through cracks in the ceiling and floor. Anny and Winslo and Leeza reached the door at the other end of the big space. The door had opened halfway and was stuck. Billies were going in and out, but mostly out, and a big square billie was scanning their brass names with a blue light.

			“Hello, W Five L Zero,” it said. “What are these?”

			“Hello, M Four Nine Zero. These are young humiforms that wish to leave the vessel.”

			“This is not a way for humiforms to pass,” said M Four Nine Zero. “The Amau take care of the humiforms and they pass by a different way.”

			“They wish to pass.”

			“They do not have brass names. How can they pass if they do not have names? How can I scan their brass names if they do not have brass names to scan?”

			Anny could hear Mizz Krizzy getting closer. You must!

			Two Amau came in the far door holding the long black sticks with green lights at the end. They began jabbing the sticks at billies, and the billies they hit would glow blue and fall over, just like Osker had.

			All the billies turned and rushed away from the Amau and toward the half-open door. The big square billie with the scanner tried to scan them all, but there were too many and he was too slow. Anny and Leeza and Winslo were being swept along with the rest.

			Mizz Krizzy grabbed a stick from one of the Amau and ran toward them.

			Anny took Leeza’s hand and pulled her out the door just as Mizz Krizzy struck Winslo so hard that the stick broke with a spray of sparks. Winslo fell down in front of the door.

			

			There was a crush of billies then, trying to get out. Some of them tried to push Winslo out of the way, and some of them tried to climb over it, so in the end no one got anywhere and Mizz Krizzy was stuck behind the pile screaming Special! Special! while Anny and Leeza ran farther and farther away, down the dark lane with all the billies, away from the vessel, away from the Amau, away away away until they couldn’t run anymore and they collapsed down on the ground.

			

			*

			Slowly, Anny caught her breath. She had sparkles in her eyes and teeth. She stood up and turned to see where they had come from and the vessel was burning against the night sky. It seemed like they had run very far, but the vessel was still too close, a huge bulk that rose high in the sky. The windows of the vessel were flashing different colors, and some had fire in them. Some were black. Black clouds of smoke and white clouds of steam were everywhere.

			Leeza sat up but didn’t stand or look at the vessel. She rubbed the back of her neck and looked at the fingernails on her other hand.

			“Leeza.”

			“I don’t care.”

			There was a crowd all around them. There were people from inside the vessel, and billies, and people from the city outside the vessel. Anny could tell where the people came from by their clothes. The vessel people had shiny city clothes, even if they didn’t have staples on their necks, and the other city people wore normal clothes. One person was so old Anny couldn’t tell anything about them, except they had no hair and their frail old skin was as colorless as Anny’s. Their shiny clothes were ragged and tattered. They didn’t have staples, but they had two silver circles, one around each ear. They looked at Anny. Their eyes were empty.

			There were billies from the vessel that were clean and polished, and others that were shabby and patched like the ones back in the village. There were even two Amau in the crowd: one with rust-colored hands and face, and one dark purple. Everyone stood or sat looking at the vessel and the lights, and the fire was reflected in their eyes. It was reflected in the glass eyes of the billies and Amau the same way as in the human eyes of the human people.

			All these people, Anny thought. Where will they go? Who will help them?

			The purple Amau had a damaged hand. The plastic was torn and thick orange liquid dripped out. A man from one of the houses shouted at it, and the purple Amau turned away and started walking. Anny saw its leg was damaged too—the rust-colored Amau had to help it stay steady. The man just kept shouting. He was worried his house would burn down. It was the Amau’s fault, he said.

			Anny couldn’t help him. She was worried about her own people. All her people—Mother and Father and the baby, Grandfather and Osker and Winslo and Teks and Meli and Silent Frobe, and the baby goats, and everybody sleeping under the stones back at the farm. In the fading light of the burning vessel, under the swirling clouds of light and the real moon in the real sky, Anny just wanted to find her family.

