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And Still the Stars Remai ned
by Anna D. Allen

It all started when Matthew Weston saw t he nouse on
the techbot’s video feed. He’'d sent the techbot out to
repair a section of solar panels after a sandstorm had
knocked t hem out —causi ng brownouts in parts of the
Buchanan District. As Matthew watched the techbot work on a
panel , he spotted novenent al ong the base of a sand
barrier. Adjusting the canera to get a closer | ook, he saw
a brown nouse scurrying along in the sand. As nothing could
survive outside the done, he assuned it had slipped out of
the city when the techbot went out. Undoubtedly, it’d be
dead within a few hours, poor creature.

Mat t hew pushed it fromhis mnd, but several weeks
|ater, while nmonitoring a techbot on a routine maintenance
check outside, he saw a dandelion grow ng near a CO venting

system As dandelions were a conmon problemin the city’s
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agriculture districts, a stray seed nust have been vented
out, he reasoned. But he couldn’t figure out howit had
survived | ong enough to bl oom—perhaps an el evated wat er
tabl e conbined with the high I evels of carbon dioxide.
Besi des, everyone knew dandelions were next to inpossible
to kill.

Yet over the next few days, Mtthew found hinself
dwel i ng on the nouse and the dandelion, until he ended up
sendi ng out a techbot specifically to |ook for any trace of
the nouse or its remains. Finding none, he decided to send
t he techbot out beyond the mles of solar panels and see
what |ay beyond the civilized world of the donmed city. As
an Qutside Miintenance Specialist, no one would suspect
Mat t hew of doi ng anything out of the ordinary. Matthew,
however, worried that sonmeone m ght realize what he was up
to and report him So he carefully nmade sure no one was
around the control roomas he sent the techbot on its
m ssi on.

Mat t hew positioned the techbot a few yards beyond the
| ast sol ar panel and noved the canera to scan the horizon.
In every direction, Mtthew saw not hi ng but sand—barren,
desol ate, endl ess sand spreadi ng out beneath the bl ue sky.

The day was bright and clear, the wind still, belying the
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unbr eat habl e at nosphere and the searing heat that the world
had becone.

He slunped back in his chair. He didn't know what he
was thinking. Nothing could survive out there. He'd been an
idiot to think otherw se.

He decided to bring the techbot back. Yet just as he
was turning it around, he noticed a strange pattern in the
sand. It was just below the crest of a dune, and it | ooked
as if sone creature had made its way down the slope and
left a trail. Matthew recogni zed the unique pattern. He' d
seen it in old docunentary filns fromcenturies ago of life
outside. It was, wthout a doubt, the trail of a side-
wi ndi ng snake. Matthew realized the presence of a snake
meant there had to be oxygen out there... unless it was
sonme kind of nutation

Per haps the snake woul d cone back, Matthew thought. So
he left the techbot out all day, and he watched and waited
until well after the sun set. He wondered if snakes m ght
be nocturnal. He wanted to keep the techbot out through the
night, but it was too risky, and he’ d al ready nade enough
excuses to the few peopl e who checked on himthat day. He
decided it would be safest to cone back the foll ow ng day,
but the next day was Sunday, and work was forbi dden, except

for emergency services.
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So early Monday norning, several hours before
daylight, Matthew went in to work when no one el se woul d be
around. He sent the techbot out to the sanme spot as the
previous tinme. Then he waited until sunrise.

Daybreak within the sunl ess done was al ways dull and
lifeless, the blackness turning gradually grey then the
white of full light. The opaque hal f-sphere of the done
never reveal ed the hues and tones of the sky, just a
general nood. The occasi onal sandstorm made the |ight
dunni sh brown, sunset pallid orange, but nothing nore. But
this norning, Matthew experienced nore.

The techbot was turned slightly to the east, the
canera focused on the sand dune, or so Matthew t hought. He
realized it wasn’t when he saw stars in the black sky. He
was focused on the distant horizon, the stars quite clear
on the nonitor. He knew he should pull back and focus on
t he dune, but he didn't want to | ose the i mage of the
stars. He’' d seen photographs of stars, and even video
i mges, and while the inmge on the nonitor was just an
electronic facsimle, these were real, they were now, and
no one el se would ever see them

He turned out the lights in the roomso he m ght see
better. Then he watched the night sky until he began to

notice a slight change. The sky was no | onger black but a
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deep dark blue, the stars still present, only shifted. It
stayed li ke that for a long tinme, but then he noticed

anot her change in color. The sky was a little bl uer.

Mat t hew knew t he sky was grow ng brighter and that he was
seeing it happen before him but it was happening so
slowy, so quickly, he didn't notice fromsecond to second
until the nmonent of change had passed. And still the stars
remai ned.

The horizon grew bright, and Matthew expected the
worl d to beconme grey, but it didn’t. He saw broken w sps of
clouds in the distance, and the horizon began to gl ow pi nk,
then red, and then he saw the sun seep over the horizon,
spilling over the dunes, the whole desert turning burnt
orange, then golden brown. And that was how the world began
out si de.

“West on?”

Mat t hew junped, nearly falling out of his sw vel seat.
He turned, only to discover it was Sinon, a co-worker.

“What are you doing here at this hour?” Sinon asked, a
pl astic cup of coffee in his hand.

Matt hew s m nd went bl ank as he searched for an
answer. How | ong had Si non been standing there? How nmuch

had he seen?
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“Ah...,” Matthew began, “I... ah... | was... having
problems with this... techbot... Saturday. Its directiona
system seens to be off-line. | had to leave it out there.”

“Real l y?” Sinon said, taking a closer |ook at the
moni tor, “Wiich one is it?”

“R319.”

“One of the new ones?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s really strange. Did you try...?”"

“I"l'l figure out sonething,” Matthew cut himoff and
turned back to the nonitor.

“Well let me know if you need any hel p,” Sinon said,
sitting down at another nonitor nearby—cl ose enough that
he m ght be able to see everything Matthew was doi ng.

Matt hew coul dn’t continue with Sinon so close. He decided
he’d just have to bring the techbot in, but he’d have to
wait awhile. O herwi se, Sinon m ght get suspicious,
assum ng he wasn’t already. But then again, maybe Sinon had
seen strange things out there, too.

“Hey, Sinon?” Matthew quietly asked before he lost his
nerve.

“HmP?” Sinon responded wi t hout | ooking up.

“Have you ever seen anything...” Matthew said, already

regretting his decision, “anything weird? Qutside, | nean.”
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“Li ke what?” Sinon | ooked up fromhis consol e.

“Li ke sonething... alive?”

“Alive? No. Nothing could live outside. O course, the
El ders say there may be nutants, but those are just stories
to scare kids. Why?”

“No reason.”

“Have you seen anything out there?”

“No. No.”

“‘“Cause i f you have, you have to report it to the
Counci | .”

“l haven't seen anything,” Matthew said trying to
sound confident and assured, “lI was just wondering if
anyone ever had. That's all.”

“Wel |, you shouldn’t ask questions |like that. You
coul d get yourself into trouble that way.”

Mat t hew sai d not hing nore but went about his business
as usual for the rest of the day. Still, he couldn’t stop
t hi nki ng about everything he’d seen—the rising sun, the
canopy of stars against the black of night, and he found
hi msel f wanting to see the noon. He wondered if it really
| ooked |i ke green cheese—whatever that was—or a man’s face
like in children’s books. O course, he’d seen photographs
of the moon in school, but after this norning, he knew

photos didn't cone close to the real thing.
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After work, Matthew | eft the Miintenance Section and
made his way through the nultitude of nmen on their way hone
to wives and children. Matthew, however, headed up three
| evel s to the Buchanan District, the only residential area
on the surface, as the open area beneath the donme was
call ed. Most of the population, including Matthew, lived in
t he underground sections of the city, the surface hones
reserved for Elders, Councilnmen, select businessnen, their
w ves, and famlies. Mst people weren’'t even allowed into
the district, but with his maintenance ID, Matthew easily
got through the various security checkpoints. He made his
way on the stone footpaths, past the houses, through the
gardens, anong the orange groves and apple trees, the
buzzi ng of pollinating honeybees in the air along with the
perfunme of flowers in bloom

Reachi ng a wrought iron fence, Matthew stopped, and
with his hands clutching the bars, |ooked through. A grassy
area lined with trees spread out beyond the fence, dozens
of girls, all dressed alike in white shirts and plaid
skirts, playing before their school. It was easy to find
the one he was | ooking for—a small girl, no nore than five
or six, with blonde hair, the very imge of her dead
nmot her. Matthew wat ched her for a long tinme, hoping she

woul d 1 ook his way. At |ast she did. She stopped and
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smled. Matthew raised his hand to wave, and she started to
do the sane, but then she | ooked toward the school, toward
t he woman standing in the doorway, and the small girl

st opped, her eyes returning to Matthew.

“Ruth’s a good girl,” a voice said beside Matthew. He
recogni zed the voice i nmedi atel y—El der Finl ey.

“It’s obvious she wants to cone over and see you,” he
conti nued, “but she knows she’s not supposed to. Very
obedi ent. Unlike her father.”

“Tyler,” Matthew corrected, trying not to let the old
man ant agoni ze him “Her nother nanmed her Tyler, not Ruth.”

“Yes, well, not a very appropriate nane for a little
girl, isit?” Finley said, “but then her nother wasn’'t
very....”

“How d you know | was here?” Matthew asked, never
taking his eyes off his daughter.

“The | ast checkpoint,” Finley explained, “They had
orders to contact ne if you nmade anot her unschedul ed
appear ance. You know the rules. Every other Sunday. That’s
it.”

“She’ s nmy daughter. 1’ve done nothing wong.”

“Then take another wife and you' |l get her back.”

“I don’t want another w fe.”
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“Nothing will change then, will it?” Finley said, “You
will continue your dull |life down in Miintenance, and Ruth
wWll remain in state care until she marries.”

“Whay can’t | just have her back?”

“How can you nmake such a suggestion? You know we can’t
al l ow single parent households,” Finley said, his voice
tinged wth anger, “That’s how all the trouble started
outside. Crine, anarchy. Is that what you want for us? For
Rut h?”

Mat t hew turned and | ooked at Finley.

“l thought the trouble outside started with all the
pol lutants punped into the atnosphere by....”

“I' wll ignore that,” Finley said, his voice
controlled, “for Ruth’s sake. And | suggest you get back to
where you bel ong.”

Finley raised his hand and notioned to two security
guards wai ting near by.

“Escort this man hone,” he ordered. Nothing nore was
said. Leaving Tyl er behind, Matthew sinply went with the
security guards and returned to the underground sectors of
the city.

That night, as Matthew lay in bed, he wondered if the
noon were out. He wondered what it would be like to sit in

the desert and watch it rise over the horizon. He wonder ed
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what Tyler was thinking as she drifted off to sleep
somewhere eight |evels above him He turned over, curling
up on his side, and closed his eyes.

A pounding on the door woke hima little after
m dni ght. He switched on the light, stunbled to the door,
and opened it. Four security guards stood there before
Mat t hew, each dressed in full uniformfromtheir black
boots to their black helmets with the plastic visors down
to protect their faces.

“Weston, Matthew Peter, Qutside Mintenance
Specialist,” one security guard said, reading the
information off a pal m pad.

“Yes?” Matthew responded, his heart pounding in his
chest .

“You are hereby directed to acconpany us to ICS
Headquarters for violation of the Kingston Act.”

“What ?”

“Pl ease step into the corridor.”

“l don’t understand. | haven't done anything.”

“We are authorized to use force if necessary.”

“VWait, wait. Let nme change first.”

“That won’t be necessary. Please step into the

corridor.”
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As Matthew stepped out into the corridor, tw of the
security guards took his arnms and handcuffed his hands
behi nd his back. Then, still holding onto his arns, they
mar ched down the corridor, a tiny thought creeping into
Matthew s m nd. Elder Finley nust’ve said sonething.

