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The lorry-load of monsters shocked Andrea Forman out of her memories. Jonathan, in the back seat, shouted excitedly. �Reptants! Look at �em all!�
�Settle down, Jon. You�ll wake your sister.�
�OK. But when is Replant Day, Mom? Can I kill one this year?�
�We�ll see, honey. Listen to your music. It�s going to be a long drive.�
Following her son�s eyes, Andrea saw hundreds of writhing, demonic reptilian/arachnoid nightmares, each in its own small cage, cages stacked layer on layer, row on row On Earth, such a cargo might sport a contrail of feathers, or pine needles. Here�nothing. Just baleful looks from each pair of evil eyes.
Eyes that still seemed to her more innocent than they should. Andrea�s thoughts drifted back to her first year on Phoenix. A lifetime ago, it felt.
She smiled as she remembered her first impressions of Bill. Just another horny backwoodsman, she�d thought. But he�d been so sincere and dedicated, so eager to meet an Earther. She �d grown weary of die attentions of the many strong, silent pioneer types who daily invaded her loneliness. Bill was different with his confident, unrushed approach to life, the light in his eyes, and the smile always ready to dawn on his strong, solid face. He had deeply felt commitments to cultural and social precepts Andrea only vaguely understood. A fifth-generation Phoenixian, there was an incredible depth to his convictions. She had found it compelling.
She recalled the replant ritual, when she had first confronted an infant reptant through the sights of Bill�s tranquilizer gun. Regardless of the rite�s function in the lives of the natives, this bloody ritual killing had been, for Andrea, a ceremonial admission into the community�a symbolic letting go of Earth. The detestable things she�d had to do to the animal�s body afterward had caused the ceremony to degenerate, for Andrea, into empty motions. But her determination to be part of Bill�s world, and to provide for their first child, already growing within her, convinced Andrea to grit her teeth and get through it.
She blinked and returned to the present�to the grid work of goblins still next to the car.
�Either speed up, Bill, or slow down and let it pass,� she snapped.
It broke her heart to see Jonathan�s smile fade with the lorry-load�s tail lights. Replant Day. How she still hated it. This year it would be even worse.
�This time I get to do it. Right, Dad?�
�We�ll see, son. Just relax now. Get some sleep.�
�David Filpos did it last year, and he was six and a half, like I am��
�OK,� Andrea cut him off. �We�ll talk about it later. Replant Day is still a few weeks off. Give it a rest!�
Funny, Andrea thought, how you know, as you say something, that it�s wrong, hurtful, damaging. Like a bad throw that you know is off target, even before it leaves your hand. Jonathan�s face�the furtive look toward his father, the glance at Andrea, the damping down of the light behind his eyes�only confirmed what she already knew �Sorry, honey. It�s been a long day. Rest now� She cupped his cheek in her hand for a moment. He closed his eyes, with a pouting smile.
When, she wondered, will the day come when healing would no longer be so easy for him? Would she recognize it? Would she herself, by then, be past hurting in this season of joy?

She stared wordlessly at the oncoming road, eager for the numbness of its hypnotism. But her memories re-materialized, like ghosts, their wicked dance superimposed onto the dwindling day.
How could she have been so wrong about the romance of being a frontier wife? Life on this new world hadn�t been the total return to wilderness she�d imagined. It was, instead, an awkward limited edition of terrestrial techno-culture, pinned, like a gaudy brooch, onto this rugged, ragged burlap shirt of a world.
The planet�s abundant, vast, pristine wilderness did not beckon to the humans here. They cowered behind their fences to protect themselves and the sacred wild-lands around them. While there was safety in the homes and lands carved timidly out of the wilds, danger was always close, and fatal.
Andrea�s thoughts escaped to Earth� home� humane holidays� the familiar in nature and in the reassuring roots of a normal life. To have given it all up for a day maddening hours too short, a year that was too long, a sky too purple, a night infested with bric-a-brac moons and alien constellations! These she could bear. What had happened to Earth�s cultural heritage had been harder to adjust to. �A clean start,� they had all said. �No returning to Earth.� There was nothing to return to. Earth, in any meaningful sense, had been lost by coming here. Relativistic time dilation effects had swept all she�d left behind into the void of time. Andrea sometimes saw her own past as a child�s toy, flushed down a toilet. Gone forever.
So, she�d been told, there was no reason to match and mingle with Earth�s religions, ceremonies and observances. To be sure, Earthers continued to bring their beliefs with them. They preserved their particular holidays and rituals within the cultural enclaves that naturally formed. But the position of the consensus culture (the government) was to recognize none of the imported religions or belief systems officially. What they did recognize was an odd mix of Jainism and Deep Ecology that had evolved here since the first, almost-failed human beachhead. It was considered best, Andrea had been told, to let customs and annual commemorations grow naturally from Phoenix�s human history. More relevant, they said. More comforting.