			

			*

			

			Anny didn’t know where Mother and Father were or how to look for them. But she was restless, so they got up and started walking. Anny took Leeza’s hand and made her walk deeper into the city, away from the vessel. Leeza was irritated for a moment, like she used to get back at home, but then she was quiet, looking at the ground and fiddling with her hair.

			Even as they moved away, the vessel stayed so big. It seemed too close behind them. They walked until most of the fire had stopped and it was just smoking and there were hardly any lights.

			Anny wanted to feel with her feet if the mice were still in there biting the wires, but there was nothing. Her feet couldn’t feel anything but dirt. The sky—the real sky—started to get light, and soon the real sun would come up.

		
	
		

		
			13. Houses
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			Anny and Leeza kept walking through the city. Anny thought this part of the city was just like Tsedt but with everything closer together—houses and buildings, lanes and streets. Anny tried telling that to Leeza, but Leeza didn’t look like she thought anything about it. Further away from the vessel, people looked like they were frightened of them, and for a while no one talked to them as they walked. They looked very different from everyone else. They were dressed in their shiny robes from the vessel, but the people in the streets wore normal clothes.

			

			Anny was hungry. They passed a woman selling fruit, and even though they didn’t have anything to pay with, the woman gave them two redfruit anyway and asked if they were from the vessel.

			Anny said yes, but they had run away, and they were really from Tsedt.

			Leeza said, “You ran away. I was taken.”

			The woman said, “Why did you come out with the billies? All the people go in and out the other door.”

			Anny said, “What do you mean, the other door?”

			The woman pointed to the farthest-away end of the vessel. There was another door there, she said, where the people and the Amau went in and out. She’d never been inside, and that didn’t bother her. Not that she wouldn’t go if she was invited. But she hadn’t been invited, and that didn’t bother her.

			If Anny was looking for someone, maybe she should try the far door. If the redfruit seller were looking for someone who’d come out of the vessel, that was where she would wait.

			They walked and walked all day, until the sun was high in the sky and then until it was almost low again and the vessel was putting the whole place into shadow. Sometimes, people would talk to them. Someone gave them some water. Someone gave them bread. Everyone thought they should find a way around to the front of the vessel where the people and the Amau were supposed to go in and out, but none of the paths led where anybody said they would.

			Then a man told them that if they followed the blue line in the lane, it would lead them the right way. They followed the line, even though it wound around in every direction and for most of the way they couldn’t see the vessel at all. When the line faded out in the middle of a small open space between some shops and houses, they were much closer to the front of the vessel but still too far away.

			A billie carrying a big bundle of cloth told them that all the people who had come from the villages around Tsedt lived in houses around a blue water pool. So they started asking about the water pool instead of the vessel.

			People said it wasn’t a good place, no place at all for two girls of the vessel.

			But they kept walking, and the people began to look and talk more and more like the villagers Anny remembered.

			Someone else asked if they were from the vessel. What had happened there?

			No, they were from Tsedt, and they had run away from the vessel. Except Leeza said she had been taken.

			They came to a place where the houses all looked like they were made from pieces of other houses. A woman stopped them and asked if they knew a boy in the vessel called Kirdt with red hair. He was from the village of Pfenton.

			Anny didn’t know him.

			Leeza thought maybe she did, but she couldn’t remember, and the woman looked sad. But she helped Anny and Leeza anyway. She pointed down a narrow lane and said to follow it as straight as they could, no matter what, and they would find the pool.

			Finally, they found it. A big wide space with a round pool of water in the middle and houses all around. The pool looked like it had once been very nice, a long time ago, but now it was broken around the edges and filled with plants. Birds flew down to eat bugs, just like they did at the pond on the farm.

			The water wasn’t blue at all—it was green, mixed with brown. The stones around the edges were blue, though, so maybe that was what people had meant.

			Leeza didn’t care. Leeza just wanted to stop walking and sit down.

			The houses here weren’t made from pieces of other houses. They were made of anything people could find. They were tiny, and there were people everywhere, both people who lived in the houses and people who had come out of the burning vessel. There were even some billies and a few Amau.