Mat t hew spent the night in a jail cell with only a
concrete slab for a bed—not that he slept any. His
t hought s kept going over his conversation with Elder
Finley. Sure, his words violated the city | aws agai nst
questioning the order of things, but Matthew had said such
things in the past to Finley, and nothing like this had
ever happened. What was it this tinme that nmade Finl ey
decide to report hinf But then he realized—Si non. He
nmust’ ve told the authorities about the tech-bot. A quick
check of the tech-bot | ogs conbined with Matthew s words,
and that was enough.

Much to his surprise and w thout benefit of trial,
seven hours later, wearing nothing but tan trousers, a
mat ching shirt, and well-worn work boots, Matthew was
shoved out the only functioning airlock and into the world.
Hi s executioners were kind enough to throw a canvas bag out
with him Init, Matthew found a white headscarf, a quart

of water, and sone saltine crackers.
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At first, Matthew didn't know what to do. He stood
there just outside the airlock for a long tinme, nothing but
open desert and sky before him the sun blazing down. Al
his life, he’d heard stories of people banished fromthe
city—usual |y decades before anyone around had been born—
and how they’ d succunbed to the toxic atnosphere within
m nutes of being thrown out the airlock, that skel etons
littered the ground for hundreds of yards, and that those
few who survived for nore than a few m nutes could be heard
bangi ng on the done. To this day, every tine soneone heard
strange noises, they said it was the ghosts of those
bani shed trying to get back inside the city. Mtthew saw no
skel etons, and at this level, concrete walls protected the
done. And while Matthew suspected |ife did exist out here
somewhere, he feared he m ght be overcone by the toxic air,
and if not that, then the heat. He could stay in the shadow
of the dome, but he knew he’d run out of water. Finding
water had to be his first concern.

Wth a sea of dunes to his |left and sandy flats before
him Matthew decided the flat would be less difficult to
traverse and started wal king, still without a clue as to
what he was doing or where he was going. He just wal ked for
along time, alittle too briskly at first, never | ooking

back. His pace gradually slowed, the heat taking its tol
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on him WMatthew was surprised, though, that despite the
heat, it was easy to breath, easier than in the done.

He stopped, turning to | ook back. There was no trace
of the city, just boundl ess desert, his tracks stretching
far away. He had no idea how | ong he’ d been wal ki ng. The
sun was still high, the desert surrounding him He took a
drink of water and scratched his head, feeling burning pain
as he did. He touched his scalp with his fingers. It felt
hot to the touch, and he realized the sun was burning him
Even though it was hot, it didn't feel hot enough to burn.
Matt hew didn't understand it, but he took the white scarf
fromthe bag and wapped in around his head. Then he
conti nued on.

As he wal ked, he stared down at his shadow. Of course
he’ d seen shadows before, but they’ d al ways been such pale
t hi ngs di spersed by multiple |light sources. This shadow was
dark, its lines defined. Mtthew t hought such a thing
shoul d be tangi bl e, although he knew it wasn't. Like a
child enanored by its own hands, he watched his shadow, and
as the day progressed, it becane |onger and thinner, until
Mat t hew real i zed the sun was goi ng down.

Once again, unsure of what to do, Matthew decided to
stop for the night. He sat down, hoping there were no snall

creatures which mght attack him—or |arge creatures, for
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that matter—no arachnids, no wornms, no scorpions, and
nothing wth a thousand | egs. And those were just things
he’ d read about. God only knew what kinds of mutations were
out here.

He ate sone of the saltines, drank sone water, and
wat ched the sun set. It was just |like the sunrise he'd
seen... was it only yesterday norning...? but in reverse.
It didn't drop behind the horizon so nuch as it nelted, the
col ors spreadi ng out across the sky. And then for a |ong
time after the sun was gone, the colors and |ight remained
until the sky grew black and the stars appear ed.

Pinpricks of light in the canopy of night. D anonds
across bl ack velvet. That’'s how Matt hew had al ways heard
t he ni ght sky described. Neither was accurate. The stars
tw nkl ed and sparkled as with a life of their owmn. And
there were so many, nore than he coul d’ ve imagined from
that video i mage he’d seen. They covered every corner of
the sky, and they were bright enough to still see by... at
| east, sonmewhat. Matthew | ay back, using the canvas bag as
a pillow, despite its flatness, and stared up at the sky.

Mat t hew expected the vastness to frighten him The
city had been so contained, their world so small, so
shel tered, so crowded. Yet here and now, with the universe

spread out over him he felt awe, not fear, glad he had
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lived |l ong enough to see the sky for hinself. If only Tyler
could see it with him

He slept little that night. The tenperature dropped,
and Matt hew experienced cold for the first tinme. In the
city, they told of the desert’s heat, never the desert’s
cold, and Matthew curled up in a fetal position in an
attenpt to stay warm Then, during one of many waki ngs,

Mat t hew saw his shadow again and rolled over to see the
source of light. There, just over the eastern horizon,
Matt hew saw a barely full noon. He sat up to look at it. It
| ooked to him not like a man, but |like a wailing woman,
her nmout h open, her eyes wide. And it | ooked cold and
lonely with only the stars for conpany.

The sunrise awoke Matthew, and he set out wal ki ng
again, this tine with the scarf around his head. The desert
war med up qui ckly, which felt good after the cold night,
but soon, it was very hot, and Matthew was thirsty. He
didn’t drink, though. He had to nmake the water |ast as |ong
as it could, days if need be, and he decided he’'d only
drink at sunset.

He went on |like this for several days, |osing count
after the fifth day, each day worse than the day before.
His |lips cracked, his skin burned and peel ed, and each step

becanme nore | abored as his strength ebbed away. The
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saltines were gone, the water soon to follow H's eyes were
the worst, though. Dry, like his nmouth, they burned, and
when the wind blew sand in them no tears forned to wash
the sand away, until at last, Matthew could barely see, his
eyes nere slits too painful to open.

Wth the | ast drop of water gone, Matthew staggered on
for another day. He felt the hot wind pick up, gentle at
first, then stronger, the sand pelting him stinging his
body, even through his clothing. Al around him the world
becanme brown, the sandstorm bl ocki ng out the sky and sun.
Unabl e to continue, Matthew fell to his knees. As he fel
forward, his last bit of strength | eaving his body, he
t hought he saw a dark shadow up ahead, but only for a
monment. He cl osed his eyes, the hot sand against his face
and in his nouth.

“Khadi j ah?” he heard a man’s voice call out through
the din, “Do you see hin®”

“Yes, he’s here,” a wonman shouted, quite near. Then
darkness fell over Matthew, and he heard no nore.

Mat t hew awoke i n darkness, sonething covering his
eyes. He coul d hear the sandstormraging, but it was
muf fl ed, and he realized he was within sonething |like a
room a pillow beneath his head and a bl anket over his

body. He seened to be lying on the floor... or the ground.
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H's skin still burned, but it didn't feel as painful now.
He noved to touch his eyes.

“No, no,” a wonman said, grabbing his hand.

“Where am | ?” Matthew asked as she tucked his hand
back under the bl anket.

“I't’s okay,” she replied, placing her hand on his
forehead, “you’'re safe.”

“My eyes?”

“You are suffering fromdesert blindness. You w ||
recover. Here,” she said, putting her hand under his head
and lifting it slightly. Matthew felt her place a netal cup
to his lips. He snelled the water before it touched his
i ps, and he drained the cup.

“More,” he said, “please.”

And she gave hi m nore water.

“Pl ease, again.”

“No,” she replied, "“Your body nust process the water
you’ ve already had. W wouldn’t want to drown you. |’1I|
give you nore in a little while, and we’' Il have sonething
to eat as well.”

“Who are you?” Matthew asked, |aying his head back
down.

“My nane’ s Khadijah. What's yours?”

“Matt hew. Matthew Weston. Are you fromthe city?”
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“The city? The only cities for a thousand kil oneters
are along the Great Lake.”

“I think he neans the doned city to the south,”
anot her voi ce spoke, this one mal e and not as near as
Khadi j ah.

“I's that where you' re fron? The donmed city?” Khadij ah
asked Matt hew.

“Yes.”

“That’s at | east 160 kiloneters fromhere,” the man
sai d.

“But where are the others? Wiere is all your
equi pnent ?” she asked.

“What ot hers? \Wat equi pnent ?”

“No one travels the desert alone, and you are ill-

supplied,” she said.

“l amalone. | have nothing. | was exiled fromthe
city.”

“You travel ed through the desert just as you are?” the
man asked.

“Yes.”
“Al | ah ackbar,” Khadijah said, her voice full of awe.

“How did you find ne?” Matthew asked.
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“We spotted you before the sandstormhit. Wile the
others set up canp, Javier and I went out in search of
you.”

“I't’s a mracle you found ne.”

“A mracle? Hardly,” the man | aughed, “A heat sensor.
That’ s what found you.”

“Oh hush, Javier,” Khadijah said, “if we hadn’t
spotted himto begin with, we never would ve found himwth
t he heat sensor.”

“Where are we?”

“Wel | ,” Javier said, “I could tell you the coordinates
according to the GPS, but | suspect they'd nean nothing to
you.”

“W're right where we found you,” Khadijah expl ai ned,
“in the mddle of the Anerican Desert.”

“Not quite the mddle,” Javier corrected.

“Well, whatever it is....”

““\Where ever,’” Javier interrupted, teasing the wonman.

“W're still two days from hone,” Khadijah continued,
ignoring Javier, “and if Javier doesn’'t watch it, he's
gonna be wal ki ng the whol e way, and unli ke sone people, he
can’t find his way by the stars.”

“So | don’t have your skill,” Javier said, “but then,

that’s not ny job, is it?”
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“Can | have some nore water, now?” Matthew asked.

“Yeah,” Khadijah said and hel ped himto drink again.

“Looks |ike you need sone nore ointnment, too,” Javier
said, comng closer. Matthew felt the blanket pulled back
to reveal his arns and chest. At that nonent, he realized
he was nude.

“Where are ny clothes?” he asked, suddenly
enbarr assed.

“They don’t work with the bl anket,” Khadijah said as
Matt hew felt hands rubbing a cream|ike substance on his
neck and upper chest over the worst of the sunburn.

“The bl anket?” Matthew said, feeling |like a hel pl ess
ki d.

“I't prevents too nuch noi sture evaporation from your
body. W use themin cases of severe dehydration, such as
with you. This way, sone of that water we’'re putting back
intowill stay in you.”

“Hopeful Iy, your kidneys still function,” Javier said,
“I't shouldn’'t take too |ong before we find out.”

“Are you a doctor?” Matthew asked as the bl anket was
pl aced back over him He heard Khadijah snicker.

“No,” Javier said, also snickering, “I"'ma...."

“He’s a canel herder,” Khadijah burst out |aughing.

After a nonent, she cal ned again.
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“I"’msorry, Matthew,” she said, “but in your city,
does such fundanental know edge of nedi ci ne nake one a
doct or ?”

“No,” Matthew began, “I nean... | don’t know. It’s
just you both sounded like....”

“We know how to survive in the desert,” Javier said,
“that’s all. | own the canels in the caravan. | also take
care of the animals in the village.”

“l guess that woul d make you sonething of a
veterinarian,” Khadijah pointed out.

“l suppose so,” Javier said, “l never thought of it
that way before.”

Mat t hew heard a noise, |like a | arge zipper being
unzi pped, followed by a gust of wind, then the zipper sound
agai n.

“Sam ,” Khadijah said, “Here, let ne help you.”

Sonmeone el se had cone in, and Matthew sensed Khadij ah
and Javier noving away fromhimand toward t he newconer.

“It’s died down a little out there,” a girl’s voice
said. “Is he still alive?”

“Unh-huh,” Khadijah said, “and tal king too.”

“Wel'l, where’d he cone fron?” Sam asked, “How d he
get out here?”

