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Preface

Writing ideas come from the strangest places.

 

Sometimes they creep into our heads while we are on the cusp of sleep. Other times they tug at our subconscious as we go about our normal routines. In this case, the idea for Sandstorm came from a song title, which spawned a full-fledged world, filled with characters and a premise that I couldn’t ignore.

 

As the idea solidified, I envisioned a colony on a harsh desert planet called Ravar, its members cut off from their counterparts on Earth and forced to make do with limited resources. Over time, and with no communication from the supply ships or from Earth, the colonists accepted that perhaps this new planet was their home, and that they weren’t leaving.

 

New caste systems emerged. Stories and rumors developed into truths. And new generations would be taught the most important thing they needed: to survive.

 

The SANDSTORM series is the story of a young woman on a harsh planet, trying to provide for her family, but it is also the story of a group of outcasts, forced to come together and fight for the only world they know.

 

In this story, I pay homage to some of my favorite sci-fi classics, while (hopefully) providing some new twists and turns!

 

I hope you enjoy the SANDSTORM series!

 

Tyler Piperbrook

May 2018


SANDSTORM

A Dystopian Sci-Fi Story



 

Book 1 of the Sandstorm Series
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Prologue

Something hissed at Akron.

He lifted his torch higher, inspecting the gloomy walls of the cave. Shadows grew and fled on the red, sloping stone on either side of him. Somewhere in the darkness above him, wings fluttered. He flicked his eyes upward, watching a bat’s shadow flit from one perch to another.

Another, louder hiss bounced off the walls. Something he couldn’t see was giving him a warning.

From outside, he heard the howl of the wind and the pelting debris from the sandstorm, from which the cave sheltered him.

His eyes searched the darkness.

Several crevices in the walls spoke of hiding places from which something might spring. But Akron couldn’t see what he’d alerted. He clutched the long knife in his hand as a thin scrape echoed around him. Sweat traced trails down Akron’s cheeks—sweat he was afraid to wipe. The humid cave felt even hotter.

Another hiss. A slither.

He turned.

A snake slid from the shadows, flicking its tongue as it exposed its venom-filled fangs. The light of Akron’s torch reflected off its black, oval eyes and its brown body. Akron froze with fear. He recalled the last time he had encountered a similar reptile. The venomous, six-foot-long creature had slid out at him before he’d had a chance to retaliate, striking the top of his boot. Those twin marks—still visible on the worn leather—should’ve warned him to stay away from the caves.

And yet here he was.

Slowly, the snake coiled, rubbing its keeled scales together. It inflated its body in a gesture of attack. He had seen several such creatures strike the colonists unaware, sending them into sicknesses that caused fiery pain and death. Those people had spent their last moments gasping for air, whispering for someone in the heavens to save them. Akron didn’t wait for a dose of deadly venom. Stepping forward, he hacked downward in a quick swing as the snake leapt.

Blade cleaved flesh.

The reptile’s head fell.

A last hiss was cut short as the snake’s mouth opened and closed and its tongue flicked. The back end of its body twisted angrily, following a chain of commands from its separated brain.

Akron blew a relieved breath and stared at the dead animal for a long second. The torch cast shadows that could easily be another menacing, deadly creature, come to bite him. It took him several moments to convince himself the danger was over.

Bending down, he speared the animal’s head, lifted it up, and carried it to the wall, finding a small crevice where he could stuff it. Thick boots or not, he didn’t need to chance stepping on its still-venomous head.

Returning to the snake’s body, he realized his luck. The six-foot animal was one of the largest he’d seen recently. Its meat would feed him a day or two—enough that he could spend the rest of his trip exploring. The snake was deadly, but delicious.

Unslinging his pack from his shoulders, he tucked the snake’s body into his game bag.

The wind continued howling outside, close enough that he could hear it, and still feel a faint gust of it as he traveled deeper and away from it.

Akron held his torch high, stepping even more carefully than before. The light revealed the cave’s giant, sloping red walls. Some places were smooth, but others were craggy, or recessed deep into places he couldn’t see, home to other reptiles and insects, some of which could be just as deadly. Akron knew better than to stick his hand in any of those holes.

He’d learned a lot of things, in his twenty years on his home planet of Ravar.

Ever since he was a teenager—old enough to ignore his parent’s warnings and the laws—Akron had traversed the two enormous, cave-filled formations jutting out of the desert on Ravar’s surface, creating protective walls on either side of his colony of Red Rock. In the times of his great-grandfather, the colonists had mined the caves, extracting metals and other things of value that could be traded or exported. Old, gaping slashes told the tale of their hard work, all those years ago.

Now, the caves were forbidden.

Generations ago, Akron’s people had lost contact with Earth’s supply ships. Most speculated Earth was dead. The more cynical of the colonists guessed that the mining mission had been aborted, and a decision had been made to strand the settlement. Whatever the case, The Heads of Colony warned the colonists away from the dark, winding caves. Too many of the early colonists had fallen to their deaths, been trapped, or gotten lost. Even if The Heads of Colony hadn’t ordered people away, most were scared by stories of vicious, cave-dwelling animals, or warded off by the humidity and hot temperatures in the caves’ many tunnels. The punishment of the loss of a week’s crops wasn’t enough to outweigh Akron’s curiosity.

He’d never been caught, and he didn’t plan to be.

Akron preferred the solace of the caves to the loud, abrasive tones of his people, chatting about the wives they’d take, or the game they’d kill. Most in his colony made him uncomfortable. Out of the two thousand people among whom he lived, Akron had few acquaintances, and fewer friends.

Sometimes he slipped to the edges of conversational circles, listening to people talk of the day’s heat, or the Green Crops—none of which were green enough—that grew by the southern bank of the colony’s river. Occasionally, he’d add something, but too many conversations ended after he spoke, with people either shuffling away or ignoring him. Few sought him out for anything other than a passing question. Akron’s lack of confidence might as well have been drawn on his forehead.

His parent’s pressures didn’t help.

They wanted him to marry. They wanted grandchildren. It wasn’t that Akron didn’t dream of finding a woman, as well, but his few attempts at conversing with the young females gathering water down by the river were followed by awkward silences. The best he’d received was polite laughter.

And so he’d thrown himself into his exploration.

The caves didn’t ignore him when he talked. They didn’t smirk when he went past. And they held secrets of which he could only fathom. He’d dreamt about exploring them ever since he’d taken his first steps outside his mud brick house and saw the red, massive formations looming high above him on either side of the colony, like the twisted appendages of some fantastic creatures, planting their massive girth into the sand. He felt as if he was one of the first colonists, before Earth had abandoned them, or died.

One day, he’d make a discovery that would change the way the colonists felt about him. No one would ignore him when he brought back something that changed their lives. It might be worth the risk of breaking the rules.

He would be a hero, hailed by everyone.

He followed the cave until the ceiling recessed, the path grew narrower, and he had to bend down to walk. He could barely hear the wind outside. He had entered the formation through one of the caves at the bottom, away from the cliffs on top, where The Watchers looked out over the colony, scanning for danger, or ensuring colonists like him didn’t enter. Most of the other colonists were probably hunkered down, protecting their families from the raging storm. Akron had told his parents he’d been staying with a friend. He had covered his whereabouts.

Akron stuck his torch and knife ahead of him, fitting his limber frame between a few rocks that might have been too wide for a bigger man. His scrawny body—a source of self-consciousness on the outside—was a boon in here.

He kept going as the tunnel wound in a new direction, keeping an eye out for snakes. Occasionally, he heard the flutter of another bat, or the scurry of some cave lizard, moving quicker than the eye could focus. Every so often, he encountered the small bones of a desert rat, or a dust beetle that was several times the size of his head. The tick of those creatures’ legs always gave him a fright as they clacked through the tunnels.

Eventually, the rusted red walls curved wider, and his footsteps echoed over crushed stone. On the wall, Akron found a familiar triangular marking he’d made on some earlier trip, faded with time. He’d never seen anyone venture down here to see those markings. Even if they did, they couldn’t prove who left them. He shined his torch on the floor, looking for a loose rock with which to retrace the symbol. Most of the stones were too small. Eventually, he located a larger rock that appeared loose in the wall. He pried it free.

A couple more fist-sized stones fell underneath the first rock.

Then a few more.

Akron frowned as a hole appeared in the wall that he’d never noticed. He held up his torch. The exposed hole was dark, about the size of his head, and ran farther than he could see. It looked like the stones had been piled there. Another cave?

Akron pulled away more fist and head-sized rocks from the pile, taking care for critters that might be hiding. Soon, he’d removed all the rocks and piled them up next to the nearby wall, revealing a space big enough to crawl through.

Getting on his hands and knees, Akron scooted through the small passage, balancing his knife and his torch. If he had been claustrophobic, he might’ve turned around, but Akron kept going. The walls pressed against his shirt until he bent down and was sliding on his stomach. He had almost enough time to question whether what he was doing was a good idea when he came out on the other side of the passage, standing in another cave.

The new cave was twice as big as the one in which he’d been traveling.

A feeling of elation washed over Akron as he realized he’d discovered a new passage.

The cave was humid, littered with rocks, and smelled of rodent scat. How long had it been since anyone traveled it? Akron felt as if he was on the verge of a greater discovery. Excitedly, he looked left and right before choosing a path to the left. He scanned for evidence of other’s travels, but saw nothing except the occasional rodent skeleton and some animal tracks.

The tunnel took a steep, downward slope, and the air got warmer. A strange smell hit his nose. He knew that animals often sought shelter in the caves after they’d been wounded. He looked for a corpse, but didn’t find one. The tunnel felt immeasurably deep, as if he was headed far underneath the bowels of Ravar, far from his people, far from anything he’d ever known.

He clutched his knife as perspiration dotted his face.

Bugs skittered away on the walls. Rats fled the torchlight. Unease washed over Akron as he studied some of the deep, dark crevices on either side of him, which were deeper than any in the cave in which he’d traveled. Anything could hide in there. Rounding a curve in the tunnel, he found himself in a new, drier passage.

Akron held up his torch.

He had entered an enormous, cavern-sized chamber. The space before him felt wider than a whole row of the mud brick houses in the colony. The dark ceiling was well beyond his torch light. As he took a few more steps, he realized the middle of the floor was level with where he traveled, but on each side of the room, the ground sloped up to ledges he couldn’t see.

Akron swallowed and scanned the ground in front of him.

His heart hammered.

Piles of a dusted, waste-like substance were everywhere. Parts of it were black, or brown, but other parts were gray.

But that wasn’t the most alarming thing.

Protruding from some of the ashen, waste-like piles were human bones.

Choking on his vomit, Akron turned and ran.

Fear propelled his footsteps as he retreated from the cavern and into the smaller passage that had led him here. His hands shook on his torch and knife. The shadows around him shrank and grew. Hot sweat poured down his face, blurring his vision as something scraped behind him.

He spun.

Something was following him.

Something he couldn’t see.

Akron ran faster.

He had only gone a few more steps when one of the shadows came alive and at him. Akron cried out. Too late, he raised his blade. A blinding flash of pain coursed through his skull. His torch flew from his hands.

His last thought was that he’d never tell anyone what he had found.

Akron died before he fell.


Chapter 1: Neena

Hold still… hold still…

Neena gritted her teeth as she slowly cocked back her spear, watching the Rydeer. The lean, four-legged animal stood sideways at the crest of the dune, the sun shining off its ratty coat. It cocked its antler-less head as it appraised something in the distance. A faint wind blew from behind. Were it not for the breeze, disguising Neena’s smell, and the dusted dunes that hid her approach, the animal might be a klick away by now.

It was a lucky find, as long as she killed it.

She clutched the spear tight and slowly moved it backward, gathering her strength for a powerful throw. The beast was close enough that she should be able to land the spear in its shoulder, puncturing its heart or lungs. But if she moved noticeably, she’d spook the creature and miss. Each pang of hunger would remind her that she’d failed not only herself, but also her brothers.

A flash of movement caught her eye.

Neena halted as a smaller creature bounded to the top of the hill, bleating and nuzzling the larger beast. It perked its ears and stamped its spindly legs. A fawn.

Neena gripped her spear, but she didn’t throw it.

The fawn wouldn’t survive more than a day, if she killed its mother.

Watching the small, rambunctious beast, she couldn’t imagine causing its death, or bringing it back after she killed what might be its only relative. Survival was one thing.