Oh, they were certainly glib, those orientation people. But they overstepped when they talked about �comfort.� None of them remembered, as Andrea did, the comforts of home, and hearth, and family at Thanksgiving or Christmas. And now, so many years later, their platitudes seemed especially vapid. None of them had lost a child, as Andrea had, to Phoenix�s hideous mascot.
Anna had just learned to walk. Andrea was pregnant with Jonathan. The normal house-proofing that is part of parenting on any planet was one thing. The securing of the yard against the escape of a baby into the �wild-lands� had been something else entirely. Andrea and Bill had been thorough, especially since there was a large reptant tree growing not fifty meters from the west edge of their property. As dangerous, people had warned Andrea, as having a swimming pool in your backyard.
Much as Andrea resisted, fragmentary images assailed her of that warm summer afternoon.
Anna outside. A quick trip into the house for some food. A shriek penetrating faintly into the kitchen. A mother�s moment of dread, then relief knowing it was not Anna�s voice. Bill�s violent flight from the house, gun in hand.
Following. Over the fence into the wild-lands. Arriving in time to see Bill shoot a full grown reptant in the tree. Seeing a shapeless bloody mass fall from its fang-like mandibles before the monster succumbed to the fast-acting tranquilizer and fell from the tree.
Feeling her mind close, staring at the familiar red ribbon tied into angel thin blonde hair on a small decapitated head.
Feeling the gun in her hand. Vaguely aware that Bill had given it to her and then running to the tree. Neighbors beginning to appear, holding her and comforting her. Keeping Andrea from running after Bill. Offering the senseless consolation that the reptant can�t eat any part of her daughter.
Bill lifting the reptant�s body from Anna�s remains. Stripping off his shirt and using it as a bag, collecting every piece of her, his hands and arms sticky with blood.
Another savage shriek. All eyes to the reptant. Still unconscious. Suddenly a large shape drops from the tree and knocks Bill to the ground. A second reptant!
Andrea has Bill�s gun up to her shoulder in a flash and fires every remaining dart into the reptant. Feeling insanely alert, adrenaline flooding into her. Frustrated at the laws against real bullets, Andrea advances on the attacker and smashes at it wildly with the butt of the rifle. By the distraction as much as by the shots, she saves Bill�s life.
But no closure came from that purely instinctive reaction. Anna was lost. The funeral brought no closure either. Anna was gone. Lost needlessly to insane social experimentation. Lost to misguided Deep Ecological community planning. To suicidal laws that professed some ideological solutions to the question of man�s place in nature. Rubbish! And it cost her, not them.
Cost her in recriminations and blame and guilt. In a retreat from Bill. In endless pleading with the authorities to change the wild-land laws and repeated arguing for the imposition of buffer zones. All for nothing. Her new home had become truly alien and frightening, and she carried within her an emotional black hole, huge and consuming.
Five wasted years. Only the birth of Jonathan had preserved her sanity. With the arrival of Cindy four years later, time had begun to heal her wounds.
But some things time could never heal. Andrea felt a tear crawl slowly down her cheek.
In the deepening gloom, Bill switched the car from solar panels to batteries only. Then he found Andrea�s clenched left hand. Her fist opened and melted into his right hand. The tear reached her lips and she tasted the salt of it. She was surprised to realize that she didn�t even know if the tear had been born of her memories, or of Bill�s sweet touch.
She glanced back at Jonathan. She envied the contented look on his face. Andrea knew that, for herself, healing would never again be so easy.
Outside, the setting sun was transforming the trees on the retreating western horizon into flat black silhouettes against a blazing sky. Intricate traceries of twigs and leaves. Sooty doilies on edge, rolling away from the red/orange fires of the departed sun. It was stark beauty, at once totally alien and yet strangely evocative of her long-lost home in California�s Central Valley.
City lights winked into existence, background stars against the occasional comet of oncoming headlights. The stationary city lights, arranged in their inevitable rows and ranks, described emerging new patterns of life; new to this planet�new to some of that life form�s own members, Andrea thought.
The lights smeared and swam and ran in wavering white streaks all over the darkening land.
Andrea squeezed her eyes shut, flushing more sea water from them.

In a short two weeks, the first of a series of dreaded days arrived. Andrea had promised herself she�d make the best of today�s outing. After all, she and Bill had been through this four times before. Best to put on a good show, especially for Cindy�s sake. No sense passing her own neuroses onto her daughter�s impressionable developing psyche.
Besides, back on Earth, Andrea�s family had always observed the tradition of going out on a crisp winter�s day to chop down a Christmas tree. And later the family began to use live trees that would be replanted after the holidays.
Not so different from today�s mission.