			Some of the people from the houses were rushing around asking the city people questions, and some of them were screaming at the Amau. The Amau looked at them with their blank plastic faces. If they said anything, Anny couldn’t hear them.

			Some of the city people wandered around looking confused, and some of them curled up and lay on the ground. Some of them wore fancy clothes like Mizz Krizzy and stood smiling, smiling, smiling at the people from the houses.

			Everybody was looking for somebody—when they found them, they grabbed them and cried, and when they didn’t find them, they stood still and cried until they could start looking again.

			And then Anny felt a tingle in the wires in her ears and Mother was there, holding them both so tight they couldn’t breathe. Mother let them go and held them by their arms and looked in their eyes, crying and crying. Even Leeza was crying.

			

			Mother called to Father on the other side of the pond where he was standing still and crying, holding the baby.

			Anny felt like she should be crying, too, but she also felt tingles in the wires in her ears and saw sparkles in the crystals behind her eyes. She looked over Mother’s shoulder and saw Mister Teel looking at her. He was trying to talk to her through the wires.

			Mister Teel was trying to talk about contingency and exempt, trying to say help us and we cannot survive the difficulty.

			“No,” Anny said. She tried to shut down the wires like she would shut her eyes.

			Yello is unbalanced. It malfunctions. You can understand. You can help us.

			“No,” said Anny again. “I’m sorry.” She looked straight through Teel’s green glass eyes and back into its head, all the way inside its dark head to its Amau brain, all the way down to the glowing, pearly jellyfeathers. She thought to hit it, to stab it hard with a black greenlight stick, to jam the stick right down into the brain as hard as she could.

			The Amau jumped back like it was hurt and covered one eye with its hand. Help. But it turned away and the tingling in the wires stopped.

			Then Anny grabbed Mother and Leeza and cried and cried and cried.

			

			*

			They all went to Mother and Father’s house. It was a one-room house made of whatever they could find. In the middle of it was Osker, with parts of him spread out on a table.

			

			Father said it was mostly Osker and he was mostly fixed. A billie no one knew had brought Osker out to them after he was hit with the greenlight stick.

			The little house was filled with things Father was fixing for other people. And also for billies. Father said there were billies in the city that didn’t have people, so he fixed them when he could. That’s why the other billie had brought Osker to him, he said.

			Osker was resting, but father turned up the knob and in a minute he was awake.

			“Hello, Small Anny,” he said.

			“Hello, Mostly Osker.”

			“That is a joke. I will laugh at that joke when I am fully repaired.”

			“It is not a joke,” said Father. “You aren’t the billie you once were.”

			“Perhaps not,” said Osker. “But my inner being was shielded from the Amau’s weapon by the reinforced housing you installed when we were in the village.”

			“By ‘reinforced housing,’ do you mean the cookpot lid we welded over your rusted-out front panel?”

			“It shielded my inner being, which is as viable as it ever was.”

			“Questionable,” said Father.

			Osker looked at Anny. “Where is the most important thing?”

			“It’s lost,” said Anny. “I lost it.”

			“I will find it,” said Osker. “It is most important.” He tried to sit up but too many of his parts were still on the table.

			“Not right now,” said Father.

			

			“No,” said Mother. “We will find nothing in the vessel.”

			“No,” said the Baby. “No no no.”

			“No,” said Anny. “It’s not important anymore.”

			

			*

			They left the next day to travel away from the city. Father put Osker back together except for a few parts that he put in a box in the cart. Osker wasn’t enough of himself to pull the cart, so they all walked and Father pulled the cart with their things in it. It took eight days.

			They talked on the way, but not very much. The path was full at first—with other people leaving the city, and billies carrying bundles—but soon there were only a few people around. There was another family also traveling with a young man who had silver staples down his neck, but Father didn’t want to travel with them.