Cruelty was another.

Hating her predicament, she relaxed her grip on her spear, but she didn’t lower it. As scrawny as the mother was, it would feed her, Raj, and Samel for a long time. It would be hard work dressing it, bagging it, and carrying it back, but she’d do what she could. Neena steadied herself as she decided on a throw to which she couldn’t commit.

A gust of wind distracted her.

Neena spun.

A cloud of debris swirled in the distance, picking up speed.

Not just a small wind.

A sandstorm.

Her heart hammered as she watched the spiraling mass of dust and sand that already encompassed most of the horizon. Often, she received an earlier prediction: the slow pickup of the wind, debris swirling close to the ground, or sand rats skittering into hiding. Not today.

Turning, she saw the frightened Rydeer and its fawn bound off. The fawn’s frantic bleats echoed down the other side of the dune, and then they were gone.

Dammit.

Neena frantically searched the area, finding nothing but dusty dunes. She was in a section of desert with no nearby caves, or large rocks behind which to hide. Several days ago, she’d left her colony, Red Rock, searching between the crevices of a few larger clusters of rocks, and the red, adobe formations that poked up from the desert. She’d found only a scant few plants to uproot and bring back. Finally, desperation had forced her into an area thick with dunes. She’d traveled for a while without finding anything.

That’s when the brown, matted Rydeer crested the hill.

And now it was gone, and she was in danger.

Loosening the shawl around her neck, she wrapped it tightly around her face, leaving an opening for her eyes, and lowered her goggles.

The building winds lifted the sand from the north. In moments, it would be upon her.

A warning from her dead father came back to her.

Traveling on the leeward side of a dune will get you buried. If you can’t find shelter, get to high ground.

She looked up at the dune next to her, noting her precarious position. Plunging her spear into the sand, she started up the incline, using her weapon for balance. The sand grabbed her boots with each step, but the screeching wind drove her onward. When she reached the top of the dune, she hunkered down, spun, and faced the storm. A wall of sand loomed a hundred yards away. Some of the sandstorms on her home planet only lasted a few minutes, but others lasted hours, or days. The severest storms spanned a wide enough area that they might reach her colony, three days away.

She hoped this wasn’t one of the latter storms.

Scanning the sky to catch her bearings, she found the two moons, visible over Ravar at this time of day. The only thing worse than getting stuck in a storm was getting lost in one.

And then the storm was upon her.

The wind screamed.

Debris pelted her skin.

Neena pressed her shawl tight against her mouth as the sand pummeled her goggles, rifled her hair, and tore at her clothes. The sand felt like a thousand tiny insects conspiring to bowl her over. Hot sweat plastered her clothes to her body; she struggled to breathe. She’d heard of people suffocating, or peeled alive by the unbidden force of the wind. Some in her colony thought a higher power had created the storms as a display of force, meant to keep her people humble.

At the moment, Neena couldn’t disagree.

She felt a surge of anger as she envisioned some of the young men her age in the colony, most of whom would rather drink wastewater than hunt alongside her. They’d purposely waited until she’d left to head out. They were probably safe in some cave, chatting about the game they’d kill and bring back.

Neena was alone, as she usually was.

Worse, she had traveled farther than she intended. All she had were the two flasks of water on her belt and some dried sand rat in the bag on her back.

If her younger brother Raj were older, he would accompany her. But right now, she needed ten-year-old Raj to look after their youngest sibling, Samel, who was six. Their parents were dead, forcing Neena to fulfill a hunter’s role.

If something happens to me, at least Raj will keep Samel safe, she thought.

A furious gust of wind ripped away that thought. She slammed her spear into the ground and clutched it tightly, coughing out some sand that found its way past her shawl.

Thunder split the air.

A new, stabbing fear overtook her.

If lightning struck, she would have to change her strategy. More of her father’s sage advice came back to her.

Lightning can prove fatal if you are up too high.

Neena shuddered. Watching for streaks of light across the sky, she couldn’t bury the fear that she might die before she made it home.


Chapter 2: Raj

Raj wiped the sweat from his brow as he filled his bucket in the river. Looking left, he stared down the long, winding bank of the river that ran south of Red Rock colony, running from west to east, where men, women, and children huddled, dipping buckets in the water, chatting. A few young kids splashed each other. Others played with sticks. Across the river, five hundred men and women tended the long, expansive rows of green vegetation hearty enough to grow there. A few of the women sang while they worked, their soft, lilting songs carrying over the water as they maintained the crops. More men stood on the edges of the rows, counting the crops they put in their carts.

The wooden bridge that led from one side to the other was filled with people, skirting around each other, or talking. A young couple looked down into the calm water, probably staring at their reflection, as Raj often did when he didn’t have chores to do.

Raj changed his focus to the towering, red cliffs that hung high above the eastern side of the colony. A similar formation sat on the colony’s western border, providing a two-sided, protective barrier around the large colony, with the river to the south, and the hunting deserts to the north.

Movement drew his attention to one of the formations.

On one of the highest ledges, the silhouette of one man walked toward another, waving his hands in a gesture Raj couldn’t make out. Raj frowned as the two men turned in the same direction, pointing.

Raj tightened his grip on his bucket.

Together, the two men walked along a narrow ledge and joined some others, all of whom gestured similarly.

It didn’t take a genius to guess what was going on.

The Watchers had seen a storm.

If Raj were privileged enough to be on top of the cliffs, he would’ve heard what they were saying. But those cliffs, with their multitude of caves and steep ledges, were off limits to most of the colonists—a misplaced step could lead to death, or at best, a broken limb. In the days past, his ancestors used to mine the tunnels, but now The Heads of Colony only let The Watchers up there. Raj squinted through a growing glare as the guarding men walked around a curved mountain ledge and out of sight.

The men were probably gauging the distance and severity of the storm. From up on the ledges, Raj had heard, a person could see almost eighty klicks away. The question was: would The Watchers blow the horn once or twice? A single, urgent note meant the storm was coming quickly. Two rapid notes meant he had time to prepare.

Raj had seen plenty of storms in his ten years. The worst storms leveled the weakest of the mud brick homes, causing damage and death. Others were little more than a nuisance. Judging by the men’s reactions, he had a bad feeling about this one.

Raj looked behind him, opening his mouth to call out for his brother.

Samel was gone.

Panic struck Raj as he looked up and down the riverbank. He’d only turned his back for a few moments. Or had it been longer? Pulling his half-full bucket from the water, Raj stood. He scanned behind him, up the long, straight path cut by the boots of the many colonists, which branched off into smaller paths leading between the clusters of mud brick homes.

No Samel.

He glanced west, past a bunch of people he didn’t recognize, and then back to the towering red cliffs on the other side of the colony, even though Samel knew better than to venture up onto either of those gigantic formations.

“Samel?” he called.

Raj walked down the riverbank to the east, weaving around several groups of chatting people as he searched for his brother. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d told him to stay near. Where was he?

He passed a group of laughing women, holding buckets or cradling babies. A few glanced casually in his direction before tending their children. Raj kept on, weaving around several more groups of people—a few hunters carrying the usable remains of a Rydeer, a man sharpening a spear, and a woman washing some garments. The screams of happy children reached his ears. No one knew what was coming.

But Raj did.

He walked faster as his nervousness grew.

Raj crashed into something. Water sloshed from his bucket, spilling onto a bearded man’s clothes.

“Watch yourself, runt!”

Raj righted the bucket, but not before he’d spilled most of what he had. Startled, he looked from the bucket to the large man into whom he’d crashed. The man gave him an angry look that displayed what he might’ve done if Raj was older. He barged off.

Raj kept going, finding his way among crowds of people that were too thick to see around. He passed a group of children rolling rocks into a larger pile, laughing as the stones clinked together. A few more played games in the sand. Midday was always crowded by the riverbanks. If Raj hadn’t agreed to do chores for Helgid in the morning, he would’ve come earlier, but in exchange for his help, Helgid had agreed to cook him and Samel lunch. It was a good barter.

Samel had begged to come.

And now he’d run off.

Raj felt a sting of anger. He wouldn’t be so quick to bring his little brother next time. He had just skirted around a huddle of older women when he heard commotion farther down the winding banks. Away from some of the older people, a group of children circled around something. Raj frowned as he lugged his heavy bucket toward them, the remaining water sloshing from side to side.

“Go ahead, do it!” a dirt-faced boy cried to someone in the middle of the circle.

“Come on!” cried another.

Raj recognized a few boys his age, or a little older. A bad feeling grew worse as he heard a familiar voice. Samel’s. Raj dropped the bucket, running toward the fringes of the group in time to watch the boys burst into laughter, covering their mouths and pointing.

“What’s going on?” he asked, pushing some of the boys aside.

Samel stood in the center of the circle, an uncertain look on his face as he stared at the ground. A sleek, black scorpion ran near his boots, pincer poised.

“Pick it up, Samel!” one of the older boys cried. “It won’t hurt you!”

In mock demonstration, one of the boys darted in, making a swooping motion.

The scorpion spun to face the newcomer, arcing its pincer. The boy leapt backward. Spinning, the scorpion refocused on Samel, who watched it with hesitation and more than a little fear.

“Come on, Samel!” yelled another boy. “Pick it up!”

Feeling the pressure of a half-dozen older boys, Samel bent toward the vicious creature, reaching out his hand.

“Don’t do it, Sam!” Raj yelled.

Before anyone could stop him, Raj pulled a sheathed knife from his side, ran into the circle, and pushed his brother away. He bent and stabbed the scorpion to the ground, dead. Ooze dripped from its pierced middle. He pulled the blade free, watching its body sag and its pincer go lifeless.

“Are you okay, Sam?” he asked his little brother, waiting for an answer before he felt relief.

“I’m fine, Raj,” Samel answered, as Raj wrapped a protective arm around him.

Raj had seen too many people die when they’d had a reaction. That didn’t mean Samel would, but it wasn’t a risk anyone should take willingly, and certainly not at the behest of a half-dozen bored boys.

“Let’s get out of here,” Raj said, staring furiously at the slack-jawed boys in the circle.

Disappointment crossed more than a few faces as they realized the fun was over.

“What the hell?” shouted one of the older boys, a freckled kid with long, brownish hair, a boy named Bailey.

Raj took a step to leave the circle, but Bailey got in the way, glaring menacingly. His eyes flicked to the blade in Raj’s hand.

“Are you threatening us with that knife, orphan boy?”

Raj stared at him without answering.

“I asked you a question,” Bailey said.

“The sting could’ve killed him,” Raj answered through gritted teeth, as if he needed to explain.

“I pick them up all the time,” Bailey said with a coy smirk. “They’re harmless.”

“Out of my way,” Raj said, waving his knife.

Edging in, a kid with a pointed nose said, “Maybe it would’ve made a man out of him, instead of a sissy like you.”

Bailey laughed.

“Move!” Raj demanded.

“Or what?” Bailey watched him. “You’ll send your boyish sister after us?”

“Maybe he’ll send his old hag-lady friend.” Another kid laughed.

“Are you bringing back water so she can cook lunch?” asked the boy with the pointed nose. “A pair of sissies, raised by a man-girl and an old woman.”

“No wonder your father left,” sneered Bailey.

Raj’s pulse pounded behind his eyes. He took a step toward Bailey, still clutching his knife, pressing close enough that he could smell the sand rat on the boy’s breath.

“What are you doing, Raj?” Samel cried.

“Yeah, what are you doing, orphan boy? Are you going to cut me?” Bailey smirked as he stood his ground.

Out of the corner of his eye, Raj saw several of the other kids inching closer, their hands moving toward their blades. Too late, he realized he had made a mistake. He’d never take them all out, knife or not. He held Bailey’s glare, clutching his blade and preparing for a fight he wouldn’t win.

A long, blaring horn blew.

The kids in the circle looked around, confused. A few of them spun and stepped back. Bailey’s stare broke as he looked from Raj to the cliffs, glimpsing The Watchers hurrying down the paths at the top of the red rocks. A man held his curved instrument in the air, blowing a loud, droning note.

“A storm!” one of the dim-witted boys cried.

Near the river, people scrambled and pulled their buckets from the water. A few of the boys scattered, making for the path that cut between the mud brick houses, or separating down different alleys.

Raj looked back at Bailey, who held his ground, his sneer stuck to his face. “This isn’t over,” he promised, jabbing a threatening finger before breaking off with the rest of his friends.