Andrea extracted Cindy from her car seat as Bill opened the back door on the other side and said to Jonathan, �OK, my man, let�s see how you do with your first reptant.�
�Yeaahhh!!�
No music. Andrea missed the music of the season. Stupid, she knew, to equate Replant Day with Christmas. But it was an obvious parallel, especially with the winter solstice approaching. Why couldn�t they play some carols? The silence oppressed her as she carried her squirming daughter and followed her husband and excited son into the reptant nursery.
Silence gave way to hideous animal screeches, excited childish whoops and the muffled shots of tranquilizer guns.
The nursery was a huge permanent tent with an ancient reptant tree growing inside at one end, complete with a full grown guardian reptant prowling its branches. The other end of the tent was a loading dock and staging area filled with lorry-loads of caged baby reptants and potted reptant saplings. One long side of the tent sheltered a low building with no windows. The remaining area was a honeycomb of cubicles.
First stop, the big tree. By the time Andrea caught up with her men, Jonathan was looking through one of the many telescopes mounted in a circle around the tree. A high flexglass wall, completely encircling the tree, separated the tree from the people and the telescopes.
The tree was roughly oaken in overall shape and size, but close up it looked more like some giant ocean-dwelling animal/plant thing. Branches, twigs and leaves were an illusion. It was all one structure sculpted into a counterfeit tree shape. It had a meaty quality. Standing flesh, with a Salvador Dal� shark lurking inside. There was a slightly putrid aroma, peculiar to replant trees. The peppery smell of the �foliage� could not mask the odor of decay coming from the ground at the base of the tree.
Up in the tree there was movement. A low growl. All the telescopes on this side of the tree turned in unison, like seaweed swaying in a current. Shouts of, �I see it!� and �There!� Andrea looked up. Her breath caught. There it was, crawling along a large branch, with deceptive chameleonlike deliberation.
She turned away, unconsciously shielding Cindy from the spectacle. But Cindy squirmed and wriggled, and slowly slipped, like a lead weight, to the ground. Unwillingness triples a three-year-old�s weight, Andrea thought, as she let go.
Cindy ran to her brother, shouting and tugging his pant leg. �I want to see! Let me look!�
Jonathan, in a surprising moment of magnanimity, said, �OK, Sis. But you�re too short. Here. I�ll hold you.�
He got behind her and gave her a bear hug around the tummy. As he got set to lift, Andrea started to say�But the touch of Bill�s hand on her shoulder stopped her and she realized that this moment should not be denied.
Jonathan straightened up and Cindy got her eye to the eyepiece and held onto the telescope with both hands. �I can�t see anything. It�s all moving around.�
�Hold still!�
�You hold still!�
Bill took over, and steadied Cindy on his left hip. When she sighted the reptant he explained in calm soothing tones how it was designed for living in trees; big claws, perfect for holding on; big eyes, perfect for seeing in the dark, and how it never sleeps. Always patrolling� always patrolling.
It was easily the size of a leopard, but it looked like an evolutionary practical joke, stranger than a xenophobic Darwin could have concocted in a drugged dream. Its eight large muscular legs (or four legs and four arms, as some described them), covered in wicked-looking armor, had no less wicked-looking talons on birdlike feet.
Andrea felt tense and miserable. Even without a telescope the reptant repulsed her.
�It�s hungry, Daddy. Look at it eat!�
Andrea didn�t need to see. Memories crowded into her. Images indelibly burned in from past trips to this place, from docuvids and pixboox she�d studied as part of her orientation, and from that day. She saw the mouth, crudest joke of all. Opposing pairs of fangs, the size of a saber-toothed tiger�s canines, stood sentry outside a gaping hole that was more the upper terminus of the alimentary canal than a true mouth. Unfit for anything like chewing, it could only slurp down whole the spherical fruit that grew abundantly on the larger branches. Like an anteater, or more like a vacuum cleaner ingesting ping pong balls, that mouth could strip hundreds of the so-called �Earth Apples� off a branch in minutes.
Its eight legs, the saber-tooth mandibles and the huge, fully retractable eyes gave the monster the appearance of an ant, an illusion spoiled only by its reptilian movements and the tail. Hence the name.
�It�s so cute! Why can�t we get one for a pet, Daddy?�
Andrea�s amazement at the resilience and malleability of a child�s mind made her smile. In Cindy, Andrea was looking across a psychological gap as great as the physical gulf between Earth and Phoenix. She�d never understand Cindy�s acceptance of this true bug-eyed monster. Ironically, Andrea had begun to regard herself as the feral child �rescued� from the �wilds,� and who would never adapt, only because the opportunity was past and other matters now occupied those brain cells.
For the good of her children, she realized, she had no option but to cultivate alienness in them.
The thought stung.