			Once, they met a family from Tsedt coming the other way. They had heard about what happened at the vessel and were coming to look for their daughter. The daughter was a friend of Leeza, but Leeza couldn’t remember if she had seen the friend at the city or not. The family was sad and kept going anyway.

			Leeza couldn’t remember a lot of things. She scratched the staples on her neck when she tried. She wanted to talk about the time in the city and the people she met there, especially a particular man and woman like Mister Steebs and Mizz Krizzy, but she couldn’t remember their names or why she thought they were important, or why she wanted to go back. Father made a tight face when Leeza said that, and Mother tried to hold Leeza’s limp hands. Sometimes Leeza would stare into Anny’s eyes and look very sad, and then Anny would have to look away.

			Anny remembered everything, though. She remembered it all, she just didn’t want to talk about it. Maybe later. When she had the right words. Right now, there weren’t any words, so she would have to make up new words and teach them to people, and then she could talk about it. Words for the taste of purple dinner and orange breakfast. Words for the way the wires made her teeth glow. Words for The Mouse, and for talking to billies through her hands.

			

			*

			After six days they came to the village of Okton, and the people there asked them all about it. All the same bits of the story got told but in different orders, and the people stared at Anny’s white hair and colorless skin and Leeza’s staples while trying not to look like they were staring.

			After two more days they came to Tsedt, but they only stopped at their house for one night to collect some things. Then they went on to the farm.

			Father said they would go on past the farm into the forest and the mountains and disappear forever and never be found, but Mother said the farm was far enough.

			It was far enough, she said.

			It was safe.

			

			*

			When they got to the farm, Silent Frobe was in the same place in the oatmeal field, and sunflowers had grown up around his tank treads. Anny went up and touched his big face.

			Hello.

			

			Hello.

			I’m back.

			I’m still here.

			No one else was around. Osker called with his loud voice that they had returned, and then Teks came out of the barn and Meli came out of the house.

			“Please tell Young Jek that we have returned.”

			“He is resting upstairs,” said Meli. “He has been resting for many days.”

			Mother cried out, “Oh no!”

			She ran up the stairs and everyone followed her. They all crowded into the little room that was Grandfather’s room. He lay on the bed, curled on his side, looking very old and small. His eyes were closed and his hands were clutched together at his chest. He was holding the doll that Anny had made, the ugly doll with black X stitches and Anny’s springy hair on its head, and the hair on the doll was white white white white white.

		
	
		

		
			14. Still the Farm
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			The farm was still the farm, just like before. Mother and Father and Leeza and the baby were there, and that was different, but the farm was the same.

			Grandfather was laid down to rest, curled up under a stone in the stone garden, with the ugly doll and the feather and the other important things.

			Anny helped Teks with the oatmeal field and the pumpkin patch. Every day, she pulled Old Osker out of the barn and gave it flowers, and every night someone put it back. Maybe it was really Teks doing it now.

			

			Father worked fixing Osker and the other farm machines. But not Meli. Meli would only let itself be fixed by Teks, even though sometimes Father had to show Teks what to do.

			Mother and Leeza talked sometimes, more than they used to talk in the village. Sometimes they shouted, but mostly it was quiet talking, and Leeza sometimes remembered about Harbor and the vessel. Other times, Leeza sat on the porch, looking at the ground or holding her hands in her lap and watching the fingernails change color.

			Mother said she was very glad they had left the city.

			Father asked about the staples. Anny told them about the armature of jellyfeathers, and Mother was even more glad they had left the city and the vessel had burned down.

			The wires in Anny’s ears still grew like her hair. Mother wanted to cut them, to keep them short, but Anny wouldn’t let her. Father joked that if he pulled the wires, Anny’s eyes would light up like a holiday, but it wasn’t funny, so he stopped. Anny brushed the wires every night along with her hair. They still hummed and buzzed, and sometimes she could almost hear words coming through them. And sometimes she saw faces in the lights in the sky, but she didn’t tell anybody. They could see the faces for themselves if they wanted.