Raj stood for a moment, shaking.

“Come on, Raj!” Samel cried, grabbing his brother’s arm and breaking him from his angry trance. “We have to get home!”

Instinct kicked in, and Raj moved.

Together, they ran, scooping up the bucket Raj had dropped and veering toward the path, joining a cluster of other running colonists.


Chapter 3: Neena

Sand and debris pelted Neena’s body, stinging her skin beneath the thin fabric of her shirt and pants. She squinted, afraid that the storm would rip away her goggles, exposing her eyes, or that it would tear away her shawl and fill her mouth and ears with sand. Every so often, she let a hand off her spear and pulled her clothing tighter. Heart pounding, she stared through the enormous brown cloud around her, watching the sky for flashes of light that would force her to reconsider her position. As blinding as the storm was, lightning could cut through it.

By the time that she saw lightning, she might be dead.

A rumble of thunder emanated from the sky, piercing the wind around her and sending rippling premonitions through the ground. After what felt like forever, the wind subsided a notch and the sand settled into swirling pockets that hovered over the surface of the uneven, eroded dune on which she perched. A lull. No lightning had struck, but given the intensity of the storm, it might.

Neena needed shelter.

Pulling her spear from the sand, she headed down the dune, navigating through a lingering film of dust and debris as she retraced her path. Of course, her footprints were gone. She no longer saw the twin moons, or even the sun, all of which were hidden by the clouded landscape. The dunes around her were silhouettes, shaved down by the force of the wind. A few of the smaller ones had thinned so much that they were only bumps on the landscape.

She recalled what she knew of the area. She had only been this way a few times, and always out of desperation. This was one of the driest regions of Ravar, filled with only dunes and endless sand. The Heads of Colony forbade it. Areas like this were desolate and prone to death—a hunter was likely to die of thirst before making it out. All the hunters stayed away from it.

At the time, she had thought that might give her an advantage.

Instead, it left her farther from home.

She hadn’t seen any other hunters since a day ago, when she had encountered a group on a hilltop, searching through some red, adobe formations. Of course, she had avoided them. None of the hunters respected her. None had ever broken the rules of Red Rock out in the desert, but she knew how quickly hunger could turn to desperation. She wouldn’t risk interacting with them.

Neena clamped her mouth shut beneath her shawl, breathing through her nose. Every few steps, she reached up with her free hand, smearing the sand away from her goggles. She scoured what little landscape she could see, hoping she might find a large, sheltering rock, or a formation.

Rounding the corner of a large, sandy dune, she found something else instead.

A body.

Neena’s heart raced as she saw a person lying facedown in the sand.

Whoever it was looked dead. She stabbed her spear in and out of the ground as she moved faster, heading for the fallen figure.

Whoever it was, the person couldn’t have been there long. They were covered in sand, but they weren’t buried. Neena was positive she would’ve noticed a body if she had passed it earlier. Unless the wind uncovered it.

She looked around, as if she might spot more of the hunters she’d seen a day ago, but she saw no one.

The whistling breeze warned that the storm wasn’t finished. Dipping her head against a pelt of sand, she approached the motionless, fallen body. It looked about a man’s size.

“Hello?” she called.

No answer.

“Hello?” she asked again.

She gripped her spear and waited longer for a response. No movement, no sound. A realization hit her.

The man wore darker clothing than her, with more pockets and folds. In fact, she’d never seen garments as strange.

It couldn’t be a hunter from Red Rock.

Who was it?

Neena’s breath caught in her throat. When she was younger, she’d heard whispers that several, strange people had made a long, hot trip through several deserts, reaching her people and visiting The Heads of Colony. That supposed visit had been almost a decade ago. The Heads of Colony had kept the contents of those conversations mostly private, except to tell the colonists they were in no danger. She remembered the cloud of fear that hung over the colony after that visit. Eventually, weeks turned into months, and the story of the visitors became legend, just like the stories of the supply ships from Earth that used to grace the skies.

Outside of that, she’d never heard of anyone visiting Red Rock. And she’d certainly seen no one.

Was this one of those same, strange people?

Whoever he was, he needed help.

Neena took several careful, tentative steps toward him as she kept an eye on her surroundings. Where there was one stranger, there might be more. She saw no one else.

Bending down, she poked the man with a finger.

He didn’t move.

Was he unconscious, or dead?

Slowly, carefully, she tucked her hands under the man’s side and tried rolling him. She waited for a grunt or a moan—something that would indicate she’d aggravated a wound. Or entered a trap. Looking around, she saw no one. Finally, she got the man on his back.

The man remained silent and still, with his eyes closed. His dark hair was plastered to his head by a dried gash of blood on his forehead; strange markings were imprinted on his temples. The markings appeared as if they’d been burned in.

What were they?

Deep in the distance, a wall of debris moved in their direction. She needed to check the man’s breathing and see if he was alive. If he wasn’t, she needed to move before—

The man moaned.

Neena jumped back and fell on her butt, avoiding his reaching hands.

“Stay back!” she warned, getting her spear in front of her.

The man’s moan turned into an indecipherable mumble. He sat up, coughing, and opened his eyes. His sand-crusted face was filled with fear. When he saw Neena, he leaned back and thrust his hands in front of him. It looked like he was afraid—afraid of her. Neena kept her spear pointed.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

The man didn’t answer.

“Can you understand me?”

The man coughed through a response. His eyes were blue and wide. Feeling the weight of Neena’s unanswered question, he pointed at his throat.

Slowly, Neena pulled one of her flasks from her belt and scooted toward him, clutching her spear tightly. She kept her body at a distance, where he couldn’t easily attack, and held out the flask. Cautiously, the man reached out and took hold of it, pulling it toward him. He uncapped it and sipped with the vigor of a person who hadn’t drunk in a while. After several large gulps, he handed it back, carefully.

“Thanks,” he croaked, retracting his hands.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Kai.” His voice was hoarse, barely audible.

“Where are you from?”

“New Canaan,” he managed.

“New Canaan?” Neena furrowed her brow. “I haven’t heard of it.”

Kai stared at her, as if he was figuring out where she’d come from. Or maybe he didn’t know where he was. “Who are you?” he croaked.

“My name is Neena. I’m from…” she stopped herself before revealing anything. The wind whipped her attention back to the returning cloud of dust and debris. “We have no more time for questions, Kai. Can you walk?”

“I-I think so,” he answered.

“We have to find shelter, or we’ll get caught in the storm again.”

Kai dragged a hand over his sandy face.

“Don’t rub your eyes,” she warned. “We’ll flush them out when we get somewhere safe.” Instinctively, she looked down at her flasks, thinking about her water supply.

“Okay.”

Unslinging her bag, she took out her spare pair of goggles, getting close enough to hand them to him. She didn’t trust him fully, but right now, something more pressing was coming. “Take them. They’ll protect your face.”

Kai nodded appreciatively, reaching out to accept them. “Thank you.”

He slipped the goggles over his head. Shakily, he found his footing. Thunder rumbled in the distance, making him jump. He took a faltering step. He seemed delirious and dehydrated. Whoever he was, he didn’t seem like he was in a condition to hurt her, that was for certain.

Lowering her guard, she said, “Here, let me help you,” and offered an arm.

“Thanks,” he said.

“I haven’t seen lightning yet,” Neena called over the increasing gale. “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t coming.”

Together, they started moving. Another, massive rumble reverberated off the ground, closer this time.

Responding to his terrified expression, she explained, “Thunder!”

Kai said something she couldn’t hear, his eyes growing wide. Tilting her head, she asked him to repeat it. Her heart pounded as she made out the words.

“It’s not thunder! It’s coming for us! Run!”


Chapter 4: Raj

Raj and Samel fled north on the worn path, running past several people who scrambled for their children, or called urgent warnings to relatives. Throngs of people hastily carried their buckets up the pathway, spilling water. Men and women grabbed laundry from the lines. A few people stopped to assist the elderly, leading them inside their mud brick homes as the long, urgent note of the horn blew again. The wind had already picked up, whistling around the cracks and crevices of the square buildings, keening in a way that reminded Raj of the death and destruction that similar storms had caused.

The last sandstorm had claimed five lives. By the looks of it, this one might take more.

The path ahead was quickly filling with people. Raj and Samel’s home was in the middle of the colony—halfway between the river and the rows of houses facing the northern desert. Helgid lived a few rows farther north.

“Come on!” he told Samel, weaving off the path and cutting between several houses, dodging swarms of colonists who had the same idea to take a shortcut. Raj bumped shoulders with several frantic people. Unlike the man who scolded him earlier, all of them were too preoccupied to notice.

A few excited cries called Raj’s attention west, where a wall of debris lifted high above the houses, engulfing the northern limits of the colony and obscuring the first of the homes. The sandstorm looked like a gigantic, dirty blanket, looming over the colony and folding it in a suffocating embrace. A swell of panic coursed through Raj as the rising wind kicked up around him, stinging his face. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his goggles.

“Get yours on, Sam!” he called.

Skirting through another alley, Raj changed course.

“Where are we going, Raj?” asked Samel, struggling to keep up.

“We don’t have time to get to Helgid’s! We have to get home!”

Racing through a few more alleys, they reached their house—a ramshackle building in a row of others—and hurried inside. Operating on muscle memory, Raj collected their cookware, tied it up in a blanket, and placed it near the sturdiest wall. He repeated the precaution with their piles of clothing, before placing their bedrolls in the middle of the room.

With their goggles pressed firmly over their faces, Raj and Samel huddled on their bedding. Raj no longer heard the cries of the colonists herding their children, or the elderly scuttling to safety. It was as if everyone else in the colony had been swept away. Or maybe the opposite was true, and he and Samel were in some strange place, whisked far from the colony.

The wind shrieked like a dying, terrified woman. A particularly loud gust rattled the door in its frame, making Samel shiver.

The house’s entrance was built in an easterly direction to block the prevailing winds, and all of the houses had the advantage of the red rock formations on either side of the colony. Still, the sandstorm felt like a raging monster, finding its way through crevices Raj didn’t know existed.

Holding his brother, he recalled a vicious storm that had torn through the colony years ago, knocking over several houses and burying a child Samel’s age. Raj remembered the wails of that child’s mother as they pulled her son’s lifeless, sand-covered body from the wreckage. It almost didn’t seem right that they had buried him again. The story of that death had weighed on the colonists’ shoulders for weeks.

Raj couldn’t help but relive that memory now, as he clung to his brother and said a silent prayer to the heavens for protection, even though no one ever answered. When he was younger, his mother had held him in her safe, protective arms, the way he was doing for Samel now. The last time he had seen Mom alive was when she ducked into the house to give birth to Samel.

He recalled the frantic, panicked faces of the healers, and his father’s grief-stricken expression when Dad finally came out of the house. At the time, Raj was only four—too young to understand how permanently that day would change things.

It was times like these he missed Mom.

And of course, he missed Dad, too.

All they had left was Neena.

Thinking of his sister, out in the desert and on her own, Raj had another fear. Was she stuck in the storm? Was she waiting it out, like they were?

Wherever she was, he hoped she was safe.


Chapter 5: Neena

Neena clutched Kai’s arm as they ran. Kai seemed to have found a burst of terrified strength, keeping up with her. Neena had no idea what he feared, but the panic in his eyes made her believe that something worse than a sandstorm was coming. She could no longer see the valley ahead of them, or the dunes toward which they headed.

What was chasing them?

Another rumble reached her ears.

It felt like it was coming from below.

She recalled a nightmare Samel had had a few months ago. He’d woken up, shivering, and Neena had consoled him. He’d told her about a dream he’d had. He’d been out in the desert, with no one around, when the ground opened up, revealing a hole with no bottom. Samel had tried running away, but wherever he went, another hole opened, then another, as if the planet was trying to consume him.

Maybe this was Samel’s nightmare come to life.

Neena shuddered as the wind kicked up, blurring their surroundings beyond thirty feet. Something shrieked in front of them. She let go of Kai, put two hands on her spear, and raised it. Animal hooves pounded the sand. A bleat filled the air. Something brown and furred ran in their direction.

A Rydeer.

She had a brief moment to wonder whether it was the same one she’d seen earlier, before it shot past them, braying and nearly knocking Neena over. Neena cried out in surprise and spun, watching the Rydeer continue in the opposite direction, its hooves beating the sand.