�DEMONSTRATION IN 15 MINUTES. DEMONSTRATION IN 15 MINUTES.�
A little too abruptly, Andrea gathered Cindy up and hurried to the building, along with scores of other small children and their mothers. Through a door at one end of the long blank wall they entered a different world�windowless, bright, colorful and filled with every conceivable toy. The children streamed in and dispersed with the rush and turbulence of fast water. The moms followed slowly, swirling and mixing in the eddies, greeting one another. Some, like Andrea, hoped for a few words with other newcomers like themselves.
�Julie! Hi! Over here. Is it Harry�s time this year?�
�No, no. He�s over there. Jonathan?�
�Yes. He and Bill are watching the demonstration. I�ll be going with them for the shooting later. Can you keep an eye on Cindy then?�
�Sure.�
�Oh, I hate this, Julie. Jonathan�s only six.�
Julie suddenly seemed close to tears. �I know. I can�t stand the thought of Harry doing it next year, either.� She shook her head to regain control.
Then the two transplanted women fell silent. Their eyes lost focus and they listened involuntarily for clues about the mayhem taking place back at the tree.
As Andrea watched the children at play she could visualize all too well what was going on outside. Inside the windowless play room most of the other moms, native-born obviously, were relaxed and engaged in chit chat, as nursery employees brought a caged animal (usually some native rodent-like climber) to the base of the tree.
Cindy, recognizing a friend, ran around in circles with her, screaming merrily, as the cage was lifted by a crane to the top of the tree.
Julie�s son finally had his chance at a vid game, biting his lip and smiling in turns, as a spring-loaded latch released, opening the cage, dumping the helpless animal into the treetop.
Cindy and her friend settled down to play house, serving tea to a stuffed toy animal propped up in a chair, as the animal got its bearings in the tree. The leaden foliage gave no warning rustle as the reptant streaked through the branches toward its victim.
Even if the doomed intruder had time to react, there would be no escape. If talons and mandibles didn�t get it, a long tongue, tip barbed like a harpoon, could spear it lightning-fast as much as six meters away. Then it would haul its victim in and hold it, the razor mandibles cutting through flesh and bone in order to free the tongue. Holding the trespasser in its grappling hook grip (eyes fully retracted into its skull for protection) the reptant�s arm and leg talons would rip the animal�s body, almost or already dead, to ribbons.
A horrific scream penetrated faintly into the play room. It shocked some of the women back to the moment, and went unheard by the others, or by the children.
By this time the reptant would have dropped its victim�s remains from the tree. Cindy hugged a stuffed toy reptant, spun and fell into a sea of pillows.
�Weeeeeeeeee�!�
For her daughter�s sake, Andrea urged her face into a smile.

Bill appeared at the door. His apologetic, almost embarrassed grin told Andrea that the time had come�time to leave Cindy in the care of toys and pillows and mothers without sons eager to embark on their manhood this year.
Jonathan was wide-eyed and jabbering as the three Formans walked toward the staging area. �Wow, Mom, that thing was fast! You should have seen it. The Phoenicoon never had a chance!�
Andrea smiled and let Bill quietly deflect Jonathan�s comments away from her. Deflect but not stop. The boy was a torrent. So much to absorb. So much to filter through trusted ears and minds.
Andrea savored the sound of her husband�s voice, and the feel of his arm around her waist. Umbrellas in an unpleasant rain.
They entered a miniature forest of potted reptant saplings. Jonathan was off on a frenetic run, darting randomly from tree to tree, to touch, feel, judge. Andrea and Bill followed at a leisurely stroll, defining the mathematical average of their son s Brownian motion through the place.
When at last Jonathan settled on one particular tree, Bill went over and squatted next to him. Together they appraised the choice. Bill droned on comfortably about height, texture, color, smell, and prospects for it to survive replanting. He had an arm draped casually over Jonathan�s shoulders. Those strong, expressive arms and hands. They said more to Andrea than her taciturn man ever spoke.
While nursery employees took the tree to a cubicle reserved for them, the Formans proceeded to the cages.
The baby reptants reacted sluggishly to the excited faces and the little boys� fingers tapping on their flex-glass cages. The animals, all roughly the size of newborn puppies, were rounder and softer looking than the adult in the big tree. Only those oversized eyes betrayed them. No youthful trust and eagerness there. Only disdain.
Yet Andrea felt an odd sympathy for the immature ghoul Bill and Jonathan finally selected. Was there a universal attraction for the young of any species, or was it her awareness that her own son was about to�
She should be glad, she knew, should relish this little revenge. But she only felt dread�partly for her son�s upcoming ordeal, and partly for her own.