“He was exiled fromthe doned city,” Javier said.
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“No. Really?” Sam said with astonishnent, “I wonder
what he did.”
“You know,” Matthew interrupted, “I can hear, too.”

“Oh, I'msorry, Matthew,” Khadijah said as he heard
t hem nove closer to him “This is Sam.”

“Did you really walk all the way fromthe doned city?”
Mat t hew sensed her quite close, probably kneeling on the
fl oor beside him he inmagined.

“l suppose | did,” he replied.

“What did you...?”

“That’ s enough, Sam ,” Javier said, “W have plenty of
time for questions on the trip hone, inshallah. W should
eat now before it gets cold.”

Mat t hew heard the sound of netal against netal, |like a
spoon scraping the bottom of a pot, and he snelled
sonet hi ng good.

“Here,” Khadijah said over him He felt her sit down
near his head. Then she lifted his body by his shoul ders so
that he was resting sem -upright against her body. Again,
she gave hi m sone water

“You doi ng okay?” she asked him

“Yes, thank you,” he replied, “Wat are the others

doi ng?”
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“They’ re eating,” she said, “Do you feel up to eating
sonet hi ng?”

“Yes, | do feel hungry,” he said. He felt her nove
slightly, and then he felt a warm spoon at his |ips.

“It’s soup,” she said, “Sam nade it.”

He opened his nmouth and tasted the soup, a warm and
rich broth flavored with neat and a spice he did not know.

“It’s good,” he said, “Wat is it?”

“CGoul ash soup,” Sam said.

“What’s it made fronf”

“Lanb, potatoes, and paprika,” Sam said, “but, since
we're out here in the mddle of nowhere, | used dehydrated
| anmb. You’'re supposed to use fresh |anb, or whatever neat
you want to use.”

As Sam chattered away describing every detail of how
to make | anb goulash in the mddle of the desert, Matthew
ate all the soup Khadijah fed him Wen he finished, she
gave himnore water and |laid himback down. He heard the
ot hers novi ng about.

“Good night, Matthew,” Sam said, “lI’'ll see you in the
nor ni ng. ”

“Good night, Sam ,” he replied, “Thank you for the

f ood.”
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Agai n, he heard the zipping sound, but this tinme, no
gust of wi nd.

“See,” Sam said, “I told you it was dying down.”

And she was gone.

“What kind of structure are we in?” Mtthew asked.

“Atent.”

“l1”ve read about such things.”

“Let’s take a | ook at your eyes,” Javier said. “It’s
probably tinme we changed the dressing.”

Mat t hew, feeling much stronger since the soup and
wat er, sat up, the blanket falling down around his waist.

“Well that’s a good sign,” Javier said next to him

“Yes, but we shouldn’t rush things,” Khadijah said.

Matt hew felt the bandages over his eyes |oosen a bit
as Javier undid them

“Don"t worry,” Javier said, “this shouldn’t hurt.”

As the last bit of bandage was taken away fromhis
eyes, Matthew slowly opened his eyes. They burned slightly
as he did, but the pain was bearable. Blinking, he | ooked
around. Everything was blurry, but he could see. As he had
t hought, he was Iying on the floor, which was covered in
carpets. Next to himsat a man, Javier, and on the opposite
side near his feet sat a woman, Khadijah. They were the two

nmost unusual people he’d ever seen. Both had brown skin
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wth a golden tint to it. Both had short auburn hair,
Javier’s cut like an ancient Roman’s, Khadijah' s not nuch
| onger. Javier had green eyes while Khadijah's were pale
grey. They were beautiful, both of them the nost beauti ful
peopl e Matthew had ever seen. Their arnms bare, Matthew
coul d see the nuscles, hers just as defined as Javier’s.

“Wel | ?” she asked, smling, “Can you see?”

“Yes,” Matthew replied, smling back at her, “It’s
blurry, but | can see.”

“CGood,” Javier said, “because they |ook awful. W’
change the dressing and see how they | ook in the norning.”

Khadi j ah stood up, and Matthew saw she was practically
naked, her clothing little nore than a pair of shorts and a
halter top, her legs, mdriff, and feet bare. Matthew
| ooked at Javier. He wore a little nore than Khadijah, but
i ke her, his legs and feet were bare. Matthew | ooked
around some nore. A strange lantern hung fromone of the
pol es holding up the dark-colored tent. There were a few
cushi ons scattered about, sone boxes of equi pnent, a few
bags, and what appeared to be a pile of clothing.

“Do you always dress like that?” Matthew asked Javi er.

“Li ke what ?”

“I'n so little?”
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“It’s 45 degrees out there,” Javier said, “or least it
was at sunset. How el se should we dress?”

“45 degrees? That’'s freezing.”

“l don’t know what system you use, but it doesn’t get
much hotter than 45 degrees. Anything higher and we’d be
dead.”

“Besi des,” Khadijah added, “you’re the one naked.”

“Poi nt taken,” Matthew said, pulling the blanket up

“It gets cold pretty fast, though,” Javier said, “but
you probably already know that after so many days out
t here.”
“You know,” Matthew said, “I think | need to go.”
“Ch,” Khadijah said, “that’s great. Javier, help him
up.”
“Um wuh,” Matthew started, “as you just pointed out,
| don’t have anything on.”
“So?” Javier said.
“l understand,” Khadijah said, smling, “Renenber your
hi story, Javier. Matthew is probably unaccustoned to
wal ki ng around in the nude, especially around strangers.”

“He should learn to get over it.” Wile he sounded

stern, Javier was grinning.
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“Javi er, shanme on you,” Khadijah also smled, “give
hima wap.”

Javier went over to the pile of clothes, picked up a
tan piece of material, and handed it to Matthew. As Matthew
examned it, he found it had | arge sl eeves and a hood. He
put it on, tying it in the front, and with Javier’s help,
stood up, discovering it covered himto his ankles. Javier
unzi pped the tent and | ed Matthew outsi de, Khadijah
remai ni ng behi nd.

Once outside, Matthew | ooked around. In the darkness,
he could see four tents. Nearby, two dozen canels sat in
the desert sand, a |lone man tending to them

“Sal aam Javier,” the man called to them

“Sal aam Zahi,” Javier replied as he and Matthew noved
away fromthe tents.

“You know,” Matthew said, “I can do this alone.”

“I"msure you can,” Javier replied, “but Khadijah
would kill me if you got |ost along the way.”

Once he finished-- relieved that everything was
functioning as it should-- Mtthew wal ked back to the tents
wi th Javier. Looking up, he couldn’'t see the stars as his
eyes were still too blurry.

“Are the stars out?”

Javi er | ooked up.
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“As they are every night.”

“I hope | see themagain. That was the only good thing
about being lost in this desert for so | ong—seeing the
stars.”

“l can see that.”

“I"d never seen them before that first night out
here,” Matthew said, “except once on a video nonitor.”

“Real ly? How terrible. | can’'t inmagi ne never seeing
the stars.”

Mat t hew suddenly t hought of Tyler.

“Do you and Khadijah have any chil dren?”

“No,” Javier replied casually, but then his expression
changed, “Oh. You think she and | are.... No, we’'re not
together. We're just friends. Known each other all our
lives. | nean, yeah, she was ny first and all, and we’ve
satisfied each other fromtime to tinme since, but that's
all. If you want to pursue her, you don’'t need ny
perm ssion.”

Javi er must have seen the | ook of shock on Matthew s

face.

“Have | enbarrassed you?” he asked.

“No,” Matthew started, conpletely confused by the
strange rel ationship of his rescuers, “lIt’s just.... You're

not married...? But you...? Together...? Sonetines?”
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“Ri ght.”

“And with other people, too?”

“Right. It’s not that way where you cone fron®”

“No. Men can... sonetines. But wonen....”

“Can’ t ?”

“Only with their husbands.”

“l don’t understand,” Javier said, “If wonen can only
have sex with their husbands, who are the nen havi ng sex
wi th? Each ot her?”

“No. Wth fallen wonen.”

“l don’t know what that neans, but it sounds awful.”

“l suppose it does.”

“Cone on,” Javier said, “If | don’'t get you back
i nside, Khadijah wll be sending out a rescue party.”

As they wal ked back to the tent, Matthew noticed the
air was getting cold, his bare feet drudging through the
still warm sand. Once inside, Matthew quickly slipped back
under the blanket. Just before Javier re-bandaged his eyes,
he noticed Khadijah using a device |like the |lantern, except

when she turned it on, instead of just |light, there was

al so heat.
“That’ Il keep the cold out,” she said.
Wth that, little nore was said, and the three of them

went to sl eep.
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They awoke Matthew well before dawn. After renoving
hi s bandages, Javier declared his eyes were fit enough,
provi ded he take normal desert precautions. After a
br eakfast of something akin to porridge, along with dried
fruit, and sweet black coffee, Khadijah gave Matthew sone
clothes, all made froma brown gauzy nuslin-like material.
Once he had nearly everything on, Khadijah handed him a
pair of goggles, the |enses dark red.

“What’s this for?” he asked, concerned about how bad
his eyes mght really be.

“Don"t worry,” she replied as if she knew his fear,
“W all wear them You' |l need them when the sun cones up.
They’ | | protect your eyes.”

He put themon, the world becomng a little di nmer—
but only a little. Then Khadijah wapped a |ong cloth
around his head, neck, and shoul ders, and showed hi m how to
pull up one flap of material when the sand bl ew

“There now,” she said, |looking at him “you coul d pass
for one of us.” Matthew quickly realized she neant it when
he saw all the others when he went outside, the light on
t he horizon increasing. The night before, both Khadijah and
Javier had dressed in so little, now they were covered head
to foot, exactly as Matthew was. So was everyone el se. At

first, Matthew couldn’t even tell the wonen fromthe nen,
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but then he noticed that sonme people had col orful pieces of
cloth tied around their waists. As sone of these people
tended to be the shorter ones, Mtthew assuned they were
the wonen. And he was surprised at the nunber of wonen,
approxi mately half the group.

“Here,” Khadijah said handing hima pair of gloves,
“You'll need these too.”

Wth the gloves on, nothing was | eft uncovered on his
body except his nouth and nose, and havi ng spent so many
days already in this desert, he felt sure he’d cover those
soon enough too.

Much to Matthew s surprise, they broke canp quickly,
the canels, all sitting in a line, packed and waiting. Some
of themwere | oaded dowmn with the canp equi pnent, while
ot hers had saddl es, but Matthew couldn’t tell what the rest
were packed with. Supplies for the trip, maybe? O water?

“This one’s yours,” soneone said to Matthew, taking
his hand and I eading himto a waiting canel. Fromthe voice
al one, Matthew could tell it was a woman, but that was all.

“I't’s me, Sam ,” she said, noving the flap of nateri al
so he could see her face. She was just a girl, perhaps
fourteen, with the same brown skin as the others and grey
eyes |i ke Khadijah, except the trace of hair he saw was

[ ight brown, al nost bl onde.
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“I remenber,” Matthew replied.

“Khadijah said |"'mto take care of you,” she said,
“Make sure you don't fall off and all.”

As he clinbed into the saddl e, Matthew found the idea
of this little girl taking care of himanusing. But then,
as Javier gave a shout at the head of the line, the canel
stood up, Matthew swaying this way and that, nearly falling
off as he held on for dear life.

“Whoa, whoa!” he shouted. He heard soneone | aughing
and turned to see Khadijah smling on her canel as she rode
to the front of the noving line.

“I't’s a canmel, not a horse,” she said, “Just hold on
tight. It’s a long wal k hone.”

Home, he thought. He had no hone. He had no idea where
they were going, but it wasn’t his hone. As far as he could
see, it never could be. H's hone lay behind him back in
the doned city, with Tyler.

“So what’ d you do?” Sam asked riding up beside him

Mat t hew i gnored her question.