Something exploded from the ground, pitching the Rydeer skyward.

It shrieked in panic and pain.

Through the dust and flying silt, Neena saw something that made her question whether she was living in a nightmare, after all.

An enormous creature—bigger than the mouth of the largest caves she’d seen, long and round enough to fill several tunnels—took the Rydeer up with it. The Rydeer gave a frightful shriek as the creature opened its giant maw, revealing a mouthful of sharp, gigantic teeth, and caught it mid-air, biting down. Hot blood rained down on Neena’s face, soaking her goggles and her shawl. Through the blur of sand, wind, and blood, she saw the beast swallow the Rydeer. The enormous creature’s shadow loomed over Neena and Kai as it rose higher. Matted, long protrusions unfolded from its scaled body. The protrusions grew rigid and stabbed the air like hundreds of spears.

“Watch out!” Kai screamed over the wind.

Hands pushed Neena to the ground.

She landed on her stomach as a deafening crash pierced the ground behind her, spraying up sand and silt. Her spear skittered away. Looking back toward the boom, she saw an enormous, caving hole in the ground, with sand sliding back into the crevice. The planet felt as if it was pulling in everything around it.

“Come on!” Kai screamed, grabbing her arm and tugging her upright, away from the sliding soil.

“My spear!” she yelled, reaching in the direction of the hole. But it was already gone, or buried.

“Forget it! Come on!”

The ground shook behind them. They moved faster than before, with Kai leading. If Neena hadn’t felt the pounding of her heart, or smelled the wet blood on her goggles and shawl, she might’ve convinced herself she was living a nightmare.

Neena had seen sand rats, Rydeers, and dust beetles the size of her torso, but never anything that could swallow a human in a bite. The Rydeer’s dying shriek rang in her head. What was happening?

“Keep moving!” Kai screamed.

She cried out as the ground shook underneath her feet. Her boots lifted and the sand rose. It felt like as if the planet were exploding. Kai tugged her away from a splitting seam coming in their direction. They veered this way and that, tripping every so often, but managing to keep upright.

Kai fell.

His hand ripped from her grasp. Neena cried out as she stopped, reaching for him.

“Come on!”

The seam tore closer—a gaping crevice coming toward them. Finding his arm, she tugged him upright, pulling him back into a frantic run before the sand caved behind them. They changed direction, barely managing to keep ahead of it.

And then they were heading up an incline.

Neena couldn’t see the top of the dune, but she kept going, ignoring the pain in her legs, and her heart’s frantic thunder. Reaching the highest point, they halted and looked backward.

At any moment, Neena was certain the creature would burst from the ground and engulf them, but all she saw was a swirling wall of debris. The wind shrieked and howled, but the rumbling had ceased.

Leaning over, yelling into Kai’s ear over the wind, she asked, “What was that thing?”

“We call it the Abomination.”

Neena had no time to question the strange word. “Where did it go?”

“It’s having trouble finding us in the storm, but it will keep looking!” he answered. Pulling her head close so she could hear, he said, “We need to keep moving!”

Neena nodded.

She caught a glimpse of Kai’s face through the storm. His eyes were terrified slits beneath the goggles. The gash in his forehead had started bleeding again. She wondered what other awful things he had witnessed. She had a feeling she’d find out, before the day was done.


Chapter 6: Gideon

“Brace the door!” Gideon called, motioning to two Watchers, who were already hurrying for the long, wooden post next to the open doorway of the Comm Building. They lifted the heavy piece of wood while several other men slammed the door, dulling the wind’s scream. The Watchers wedged the board into several wooden grooves, stepping back and wiping the sand from their faces.

A heavy gust of wind drew Gideon’s attention to the roof, where something struck the edge of the dome and scraped over the top. A pang of fear he wasn’t used to coursed through him.

Looking at the sloping roof’s surface, it was easy to spot the years of repair. Some parts of the roof were comprised of the same slate gray stone that made up the rest of the building, but too many sections showed different colors, where they had patched the roof with the same mud brick as the rest of the hovels outside. The enormous, round building was the construct of the first generation—brave men who had forged a path on a new planet. He and his men had kept it stable, but the storm was severe enough that even Gideon worried it might collapse.

The other Heads of Colony—Wyatt, Brody, Saurab, and Horatio—hovered instinctively near the round table in the room’s center, watching him. Nearby, The Watchers silently judged the building’s stability, with tan, weather-beaten faces. Most had made it down from the cliffs before the storm started. A few had been forced to duck for cover. They were brave men, but the storm had them rattled.

All of Gideon’s men knew the protocol for a storm such as this. The best place to be was in the main room, where they could survive underneath the enormous, round table if the roof collapsed. Everyone knew to stay away from the walls, or the private quarters accessed by the doors along the round edges of the main room. Those smaller rooms might easily become their graves.

He appraised the table, around which most of his Heads of Colony instinctively gathered. Around it were two dozen chairs. In its middle was a huge, metal centerpiece—a remnant from the days of the earliest colonists. Gideon traced the contours of the round, strange relic. The piece of metal was covered in small flaps and useless buttons he would never understand. Whenever he looked at it, he envisioned the enormous, rusted satellite dish of which it had been a part.

His father had told him about it. At one time, the dish had been a means of communication between Ravar and Earth, sending signals through some pieces of metal in the sky to the ships, reporting back on the colonists’ mission. Over generations, the satellite dish had lost its use, like most of the other things that used to be in the room, scavenged by his ancestors and turned into things of necessity. Long ago, the metal’s last scraps had sunk into the sand beneath the other side of the cliffs on the western formation. That area was forbidden, like too many other areas of danger.

Lost in a moment of reflection, Gideon ran his hands over his gray hair. Whenever he looked at the remainder of that relic, he recalled watching his father and his men hovering around the table during sandstorms like these, the way he and his men did now. His father had always kept him close, allowing him to attend every meeting, priming Gideon for the role that would encompass the rest of his life. Gideon had taken his position seriously, and would continue to do so until his death, just like his father, and his grandfather.

He’d never forget his father’s last words as he lay on the bed in his room, dying of old age.

“Preservation at all costs.”

A rattling noise distracted him.

Gideon’s head jerked to a section of wall by the entrance, where one of the dozen hanging fossils shook. His head Watcher, Thorne, hurried over, adjusting the long, curved, yellowed skull. Thorne’s severe expression didn’t waver as he rotated the fossil with muscular, tanned arms.

The ancient skull was several times the size of Gideon’s head.

He knew those bones almost as well as he knew his own body.

“Should we take it down?” Thorne asked.

Gideon studied the shaking object, and the others next to which it hung. All of the skulls had been there far longer than he had been alive, secured into the walls by pieces of metal that were probably older than the building, and would probably outlast both he and his men.

Each one was different, but no less entrancing. More times than Gideon could count in his childhood, he had stared at those skulls with equal fright and imagination, trying to put flesh over their bones. He had envisioned the animals that had walked around with them, with the heavens only knew how many legs. Each of the skulls contained a multitude of gaping sockets, housing features of which only his ancestors knew.

His eyes riveted on one in particular—an oversized skull with three orifices that might be eyes. A few of the animals appeared similar to the Rydeer that roamed the desert, or even the speckled wolves, but more than a few were decidedly hideous. The shaking skull’s jawbone wiggled up and down with some wind that must be getting in through a crevice. Thankfully, that species was dead, or hadn’t been spotted in so long that it might as well be, like most of the others.

The harsh environment—and the earliest hunters—had killed them off.

“Sir?” Thorne called over to him, awaiting his command.

Gideon swallowed, feeling a tinge of childhood fright he hated. With the sandstorm raging, it was easy to imagine himself and his men all buried, and some strange, future race digging them up.

“Leave the skulls. They’ll be fine,” Gideon ordered. “Get back to the table. We should be ready, in case the winds get worse.”


Chapter 7: Darius

A clatter echoed across the room.

Darius cursed as he put too much weight on his bad leg, hobbling with his cane over to the workbench. He found a fallen chisel on the ground underneath, rolling back and forth on the floor. He must’ve missed it. Straining to reach it, he caught hold of it and secured it in one of his bins underneath the thick bench.

He looked around to see if he’d left any other loose objects around.

In various spots across the workbench and on a few other tables that sat alongside the walls of his dirty hovel, piles of heavier tools sat in their usual positions, overlapping or stacked on top of one another. Most were heavy enough that they shouldn’t fall. He’d stowed most of the scrap metal away safely. Those metal scraps—artifacts from the days when the supply ships went to and from Ravar—had been pulled from the desert in various scavenging runs throughout the years. Others, he had secretly found in the caves when he was a younger man, before the accident had taken the use of his leg.

The metal served him well while fixing his neighbors’ weapons, tools, or cookware, earning him meals to supplement his rations.

Everything seemed stable.

The only thing left on the wall was the long, metal spear that hadn’t seen use in more years than he remembered. A sad, nostalgic feeling coursed through Darius as he remembered the days when he could hunt.

He’d leave it.

If the house caved, he would have greater problems than his old spear.

Huddling down so that he was level with the workbench, Darius found an empty spot and eased into a sitting position. Clutching his cane, his thoughts traveled where they always did, in the midst of such a storm. A tear fell down Darius’s wrinkled, sun-spotted cheek as he envisioned Akron’s body, long rotted and decayed in some hidden cave.

On most days, his guilt weighed in his stomach, threatening to pull him under. But during sandstorms like these, it was even worse, because Akron had disappeared during one.

Darius hadn’t given up hope.

It was his fault Akron had died, and he would make up for it.

One day he’d find the boy’s remains and bury them.


Chapter 8: Neena

Neena and Kai kept a quick pace, stumbling every so often in the heavy wind and sand, pushing through the soreness and the powerful gusts that fought their every step. Neena’s body was scraped from her fall. Her legs felt as if they might collapse.

She wished she had her spear.

Even the long, pointed weapon would be useless against a creature as large as the one they’d seen. She pulled her knife from the sheath at her side, realizing how useless it was. It might as well be a grain of sand to the beast. And Kai had nothing but the clothes on his back.

It felt as if they were insects, waiting for a giant boot to squash them.

Neena reached up, smearing some of the dried sand and blood away from her goggles. A coppery odor filled her nose, but she had no time to clean herself or her gear off properly.

They kept running, skirting between desert dunes for longer than she could keep track of, heading in a direction only the heavens knew. Every so often, Neena heard a rumble in the distance, but never as close or as loud. More than once, she looked down at her feet, as if the ground might disappear beneath her, or a gigantic set of sharp, bloodied teeth might emerge and engulf her.

Eventually, after they had run for a long while, the rumbling ceased again, and a large, reddish-brown silhouette appeared through the wind and dust. Four connected, maroon rocks reached into the sky. The segments of stone varied in length, like the enormous, thick palm of a hand and several fingers. Neena recognized the formation.

Her hope renewed.

She passed by the reddish rocks on every hunting trip. Although most of the formation was solid, she knew of a downward outcrop of rock that hid a small cave just big enough to crawl into. She had a memory of going inside the small den with her father on one of her earliest hunting trips.

“This way!” she urged, tugging Kai.

Getting close, Neena weaved around some unattached rocks that surrounded the formation’s base. She traveled in a circle until she found the opening. Beckoning, she showed Kai. Together, they huddled down and scooted through the formation’s narrow entrance. The cave was small and smelled of animal droppings, but it was a few degrees cooler than the heat of the desert.

And it was out of the storm, and away from the creature.

Neena scurried over loose gravel and rough stone. The ceiling was just high enough that they could walk with their backs bent. Several, smaller holes on the walls spoke of hiding places for desert animals, but Neena saw nothing else in the dim lighting. They stopped and turned. With the walls around them, the keen of the wind fell slightly quieter, but it was still abrasive, battering against the outside of the solid formation.

Sand blasted by the opening. Sticks and pebbles carpeted the cave’s first few feet. Neena clutched her knife, her panicked breaths burning her throat.

“Is it gone?” she asked Kai, listening for more rumbles over the wind.

Kai knelt. Cocking his head, he said, “I haven’t heard it in a while, but it could be deeper underground. The rumbling is only audible when it gets to the sand’s top layers.”

“How did it find us?” Neena kept her voice low as she stared through the entrance.

Kai pointed at his boots. “Vibrations,” he said. “It followed us.”