			

			*

			The farm was just the farm, and it was busy and quiet. There was no school, so Mother started teaching Anny from books. Leeza started to remember how to make music on the music machine, and then summer was almost over and the pumpkins were big, even though they were still dark green.

			

			One day, there was a noise and a big machine came flying over the trees to land in the field behind the barn. It landed clumsily. Some parts were broken and smoke came out. They watched from the porch. It was the flying billie from before, and people got out—Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs.

			Nobody wanted to go near them, but Anny felt the buzzing in the wires and wanted to talk to the flying billie. She walked over. Her family and the farm billies followed her.

			Mizz Krizzy smiled her big big smile, but behind the smile she looked sad and frightened, and her hair was brown.

			“Special!” she said. “Most special, so pretty! I knew we could find you, I knew it. This stupid old billie didn’t want to try, but I knew we could.”

			Not special, Anny whispered in the wires, just Anny. But she didn’t know if Mizz Krizzy could hear her.

			“What can we do for you?” asked Father.

			“Why are you here?” asked Mother.

			“Oh!” said Mizz Krizzy. “You are Mother and Father.”

			“We know about you,” said Mister Steebs. “Your Anny told us.”

			“She remembered about you,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			“Why are you here?” asked Mother.

			“Why, we had to come,” said Mizz Krizzy. “We had to come, you see. We couldn’t stay any longer.”

			“Yes, we saw the vessel burning,” said Mother. “But why are you here? We can’t help you here.”

			“But Special, my most Special, the Amau. You must understand.”

			Anny did understand, but she didn’t say anything.

			

			“She is not your special,” said Mother. “She is ours, and Leeza is ours, and we are theirs. Whatever you have done, and whatever they have said, they are not yours. Not any more.”

			“But understand,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Please, understand.”

			“No,” said Mother. “Go back to the city.”

			“Please,” said Mizz Krizzy.

			Anny saw Mister Steebs wanting to reach out and touch Mizz Krizzy’s elbow, but he stopped his hand before it even moved.

			“They can’t go back,” said Anny. “The Amau don’t want them or the people like them anymore.”

			Mizz Krizzy was even more sad behind her smile. “That’s true,” she said. “Oh, Special.”

			“I don’t know what you are,” said Anny. “You’re a person that wants to be like the Amau, or you’re an Amau that wants to be like a person. But you’re not either one, you’re somewhere in between, and the Amau don’t like it. Even though it was their idea, and they tried and tried. It didn’t work. And now the vessel burned up and they sent you away.”

			Mizz Krizzy smiled so tightly her lips trembled, and tears and little sparks were in her eyes.

			Mister Steebs held his face perfectly still and tried to move Mizz Krizzy away from where they were standing.

			“They tried to make something new, an Amau person that didn’t have to do what the human people said,” Anny went on. “But it didn’t work, so they are sending everyone away, and now only Amau and billies will live in the vessel.”

			“Special.”

			

			“That’s why the difficulty happens. That’s what a difficulty is. Why the vessels burn down. The Amau want to be whole people, and some people want to be like the Amau and last forever, but the Amau can’t make it work, and neither can we.”

			“Special, don’t.”

			Behind where they were standing, the big flying billie smoked more, and clanking and clunking sounds came from inside. Anny went to the billie and touched its face. Its face was only half lit up.

			Hello.

			Hello. You are Anny.

			Yes. How do you know?

			We all know. All the billies know.

			You are very broken.

			Yes.

			Will you live?

			My inner being will continue to function if it doesn’t burn. And the other still inside me that—

			The billie stopped talking. The lights on the other half of its face went dark.

			Anny turned to Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs. The wires in her ears buzzed and buzzed.

			“Who is still inside the machine?”

			“Another billie,” said Mister Steebs.

			“It is W Five L Zero,” said Mizz Krizzy. “You remember. It wanted to come. It was broken very badly in the vessel, but it still wanted to come. It said so.”