“Look,” he said, pointing to the horizon as the first
ray of sunlight fell over the desert. \Wat a strange sight
t hey nust be, he thought | ooking over the caravan—all of
them dressed alike in dusty desert brown, the canels the

sane col or



Allen/And Still the Stars Renmmi ned/34

“So0?” Sam asked agai n.

Mat t hew deci ded he m ght as well get it over wth.

“lI was an Qutside M ntenance Specialist,” he began,
“What | did was send out technical robots to nake repairs
outside the city. | nmonitored them Made sure everything
was as it should be. Nothing spectacular. Quite boring, in
fact. One day, | sent a techbot way out beyond anyt hing.
Just to see what was out there. The authorities found out
about it, and | was exiled.”

“But what did you do?” she asked.

“l don’t understand.”

“What did you do wong?” she asked.

“l sent the techbot out to see if anything existed
out si de,” he expl ai ned.

“And t hat was wrong?”

“Yes.”

“That’'s stupid.”

“No, you don’t understand. The El ders teach that
nothing lives outside the city, that we are the |ast of

Mankind. It’s wong to question these beliefs.”

“Even though they' re wong?” Sam said, “‘Cause here
we are, and there are billions nore just |ike us all over
the worl d.”

“Billions?”
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“Last world census counted five billion people.”

“Five billion people?”

“Gve or take a fewmllion. Course, they didn't count
the people in the donmes, but then, there are only seven
left.”

“Seven? There were twenty-three. What happened?”

“I"’'mnot very good with history. | know a couple were
destroyed when the oceans rose. Fl ooded them out
conpletely. You' |l have to talk to Gavriel when we get
home. He knows all that stuff.”

“The village el der or sonethi ng?”

Sam | aughed.

“No,” she said, “He’'s fourteen. He’s the librarian.”

“Li brary?”

“Yes, as in books. W can read, you know. W may |ive
inthe wilds of America, but we’'re not barbarians.”

“I"'msorry, | didn't nean...,” he stammered.

“l suppose nost people think Anericans are barbarians.
| think it’s because of the Abandonnent.”

“Sam ,” Khadijah shouted back to them from up ahead,
“Mat t hew doesn’t need you bothering him He’s been through
enough wi t hout having you pick his brain.”

“I't’s alright, Khadijah,” Matthew said, “After God

knows how many days | spent alone in the desert, it’'s nice
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to hear soneone rattling on.” He thought of Tyler and how
she woul d chatter away, her words barely conprehensible
hal f the tine.

“Where are we goi ng, anyway?” Matthew suddenly asked.

“Qur village, Msra,” Sam said, “in the Wadi el - YorKk.
W' Il be there sonetinme tonorrow, assumng we don't run
into anynore sandstorns.”

And so the norning went, Sam talking incessantly
about her friends in Msra, the information of little use
to Matthew as it dealt nostly with who |iked who and what
SO-in-so said to so-in-so about it. He did find it
interesting, however, to discover that the children of
M sra, even the teenagers, like the adults he already knew,
intermngled freely, males and femal es together with no
regard for the consequences.

Just before noon, Matthew saw sonet hing up ahead.
Beyond an outcrop of rock, he saw sone kind of man-nmade
obj ect, apparently painted green. As the caravan reached
it, he realized it wasn’t painted green but that snal
green plants surrounded it. It appeared to be sone kind of
punp, a large dry basin, nearly ten feet across, next to
it. Wth a shout fromJavier, all the canels sat down,

Mat t hew hol ding on tightly so he wouldn’t fall.
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“l thought we’d never get here,” Sam said,
di snount i ng.

“Where are we?” Matthew asked, al so di snmounting, along
w th everyone el se in the caravan.

“Bir el-Incan,” she said, “also known as Waterhol e
27.7

Matt hew pulled the cloth away fromhis face and
wat ched as Javi er and Khadijah went over to the punp.

Javier sinply pulled a | ever, and water began gushing from
a pipe and into the basin—pure, clean water, the basin
qui ckly filling up

“Canmels first,” Javier said, but as he did, Mutthew
saw novenent out of the corner of his eye, and everyone
turned to see what it was. From behind the outcrop of rock,
anot her group of travel ers appeared, several dozen, all on
foot and all dressed in black desert fashion. As they noved
toward the well, all of Matthew s conpani ons seemto take a
col l ective step back, the air tinged with fear.

“Cover your face,” Sam ordered Matthew, and to his
surprise, he obeyed the young girl w thout question. As
they all backed away, Matthew noticed Javier held sonething
in his hand, a small device.

“Don"t use it unless they present a real danger,” he

heard Khadijah whi sper to Javier, and he saw Javi er nod
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slightly. It was only at that nonent that he realized
Khadi j ah, not Javier, was the | eader of this group.

Khadi j ah wal ked forward toward the black cl ad
travelers. One of them the | eader of the group, stepped
toward her, but there was still a great distance between
them He was tall, the tallest person Matthew had ever
seen, with wi de shoul ders. He renoved his scarf fromhis
face. It was a black man, although his skin was hardly
bl ack, but nore |ike a dark chocol ate brown. Matthew had
never seen a black man before, and he was i npressed.

“Greetings and salutations,” Khadijah said, her voice
| oud and confident. She held up one hand and bowed slightly
to the man. “1 am Khadi jah of Msra.”

“l have heard of your village,” he said, “You have a
doctor there.”

“Yes,” Khadijah said, “Do you have need of a...?”

“Banj oko!” one of the others snapped at the | eader,
“You waste tine with these Ganutiens.”

No one said anything for a nonent, then Khadij ah
spoke.

“Pl ease,” she said, notioning to the water, “we w ||
wait until you have finished.”

Banj oko said nothing nore, but nodded to Khadijah as

hi s conpanions went to the water. Only when she stepped
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away did he take his gaze off of her. He turned to one of
hi s conmpani ons, a small person, a wonan Matthew suspect ed,
and hel ped her to the water. She seened to be having
difficulty wal ki ng.

“Who are they?” Matthew whispered to Sam .

“Far Ones,” she said.

“Are they dangerous?”’

“They can be if they feel they ve been insulted, and
they are easily insulted.”

“I's that why Javier has the weapon?”

“Shhhh,” was her only reply.

The Far Ones quickly finished filling their water
skins, and one by one began headi ng back the way they’ d
cone. Banjoko stood there a nonent |onger, nodded once to
Khadi j ah, and then followed the rest of his people. Yet
ri ght before he di sappeared behind the rock outcrop,

Mat t hew saw himturn and | ook back at them just once, then
continue on. Only when they were all gone did anyone nove
toward the water.

As the canels drank, Mtthew went over to Javier

“What was that weapon you had?” he asked.

“A neurol ogical disruptor,” Javier said, “Purely
def ensi ve.”

“What does it do?”
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“I't disrupts the central nervous system causing
tenporary paral ysis and unconsci ousness. There's no
per manent damage, and the effects last thirty mnutes at
the nost.”

“ Amazi ng.”

“Anci ent technol ogy.”

“And that word the one called you? Ganmut...?”

“Ganutiens,” Javier said, “It’'s a termfor racially
m xed people |like ourselves. He neant it as an insult.”

“So you are a mnority?”

“No. Most people in Anerica are Ganutiens. The only
ones who aren’'t are Donme Dwellers |ike yourself and the Far
Ones, and interestingly, both are a dying breed.”

“l don’t understand.”

“The Far Ones believe in keeping the bloodlines
‘“pure.’ Their nunbers were few to begin with. They sounded
too much like the Donme Dwellers for people to join them
They’'re not many left. Too much in-breeding. Darwi n was
right. Those who can’t adapt, die. The Far Ones and the
Done Dwellers couldn’t adapt, and they' re both dying.”

“My city is fine.”

“For now.”

“We need to get noving,” Khadijah said, wal king over

to them
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After everyone had filled up their water bags, they
continued on their way. Just before sunset, they stopped
and made canp, only this tinme, they slept out under the
stars.

“Khadi j ah,” Matthew asked as he | ooked up at the night
sky, “Is it true that all the stars have nanes?”’

“Well, sonme of themjust have nunbers,” she replied,
“but yes, it’'s true.”

“What's that one there called?” He pointed to a bright
star high over the western horizon

“That’s the planet Jupiter.”

“Aplanet? | didn't know you could see them”

“Yes... well, actually, you just see the sun
reflecting off them Wen we get hone, 1’|l have Gavri el
take out his telescope, and you can look at all the planets
you want.”

“That’ d be nice,” he replied, but said no nore,
| ooking up at the stars until he drifted off to sleep.

The next day, they continued on their way. Just after
m dday, his back and hi ps sore frombeing on the canel for
so |l ong, Matthew noticed sonething up ahead in the desert.
At first, it was just a flash of sunlight, quite bright,
reflecting off sonmething. Then he realized it was a sol ar

panel . As they got closer, he saw nore equi pnment, severa
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antennas, not very tall, and what he believed to be a
satellite dish, along wwth nore solar panels, all just
there up ahead in the mddle of the desert. Matthew t hought
it strange, but then he noticed a jagged line stretching
across the earth, and before he knewit, it grew w der,
until he was | ooking down a great expanse, a w de, deep,
and very green river valley, the equi pnent on the opposite
ridge.

“Wel cone to M sr,” Khadijah said.

“So this is the Wadi el - York?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He never could have inmagi ned such a river existed in
this vast desert, and he never would have seen it except by
standing here, right on top of it. Trees lined the river,
whil e the steep valley slopes were terraced and cul tivated.
Just bel ow the opposite ridge, there were caves, dozens of
them with perfect little arched entrances. And anong it
all, Matthew saw peopl e—-down by the river, on the terraces,
before the caves—and children playing, their shouts and
| aughter reaching up to the caravan.

Javier led the caravan down a dusty path, weaving back
and forth down the valley slope anong even nore cul tivated
terraces, many of themvineyards, until they reached the

valley floor and the river, which Matthew soon di scovered
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was not so much a river but just a wide stream shall ow
enough for the canels to quickly cross wthout their riders
getting wet.

“Khadi j ah!” soneone shout ed.

Mat t hew | ooked up the valley slope to the caves above
and saw peopl e turning and | ooki ng down at them Then, as
if wwth one mnd, they all rushed forward, running al ong
the paths down to the stream dozens of people, all smling
w th excitenent. Matthew saw nore peopl e runni ng through
t he vineyards and from al ong the stream banks. And all of
them | ooked |ike his rescuers—brown skin and auburn hair.

Javi er stopped the caravan on the streambank in a
cool spot under tall shady trees. Matthew turned his face
up toward the sky, the sunlight now filtered by the | eaves
and branches gently swaying in the breeze. So, this is
shade, Matthew t hought and found he liked it as nmuch as the
stars.

As all the canels settled down to the ground, everyone
gat hered around to search for their friends and famly.

Mat t hew saw a worman pul i ng Khadijah from her canel and
huggi ng her tightly, all the while shouting her nane.

“We expected you days ago,” soneone said to Javier.

“I't took I onger than expected. Then we ran into a sand

storm” Javier replied, getting off his canel, “And we
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pi cked up a passenger.” He pointed to Matthew Several
peopl e turned and | ooked.

“Everyone,” Javier said, his voice rising over the
throng, “This is Mtthew "~

Pulling the flap of material away fromhis face,

Mat t hew saw the eyes of the villagers wi den. He took off
hi s goggl es and pushed back the headscarf, freeing his head
conpletely. The villagers stood there with | ooks of
amazenent on their faces, everyone quiet with only the w nd
in the leaves filling the silence.

“He’s white,” at last a child whispered.

“How did you find a European?” soneone el se asked.

“Where did he come fron®?”

And everyone started speaking at once. Matthew felt a
tug at his hand and | ooked down to see two children pulling
off his glove. Once exposing his hand, they turned it over,
examning it carefully.

“He’s not white. He's red. Wiy’s he red all over?” one
child asked the other.