Neena thought of how the sand rats hid from the storm. They sensed something, even before it was coming. Perhaps this was something similar, though she had trouble fathoming it.

“Can it hear us talk?” she whispered.

“We should be safe if we keep our voices to a whisper, but we shouldn’t risk more than that,” he said.

Neena nodded. Kai didn’t need to tell her twice. Dozens of questions swam into her head. “Where did this thing come from?”

“It lives in the deserts near my colony,” Kai said.

“New Canaan?” Neena remembered, still having trouble processing the existence of another colony, let alone the beast. “How far away is that?”

“I don’t know anymore,” Kai said. “Several days, probably even longer. I lost direction in the sandstorm. The Abomination has followed me, never close, but never far. I haven’t been able to lose it.”

“All this way, and it is still tracking you?” Neena asked.

“It has taken in a keen interest in me. I wish I could lose the thing.” Kai shook his head.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. And my people haven’t, either. At least, I don’t think they have.” Neena’s confusion was written on her face. “I don’t understand how something like that could be here.”

“Your people are fortunate. Or perhaps they live far enough away that they never had to worry.” Kai’s expression went grave. Looking out the cave’s opening, where the wind whipped past, Kai said, “We should be safer in here, because the rock that makes up this cave is more solid than the sand. I can’t promise our safety, but we are better off here than in the desert.”

The pungent odor on her goggles filled Neena’s nose. Reaching up, she carefully lifted them off and inspected them. A thick, clear goop was mixed with the Rydeer’s blood. Neena had skinned and dressed plenty of animals, but she’d never smelled something so foul.

“What is this?” she whispered, smearing it off on the floor.

Kai looked over, catching sight of the vile substance. “The creature’s bile,” he whispered gravely. “It helps it swallow its meals.”

A panicked fear struck Neena as she reached up, finding some of the substance on her face.

Noticing her expression, Kai said, “You don’t have to worry. It’s disgusting, but it won’t cause you pain.”

Kai silently removed his goggles, dusting the sand off. Without the protective mask, or the whipping debris, she got a better look at him. His eyes were blue and intense; his nose was sharp. The strange, curved markings started at his hairline, extending down toward his temples. He was about five years older than her. If she were one of the girls down by the river, she might have called him handsome, if she had time for such thoughts.

Was he one of the strange visitors her people had seen, in that visit years ago?

Too many questions.

The strange word Kai had told her rang in her head. The Abomination.

The name was almost as terrifying as the beast she’d seen.

“Earlier, you said that the storm confused the creature,” Neena remembered.

Kai nodded.

“But it found the Rydeer,” she recalled.

“The Rydeer panicked,” Kai said, brushing some of the sand from his face. “It made too much noise. Its bleating and its frantic hooves brought on its death. Or maybe the Abomination got lucky.”

Kai tried using his shirt to clean some of the debris near his eyes. He cursed and blinked.

“Take my water,” she said, handing over one of her flasks. “But use it sparingly.”

“Thanks,” he whispered. He tilted his head back, washing some of the sand from his eyes, but careful not to spill too much. “If you hadn’t found me, I probably wouldn’t be alive.”

“Do you have any supplies?” she asked, looking him up and down as if she might’ve missed something.

“I lost them days ago,” Kai said, shaking his head. “I haven’t had time to do much more than run. I barely managed to eat and drink. I dug water from tree roots. I ate whatever plants I could find, while I avoided that thing.” A gruesome expression took over his face. “A few times, I scared some birds away from a carcass and ate the leftovers. Sometimes the food made me sick, but I did what I had to.”

Neena grimaced, but they both knew eating was better than dying.

“Before you found me, I had a sharp stick.” Kai patted his pants in confusion, as if the weapon might appear. “I must’ve lost it when I fell.”

Neena nodded. It was probably buried in the desert, where she’d found him. Of course, there was no going back for it now.

Holding up the flask, he asked, “Do you mind if I drink some?”

“Go ahead.”

“We should stay hydrated, “Kai told her. “We might need to run.”

Neena removed her other flask, and they both drank while the wind shrieked outside. The storm seemed to have intensified. Clouds of dust and sand drifted into the cave, like some translucent monster, swirling around the cave with wispy arms. They put their goggles back on. More questions rattled around Neena’s mind.

Before she could voice them, a flash of light illuminated the cave.

The walls around them brightened, revealing a multitude cracks and crevices. Neena looked on either side of them, as if she might find another threat, skulking nearby. Or maybe the lightning attracted the Abomination. She didn’t know enough about the monster to be certain of anything.

She recalled her time on the dune, hunkering down and watching for lightning. If only she knew how prescient that thought would be.

But lightning seemed like the lesser worry.

Another grumble sounded from further away.

“Was that it?” she hissed over at Kai, wondering whether she heard something worse than a side effect of the storm.

Kai looked frightened. “I’m not sure, but we should stop talking, in case.”

He handed back her flask. Together, they grew silent and listened, and Neena held on to her many questions.


Chapter 9: Gideon

Gideon looked around the Comm Building at the men gathered around the table. A few of the men turned their heads in unison as the wind shook against the brace holding the door. Others looked at the skulls, a few more of which rattled. If the storm worsened, he would order the strictest precaution and have them hunker down.

Each of the men knew the value of their lives. He and his Heads of Colony were the sand and mud that glued the hovels outside together, turning a crowd of people into a society.

And they had no small duty.

In the aftermath of the storm, they would have tallies to take, crops to count, and buildings to mend. Depending on their fortune—or misfortune—they might have people to bury.

In a way, the storm was only the first of the tests.

To his right, Wyatt, one of his Heads of Colony, stared over at him with a severe expression. He scratched at his long, crooked nose, as he did when he was steeped in worry. Next to him, Brody slid one hand over the other. Both men were skilled in estimations and numbers. Their aptitude would assist Gideon in assessing the damage to the crops. Saurab and Horatio, his other two Heads, studied the strength of the ceiling. After the storm, they would gauge any widespread damage, recruiting volunteers to assist in the repairs.

Watchers filled the rest of the room.

The sweat and stink of a few dozen, anxious men turned a hot space into a sweltering one, but everyone stayed silent. No one complained. They had survived plenty of storms before.

Thorne, Gideon’s Head Watcher, looked toward the northern side of the room.

Jutting out from the other side of that door was the prison annex, which extended past the round building. In the days of the first generation, that secured extension had housed extra rations, but now it served a more judicial purpose. When things ran smoothly, most of those dusty, dank cells remained empty. But storms like this taxed even an honest man’s heart. If the rations ran thin, some of the colonists might resort to stealing, or breaking the rules.

If things went poorly, Thorne and his Watchers would fill those rooms, under Gideon’s jurisdiction.

They would survive, because they had no choice, in this inherited wasteland.


Chapter 10: Darius

The torch on Darius’s wall died, leaving him alone and in the dark. He didn’t bother relighting it. He knew it would do no good. The flame wouldn’t repel the storm, nor would it erase his nightmares, which always seemed to come during storms like these.

For a long time, he stared at the dark walls and listened to the wind battering the outside of his hovel. Eventually, his eyes grew weary, and he closed them.

The next thing he realized, he was in a hazy desert. Darius stiffened and looked around. The ground was made of fine white sand—pure and unblemished, more magnificent than anything he’d seen. Looking down at his boots, it seemed as if he were floating rather than walking. He saw no footprints that showed how he’d gotten here.

Of course, he couldn’t see farther than twenty feet through the haze.

Darius’s heart rammed against his ribcage as he felt something staring at him from a place he couldn’t see. The longer he waited, the more certain he was that an ominous entity lurked nearby. His only thought was to get away from it.

Darius took a step, then another, cutting through the encircling dust. Somewhere in the distance, he heard the howl of the wind, but the haze was surprisingly still, as if he was in some walled-off place, far from the storm, far from everywhere he’d known.

The entity stalked him.

His cane felt immeasurably heavy, pinning him to the ground rather than supporting him. The landscape provided no clues as to where he was. All around him was the nearly impenetrable haze, and the white sand. He might as well be running in a circle.

A gust of gentle wind caressed the back of his neck. Darius shuddered as the hairs above his collar prickled and the cold wormed its way through his skin, bringing a chill to his bones.

Not wind.

An icy breath.

Darius spun, intent on confronting the strange entity, but he saw only dust. It felt as if the landscape was swallowing him, turning him into part of it. He couldn’t let that happen.

He needed to escape.

With each step, he felt the entity chasing, grazing the back of his clothing, ready to invade his mouth and nose, ripping away his breath with icy tendrils.

“Leave me alone!” he screamed, thrusting out his cane.

He slashed his free hand through the haze, as if he might be able to break through it.

A glowing white door appeared in front of him.

Darius blinked, as if he might be hallucinating. Or maybe he was being tricked. But the door was there, about ten feet away: bright, impenetrable, and projecting warmth. Slowly, he gained enough courage to walk toward it.

Maybe he’d found a way out.

He forced himself to believe that, as he approached it. He raised his cane, watching the stick pass through the door and disappear. His heart thundered. The door had no physical appearance, other than light. He pulled his cane back, unblemished.

The light rippled.

Darius lowered his cane and took a step back.

A person’s face poked through the center of the door, at eye-level. The person’s visage was fuzzy at first, imperceptible. They turned their face, stopping when they found Darius. A pair of white, colorless eyes sat in the middle of featureless skin. Darius tensed. But the person coming through didn’t seem threatening.

The person solidified.

They took a step.

Darius’s breath caught in his throat.

Akron.

The boy became flesh-colored, skin became skin, and his mouth curved into the same, wide smile that Darius remembered. And then Akron was out of the light and in the desert, standing in front of him.

Darius smiled back at his friend, relief overtaking him. Akron wasn’t dead, after all.

He’d found Akron!

He opened his arms as Akron stepped forward to meet him. Darius was inches away from an embrace when the light in the door rippled again, and a bony hand shot out, tugging Akron backward. Akron cried out in terror, horror lighting his face as a dozen more reaching hands came from the light, pawing and groping, pulling him back. He thrust an elbow behind him, trying to break from their clutches.

Darius screamed his friend’s name.

He lunged and latched on to the boy’s shirt, but the hands on the other side pulled harder, ripping him away. Darius stumbled back. With a soundless thud, he fell onto the white sand.

Akron’s face distorted as he fell back through the door. His nose bent and twisted; his eyes bulged and melted. The last thing Darius saw was one of his fingers, reaching out for Darius. With a final, terrified scream, Akron vanished.

The door solidified into a wall of blackness.

Darius woke up with a yell, as the sandstorm continued raging around him.


Chapter 11: Neena

Lightning flashed, cutting through the darkness that enveloped the cave. Each thunderous rumble might be the beast, or it might be the storm. Kai was little more than a shadow sitting next to Neena, visible in those intermittent moments when the cave brightened. They kept mostly still, shifting only when they needed to avoid cramps. Neena kept a cautious eye between Kai and the desert.

With too much time to think and fear, she replayed the events from earlier. She’d never forget the enormous, jagged teeth of the creature, tearing the Rydeer in half, or the gaping hole in the sand, left in its wake. She thought of what Kai had told her. She couldn’t imagine surviving a beast as large or as deadly for so long—and especially without water, or a weapon.

Those thoughts led to another that she’d temporarily put aside. She’d lost her main weapon.

My spear.

That last thought hit her so hard and so fast that a pang of grief accompanied her fear. The spear had been her father’s. He had left it for her before he departed for the desert for the final time. Now, the weapon was probably buried so far underground that neither person nor beast would come across it again.

She might not miss it for long, before she died.

Looking out at the whipping wind, Neena couldn’t assure herself that she’d survive another day. She no longer had any sense of day or night. With no sun or moons to gauge the time, she could only guess by the temperature.

The heat was fading, which meant night was coming.

The desert nights were as cold as the days were sweltering. Most nights, she slept close to her fires when she was lucky enough to find enough wood to burn, staving off the bitter cold. The few blankets Neena carried in her bag were barely enough to keep her warm.

They remained in place for a long while, listening and watching, until Neena changed positions again. She sat back, clutching her knees and keeping a tight grasp on her knife.

A forgotten feeling struck her.

Hunger.

With all the running and hiding, she’d ignored it. Neena hadn’t eaten since morning. She recalled hunkering under the shade of a rock outcropping, consuming a few pieces of sand rat while escaping the bright rays of the sun. She couldn’t imagine eating anything now, with the dread of the monster outside, but Kai’s warning came back to her: they might need their strength.