�Mom? You�re coming with us, aren�t you?�
Andrea smiled uncertainly. It was the look in Bill�s eyes that gave her the strength to say, �Sure, son.�
Jonathan carried the reptant cage to the cubicle where their tree waited. The boy was strangely subdued. He would glance at the reptant, then stare forward moodily. Reality seeping in. Andrea wanted to hug him and take him away from this. But she couldn�t. This was a man�s rite of passage.
The cubicle, four meters wide and six long, consisted of tent walls three meters high on all four sides. Bill pulled aside the entrance flap and let Andrea and a quiet Jonathan in.
Along the opposite end, a flexglass wall one meter high ran against the tent wall at the back, forward along both sides, then it turned and formed a partition that bisected the area into two equal parts. Inside this flexglass enclosure, at the back of the cubicle, stood the sapling. Formed into the flexglass wall, in the middle of the cubicle, was a tray with a white porcelain bowl and stainless steel surgical knives.
Bill leaned over the partition and set the cage on the ground. He took a short length of rope from a pocket, slipped one end through a latch on the cage and draped the other end over the partition.
�Ready, son?�
�I� I guess so.�
Bill�s rifle leaned against the flexglass wall. �Here, son, take this and get the feel of it. Just like we practiced.�
Jonathan hefted the weapon and cradled it on a cushioned depression in the top edge of the partition.
Bill helped him hold the gun; sight; aim. The pantomime of death, Andrea thought.
�OK, son, just relax a minute.� Bill pulled the rope. The cage sprang open and the reptant, which had been caught in the wilds during its very first steps away from its birth tree, now resumed an interrupted quest.
Its faltering, agonized movements showed that it was almost blind and very immature. Not premature, though. Like a terrestrial marsupial, it knew exactly what to do, and where to go. With constant swings of its head back and forth, to triangulate on the faint scent of the virgin sapling, it made a slow straight line course to the tree.
Watching, Andrea saw another infant�s journey toward another reptant tree. She was reliving it all again now, and glimpsing some hints of answers in the xenobiological mysteries being played out in front of her.
When the infant reptant reached the tree, it climbed unhesitatingly up the specially textured pot. Half way up the sapling�s trunk it stopped, exhausted. Within a minute it began to rub the branches nearby with the inside of its legs and arms.
�Just watch, Jon,� Bill whispered. � �Til it finishes marking its territory.�
Jonathan watched, his face mirroring Andrea�s own inner turbulence. When Bill was satisfied with the reptant�s progress, he placed a big hand, feather soft, on his son�s shoulder. �OK, son,� he whispered, �Now�
Jonathan tore his eyes away from the tree, laid his cheek on the rifle�s stock, and reacquired the target through the scope.
�Nice slow squeeze.�
Nothing happened.
�Son?�
Eyes still on his target, Jonathan�s voice was small and pleading. �I can�t.�
Bill gave Jonathan�s shoulder a small reassuring pat. Andrea could almost feel it. But Bill�s reasonable words were almost lost in the buzzing in her ears.
Softly, Bill coaxed, �Remember what it grows into, son. Remember, the new baby has to eat. We�re counting on you.�
�But��
�You�re fine. Remember� detachment.�
Her husband must have known that Jonathan was crying, but he didn�t acknowledge it.
�But it�s just a baby,� Jonathan sobbed. Yes, Andrea thought, in sudden despair, Like the sister you don�t even know about.
�I know, son.�
The genuine sympathy in his father�s voice must have pushed Jonathan to accept the inescapability of it all. Miserably, eyes closed, he pulled the trigger.
The reptant was only stunned by the tranquilizer. Jonathan would actually have to kill, skin, and dissect it with the surgical knife.
Wondering if Anna had still been alive when the reptant had begun to cut her to pieces, Andrea watched in a daze as her son became a man.

Replant Eve. Children finally asleep. Andrea on the couch, her back against Bill, his arm around her, his hand on her stomach. Shared smiles whenever the baby moved.
A collage of memories distracted Andrea from her reading.
Decorating the Christmas tree. Riding on her father�s shoulders to put the angel on the very tip.
Jonathan riding Bill�s shoulders to put the dried skin of the infant reptant on the top of the reptant tree in the living room. The leathery skin, splayed wide open before being dried, looked something like an angel. An ugly angel of death, perched like a vulture in her living room; before that, in her oven; before that, in her freezer, along with the frozen Replant dinner victuals.
Christmas dinners on Earth. Cooking. The wonderful smells.
The gory, bloody dissection at the nursery. The skinning. The removal of scent glands. The bureaucracy of the Chemplex. Tomorrow�s dinner of Earth Apples, baby reptant organs and meager, stringy reptant flesh.
�Do you think he�s got his part memorized?� Bill asked, probably in response to the tension he felt building in her.