“The sun burnt him” the other expl ained.

“Well, he should ve worn his sun block,” the first

chil d sai d.
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“Qctavia, N kolai,” Javier scolded, comng over to the
children. Javier took the glove fromthe boy and handed it
back to Matthew

Javier raised his hands to quiet the villagers, “Is
this any way to wel cone a guest?” he said.

“How did a European end up in the mddle of the
Anerican desert?” a woman asked.

“Did his transport crash?”

This tinme, Khadijah raised her hands, and the
villagers turned their attention to her.

“He’s a Donme Dweller,” she said in a matter-of-fact
way.

The villagers | ooked at each other, and Matthew
noticed a trace of fear mxed with disgust in their eyes.
No one said anything, and for a nonent, WMatthew was
worried. But then he saw Sam .

“They exiled him” she explained, and with those
wor ds, | ooks of understandi ng passed between the vill agers.

“Ah, then he is one of us,” a man said, and everyone
| aughed. Matthew smi | ed. Soneone sl apped hi mon the back,
and several villagers shook his hand, while others w shed
hi m sal aam

“C non,” Khadijah said, taking himby the hand and

| eading himup the path. Several children followed, sone
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hol di ng onto his robes. d anci ng back, Matthew saw everyone
el se crowd around the canels as they began to unpack them
He wanted to see what they carried, but Khadijah and the
children wouldn’t let himstop. Reaching the |level ed area
before the caves, Khadijah led himto one of the entrances
where an ol der woman stood, her skin golden brown |ike
everyone el se’s but her hair black and peppered grey.

“Go on. Cet,” she notioned to the children surrounding
Matt hew, “1’m sure Javier can find something for you to
hel p unl oad.” The children obeyed w thout a single word of
protest and quickly ran back down the path

“Mat t hew, ” Khadijah said, “this is ny nother,
Lockl yn.”

“So you're the Donme Dweller Gavriel was just telling
me about,” Locklyn said shaking Matthew s hand.

“Where did Gavriel disappear to?” Khadijah asked, “I
saw himjust a mnute ago.”

“He’ s watching the Auckl and-Ki nshasa match. He’'ll show
up during the next commercial.”

“l shoul d’ ve guessed,” Khadijah said, grinning, then
turned to Matthew, “OF course, if it’d been Santiago and
Ri yadh, no one in the village woul d’ ve noticed our

arrival.”
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“The Auckl and- Ki nshasa mat ch?” Matthew asked. He
recogni zed the nanmes of the ancient cities, but from al
he’ d ever been taught, he believed them|ong destroyed. Yet
as he had already | earned since |leaving the city, nothing
he had been taught about the world was accurate, and these
cities, he gathered, sonehow survived.

“I'f Gavriel doesn’t have his nose stuck in a book,”
Lockl yn explained to Matthew, “he’s sonmewhere watching a
match on TV.”

Mat t hew nodded his head in partial understanding,
realizing they spoke of a sports ganme between two
international cities |large enough to broadcast the event.

“Soccer?” he asked, renenbering the sport’s past
popul arity.

“Cricket,” Locklyn said, “but on any other day, it
coul d be rugby or hockey, depending on the season.”

“Soccer’s his last resort,” Khadijah said.

Mat t hew j ust nodded, amazed at how little the world
had changed despite appearances.

“Enough of sport,” Locklyn said, turning to Matthew,
“Let’s take a | ook at you. A bad case of desert blindness,
fromthe looks of it. Conme on inside so | can get a closer

| ook.”
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St eppi ng over the threshold, Matthew noted the absence
of a door. Instead, only a pulled-back curtain separated
the cave fromthe outside. Once Matthew s eyes adjusted to
the interior of the cave, he realized the cave was nmanmade,
carved into the rock. The ceiling was barrel -vaulted, the
room|ong and not very wide, with two doorways |eading to
si de-chanbers. Persian carpets covered the floor, and the
roomwas furnished |ike the main room of anybody’s home—
tabl e and chairs, a couch, and nore chairs. A video nonitor
set in the wall was on, a dark-skinned woman readi ng the
news.

“Qpposition Leader Ngila Canpbell had no response to
President Milanen’s statenent,” the woman said, “Turning
to sport, after weeks of negotiating, the Al-Bl acks have
si gned Jonat hon Yoshito....”

Locklyn turned the TV off.

“Sit,” she ordered, pointing to a chair at the table.

Li ke the children outside, Matthew obeyed w t hout
guestion and sat down in the offered chair. Locklyn took
hol d of his face and exam ned it.

“Looks |ike Khadijah did a nice job,” Locklyn said,
taking a small flashlight fromher pocket, turning it on,
and shining it into Matthew s eyes.

“Thanks,” Khadijah said, smling proudly.
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“Are you a doctor?” Matthew asked, renenbering
Khadijah’s words to the Far One Banj oko.

“Yes,” Locklyn replied, “only one for a thousand
kilonmeters. Well, the only trained doctor. Every vill age
has a nedic.”

Fi ni shing her exam of Matthew s eyes, Locklyn turned
off the flashlight and stood up straight.

“Well,” she said, “no pernmanent damage, but you need
to take it easy for the next few days. Any other problens |
shoul d know about ?”

“No,” Matthew replied, “Everything seens to be working
normal ly.”

“Good,” Locklyn replied, “If anything changes, let ne
know. ”

At that nonment, a teenage boy entered the cave. He
didn’'t | ook very happy.

“Who won?” Locklyn asked, although Matthew could tel
fromhis face that it wasn't the team he wanted to w n.

“Well, it wasn’t Kinshasa,” the boy replied, slunping
down on the couch

“I"’'msorry, Gavriel,” Khadijah said, sitting down next

to him
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“I't’s okay,” Gavriel said, although he didn’t sound
like he nmeant it. “Carlos Singh was out with an injury, so
what do you expect ?”

As Matthew |istened to themtal k about the match, a
t hought entered his m nd, sonething he renmenbered from
geogr aphy | essons as a ki d.

“I"’msorry, but | have a question,” Mtthew said,

“Ki nshasa pl ayed Auckl and, right?”

“Ri ght.”

“I'f | recall correctly,” Matthew continued, “wasn’t
Auckl and on the water, and if so, why wasn’t it destroyed
when the oceans rose? Javier told me three doned cities
wer e destroyed when the oceans rose.”

“Auckl and is now a series of islands,” Gavriel
expl ai ned, “sone natural, sonme human-made. |'’m Gavriel, by
the way.” The teen held out his hand to Matthew.

“You can ask Gavriel anything,” Khadijah said to
Matt hew as he shook Gavriel’s hand, “The Abandonnment and
the Adaptation are his great passions in life.”

“After Cricket?” Matthew asked.

“Of course,” Gavriel smled.

That night, the village held a great celebration to
honor the return of the caravan as well as the arrival of

Matt hew. The villagers built a bonfire, and while they sang
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songs in |languages he didn’t recognize, Matthew lay on the
ground and stared up at the flames, sparks rising into the
night sky to mngle with the stars. And he wondered about
Tyl er.

Over the follow ng weeks and nont hs, Matthew adapted
tolifein Msra. The villagers soon deci ded Matthew needed
a cave of his own, drew up plans, and began carvi ng one out
of the rock. In the neantine, Mtthew enjoyed sl eepi ng out
under the stars every night. Wth only a pillow and a few
bl ankets, he woul d sl eep before the caves, a small fire for
warnth in the cool desert night. The children found the
i dea of sl eeping outside amazing, and soon, several of them
convinced their parents to allowthemto join Matthew s
makeshi ft canp.

As for the daytinme, the villagers had no problem
finding work for Matthew. Sonething always needed to be
done—early norni ngs hel ping Javier feed the aninmals,
preparing lunch with Sam, assisting Gavriel with repairs
to equi pnent, or sinply watching the children play in the
shal | ow waters of the stream and maki ng sure no one
drowned, al though Matthew couldn’t see how he’d be much
hel p as they all swam better than him

Whet her digging irrigation ditches, working in the

fields—as the villagers called the terraces—or fishing
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wth nets in the stream Mtthew enjoyed the work. It was
the nost difficult and exhausting work he’d ever done, but
it was al so the nost satisfying.

And it never failed that sone child would tag al ong
after him sonetines just watching, other times quick to
| end a hand, but always fascinated by the strange man with
the strange colored skin. O at least it was strange when
he arrived. Now it was al nost as brown as everyone el se’s.

The best part—other than sl eeping out under the
stars—was the daily afternoon siesta, when all the
villagers would find a cool spot sonewhere and doze for an
hour or so. Matthew would |lie under the shade trees,
sonetimes cat napping, but nore often readi ng one of
Gavriel’s books on the Abandonnent and Adaptation as well
as works of fiction forbidden in the doned city.

But I[ife in the village was not as sinple or as
antiquated as Matthew first believed. Nor was it isol ated.
Every few days, caravans traveling north and south al ong
t he stream passed through M sra, each bringing supplies and
goods fromthe rest of the world, |ike sonme ancient postal
service. Matthew | earned that hundreds of little villages
exi sted along the stream and what’s nore, there were

cities further to the north and east along the Geat Lake.
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He even | earned what cargo Javi er and Khadijah had
been transporting when they found hi m—Anerican antiquities
dug up fromthe desert sands. Khadijah turned over the
cargo to the first caravan headi ng south, for she already
had a buyer—the Institute of American Archaeol ogy in
Nairobi. At first, Matthew assuned she | ooted the
antiquities, but as it turned out, Khadijah held the
excl usive right—given by the Protectorate Governnent in
Quebec—t o excavate a hal f-dozen sites in the Anerican
Desert, provided, of course, she carefully docunented the
excavations and made that information available to the rest
of the world.

It was in this that the villagers surprised Mtthew
the nost. Rather than being the renote provincial backwater
Mat t hew bel i eved, the village renmained in constant contact
with the rest of the world via a conpl ex comruni cati ons
system Gavriel spent half his free tinme talking to sone
girl in Kiev until he | earned she was a big Damascus fan—
sonething to do with a trophy with ashes in it, Gavriel
expl ained to Matthew. The children’s favorite teacher
taught themelectronically from New Del hi. Javier’s sister
lived and worked as an Egyptol ogy professor in Perth.
Sam’'s brother was currently working on his doctorate in

econom cs in Johannesburg. And everyone tal ked to everyone



Allen/And Still the Stars Renmmi ned/54

on a daily basis, as if they resided next door rather than
on the other side of the world.

Mat t hew found hinself drawn into this unfamli ar
el ectronic community when news of his arrival in Msra
spread over the conmuni cation system Soon, he was
recei ving conmmuni qués from hi storians, anthropol ogists,
soci ol ogi sts, and school children all asking questions
about life in the domes. He didn’t understand their
interest, but he answered their questions, which only |ed
to nore questions, and every norning when he awoke, he'd
find nmore conmmuni qués and woul d spend at | east an hour
answering them—just as nost villagers spent that sane tine
communicating with friends and famly in far off parts.

However, Matthew failed to grasp the villager’'s taste
for cricket. He tried to learn the gane by watching it with
Gavriel and the others. He cheered when they cheered. He
noaned when they noaned—even though the audi ence on the TV
just politely clapped at those nonents—but it was no use.
He couldn’t even figure out what a w cket was.

So on the night R yadh played Santiago in a test match
and the whole village crowded into a few caves to watch—
half of themrooting for R yadh, the other half for

Santi ago—Matt hew went for a long wal k al ong the stream
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Already quite late, the night air cold, Mtthew
wander ed down the stream bank, the sky bright with stars
and a waxi ng noon. A slight breeze stirred the | eaves and
branches of the trees overhead, and other than the sound of
the water flow ng past, Matthew heard crickets and frogs in
t he darkness as well as the novenment of the animals in
their pens and the occasional collective cheer or nopan from
t he caves. Then he heard another sound com ng from behind
him—a rustling in the tall grass near the water’s edge.
Matt hew turned and in the noonlight saw a small face
staring up at himfroma crouched position—Ni kolai. As
Mat t hew spotted him he stood up, a flashlight in hand.