Slowly, she removed the pack from her back, feeling around inside. Kai looked over anxiously, thinking she’d heard something. In a flash of light, she signaled she was okay. Feeling around in the dark, her hands came across a few thin blankets and shawls and some empty game bags. Eventually, she found the small pouch containing the last of the meat she’d saved. Digging out some sand rat, she handed it over to Kai. He was surprised, until he realized what she gave him. He took it gratefully, stuffing it into his mouth and chewing wordlessly.

Neena ate some, saving a little.

Together, they consumed the meat in silence, watching the flashes of light through the storm. Another, strange feeling came over Neena.

For too many years, Neena had hunted alone, sharpening her spear in similar caves, collecting her water and her game. It felt good to have someone with whom to share her worries. But she had to remind herself that Kai was a stranger, about whom she knew less than the monster.

Finally, when the chill of the setting sun prickled her arms with goose bumps, Kai leaned over, breaking their silence.

“It is almost night, judging by the cold,” Kai whispered, solidifying her guess.

Neena nodded. “That’s what I thought, too.”

“Abomination or not, I don’t think we would have much luck traveling in the storm. The winds will blow out a torch.”

“And we will lose direction,” Neena finished. Even if she wanted to leave, she couldn’t imagine stepping out into the darkness and the wind. Looking in Kai’s direction, she asked, “Do you think it will hunt us at night?”

“I don’t think it cares about days or nights,” Kai said. “I think it rests when it wants, underground. But either way, I usually stay off the sand when it gets dark. We are at enough of a disadvantage during the day.”

Neena nodded gravely. With the decision made, she dug into her bag again, fishing for her blankets. Despite her reservations about Kai—about everything—they needed to stay warm.

“If we are staying, you’ll need this,” she said, handing him one of the blankets.

“Thanks,” Kai said appreciatively. She heard him drape it over himself in the dark.

“Where have you slept?” she whispered.

“Sometimes in caves like the one in which we are in,” Kai said. “A few times, I found a small patch of rocks between which to tuck myself. I don’t sleep much. Each time I close my eyes, I fear I will not awaken.”

“Have you built fires?”

Kai shook his head. “I’m afraid the crackling will draw it. It might be an irrational fear, but it has kept me alive. And it is hard to find wood, of course. I keep praying it will lose interest in me. So far, that hasn’t happened.”

And now, it had an interest in Neena, too. She shuddered as she thought of that.

She couldn’t imagine sleeping, knowing the creature was out there. On a normal night, Neena slept fitfully. Most nights, she woke at every noise, ready to defend herself. The fires she lit warded off some of the animals, but more than once, she’d fended off some desperate, hungry predator.

“The sandstorm will help us,” Kai repeated, as he shifted in the dark, sounding as if he was trying to convince himself.

A rumble preceded another flash. In the bright light, she saw Kai holding a finger to his lips, making it clear that they should return to silence. She studied his face, wondering if she would have to fend him off, too.

Kai had saved her from the beast.

He’d pushed her to the ground before she was devoured.

Neena couldn’t forget that.

And yet, she was still uneasy. For now, she had no choice but to trust the strange man with whom she was trapped. Holding her knife tight in her hands, she traded her focus between the cave’s entrance and the strange man next to her, knowing they were both in for a sleepless night.


Chapter 12: Raj

When Raj opened his eyes, a thin haze of dust hung over the room, sneaking underneath the threshold, filtering through whatever small crevices it could find. He cleared off his sand-splattered goggles and did a slow inspection of the room.

“Is it over?” Samel whispered, still huddling close.

“I think so,” Raj answered, blinking hard at his brother.

He said a silent prayer, thanking the heavens that the roof and walls had held.

“Do you think everyone’s all right?” Samel asked.

Raj paused a moment, listening for voices outside, hearing a few echoes between the walls of the neighboring houses.

“I hope,” Raj said. “We need to find Helgid. She’s probably worried about us.”

Raj slowly got to his feet, stretching his cramped legs. He walked to the doorway, with Samel behind. Looking over at his brother, he verified he was unharmed. The story of that young boy came back to him, as he recalled the child buried beneath the wreckage of the storm, but Samel seemed fine. He looked like a strange insect in his shawl and goggles. If the situation were different, Raj might’ve laughed. Reaching the door, they paused.

More voices came from outside as people emerged.

“Keep your face covered,” Raj said.

Samel nodded as Raj opened the door to daylight. Memories of the fitful night’s sleep came back to him. Each time he’d felt sleep coming, some new screech of the wind had ripped him awake, or the pelting debris on the roof made him fear it would collapse. He blinked his tired eyes under the light of a new day.

A thicker mist of sand permeated the air, transforming the houses around them into silhouettes. The sand between the mud brick houses was higher next to the dwellings’ walls, as if the storm was a strange creature, trying to scale the stone. A few of the scarce, green weeds that grew between the homes had been torn up and cast aside. Pieces of stray fabric stuck in the branches of the scant few trees that occupied the colony, not yet burned for wood. A piece of a pot that must’ve been left out was partially buried, poking up from the landscape.

Hearing the creak of a door, Raj looked over at his neighbor’s house. A young woman stared through the threshold, fixing the goggles on her head.

“Are you okay?” Raj called to the woman.

She nodded.

More and more people emerged from their houses, craning their necks and peering cautiously about. Children hugged their parents’ waists, inching out nervously. Some of the elderly opened their doors just wide enough to glimpse the outside, as if the raging sand might return and carry them off. A few of the earliest—and bravest—of the colonists were already sweeping off debris and assessing the damage to their homes. Raj saw a few holes in some of those dwellings’ walls, where the fierce storm had torn a new opening.

A sandstorm was always a harsh, powerful lesson.

Raj said, “We should look for anyone else who might need help.”

“Dad always said that, didn’t he?” Samel asked.

“Yes,” Raj repeated.

Raj doubted Samel had many firm recollections of their father. His little brother had only been four when Pradeep left.

“Dad was a good person, wasn’t he?” Samel asked.

“Of course he was,” Raj said. “Why do you ask?”

Samel looked as if he was working on a troubling thought. “Those kids said he left because of us.”

Raj bit back the anger the storm made him forget. “You know that’s not true.”

“Are you sure?” Samel looked over at him.

“Dad left because he got sick,” Raj said. “He did it for our own good.”

“I know it is the honorable thing, but I can’t understand why,” Samel said, confusion crossing his face, as it always did.

Trying to keep the sadness out of his voice, Raj said, “We didn’t have a lot of food. He didn’t want us to have to take care of him. He wasn’t going to survive the sickness, and he didn’t want us to catch it.” He watched Samel’s curious face as he processed it. “That is what the noblest people do, so their families can eat.”

“Couldn’t the healers have saved him?” Samel asked.

“He was beyond that,” Raj said. “Everyone knew it.”

“I wish he was here. And I wish Mom hadn’t died, so I could’ve met her.”

“So do I. But we have Neena and Helgid,” Raj said. “And we have each other.”

“I guess you’re right.”

Raj swallowed the lump in his throat. In the beginning days after their father’s departure, the neighbors had helped, but eventually the free meals had ended. Nobody could afford to feed another family when they could barely take care of their own. Neena’s hunting sustained them, and Raj did his best to stretch the Green Crops they received from The Heads of Colony. That was all they could do.

“Come on, let’s get to Helgid’s.”

They walked past some of their neighbors, calling out to verify they were all right. A few seemed relieved to see them. Others cursed the storm that had given them a pile of work to do. Cutting down a perpendicular alley, they passed a home with several holes in the side. A group of people circled around somebody near the entrance. Creeping closer, Raj saw a boy his age spitting out sand.

“Is he okay?” Raj asked the boy’s parents with concern.

“He’s fine,” said the boy’s father. “He got caught underneath a piece of the roof when it fell. He lost his shawl. Thank you for asking.”

Raj nodded and tugged Samel’s hand. “Come on.”

A few people acknowledged them with commiserating glances. Others were too preoccupied with checking their loved ones, or tending their houses to notice a few parentless boys. Raj and Samel wound through several more homes, watching a few people clean off the cracked places in their roofs, or walls, getting ready for a long day’s work of patching. They had just passed a family, brushing off their door, when Raj heard screams.

A creeping fear skittered through his stomach.

“What’s going on?” Samel asked.

“I’m not sure.”

Raj pulled his brother through the dust-filled pathways toward the noise, struck with the sudden, terrible premonition that Helgid might be in danger. But the noise was coming from another direction.

“This way, Samel!” Raj called, leading his brother east and toward it.

They followed the shrill cries until they found a house with a thick cloud of dust around it. The roof had caved, creating a large barricade of mud brick in the center. Down each of the structure’s sides, small, recessed gaps remained. Raj could see nothing in those dark, rubble-strewn holes. A young woman knelt at one of the recesses, digging frantically.

“Help!” she screamed, removing a large chunk of brick and casting it aside. “My grandmother’s inside!”

“Where?”

“I’m not sure! I can’t find her!”

“Stay there, Sam!” Raj called.

His heart slammed against his ribcage as he knelt down on the left-hand side of the dwelling, pulling away some broken bricks, creating a hole he could worm into. Rubble scraped his knees. Sharp rock tore at his hands. Panic hit harder as Raj kept digging, finding something hard that wasn’t a brick. After a few more tugs and some digging, he pulled out a dented pot and set it aside. His heart pumped. The debris was everywhere, and it was more than he could clear himself.

He could already hear others’ voices, drawn toward the commotion, but he didn’t stop.

Raj pulled away sand and stone, uncovering several pieces of cookware, another blanket, and some rags. Underneath the shadow of the collapsed ceiling, Raj felt as if he was in some deep, dark cave. From the other side of the building, he heard the frantic young woman crying as she searched.

Raj’s hands met something soft.

A hand.

“I found her!” he screamed over his shoulder.

Frantic, he tried pulling, but there was no way he was getting an adult from beneath a pile of fallen stone. He squeezed the person’s fingers, hoping for a response, but the person was lifeless, still. Raj dug at the sand around the body, hopelessly trying to free the person.

Shouts echoed behind him.

A group of people crawled in behind him, barking commands and lifting bricks.

“We’ve got it!” someone yelled, patting Raj’s shoulder and taking over.

Raj backed up and scooted outside, allowing the people access. A growing crowd appeared. More people hovered around the broken house and the opening Raj had created. Some people jumped in to help, while others shook their heads, or held their hands over their shawl-covered mouths. A few parents shielded their children’s eyes. Raj looked for Samel, finding him in a cluster of others, wringing his hands. Raj hurried to him and held him close.

After more digging, the rescuers pulled a sand-covered body from beneath the rubble, carrying it out. Raj watched as the rescuers dusted off a person’s face, body, and clothes.

An old woman stared blankly at the sky.

“Do something!” the frantic young woman screamed to the rescuers.

The people bent over the body, yelling, wiping the dirt away and asking if the woman was all right. Wispy gray hair framed her dusted, ashen face. Her mouth was agape, filled with sand.

Eventually, the people helping wrung their hands, and someone made a pronouncement.

“She’s dead.”

Raj pulled Samel tighter.


Chapter 13: Darius

Darius walked through the debris piled between the sand swept homes. Everywhere he looked, men and women cleaned sand from their mud brick dwellings. The hovels were a blessing during storms such as these, but in other ways, they were prisons, cooping up the colonists until the storm ended. With the storm raging, it was easy to fear that the chaos would never end, and they would be trapped forever. He looked up at one of the looming, red silhouettes in the distance.

The details of his nightmare came rushing back to him. Darius blinked hard, casting them back into the recesses of his memory.

Back in the alleys, every door was open, and every colonist was outside, looking things over, or checking on one another. Several picked up pieces of mud brick that had come from their roofs or walls. The houses on the colony’s western side had stood for many years, proving their worth in the face of too many storms, but this storm had been severe.

Luckily, Darius’s house had held.

He limped on with his cane, passing several of his neighbors. All of them had the same sobering expression that came with each storm. Their grave expressions would last until the effects of the storm had passed.

With a storm this bad, it was a slim hope there were no casualties.

Soon, The Heads of Colony would be out with their assessments and their stern faces. After each storm, they made their rounds, determining the damage and the deaths. Once they knew the impact, they assigned able-bodied colonists to help those in need. Even if he had damage, Darius would refuse their help. He wouldn’t take assistance away from those who might need it more.