�I guess.�
�How about you?�
�Oh� sure. I�m just afraid of gagging on the meat again.�
�You�ll do fine. Be sure to make a big fuss over Jonathan for providing it.�
Bill had been hovering protectively over Jonathan since the nursery, helping the boy deal with the doublepunch trauma of killing and then butchering.
�Bill, tell me again why we can�t just kill the reptants in the tree where Anna died.�
Wearily, Bill answered, �Please, Andrea. Not tonight. We�ve been over this. You know they�ll never leave that. tree. We�re safe as long as we stay away from it.�
�But how can you stand it, knowing that they�re still so close?�
�Do you think I like it? But there�s more at stake here.�
�Of course.� Andrea spat the words out contemptuously. �Your precious ahimsa. �Don�t touch the natural order.��� She felt her frustration more sharply during the holidays. �She was our baby, Bill!�
He tried to comfort her, but she stiffened. Her cynicism about the moral and ethical codes of Phoenix was exploding inside her. �Tell me,� she said, in challenge, �Tell me so I can understand why we do all this ritual butchering around Replant Day anyway.�
Bill looked confused. �It�s all in the Sayings. You�ve been reading about it constantly for the past few weeks� few years. What can I add?�
Andrea sat up and looked Bill in the eyes. �I don�t mean that Neo-Jainist liturgy cobbled together from 300-year-old lab books and diaries. I mean why? Why put so much on a little boy?�
�Dear, in Earth years, he�s almost ten.�
�Even so. I don�t understand what it accomplishes. None of it is really necessary. Others do that dirty work for us the rest of the year. Besides, can�t they make our trees bear fruit without having to use the reptants at all?�
�They�re not even close. They don�t have the equipment. It�s all they can do to figure out the formulas and manufacture the sprays. Considering that every guardian reptant produces a one-of-a-kind marker, it�s amazing they can keep up as well as they do. You know all that.�
�Yes, but��
�And besides, if we all did only what�s necessary�no rituals� no ceremonies�that�d be so� I don�t know� boring� shallow.�
�Well, it�s still not right. It hurt Jon. Maybe even scarred him. You must have seen that. He�s only a child.�
�Honey, he�s not scarred, and he�s not a child anymore. This isn�t only about him. Replant time is for the family, too. You�ve never grasped that. This year I was hoping��
�I lost everything on Earth by coming here, Bill. I accepted that, but there�s nothing here I can call my own. Jon and Cindy make up for that a little. I created them. They�re mine. But I lost Anna, and now I�m losing Jon��
�You�re not losing��
�And I want to know why!�
Bill sighed. He sat up, put elbows on knees, and began massaging his hands and the long scar on his right forearm. �You won�t accept the standard answers. Even I can�t be sure if it�s to �make us one with the land,� or, �to exorcise the shame of having to kill in order to survive.� I only know the ceremony feels right�important. It gives us clarity� perspective. Phoenix is still a dangerous place, and innocence is something we can�t afford forever. But if I had to tell you why? I really don�t know I shouldn�t have to.�
He�d spoken in dismay, not anger, but Andrea knew that she had, once again, pushed him too far�to a wall he couldn�t scale. She was, again, demanding explanations for his mysteries when she had none for mysteries of her own. There was no rational component to the beliefs of her youth, so it was unfair to demand reasons for his.
There was a whimper from Jonathan�s bedroom. A quick gentle hand on her cheek, �I�ll check on him,� and Bill was gone.
Andrea faced, as if anew, the knowledge that her own happiness and sense of right made no difference in the dance of life and the cycle of the generations on this planet. She could remain a self-righteous misfit, or she could begin to let go of her pain.
With a sad smile, Andrea wondered whose side she was on.
Maybe it was time to give up childishness. But it wasn�t fair. It hurt.
Andrea put her hand to her cheek. Bill�s touch had been warm and kind. His pain at losing Anna had been no less than her own.
Quietly, very alone and for what felt like the very first time, Andrea cried for Anna, and for her own lost youth.

The dinner had gone well. Jonathan had been the center of attention. He got the reptant�s liver, the mighty hunter�s reward.
Andrea felt relaxed and Bill gave her a proud smile at every opportunity.
The tree, now outside getting acclimated to its place in the backyard, had already formed a few berry-sized Earth Apples exactly where the baby reptant had marked it. And, responding faithfully to the winter solstice, the tree had produced a single perfect red flower. Cindy and Jonathan had awakened with the dawn and tip-toed downstairs, excited, like children getting their first look at their Christmas presents�
No, Andrea corrected herself, like children looking at the first reptant blossom of the season.
After dinner, everyone assembled outside around the new tree. Bill and Jonathan lowered the new sapling and its biodegradable pot into a newly-dug hole. Bill removed the dried reptant skin �angel� from the top of the tree and placed it into the hole, making this ritual as much funeral as celebration of new life.
Then the Sayings.