“Shoul dn’t you be in bed?” Mtthew asked the boy.

“My nother said | could stay up to watch the match,”
Ni kol ai replied wal king over to Matthew.

“Well, the match is up there.” Matthew pointed toward
the lights of the caves.

“l prefer rugby,” N kolai said in a matter-of-fact
way, “More blood. Fewer teeth. Sorta |i ke hockey.”

Matt hew smled at the boy’s words. He found it
surprising that a desert people would enjoy hockey. But
t hen, everything about this world surprised him These
peopl e had the ability to go anywhere in the world, to do

anyt hing, but they chose to live here, in the mddle of the
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Anerican Desert, where canel was the fastest neans of
travel because transports couldn’t deal with the sand. But
why woul d they want to go anywhere when the world came to
them via the communi cations systen? And even the vill agers
who left to go work and study in the busy netropolises
around the Indian R malways eventually returned hone to
M sra. And Matthew was begi nning to understand why, only he
couldn’t explainit. It was a feeling. It was the snell of
the night air—wet earth, desert flowers, even the aninma
pens. It was the sound of water flowng by, wind filling
the trees, laughter fromthe caves. It was so nuch nore.
Sonet hi ng made himwant to stay in this place, as if this
were the way the world was supposed to be and the doned
city had been a brief dream And Matthew woul d’ ve believed
that if not for Tyler. He knew that somewhere, hundreds of
kil ometers away, in a dormtory filled wth dozens of
little girls, Tyler slept.

Soneone coughed nearby in the darkness, and both
Mat t hew and Ni kol ai junped. They turned toward the
direction of the sound, N kolai shining his flashlight.
Mat t hew saw a darkly clad figure nove trying to avoid the
[ight. He grabbed the flashlight from N kolai and tried to
follow the figure with the light. It wasn’t difficult. The

figure slipped in the nud along the riverbank and cried out
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in pain. Then Matthew saw anot her figure, also darkly
dressed, crouching over the fallen form

“Far Ones,” Ni kol ai whispered, taking Matthew s hand
and holding it tightly. The boy hid slightly behind him

“Pl ease,” a voice called out, “please, don't hurt us.”

The figure | ooked up, raising his hand to protect his
eyes fromthe |light, but Matthew saw himclearly. He
recogni zed him It was Banj oko.

“Ni kol ai ,” Matthew said, “go get Khadijah and the
others.” The boy obeyed, running off toward the caves.

| n Banj oko’ s eyes, Matthew saw both fear and
desperation. He wanted to help the man and hi s conpani on,
but Matthew renmenbered the villagers’ fear when they had
encountered the Far Ones before in the desert. So he did
not hi ng.

Wthin nmonents, N kolai returned with many of the
villagers, including Khadijah, Javier, and Locklyn. Several
carried lanterns, and they crowded around the Far Ones. No
one spoke. The villagers just stared at the two figures.

“l know you,” Khadijah said at last. “You were at the
wat erhol e. You're the one they called Banjoko.”

“Yes,” Banjoko said, smling nervously for a brief

monent, his face still filled with fear.
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“Where are the rest of your people?” Khadijah asked,
the villagers | ooking around for other Far Ones hiding in
t he ni ght.

“You needn’t worry. W cane al one. The others would
never conme here. After all, you are Ganutiens.”

“Then why have you cone here?” Khadijah asked.

“You said there was a doctor here,” Banjoko notioned
to his conpanion, “My nother. She is not well.”

Lockl yn stepped forward and knelt next to the fallen
figure. She noved the black scarves away from her face to
reveal the barely consci ous wonan.

“l fear she is dying,” Banjoko said quietly to
Lockl yn.

“A premature diagnosis, |I'"msure,” Locklyn repli ed.
“What is her nane?”

“I'smeni a.”

“Let’s get her inside, and we’'ll see what the problem
is.” Standing up, she notioned to Javier, who, before
Banj oko coul d protest, picked up the small figure of
| smenia and carried her toward the caves. Banjoko rushed to
follow, but Khadijah laid her hand on his arm and stopped
hi m

“Let ny nother exam ne her,” Khadijah smled, “Once we

know what’'s wong, then you can worry.”
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Banj oko, still |ooking worried, sinply nodded.

“Your nother is the doctor?” he asked.

“Yes. | am Khadijah,” she said, holding out her hand
to him At first, Banjoko just stared at the offered hand,
a |l ook of disbelief on his face. But then, slowy, he took
her hand and shook it.

“I remenber,” he said, his voice soft and | ow.

Many of the villagers still stood around, staring at
the Far One, the nan a good head taller than the tallest of
the vill agers.

“Go back and finish watching the match,” Khadijah said
to them “I believe Santiago was about to beat Riyadh.” To
whi ch, there erupted several protests claimng R yadh woul d
cone from behind, and even if they didn't, there was al ways
the next match. But the words were sufficient enough to
send the villagers back to the caves, |eaving Banjoko to
wal k up with Khadijah, Matthew, and N kolai, who once
again, clung to Matthew s hand. As they reached the gl ow of
light fromthe caves, Matthew noticed Banjoko staring at
hi m

“You're white,” Banjoko said.

“Yeah,” Matthew replied realizing he was probably the
first white man Banj oko had ever seen.

“Are you | ost?” Banjoko asked, curiosity in his voice.
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“Well, | was for a while,” Matthew sm | ed, “but now
|’mright where | should be.”

“Have you eaten?” Khadijah interrupted.

“Not for several days,” Banjoko replied, still staring
at Matt hew.
“Well, I"msure we can find sonething for you,”

Khadi jah said |l eading himto the open space before the
caves where Matthew sl ept every night. Mtthew had al ready
started a fire and rolled out a carpet for his bedding.
Khadi j ah ordered N kolai to find Sam and have anot her
carpet and cushi ons brought out as well as a neal for
Banj oko. Ni kolai ran off, and wthin m nutes, Sam and
several others cane out wth the requested itens but not
the food. Wth the carpet and cushi ons spread out,
Khadi j ah, Banj oko, and Matthew sat down around the fire.
Ni kol ai soon reappeared and sat next to Matthew. During al
this time, none of them spoke, Khadijah and Matthew
carefully watchi ng Banj oko as he watched them each
seem ngly curious and fearful at the sane tine.

Sam , acconpanied by Gavriel this tinme, returned
carrying a tray of food. Before Banjoko, she set down a
pl ate contai ning an open face sandw ch made from fl at
bread, shaved roasted |anb, fresh greens, and a yogurt

dressing. Next, she set down a basket of nore flat bread, a
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di sh of hummus, and a bow of ripe figs. Gavriel set down a
jug of water and a glass. Gavriel imediately returned to
wat ch the match, but Sam stood waiting— Matthew i magi ned
to see Banjoko’s reaction to the food. But he didn’t touch
the food, although Matthew could tell he wanted to. Banjoko
just glanced down at the neal and then back at the others
sitting around him No one noved.

“Sam ,” Khadijah said at last, “bring sone tea for the
rest of us.”

Only when each of the others—including N kolai—held
a cup of hot tea in their hands did Banjoko begin to eat.
And nmuch to Sam’'s obvious satisfaction, he ate every | ast
norsel, even w ping down his plate with bread to get the
drippings of |anb and yogurt dressing fromthe sandw ch.

Al the while, the others sat silently sipping their tea.

At last Locklyn canme out of her cave, Banjoko and the
ot hers standing up as she reached them

“How i s she?” Banjoko asked.

“She’s sl eeping,” Locklyn replied, |aying her hand on
his arm and while the words sounded reassuring, she |ooked
concer ned.

“What’'s wong with her?” Khadijah asked.

“l don’t know what’s wong with her,” Locklyn spoke to

Banj oko, “I’mstill running tests, and |’ ve consulted
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several colleagues, but they didn't recognize her synptons

either. I’mhaving a search done at the Shanghai Medica
Li brary, but until something is found, | don’t know how to
treat her. | can only treat the synptons.”

“I's she going to die?” Banjoko asked.

“Not at the nonent,” Locklyn replied, “but | don’'t

know. ”

“What are her synptons?” Khadijah asked.

“Her primary synptomis a dangerously high bl ood sugar
| evel ,” Locklyn said, “and I can’t figure out why.”

“Does she have sores on her |egs?” Mtthew suddenly
asked.

“Yes.”

“My grandfather. He had di abetes,” Matthew continued
but then noticed everyone staring at him Feeling self-
consci ous, he stopped.

“What ?” Lockl yn asked.

“I"’msorry. I"'mnot a doctor. What do | know?”

“No. Go on,” Locklyn ordered.

“I't’s just that the synptons you describe sound |ike
his synptons, and he had di abetes.”

“Di abetes?” Khadijah said, “I’ve never heard of it.”
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“An anci ent disease,” Locklyn said, her face lighting
up, “If | recall correctly, it had sonething to do with
insulin production. A cure was found centuries ago.”

“I'f a cure was found centuries ago,” Banjoko asked,
“how conme ny nother has it now?”

“The same reason Matthew s grandfather had it,”
Lockl yn said, “Neither of your peoples ever benefited from
the di scovery of the cure because of their isolation. If
you woul d excuse ne, | have sone research to do, and if
Matthew is right—which I think he is—we should be able to
cure your nother.”

Wth that, she headed back to her cave. Banjoko turned
and | ooked at Matthew, but he said nothing.

| smenia did have di abetes, and Locklyn found the cure
within a few hours. By the next norning, Isnmenia was well
on the way to recovery. Soon, even the sores on her |egs
began to heal, although she still had difficulty wal king
around, and Matthew usually saw her sitting in the shade of
the trees, sonetines wth other wonen but nore often than
not, she sat alone watching the children. Matthew never
heard her speak to anyone, and he wondered if she coul d.

As for Banjoko, when he informed themthat his people
woul d never allow himor his nother to return, the

villagers put himto work, just as they had with Mtthew
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This resulted in the two nmen often working side by side,
but Banj oko never spoke to Matthew, despite Matthew s
attenpts to exchange pl easantri es.

“Beautiful day, isn't it?” Matthew conmmented as he
cleared an irrigation ditch. Banjoko | ooked at himfor a
monment, opened his nouth to say sonething, but then kind of
shook his head a bit, | ooked down at the ground, and said
not hi ng.

“Kids sure are having fun.” Mtthew pointed at the
younger children playing naked in the river shall ows.

Banj oko just wal ked away. Matthew di dn’t understand.
Centuries after the Abandonnent and this man, along with
all his people, still held a grudge—for sonething Matthew
didn't even do?

On the norning Locklyn pronounced Isnenia fit enough
to | eave her care, a problem arose—where woul d Banj oko and
Ismenia live? Since their arrival, Isnenia had stayed in
Lockl yn’ s cave, Banjoko sl eeping just outside the entrance.
Now, the villagers decided, they needed their own hone. It
never occurred to anyone—ncl udi ng Banj oko and | sneni a—
whet her or not they wanted to stay in Msra. Everyone just
assunmed. The problem was where to put them No one had
enough room for both of them Then Matthew said they could

have his cave, which was al nost conplete. This shocked the



Allen/And Still the Stars Renmmi ned/65

villagers. To share your honme was one thing but to give
your home outright? Matthew didn’t m nd. Besides, he
preferred sl eeping out under the stars. So when work was
conpl eted, |snenia and Banjoko noved into the new cave.

That night as Matthew lay by the fire, the vill age
qui et as everyone prepared for bed, Banjoko cane and sat
down beside him Matthew didn’t know what to think. He sat
up, expecting Banjoko to say sonething. But Banjoko
remai ned silent for a long tine, staring into the fire,
occasionally | ooking up at the stars. At |ast, he |ooked at
Mat t hew.