In the general area of his home, a few people checked on him, noticing him hobbling past, but no one stopped to converse. They knew him as the old man who fixed their spears and knives, nothing more. They had families—and problems—of their own.

Darius sometimes felt as if he were a ghost, drifting past the people around him. If not for the rhythmic thud of his cane, he might’ve convinced himself he was invisible. Looking at some of the people and their families, it was easy to feel that way.

Darius had never married. Most of his younger years had been spent sneaking into the caves, looking for treasures leftover from the first colonists. He had become an expert on maneuvering through those dank tunnels, finding the animals that lurked there, and bringing them back for food. His parents’ scolding hadn’t gone far with Darius. Each time he agreed to stay away from the formations, he ended up returning.

Everyone feared the punishments of The Heads of Colony.

Everyone except Darius.

His accident changed that.

When Darius was twenty-five years old, he’d been scavenging along a narrow ledge in a tunnel’s bowels when a bat dove at his head, knocking him off balance. Darius had grabbed for a handhold, but found nothing. After falling many feet, he’d landed hard, fracturing a bone in his right leg. Despite tremendous pain, Darius had crawled for most of a day to get out of the caves, finding his way back without a torch, eventually making his way to the sunlight. Darius had lived, but the long journey out of the caves had worsened the injury, and he had lost the use of his leg.

He still remembered the crowd that had gathered around him that day as he pulled his dirty, bloodied body from the mouth of one of the tunnels.

A few kindly people had sent for a healer.

For several days afterward, The Heads of Colony and The Watchers had questioned him, thinking he was a criminal. More than one had threatened to throw him in the annex for a month, even a year. A few suggested he remain in there forever, for breaking the laws and venturing into the caves. Eventually, they decided his intentions weren’t nefarious.

Or perhaps they decided that the loss of his shattered leg was punishment enough.

Overnight, Darius went from a respected person in Red Rock to a warning parents used to frighten their children. His accident ruined any chance he had at securing a woman to marry—no woman wanted a crippled man. Most turned away from Darius, and in turn, he withdrew, spending most of his time indoors, fixing things for those few colonists kind enough to give him work.

Now he was an old man, whose stories had mostly been forgotten.

But he’d never forget Akron.

Darius still remembered the day when Akron’s parents had sent him to Darius’s house to ask him to fix a spear. Unlike most of the colonists, who only spoke to Darius long enough to give him instructions, or exchange surface pleasantries, Akron had taken a keen interest in his work, hanging around as he made the repair. Darius had told him stories of the caves, describing each of the places where he’d found some of his scavenged metal—remnants from the miners—or in the case of a few older keepsakes that he’d hung on to, where his father and grandfather had found them in the desert.

Akron kept returning long after the spear was fixed.

Eventually, Darius came to enjoy his visits, and Akron turned from an acquaintance to a friend.

If Darius could have foreseen how his stories would spark a passion in the boy, he would’ve never told them. Looking up at the silhouette of the enormous, red rock formation on the colony’s eastern side, where Darius suspected he’d disappeared, he felt the same pit in his stomach he did with every sandstorm.

It was his fault Akron had journeyed to the caves on that day, like he had done so many other days. And in an indirect way, it was Darius’s fault he had died.


Chapter 14: Gideon

Gideon walked among a pile of sand and wreckage, assessing one of the collapsed homes. Around the outside walls, and inside, a family worked to clear the fallen stones. The woman’s crushed body had already been covered with a blanket. Tear streaks marked only the youngest faces, those who were too busy mourning to realize that a hard day’s work was the quickest way to ease their grief.

“How many other deaths?” Gideon asked Wyatt.

“Two in another house to the north.” Wyatt stared curiously at the family as he watched them work. His face was strangely thoughtful, as he rubbed his bony cheeks, probably calculating numbers and tallying the impact on the population.

“Anyone of consequence?”

“A man and a woman,” Wyatt said. “Tenders of the Green Crops.”

“A shame,” Gideon said. It always hurt to lose such knowledge.

Pointing to the body under the blanket, another of The Heads of Colony, Brody, said, “This was an older woman, named Joan, I believe.”

Gideon nodded gravely. There were too many names in Gideon’s colony to know them all. Tomorrow morning, when most of the dust had cleared and the shock of the deaths had worn off, he would say some words to comfort his people while they performed a group burial. But for now, his concentration was on assessment and rebuilding.

It was unlikely another sandstorm would hit in rapid succession, but they needed to be prepared.

Behind him, Saurab and Horatio looked over the houses to the left and right, perhaps searching for flaws in the structure that would lead to damage in subsequent storms. Finishing their assessment, they continued on south, toward the river and the crops.

Walking through the dusty village, Gideon thought of that first generation, scrapping it out on the ratty weeds they could find on a mostly barren planet while they built the first homes in the colony, or hunted animals whose habits they were still learning. In a way, his people had it better. They were more realistic. Most lived without the foolish hope that a ship from the stars would rescue them, or that some higher power would take pity on them and perform a miracle, like the miracles for which their ancestors had prayed. Most accepted there were no secret resources to find on the planet, like the first generation thought when they’d first colonized and explored. And they certainly had less vicious predators to face. Ravar was, for the most part, a harsh desert environment where only the scrappiest animals survived.

From what Gideon had heard—recounted by his father, passed from his grandfather, and some people before that—it had taken several years for their ancestors to accept they’d been abandoned. During the first year, supply ships would land regularly, checking on the colonists who sought out things of value. Their food stores and water supply were supplemented to ensure their survival. In the event the storms were too severe, the plan was to pull out the colonists.

Soon, the supply ships stopped landing.

Contact was lost.

Frantic, the first generation had sent messages to Earth on strange metal contraptions, asking for assistance, but those signals were never answered. Eventually, dwindling resources and severe storms forced the colonists to build more permanent shelter. That’s when they’d doubled down between the twin, parallel formations they’d called Red Rock. Looming high above the river, the cliffs provided a place of shelter from some of the high winds and storms, and provided a place between which to build their permanent homes. Each time a severe storm struck the colony, Gideon thought of those first, temporary dwellings, and how much worse the casualties could have been.

Three casualties was not a large toll.

Even with the protection of the mud brick houses, Gideon wasn’t blind to the challenges.

The crops were dwindling, and the animals were harder to find. More and more families subsisted on less and less. That was one of the reasons he had instituted a new law about the number of children in a family, and the rations to be taken from the crops. He had limited hunting to certain areas, those that were safer, and not too far away.

Control. It was the only way to ensure the survival of his people.

Without order, the colonists would burn themselves to the ground.

He looked behind him, where Wyatt, Brody, Horatio, and Saurab observantly measured the storm’s damage. Then he looked up to the cliffs, where his Watchers stood observantly, carrying out his orders.

He had a greater worry than people.

Gideon was more concerned about the loss of crops than the loss of three lives. A shortage could lead to a breakdown of order, which would mean a much greater catastrophe.


Chapter 15: Neena

Morning sunlight found its way through the cave’s hazy entrance.

Neena sat up, blinking twice to ensure she was awake. What little dozing she’d done was filled with dreams of a looming, massive beast coming from the ground, devouring her. More than once, she had peered through the darkness in Kai’s direction, thinking he might change his nature and come for her.

He hadn’t.

She adjusted her goggles as spears of daylight illuminated her surroundings. Kai sat a few feet away, clutching his knees, breathing softly. He met her eyes.

Neither of them dared speaking.

Their look said it all.

We’re alive.

Slowly, they crawled over to the cave’s entrance. A small bed of sand and sticks was spread across the opening, creating an uneven platform near the cave’s entrance. Reaching it, they stopped, as if an invisible line stood between them and the outside. Neena looked beyond. A few, scarce weeds around the cave’s entrance were bent over and crusted with sand. Some small rocks around the cave’s entrance had broken, fallen, and cracked at the threshold.

The desert was covered in a dusty cloud. The silhouettes of the dunes were flattened, or reshaped. Light emanated from high up in the sky, in the direction of the sun and the twin moons.

She saw no monster.

No jagged, waiting teeth.

With the sun piercing through the dust, and the wind gone, it would be easy to think they were safe, if she didn’t know better. If the beast was out there, they might be dead as soon as they took a step outside.

Kai surveyed the landscape with the same trepidation. The three markings on either side of his hairline seemed even darker in the daytime. The dark, heavy bags under his eyes showed he hadn’t slept or dozed much, either. After a while of watching, Kai raised an arm and pointed in the distance, on the eastern side of one of the flattened dunes, where the sun shone through the dusty landscape.

Leaning close enough that Neena could smell his nervous sweat, he hissed, “Do you see that?”

Neena squinted, spotting what had gotten his attention. A large, black hole sat in the ground about fifty yards away, and another fifty yards north.

“It surfaced, looking for us,” he whispered.

“Is it gone?”

Kai shook his head. Of course, he didn’t know. Slowly, he dragged a hand across his dry, cracked lips. He must be as parched as she was. Neena removed one of her two flasks and handed it over.

“We’re running low on water,” she warned.

Kai sipped modestly. After a small drink, he said, “Several times, I thought I heard it in the night, and thought we might have to run.”

Neena nodded. She had thought the same thing, even though the cave was supposed to protect them. She recalled what Kai had told her the night before. I can’t promise our safety.

A scuttling noise ripped their attention behind.

Neena spun.

She thrust out her knife.

Her eyes flitted from floor to ceiling, as she waited for the ground to shake, or something to crash through a wall.

A sand rat sat in the middle of the rocky floor, staring at them with unblinking eyes.

It watched them a moment, before scurrying off and burrowing in a crevice in the cave’s wall. Neena lowered her knife with relief.

“That’s a good sign,” Kai said, at a more normal volume.

“What do you mean?” Neena asked.

“The animals won’t come out if the creature is close. It is something I’ve learned, in my time being chased,” he said, scratching the stubble on his chin. “The creatures in the desert are as afraid of the Abomination as we are. They sense the rumbling underground, before we hear it. Or at least, that’s what I think.”

A recollection hit Neena, as she thought back to the moments preceding the frantic chase. “The Rydeer knew the beast was coming.”

Kai nodded. “The animals have other instincts we do not have. In any case, their fear is a good indicator of when it is close.” He took another small sip of her flask, before handing it back. With his pronouncement made, Kai stood, stretching his legs. He seemed cautious, but a little less anxious.

“Yesterday, you knocked me to the ground,” Neena remembered, finally voicing her appreciation. “You saved me, before the creature could eat me.”

“And you saved my life, by giving me water,” Kai said honestly. “But if the Abomination catches us, neither of those things will matter.”

“The Abomination,” she repeated, pronouncing the word the same way he had. “What is it?”

“No one knows for sure, but it has plagued our colony for as long as I can remember.” Kai quietly brushed off his clothes. “If the stories are to be believed, it has existed for generations, feeding on our people, mostly in the desert.”

“Where did it come from?”

“No one knows that, either,” Kai said.

Neena’s eyes grew wide. “I still can’t believe my people wouldn’t know about it.”

Kai shook his head. “Maybe it lives far enough away that you’ve never seen it. In any case, you are fortunate.”

The questions that had plagued Neena the night before came tumbling back into her head. “You said New Canaan is far from here, or at least you suspect that it is. Are you alone?”

Kai looked at the ground. “I wish I was with others. The rest of my hunting party is dead.”

“Dead?” Neena couldn’t hide her shock.

“I’m the last of my group.” Sadness crossed Kai’s face as he looked from Neena out into the desert, to the two murky holes. “The Abomination killed the hunters I was with.”

Dread filled her stomach. “How many died?”

“Ten.”

Neena shook her head. “And you’re certain they’re dead?”

“I’m certain.” Kai lowered his head. “I heard the screams. I saw the creature swallow them whole, as it erupted from the ground. Its massive body crushed those who weren’t eaten. The wake of sand threw me to the side, or I would’ve been killed or eaten, too.” A wave of emotion hit Kai as he lifted his goggles and dabbed at his eyes. “Everyone I traveled with is gone.”

“I’m sorry,” Neena said, feeling a wave of empathy that she hadn’t anticipated.