Using a small gardening shovel, Bill took a scoop of soil and, before throwing it into the hole, said, �This is for the one who found, the twenty who followed, and the two who survived.�
Another scoop of soil. �This is for the tree that sustained them, and the guardians that killed them.�
Another scoop, �This is for all those who followed since the last and first man and woman learned the secrets of the reptant plant and animal.�
Bill handed the scoop to a noticeably more mature Jonathan. Andrea saw, reflected in his face, the earnestness and sincerity in Bill�s. Andrea wondered how she could possibly deny them that belief, based, as it was, on well-documented events. Belief based on knowledge� was that concept necessarily self-contradicting? On this brave new world, perhaps not.
Jonathan filled the scoop and embarked haltingly on his part of the Sayings. �This is for Phoenix, which� eh� humbles us.�
Scoop, �Which rejected the twenty as an� immune� system rejects� foreign� organisms.�
Scoop, �This is for the eighteen who died, eating the poisoned� bounty of Phoenix.�
Scoop, �Or who fell to the sharp fangs and claws of the reptant.� Scoop, �This is for the Earth Apples, the only native fruit we can eat, and for the guardian reptants, our� nemesis, and, as we learned in the fullness of time, our salvation.�
Jonathan looked intently at the new tree, wrestling, Andrea could tell, with the now enriched meanings of the Sayings. Good, son. Don�t let what you believe degenerate into meaningless gestures. Don�t ever let your mind hide behind empty forms and obedient posturing. She felt herself pleading silently with him, surprised at her own feelings.
It must have shown in her face. Bill gave her one of his everything-OK? smiles.
Jonathan handed the scoop to Cindy. Too young to participate fully in the Sayings, Cindy still had a role to play. She began resolutely shoveling dirt into the hole, while answering questions.
Bill asked, �Cindy, why do we plant these trees in our backyard?�
With mock exasperation she said, �So we can eat, silly.� She giggled, balancing an especially large load of dirt on the scoop.
Jonathan asked, pointing to the two large reptant trees standing at the east end of the property, �Why do we have those two big ones over there?�
�One�s for Mommy, and one�s for Daddy!� Warming to the exercise she continued, pointing with her free hand to the other trees, �And that one�s for you, and that one�s for me�� and lost her momentum as her delicately balanced pile of topsoil collapsed onto the grass.
Andrea looked past Cindy, past the fence, to the large reptant tree beyond. The grass around it was taller and a healthier blue/green color thanks to the nutrients that rained sporadically down on it from above. Anna�s blood had helped fertilize that ground.
Andrea thought about all the years she had pleaded with Bill to fill a tranquilizer dart with poison and kill the guardian reptants there. All those years he had refused. His beliefs, once so attractive to her, had made it impossible for him. She knew he was in pain, but her own pain had left her bereft of compassion for his. How I must have hurt him, she thought.
Andrea�s eyes strayed to the spot near the house where another reptant tree sapling had once stood. She remembered how it had gone sterile for lack of spraying. She watched, again, as the ghost of a younger Bill tore it out of the ground when his frustration had boiled over, climbed the fence and, as if hypnotized, marched unarmed straight to the tree where Anna had died. He had returned to his senses only when Andrea, sensing clearly for the first time in five years what she had and what she stood to lose, had sprinted past him and turned, taunting him. �Let the monsters fertilize their tree with both of us then! Is that what you want?�
Bill had swept her up as from before a runaway train and carried her all the way back to the house. There they had fought savagely. They had released the demons that had patrolled their hearts for so long, and finally, after an ocean of tears, they had emerged as a new man and woman. Resurfaced, Andrea realized now, but not completely reborn.
�Cindy, how do the Earth Apples grow?�
Brushing fugitive dirt into the hole with her hands, Cindy rolled her eyes at her dad. �That�s easy, Daddy. You spray the trees with stuff you get at the Chemplex. The more you spray the more apples we get to eat.�
Andrea was struck by the simplicity and innocence of her baby�s answer. And yet, Cindy too would someday face the dark underside of the miracle of human survival on Phoenix; the slaying and skinning of baby animals, the messy, traumatic dissection, the deciphering and registering of chemical formulas and a life-long dependence on tree sprays. Some day Cindy too would take a child of her own to the reptant nursery (with fewer qualms, certainly, than Andrea had had). But could any mother be totally untroubled by the bloody ritual? At least for Cindy it would not serve, Andrea prayed, as a frustrating reminder and unsatisfying revenge for the death of a child.
The silence, the break in the rhythm and flow of the Replant Ceremony, woke Andrea from her musings. It was her turn, and they were waiting. Be here now, she admonished herself.