“lI want to thank you, ny friend,” Banjoko said.

Mat t hew di d not expect that.

“l have been unable to find the words to express ny
gratitude,” Banjoko continued. “You may very well have
saved ny nother’s life. And now, you have given us what was
to be your hone. You have shown us not hing but kindness,
and | thank you for your friendship. I amin your debt.”

The words conpl etely shocked Matthew. All al ong, he
t hought the man hated him when in reality, he felt
gratitude. Matthew didn’t know what to say, and he sat
t her e dunbf ounded until he noticed Banjoko staring at him

MVat t hew knew he must look like an idiot, his nmouth still
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slightly gapping fromthe surprise. So Matthew said the
only thing he coul d.

“You' re wel cone,” Matthew managed to get out.

The two nen sat for a long while, neither speaking,
t he sounds of the night filling the silence.

“How s your nother doing?” Matthew asked.

“Very well, thank you,” Banjoko replied, “I think she
likes it here.”

And again, they fell silent.

“Javier told ne all about you,” Banjoko suddenly sai d.
“He said you cane fromthe doned city, that you wal ked nore
than a hundred kiloneters. Is that true?”

“Yes.”

“He said you were exiled.”

“Yes.”

“For what crinme?”

Matt hew sm | ed. “For questioning our ways and
beliefs.”

“Then you and | are alike,” Banjoko smled, “only, ny
exile was voluntary. So what exactly did you do?”

“l began to show curiosity about the outside world,
about whether or not anything could live out here,” Matthew
expl ai ned, “They said | was a threat to our society and to

my daughter.”
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“You left a famly behi nd?” Banj oko sounded surpri sed.

“l have a daughter,” Matthew said quietly, “My wife is
dead. There is no one else.”

“You |l eft your child behi nd?” Banjoko said, his voice
filled wth concern

“She is well cared for, I"msure,” Matthew assured him
but failed to convince even hinself.

Banj oko said no nore that night, but for the next
several days, Matthew noticed Banjoko talking with the
villagers, usually Javier and Khadijah, sonetinmes Sam,
Gavriel, or Locklyn. He saw them |l ooking in his direction
and knew them to be discussing sonething of inportance, yet
when he approached them the subject of conversation al ways
dealt with sonme trivial matter such as the grape harvest or
the arrival of the next caravan fromthe north. Mtthew
sensed this was purely for his benefit, and he believed
sonme plan was in the works. After a week of this, during
the siesta hours when Matthew sat readi ng under a tree,

Banj oko and Javier finally canme to speak to him

“We have decided to go and get your daughter,” Banjoko
blurted out w thout warning. Mtthew junped up, dropping
hi s book as he did.

“What ?”



Allen/And Still the Stars Renmmi ned/68

“It’s true,” Javier said, “Banjoko told us you have a
daughter back in the doned city, and we’ ve decided to go
get her.”

The possibilities flashed through Matthew s m nd—
Tyler here in Msra, happy and free to live and play under
the sun and stars. But the inpossibilities of it al
qui ckly overshadowed any hope Matthew hel d. They had no
i dea what they proposed. Matthew shook his head.

“I't’s inpossible.”

“You do not want her?” Banjoko asked.

“No, that’s not it,” Matthew said, “It’'s just
i npossi ble. What do we do? Just break into the city and
steal her?”

“Yes,” Banjoko replied, as if it were that sinple.

“Besi des,” Javi er added, “how can you steal sonething
t hat already belongs to you?”

“You don’t understand,” Matthew said, feeling
frustrated with his inability to explain the dangers of the
plan or the risks they would run by entering the city. “The
security....”

“When you saw ny neurol ogi cal disruptor,” Javier said,
“you were amazed by the technol ogy. Wat is the nost

advanced weaponry used in the city?”

“@ns,” Matthew said, “but....”
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“@ns?” Javi er asked.

“Projectile weapons,” Banjoko explained to Javier,
“Crude but effective. W will require body arnor.”

Banj oko turned back to Matthew.

“Mat t hew, ” Banj oko continued, “do you want your child
tolive her life in the doned city or do you want her to
roamfree in the world?”

The answer to that was easy. It was everything el se
t hat bot hered Matthew.

“I don’t want her to remain in the city,” Matthew
said, “but | don’t want anyone to risk their lives just to
bring her out.”

“Under st andabl e,” Banj oko said, “but that is our
deci sion to make, not yours. Al you have to decide is
whet her or not you want her here with us.”

Mat t hew nodded sl ow y.

“I want her here,” he said.

“Then that decides it,” Javier said.

It took a week to plan. Gavriel obtained detai
schematics of the city based upon a recent satellite
survey. Khadijah ordered nore neurol ogical disruptors,

I i ght wei ght body arnor, and other equipnment. To Matthew s
surprise, they arrived within four days, by horse, no |ess.

Banj oko and Javi er planned the route—a straight |ine
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headi ng sout hwest across the open desert, away from caravan
trails and the waterhol es. They estimted they could reach
the city in three days, maybe two. The trip back woul d take
| onger —due east toward a caravan trail that would lead to
wat er hol es and eventually the Wadi el -York and up to M sra.

The entire village turned out to wish themwell on the
day they left—a dozen canels, a dozen nen and wonen,

i ncl udi ng Matthew, Banjoko, Khadijah, Javier, and Sam .
Everyone wi shed them |l uck and a safe return, and as Matthew
was about to clinb onto his canel, he felt a hand on his
arm He turned to see |snenia.

“VWhat is the child s nane?” she asked.

“Tyler.”

“I wll keep her—and all of you—in ny prayers,” she
said then placed sonething in Matthew s hand. He | ooked
down to see a small silver cross.

“For luck,” she said.

“Thank you.”

And she sm | ed.

Just before sunset on the second day out, they spotted
the doned city on the horizon—dull and grey in the orange
gl ow of the desert, like a bruise on an otherw se perfect

fruit. The sight of it nade Matthew s stonmach turn
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About a kiloneter away fromthe city, they made canp
in the shadow of sone rocks. They wouldn’t enter the city
until well after mdnight, so for now, they rested. They
had no real i1dea what kind of resistance they m ght
encounter once inside, nor did they know whet her or not
they m ght be pursued out into the desert, although Matthew
seriously doubted that. Still, they m ght have to nake a
hasty retreat across the desert, and they prepared for the
probability that they would be up all night.

Khadi j ah passed out the equi prent—body arnor worn
underneath their desert garb, neurological disruptors for
everyone as well as night vision goggles. Khadijah would
al so carry a bag with extra equi pnent they m ght need.

In the dark early norning hours, they headed across
the desert on foot toward the city. Sam and another stayed
behind to break canp and prepare for the journey east once
t hey escaped the city. The short trek to the city was easy,
the desert flat, and Matthew quickly found the airl ock
t hrough which he had left the city. Only Matthew didn’t
know how to get back in. Fortunately, Khadijah had figured
that one out already. A few dabs of a putty-Ilike substance
around the airlock, a wire stuck into each dab, and

Khadi j ah ordered everyone to take cover. Wth the press of
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a button on a hand-hel d device, Khadijah blew the door off
its hinges. It fell away with just a shove.

The section of the city they entered Matthew knew
well. It was part of the city’'s water reclamation system -
a tangle of pipes, large and small, snaking for kiloneters.
Of limts to the general popul ation, only maintenance
wor kers ever canme here. Dark and dank, it smelled of
m | dew, and Matthew heard water dripping sonewhere.
Khadi j ah coughed.

“How can you breath in here?” she whi spered.

The air was stifling, and Matthew didn’t renenber it
being so difficult to breath in the city—just used to it,
he guessed.

“Recycled air,” he said.

Two nen remai ned behind to guard the entrance—or nore
accurately, their escape. Matthew | ed the way through the
maze of pipes, Khadijah and Banj oko behind him w th Javier
bringing up the rear. Six Ganutiens, one Far One—toweri ng
over his conpani ons—and one ex-Done Dweller crept through
the inner workings of the city, all in desert fashion,
their heads and faces covered, wth night vision goggles
over their eyes and neurol ogical disruptors in their hands.

Reaching the first public area, Matthew stopped to get

his bearings. It was the shopping district just below the
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surface residential area—part of the Buchanan District.
Shops lined the wide corridor, trees, flower planters, and
park benches down the mddle. Al stood dark and quiet.

O her than the intruders, nothing stirred.

The mai nt enance access corridor they wanted was about
a hundred neters down the corridor, a security door
separating it fromthe public area. It would take them
directly to the surface. Matthew cautiously nmade his way
down the corridor, the others foll ow ng cl ose behi nd.

At the security door, Matthew stopped, the others
spreading out to keep watch as he punched in the access
code. As he typed in the seven-digit code, he held his
breath. He placed his hand on the doorknob and heard it
click as he tried to turn it. They were in. Matthew sm | ed,
realizing the code probably hadn’t been changed in a
hundred years.

Down the corridor and up a flight of stairs, they
reached the surface. Immedi ately, everyone renoved their
goggl es because the streetlights—still called such despite
t he absence of streets—rendered them usel ess. They
crouched in the shadows between a garden wall and a row of
orange trees until their eyes grew accustoned to the |ight.

Al'l was quiet, the houses of the city’'s elite dark.

Mat t hew pointed to the school where Tyler |ived. Then he
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pointed to the security checkpoi nt which stood between them
and the school, two guards on duty, one sitting with his
feet up while the other chatted with his back turned to the
i ntruders.

Khadi j ah signaled to Javier who nodded in response.
Then she pulled off her headscarf, quietly slipped out of
her hiding place, and calmMy wal ked toward the checkpoi nt.
As she passed under a streetlight, the guards spotted her.
Desert clad, gol den-brown skin, close cut auburn hair, she
| ooked | i ke sonething out of a storybook. Both nen noved
toward her as she approached, and Matthew saw Khadij ah
smle at them It had the desired effect. The nen sm|ed at
her, and Matthew saw Khadi jah rai se the neurol ogi ca
di sruptor. A flash of blue light and the guards |ay
unconsci ous on the ground.

The others rushed fromtheir hiding places, careful to
avoid the light. As Khadijah dragged one of the nmen into
t he shrubbery and Javier hid the second guard, the rest
continued on across to the school w thout stopping.
Khadi jah and Javier rejoined thema nonent |ater at the
school fence. One by one, they clinbed over the fence, and
w thin seconds, they stood in the grassy play area. The

back of the school | ooned before them an ancient brick
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facade wwth ivy growing up the walls and gl ass doors
| eadi ng i nsi de.

Mat t hew reached the doors first. He slipped on his
goggl es again and peered through the gl ass pane to see a
classroom He tried the door handle but found it | ocked. So
he punched his fist through the glass, reached in, and
unl ocked the door. Six of themwent in, two remnaining
behind to keep watch.

A light comng fromthe hallway outside the classroom
forced Matthew to renove his goggles again. As he entered
t he hal l way, he saw the source—a small lanp left on as a
night light near the stairs. Matthew headed up the stairs,
Khadi j ah, Javier, and Banjoko follow ng him but again, two
stayed behind to keep watch, this tinme at the base of the
stairs.

On the second floor, there was another hallway.

Mat t hew checked the first door he cane to and opened it.
Looking inside the large room the light spilling in from

t he open door, he found approximately thirty cots, a little
girl asleep in each. As Matthew began to wal k down the row
of cots, Banjoko followed him Khadijah and Javi er standing
in the doorway. Passing each cot, Mtthew carefully | ooked
to see if the sleeping girl mght be his child. He couldn't

tell. In the darkness, they all |ooked alike. But then he
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noticed the light falling across a nightstand next to one
of the cots and illum nating a photograph there—his w fe,
happy and beautiful before her illness. He noved quietly
toward the cot and stared down at the small sleeping figure
of Tyler. He sat down on the cot, the novenent stirring

Tyl er. She opened her eyes.