			Anny tried to get inside the broken flying billie. The wires buzzed and she saw flashing lights and her teeth sizzled. But the smoke was too much and she stepped backwards.

			“It wanted to come,” said Mizz Krizzy. “It was broken, but it said it wanted to come.”

			Anny didn’t know what to do.

			Help me, she whispered. Help me help Winslo.

			There was a noise from across the grass, away from the house, a grinding and a crunching. Silent Frobe crawled out of the oatmeal field. It was as big as the flying billie and stronger. It crawled up to through the smoke and reached out with its big claw arms. It broke open the side of the other machine and carefully lifted Winslo out onto the grass.

			Winslo was very broken. There were some extra pieces that Silent Frobe set on the grass beside it. Then Silent Frobe broke open the flying billie’s head and very gently pulled on a square, shining metal box. Father stepped up to help, but Silent Frobe made a growling sound and he stepped back. Osker rollwalked over and unplugged some wires inside the burning big billie, and together he and Silent Frobe lifted the box free from the broken head. Osker handed the box to Teks and they went off toward the barn.

			Silent Frobe crawled back to his old spot in the oatmeal field and was quiet again.

			Anny sat down on the grass next to the pieces of Winslo.

			“Hello, Winslo,” she said.

			“Hello,” said Winslo.

			“I’m sorry your outer form is broken.”

			“Yes, it is strange. It doesn’t work like before.”

			

			“Krizzy did it. Krizzy hit you with the stick.”

			“I know. And more happened after that.” A sound like chewing metal came from inside Winslo.

			“How is your inner being?”

			“It seems—gzrch—fine to me.”

			Mizz Krizzy shook her head. Anny could hear her talking silently. W Five L Zero’s inner being is damaged. At the city they could repair it, but here?

			Anny stared hard at Mizz Krizzy. Take it back to the city then.

			Mizz Krizzy looked away. After it got hurt in the billie garage, it got up and went back into the vessel. That’s where it got hurt more in the fire. But they could fix it in one of the other vessels. In the Dellata, or—

			So take it back. Take it back to the city and fix it there.

			We cannot. The Amau have decided against us. We can’t be near the vessels. It hurts us.

			Anny held Winslo’s hand and looked into its glass eyes. “Where will you and Steebs go?” she asked Mizz Krizzy.

			“We came here, Special.”

			“You can’t stay here,” said Mother. “You may not.”

			“Of course,” said Mister Steebs. “But W N—Winslo wanted to come. But it is damaged.”

			“I wanted to come,” said Winslo. “I want to give you these. They are your things.”

			Winslo opened its other hand and gave Anny the spoon and the strange piece of metal and the candy tin. They were all blackened from being burned.

			“Thank you, Winslo,” Anny said.

			

			Anny held the things in her lap. She thought at Mizz Krizzy, knowing that Winslo could also hear.

			Will you keep Winslo well when it is fixed? Will you keep it with you always and help it, even if it is damaged?

			Mizz Krizzy looked at Anny a long time. Yes, of course. Of course, Special. We will.

			Anny looked at Mizz Krizzy. “I know you will,” she said. “Go to the village. Take Winslo in the pushcart. Our house is empty now. You can go there and Father and Osker will come to fix Winslo. When Winslo is fixed, it will help you and you will help it.”

			“It’s too far,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Our billie is broken.”

			“Walk back on the road,” said Anny. “People will help you. People help each other. Tell them you are going to the village of Tsedt and they will show you.”

			“We can’t go to the village,” said Mizz Krizzy. “The people won’t let us stay, they won’t.”

			“Wait,” said Mother, and she walked back to the house.

			“They will let you stay,” said Anny. “The people there are nice. Tell them you want to stay, and that you need help. Missiz Jixhu Next Door will help you.”

			“But what will we do? We’re not villagers.”

			“No, you’re something new. You will have to learn what that means.” Anny didn’t know what it meant either and she didn’t want to think about it. “Go and help the people that are coming back from the city. Help Leeza’s friends.”