�Tell us what you are thankful for, Cindy.�
It was something new and unexpected. Something Andrea wanted to add to the ceremony; something she could call her own. Bill took it in stride. Jonathan squinted in thought and then shrugged. Cindy didn�t miss a beat.
�I like my new teacher, and my friends on-line at school. And I love Earth Apples!�
They let Cindy continue the shoveling as Andrea asked Jonathan, �What are you thankful for, Jon?�
The young man gave the question serious thought, and with almost adult gravity answered, �I�m thankful for the new tree, and how now I�m� I�m� older.� His expression showed that he knew the word was wrong, but that he didn�t have a word for what he meant. �I�m thankful that all our trees are healthy, and for how hard Dad works to keep them watered and sprayed.�
Andrea looked at her husband. �What are you thankful for, Bill?�
Bill beamed at his family, each of them bundled up like Phoenibees, faces rosy and alive in the cold air. He looked at Andrea, approving her addition to the ceremony. �I�m thankful for this family, the best a man could ever wish for. I�m thankful that Mom came here, and helped me make a loving home. And I�m thankful for the stories she tells about Earth, helping us to remember the old ways.�
They all looked at Andrea for a moment, then in ragged unison asked, �What are you thankful for, Mommy?�
What was she thankful for? For her new life here, where the edge of the map began at the end of their property? For the freedom from the tyrannies of consumer-oriented economic pressures? For family ties bound firmly into the bedrock foundation of a new order? The human settlement on Phoenix had delivered on many of the claims and promises made for star traveling in general. The inducements that had brought her here had been, by and large, fulfilled. The gamble had been a good one, in spite of staggering losses.
�I�m thankful for all of you.� An earnest look at Bill. �I�m thankful for how you make me feel truly at home, so far away from Earth.�
Then it was her turn to use the scoop.
Andrea took a scoop of dirt and tossed it into the hole. �This is for those no longer with us.�
Scoop
�For those lost to starvation.�
Scoop
�For those lost to the guardian reptants.�
Scoop
�For all the reptants we killed.�
Scoop
�And for everyone on Earth, lost in the mists of time.�
Andrea put down the scoop and stood up. Hand in hand, the whole family formed a ring around the new tree. They all lowered their eyes and Bill closed the ceremony with words almost as old as the tentative human presence on Phoenix.
�This soil, like the karma we can never escape, is our abode, but not our home. Imperfectly our souls strive for freedom, but we know that Moksha begins in the wholeness of Phoenix. So let us do right, and do least, and live in harmony with this separate creation.�
Andrea felt a surge within her. This new life here on Phoenix is truly all I have. The awareness pressed in on her with the insistence of an ocean current. A new emotion bubbled up to the back of Andrea�s throat. It felt good. Important.
She bent down to talk to Cindy. �Cindy, we don�t plant a new tree during Replant time every year. Why do you think we�re planting one this year?�
Bill and Jonathan were grinning broadly.
Cindy looked at every tree in turn, then at the new tree. Then at her mother, suspiciously. �I don�t know, Mommy. This new one�s extra, unless� unless� Mommy!?�
�Yes, that�s right, honey, you�re going to have a new little sister or brother.�
Cindy ran into her mother�s arms. �Mommy, Mommy! That�s super!�
�Yes, it is, isn�t it? Now let�s go inside and warm up.�
�Mommy?�
�Yes?�
�I love you.�

Bill and Jonathan stayed outside to finish the replanting. Bill instructed his son on the care and feeding of the new tree, which would be his first grown-up responsibility. Andrea was pleased to see Jonathan take his obligations to the unborn child seriously.
Andrea and Cindy were busy preparing Earth Apple tea for themselves and their hard working men. Cindy, a chatterbox in sudden bloom, wanted to know all about babies and about growing up on Earth. Andrea answered every question as best she could, glad for the lightness she felt.
Through the window she watched Bill and Jonathan at work, and grieved for the loss of her little boy. Then she returned to the tea party, feeling a newly forged bond with her daughter.
A door closes� a window opens, Andrea thought.
Bill and Jonathan came in and put four perfect little Earth Apples in a dish. �First Apples� from the new tree. Dessert. Solemnly they each took an apple and savored the special sweet taste.
In imitation of a gesture she had seen so often today, Cindy raised her cup of tea. �Happy Replant Day, Mommy.�
�Happy Replant Day, sweetheart.�
When it was time to refill the cups Andrea got up to fetch the tea pot. Jonathan offered to help and surprised her with a big hug near the stove.
�I love you, Mother.�
She could barely reply, for she knew he meant it. Those strong little arms told her so much more than he could find words for. And she knew suddenly that she had not lost him after all. She wondered suddenly where her fears had come from, and where they had gone. She knew they�d be back tomorrow, but today she felt free of them, and it was a start.
Andrea�s eyes brimmed with tears of happiness. The first in a long, long time.
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