“ Daddy?”

“Yes, Tyler, it’s me,” Matthew said taking her into
his arnms, holding her close, and not wanting to |l et her go
ever again. After a nmonment, he pulled back a bit from her
and | ooked down at her face.

“But Elder Finley said you went to Heaven,” Tyl er
whi sper ed.

“He just thought | did,” Matthewreplied, “I left the
city. But | cane back to get you, and | want to take you
with ne now”

“But it’'s the mddle of the night,” Tyler said.

“I know, but it was the only way | could get you.”

“l understand,” Tyler said, “lIt’s because they won't
| et you have ne.”

Her conprehension of the situation disturbed Matthew.
She was too young to know such things, but soon she would
be free of this world and its rules.

“You have to be very quiet,” Matthew said.
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Tyl er nodded. Matthew pulled the small quilt off the
bed and wapped Tyler init. As he did, he noticed the
snmell of perfune and realized it came fromthe quilt. He
held it up to his nose and breathed in.

“Snmells i ke Mormy, doesn’t it?” Tyler said. Mtthew
sm | ed and nodded. She had nade it while expecting Tyler.

Mat t hew stood up with Tyler in his arns. He handed her
t o Banj oko, then grabbed the photograph of his wife, and
shoved it into the folds of his clothing. Turning, he saw
Tyl er staring at Banjoko, her eyes wide with amazenent at
hi s uncovered face.

“This is Banjoko,” Matthew said to Tyler. She sm | ed.

“Banj oko. What a funny nane.”

“Tyler. What a funny nane,” Banjoko smled as he
handed Tyl er back to her father.

Making their way fromthe dormtory, Matthew saw a
little girl sit straight up in bed. Banjoko stood cl osest
to her.

“You're dreaming, little one,” he whispered, “CGo back
to sleep.”

“I'f 1"mdream ng, how conme | have to go back to
sl eep?” she asked the man towering over her bed.

“Because | said so,” he replied, his voice even deeper

t han nor mal .
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Wth that, she quickly laid back down, pulling the
covers up over her head.

Wth Khadijah and Javier, they headed down the stairs
and rejoined the others. Once outside the school, they nade
their way across the play area. As they scranbl ed over the
fence, Matthew handed Tyl er over to Banjoko standing on the
opposite side then clinbed over. Yet as Matthew was about
to take Tyler fromhim he noticed sonething am ss at the
security checkpoint. A handful of security guards stood
there, paranedics exam ning the two unconsci ous guards.

Bef ore Matthew and his conpanions could react, the security
guards spotted them Immediately, both the security guards
and the intruders raised their weapons and took aim but no
one made a further nove.

“A Mexican stand-off,” Khadijah whispered, grinning.

Mat t hew saw t he security guards | ook at each other,
and he realized their confusion. They had never seen people
who | ooked |ike them dressed |ike them or held weapons
like them Matthew was the only white man anong them and
even his face was brown fromthe sun. The others woul d | ook
alien—tall Banjoko, black skinned and holding a tiny white
chil d, Khadijah, golden brown as well as a wonman, and the

others, their faces still covered by their desert dress.
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“Uncover your faces,” Matthew said to Javier. They
| ooked at himthen did as he said, revealing their brown
faces and auburn hair. The guards | ooked even nore
confused. They gl anced back and forth between the strangers
and each other. Matthew slowy started to wal k t owards
them the others following his |ead. The guards, in turn,
st epped back, obviously fearful. One of themheld a pal m
phone, and he noved to call for help.

“Don’t do that,” Matthew ordered, taking another step
and ai m ng his neurol ogical disruptor at the man.

The man obeyed, nodding his head slightly. But then
Matt hew real i zed a possi bl e way out.

“Call Elder Finley,” Matthew said, unable to hide his
contenpt for the man, “Tell him Matthew Weston is here to
get Tyler. | believe | have sone Sundays to nmake up for.”

The guards | ooked at each other, and Matthew knew
their thoughts—how coul d soneone |i ke hi mknow El der
Finley? After a nonent’s hesitation, the security guard
called Finley, and they waited for himto arrive.

As the m nutes went by, the Gamutiens stood perfectly
still, never noving, never dropping their gaze or their aim
fromthe guards, and even Tyler just watched silently from
the safety of Banjoko's arns. The security guards, on the

ot her hand, fidgeted with nervousness. Matthew knew t hey
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had never prepared for an encounter |ike this—invasion
fromthe outside world, a world they believed with al
their heart and soul to be dead. Matthew wanted to | augh.

A | ook of shock covered Elder Finley's face when he
finally arrived. Matthew sm | ed.

“Li ke Lazarus, |’'ve cone back fromthe dead,” Matthew
said as the ol der man reached him

“Matt hew,” Finley began, but then stopped, his nouth
open but the words wouldn’t cone out. “l1’'m speechless,” he
finally said.

“Well, that nmakes it all worth it,” Mtthew said
sni del y.

“How did you...?” Finley asked, “How did you survive?”’

“Survive? Survive what?” Matthew snapped, “The
desert?”

“The desert, the air, everything?” Finley asked.
Mat t hew saw hi m | ooki ng at Banj oko hol ding Tyler. “And
where did these... people cone fron®”

“From the outside,” Mtthew said.

“There were survivors?”’

“The entire world survived,” Mtthew shouted at him
“I't only ended for us.”

“What are you tal king about?” one of the security

guar ds asked.



Allen/And Still the Stars Remai ned/81

“While we were all stuck in here,” Matthew said, “the
worl d went on. There are five billion people out there, and
they’ re nore advanced than we could ever hope to be.”

“You're lying,” Finley said and notioned to Matthew s
conpani ons, “You expect nme to believe this riff-raff is
nore advanced than we are?”

“Javier,” Matthew grinned, “a denonstration, if you
pl ease.”

Wt hout further warning, Javier pointed his disruptor
at one of the guards. A flash of blue Iight and the man
col | apsed unconscious to the ground.

“Don"t worry,” Khadijah said as one of his conpani ons
rushed to his side, “He’s not dead. He’'ll regain
consci ousness in a half-hour or so, none the worse for
wear . ”

“Can your weapons incapacitate a man w thout doing him
any harnf” Matthew asked Finley and the guards. No one said
anything in response.

“I'f we had been living out there instead of in here,”
Mat t hew continued, “ny wife would still be alive. They
woul dn’t have sent her honme and said, ‘Sorry, nothing we
can do.’” And even if they hadn’t cured her, they woul dn’'t
have stopped | ooking until the very end. That’s how t hey

are. They consult doctors around the gl obe. They exchange
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information. | talk to people all over the world everyday.
Children. Here, I'’mnot even allowed to see ny own

daughter, but out there, teachers encourage their students
to send ne comruni qués. They ask nme all sorts of questions—
what’s ny favorite food during Ranadan, how do | think the
Al -Blacks wll fare next season. | don’t even know what

t hat means.”

“What do you want, Matthew?” Finley interrupted.

“All 1 want is to take Tyler home with ne.”
13 |_brre?”
“Back to Msra, the village where we live. | plan to

show her the stars.”

“You want to show her the stars?” Finley said, “You
want to take her fromeverything she’s ever known just to
show her the stars? Wth people |ike this around her?” He
waved his hand at Matthew s conpani ons.

“That’s right,” Matthew said, “Now we’'re |eaving. So
get out of our way or all of you will be lying on the
ground with your friends.”

Mat t hew pushed his way past Elder Finley, but as he
did, the ol der man grabbed him

“No,” Finley shouted. Finley tried to shove Matthew,
but they both fell to the ground. For a split second,

everyone started forward but then stopped, as if unsure of
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what to do. Matthew rolled away from Fi nl ey and ended up
next to the unconscious security guard, the man’s gun still
in his hand. Matthew picked up the gun.

“Just leave,” Finley continued, “Go back from wherever
you cane from and just |eave us alone.”

Mat t hew junped to his feet, reached down, and pulled
Fi nl ey up.

“Having a crisis of faith?” Mtthew said putting the
gun to Finley's head. “Now, as | said a nonent ago, we’'re
| eaving, and you’'re escorting us out of here.”

There were no nore argunents. The security guards
nmoved out of the way as Matthew marched Finley to the
mai nt enance access corridor, the others follow ng cl ose
behi nd, Javier bringing up the rear as before but this tine
keeping a close eye on the security guards who fol |l owed
t hem Reaching the shopping district, Matthew found nore
security guards waiting, but |like the others, they noved
out of the way, backing up slowy as the intruders
approached. d ancing around, ©Matthew saw others anong them
civilians here and there.

Mat t hew st opped as they reached the water reclamation
area through which they had passed earlier. He | ooked
around to nake sure the way was clear, and then he notioned

for the others to continue. Again, the security guards
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foll owed. At the blown airlock, Mitthew stopped again, this
time turning and waiting until all the others made it
out si de where he saw Sami with the canels, the eastern

hori zon already grow ng bright. Once everyone el se was out,
Matt hew, dragging Finley with him backed out the airl ock.
A nmonment |ater, half a dozen security guards enmerged from
the airlock, all |ooking around, fearful of the world.

“You're out,” Finley said, “Now |let ne go.”

“As soon as everyone’'s nounted up,” Matthew replied.
He wat ched carefully as everyone clinbed onto the canels,
Banj oko still holding Tyler.

“Wait,” Finley said, pointing at Tyler, “Does she even
want to go with you, Matthew?”

“Ask her,” WMatthew said.

“Ruth,” Finley said, “Do you really want to go out
into the wilderness with these peopl e? Wiat about all your
friends back at school? Wn't you m ss then?”

For a nonent, Tyler did not reply. She just stared
down at Finley fromatop the canel. Then she | ooked at her
father, and Matthew nodded.

“My nother naned ne Tyler,” she said to Finley.
Matt hew sm | ed.

“l guess you have your answer,” he said.
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Wth everyone nounted up and the canels ready to go,
Matthew | et go of Finley and backed away from himtoward
his own waiting canel. He opened the gun, dunped the
bull ets out, and tossed the gun aside. Once nounted up, he
turned to the Donme Dwel | ers standi ng outside what renai ned
of the airlock. Even nore nmen had energed and now stood in
t he desert sand.

“I'f any of you want to | eave,” Matthew said to them
“head east. There's a river several days journey from here.
You' |l find people there. They can help you contact ne.”

“He lies,” Finley shouted, but the nen didn’t | ook
i ke they believed him

“Let themfind out for thenselves,” Matthew said to
Finley. Wth that, Matthew signaled to Javier, and the
caravan headed out toward the ever-brightening horizon.

A week later, on a cool night in Msra, Mtthew sat
before his canmpfire and waited for Tyler to join him
| smeni a had gone to get her from Gavriel, who, Matthew
expected, was already attenpting to teach Tyler the
intricacies of cricket. Gven the speed at which Tyler had
al ready | earned the communi cati on system Matthew had no
doubt she woul d soon conprehend the gane.

“Here she is,” Isnenia said, smling as she carried

Tyler to him
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“Where were you this tinme?” he asked standi ng up.

“I was talking to Jiro,” Tyler said as |Isnenia put her
down.

“Jiro?”

“I'n Kyoto,” Isnenia said.

“When we visit the world,” Tyler asked, “can we go see
himtoo? He said it would be alright with his parents.”

“W'l| see,” Matthew said, smling.

“Try not to keep her up too late,” Isnenia said,
headi ng back to her cave, “Banjoko is taking the children
fishing tonorrow norning.”

“Yes, ma’am” Matthew replied, taking Tyler’s hand and
sitting down wwth her. They both |aid back, Tyler resting
agai nst her father as they | ooked up into the night sky.

“So what was the |last thing you renenber before you
fell asleep last night?” Matthew asked.

“Um Oion's belt,” Tyler said.

“Can you find it?”

And Tyl er pointed up at the stars.

Hi#