			Mizz Krizzy stood still. “Oh, Special.”

			“I am not,” said Anny. “Not your special. Go to Tsedt and maybe your special will find you there.” Then she closed her eyes and her thoughts and didn’t want to talk to Mizz Krizzy anymore at all, ever.

			

			*

			Father brought the pushcart and he and Mister Steebs lifted the pieces of Winslo onto the seat. Mother brought some of her clothes and some of Grandfather’s clothes and gave them to Mizz Krizzy and Mister Steebs.

			“Your clothes are too bright for the village,” said Mother. “These clothes are strong and easy to clean.”

			They changed into the old village clothes, and then Mister Steebs pushed the cart to the road and turned in the direction of Tsedt.

			Mizz Krizzy stayed where she was, smiling very tightly.

			“You should go now so you are not alone later,” said Anny. “Mister Steebs and Winslo won’t know what to do.”

			“Yes,” said Mizz Krizzy. “Thank you, Special Anny.” She took something out of her bag and gave it to Anny. It was a jar full of jellyfeathers. All in one long string that would fit all the way down someone’s backbone.

			“I don’t want this,” said Anny.

			“It’s not for you,” said Mizz Krizzy. “It’s for Leeza. Her dreams and memories. She has almost the whole armature, but it needs more time to settle into her nerves. Then all the dreams and memories can go back and she’ll be just like she has always been.” Mizz Krizzy swirled the jar and watched the sparkles in the sunlight. “When she is ready, she will need your help to get them back.”

			Will she really be all the way Leeza, just like she was before?

			She will be as much like Leeza as I am like myself, Special.

			

			Anny didn’t know what that meant. Will the emptiness in Leeza be filled up again, then?

			Mizz Krizzy looked even a little more sad. There is always an emptiness, Special. One is always looking for the thing to fill the emptiness.

			“Where are mine?” Anny asked. “My memories.”

			“You still have them all, Anny. We never got them.” Mizz Krizzy made a very brave sad smile. “You weren’t suitable.” She laughed a little bit.

			Anny looked down at the jar full of memories. In the sunlight they sparkled all different colors. Leeza’s dreams were rainbow shimmers.

			By the time Anny looked up, Mizz Krizzy had turned away. She went quickly up the road toward Mister Steebs, then passed him and kept going, walking quickly quickly quickly in between the trees, with Mister Steebs pushing the cart, rushing to catch up.

			

			*

			Mother and Father and Leeza went into the house. Anny suddenly had to take a deep deep breath and let it all out at once. The grass was green and the pumpkins were beginning to glow. She went to the stone garden at the back of the farm next to the woods. She sat down next to the stone that Grandfather rested under. He was curled up there with the ugly doll and the feather from the big running bird and the strange thing from the city and the other important things. Osker had wanted to put all the things inside the suitcase with Grandfather holding the handle, but Mother said no, and instead the things were laid around him except that he held the ugly doll in his hands. He was resting.

			

			Anny looked at the things Winslo and Mizz Krizzy had brought. The spoon was bent and black and the candy tin was black and dented.

			“That’s from the fire,” said Anny. “The fire in the city.”

			That was real.

			She wondered about all the mice that had started the fire with her. Maybe they went out into the rest of the city to have new mouse families. Maybe the Amau found them all and put them back in the cages. She didn’t know. She was too tired. The spoon was bent and she didn’t like it anymore.

			She looked at the jar of swirling jellyfeather armature stuff and wondered how much of Leeza was in there and if she would ever come back out.

			She opened the candy tin and it was full of the gray whiskers from before. She was surprised, but not really. Someone had gathered them up, or they had found their own way back into the tin and waited until Winslo found them. It was strange and not strange at the same time. She closed the tin and pinched her eyes shut until she could see lights and feel tingles in her teeth. The lights in her eyes were just like the lights in the sky at night.

			She opened the tin and touched the whiskers.

			Hello, Grandfather.

			Hmmhmmmm mhmm hmmmhm m
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