Kai shook his head in grief. “I knew most of those hunters for years. We grew up together. It is difficult thinking about their loss.” With a long sigh, he explained, “We were a few days away from my colony when it happened. One of us had shot a Rydeer, but the shot wasn’t fatal, and we were following it while it bled out. A few of us were moving quickly, hoping we didn’t lose sight of it. We must’ve made too much noise. The creature’s rumbles came up so loud and fast that we didn’t have much time to react. I was thrown to the ground when it erupted. My bag went one way, and my spear, the other. In my haste to get away, I had no time to retrieve my belongings. I suspect that most of my gear was buried, or fell down the holes, but I’ll never know, because I didn’t go back.” Kai shook his head at the memory. “I ran as far and as fast as I could. My instinctive response almost killed me, because the creature followed my vibrations, tracking me across the desert. Eventually, I stumbled upon a cave and stayed there for almost a day.”

“By the stars.” Neena shook her head.

Kai shook his head as he relived that panicked time. “In the cave, I had no water, or a way to collect it. My flasks were with my bag. I was on the verge of dehydration. But I feared going back to New Canaan, knowing that was the direction that I’d last seen the creature. Eventually, my thirst drove me to move. And so, I continued south, hoping to lose it.”

“For a while, I had luck walking softly, moving from cave to cave, but the creature was never far behind. When the sandstorm hit, I took the opportunity to move faster, using the noise to cover my travels. I intended to circle back to my colony. That’s when I lost direction. I trekked for a while in the storm, hoping to gain enough ground to be rid of it. But it found me. It found us.” Kai looked down, ashamed. “And now we are both in danger.”

“How far away is your colony?”

“I have no idea anymore, because I have no idea where I ended up.” Kai looked around, confused.

They stood in silence for a moment, scanning the desert. Kai lowered his head, clearly feeling the loss of his fellow hunters, and still confused. Neena felt a commiserating pit in her stomach. She knew the pain of losing people. Clipping her flask onto her belt, she stood and looked out across the desert.

After a long, sad silence, Kai said, “I wish I could bring back my friends, but, of course, that is impossible.”

“I am sorry you lost them.”

After a few more moments, he turned to look at her. One of a dozen questions flickered through his eyes as he pushed past his sadness. “Where are you from?”

Neena hesitated. Since the night before, she hadn’t revealed more than a few things about herself. She watched Kai for a moment, thinking of the warnings her father gave her when he realized he was dying and she would be alone. Neena knew better than to trust blindly. And yet, she had spent a night alone with this strange man, and he had not attacked her. He had saved her from the creature when he didn’t have to. And he had clearly lost some of his people.

“My colony is called Red Rock.” She looked for recognition in his face, but saw none.

Sensing her caution, he softened his tone. “If you do not want to tell me too much, I will not pressure you. I’m sure you are careful, as my people are.”

“I was out hunting, as you guessed.”

“Alone?” he assumed.

Her eyes flicked over the desert. Of course, he probably knew the truth. “Yes.”

Kai scanned the desert, where a few birds soared past. “How far away is your colony?”

“Three days,” Neena answered.

“Three days,” he repeated. “Not close, in other words.”

Neena shook her head, wishing she had another answer. “Unfortunately, not. But it sounds as if your colony might be farther.”

“Even if I wanted to go back, I have no idea which direction to go,” Kai said.

“What do we do now?”

“If we stay here, it will come back for us,” Kai said, knowingly.

Looking out into the desert, Neena couldn’t imagine taking a step outside the cave. At the very least, she wasn’t ready to make a hasty decision. “You said that it has followed you for days, always finding you. Maybe if we wait longer, we will lose it.”

“If we stay, we will die,” Kai reiterated.

Confusion struck Neena. “What do you mean?”

“When I stayed in that first cave, I made another mistake,” Kai explained. “I waited too long for it to leave, and I nearly died of dehydration.” His face took on a new level of concern, as he looked at her flasks. “Unless you have water that I am not seeing, we will need more.”

Neena nodded. All she had in her bag was a little sand rat, some blankets, and game pouches. Kai was right.

“Is there anything to drink nearby?” Kai asked.

Neena shook her head. “Not here.”

“Where is the closest water source?”

“A large rock formation a few klicks away,” Neena replied, thinking, but not saying, that was also the direction of her colony. “There’s a stream that runs next to it.”

“Perhaps we can head for the stream. At the very least, we will be moving further away from the holes, and where we last saw the creature.” Kai shrugged. “If we hear rumbling, we can come back. It is all I can think to do.”

Neena looked out at the desert for a long moment. Kai was right. They hadn’t heard the creature in a while. And they wouldn’t last more than a day in the desert without water.

She didn’t like the idea of stepping back outside, but at least heading for the stream was a plan.


Chapter 16: Raj

Raj and Samel hurried through the alleys. Raj would never forget the old, sand-covered woman he’d helped pull from the rubble: her vacant eyes, staring at the heavens, her lifeless fingers clutching at nothing. A growing fear told Raj that he’d find Helgid buried in a layer of wreckage and sand, or a group of people hovering around her body. Helgid wasn’t feeble, but the storm didn’t discriminate. What if her house had collapsed, too?

Skirting between two houses, he watched some people comforting an older, frightened man. The elderly man smeared sand from his nose, looking disoriented and confused. Seeing the rattled man deepened Raj’s fear.

He kept running until his lungs and legs hurt. Samel sucked in rapid breaths, barely keeping up with shorter strides.

Neither slowed until they reached a familiar alley.

Helgid’s dwelling was little more than an outline in the encircling haze, but it looked intact. Raj wasn’t ready to believe his eyes until he found her. He and Samel raced the last few-dozen steps to the threshold, frantically looking around.

No rubble.

No grieving, circling people.

A good sign, he hoped.

Raj didn’t bother knocking. He opened the door, keeping Samel behind with a protective arm.

A few, small holes seemed to be the only damage. The holes made spears of dusty light that shone from the wall to the floor, filling the dwelling with the same dusty cloud that occupied the alleys. Piles of tied-up belongings sat in sheets near the walls. Helgid had heard the horn and reacted.

But what if she’d gone out, right after the storm started?

What if she went looking for us?

Raj didn’t voice his thoughts to Samel, who was already frightened.

“Come on, Samel. Let’s check with the neighbors.”

Leaving the hovel, they spotted a middle-aged man with a shock of black hair named Amos, one of Helgid’s neighbors. Raj hurried toward him, about to voice the question on the tip of his tongue, when someone called his name.

“Raj!”

He and Samel spun.

A figure strode quickly down the alley about thirty feet away, cutting through the dust. Despite the obscuring conditions and her shawl and goggles, Helgid’s gait was unmistakable. Raj and Samel changed course, running to meet her.

Raj opened his arms and embraced her, flooded with relief. He and Samel hugged her for several moments, as if she might disappear.

Stepping back, Helgid appraised them, with the same concern on her face that they certainly wore. Long, gray hair poked out of the sides of her shawl. Her brown eyes shone underneath her goggles.

“You’re okay,” Helgid whispered.

“We were worried about you,” Samel said.

“I’m fine.” Helgid’s eyes creased as she smiled beneath her goggles. “It will take more than a sandstorm to bury me.”

“We tried coming back last night,” Raj explained. “The storm got too bad, too quickly.”

“I know. I started for your house, but Amos said he saw you run home. He urged me back inside.” Helgid looked as if she was still processing her relief.

“I’m just glad you’re safe,” Raj told her.

Helgid urged them toward the threshold of her dwelling. “Come on. Let’s get inside and out of so much dust.”


**




After brushing off their clothes, they walked inside the house. Samel spilled the details of their journey, telling of the collapsed house and the buried woman, and Raj’s attempts to dig her out. He told of the crowds of people, helping to unbury the woman, and her wailing, frightened granddaughter. Helgid listened with a grim expression.

“You are brave for what you did,” Helgid told Raj, dusting more sand from his shoulders.

Raj swallowed, but he didn’t say anything. What did bravery matter, when someone was dead?

Seeing the anxious expression in his eyes, Helgid asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I feel bad for the woman’s family, that’s all.” Raj lowered his head.

“Of course, you do.” Helgid patted his shoulders. “But you did what you could. You helped her, before others came. That means something.”

Raj nodded. Her words reminded him of what Dad might have said, if he had been around. He surveyed Helgid’s kind, weathered face. He had only known her for two years, but it felt as if he had known her his whole life. Raj had been eight when he met her. Samel had been four.

It was the first time Neena had gone hunting since their father left, and most of the charity from the neighbors had run out. One of the close neighbors—a mother named Irma—was supposed to be looking out for Raj and Samel, but her hands were full with her own children. And so, they went to the river by themselves, assuring her that they would be all right. Helgid had been with a circle of elderly women, chatting, when she saw Raj and Samel struggling with two buckets of water.

At the time, she was a stranger.

Without a word, Helgid broke from her friends and helped them. Afterward, she invited them to her house for a meal, sharing her meager rations.

What started as a neighborly gesture became a familial bond.

Helgid cared for them as if they were her grandchildren, and Raj felt for her as if she were a grandmother. Sometimes Raj suspected that the only reason Helgid asked for help with chores was so that she had an excuse to feed them.

Pointing at the holes that he had seen in the wall, Raj said, “You have some damage.”

“Not too much. Perhaps you can help me patch them,” Helgid said, smiling. She took the pieces of broken mud brick on the floor and collected them, temporarily plugging the small openings.

With Helgid safe, Raj’s thoughts wandered to his sister. “Have you seen Neena?”

“No.” Helgid noticed his expression. “But your sister is savvy. She’ll be back soon.”

Raj wanted to believe that. Still, he felt an anxiety in his chest. He wanted to wander to the edge of the colony and survey the desert. His uneasiness compelled him to move.

Sensing his thoughts, Helgid said, “Watching the desert for her won’t bring Neena home any sooner.”

Raj nodded, even though he was still worried.

“When was the last time you two ate?” Helgid asked.

Raj struggled to remember. In Raj and Samel’s frantic rush from the river the night before, dinner hadn’t crossed their minds. They’d been too preoccupied with surviving the storm.

“I’m going to fix you something,” Helgid insisted. “And you should drink plenty of fluid, too.”

Raj knew better than to argue with Helgid, who could be as persuasive as she was kind. He reached for his flask and sipped. Samel looked as if he was winding down from some of his anxiety. Another memory came back to Raj. In the frenzy of the storm, they’d both forgotten about Bailey’s intimidating threat.

Watching Helgid preparing them supper, Raj decided against saying anything. The last thing she needed was another worry.


Chapter 17: Neena

Neena ducked underneath the cave’s protective opening.

Fear froze her feet.

She looked down at the sand, as if a creature might burst through the ground beneath her, crunching her bones, or worse, swallowing her alive. Working through her fear, she lifted a boot, took a furtive step, and then another, getting farther away from the cave. Kai followed quietly.

The heat of the desert day baked through the dusty sand clouds, creating a glare off their goggles. Without the shrieking wind, the desert felt unnaturally calm. Neena clutched her knife as she looked over at the giant, gaping holes, which slanted north. Despite the apparent clue, they had no idea where the creature headed now.

“Stay away from the holes,” Kai warned, making sure to keep a wide berth around the cave-sized openings.

“Is there anything else in them?” Neena asked.

“Besides sand?” Kai asked. “I don’t know. And I don’t want to.”

Neena nodded. She didn’t need him to tell her twice.

They fell into a rhythm next to each other, walking as if they were on a hunt, looking over their shoulders, or scanning the horizon, looking for evidence of the creature. Several times, Neena thought she heard noises, but each time, it proved to be a hungry bird squawking overhead, or an occasional, brave sand rat scuttling past. She felt a degree safer with the animals around, but not safe enough.

“Remember what I said,” Kai said quietly. “If we hear rumbles, don’t panic, like I did. Running is an easy way to death. It makes our vibrations more noticeable.”

Neena agreed, until a memory came back to her. “Yesterday, when you first met me, we ran. Was that because of the sandstorm?”

“Partially, yes. But there was another reason. With the creature so close and surfacing, it might’ve crushed us, like it did to some of my comrades. It was a last resort.” Kai said gravely. “Normally, if we hear the rumbles, we should stay still. Or if we are near a cave, we should get to it.”

Thinking of the creature’s enormous, scaled body, Neena realized most of its appearance had been a blur. She hadn’t seen much more than its girth, its grinding teeth, and its gaping maw. “Does the Abomination have eyes?” she asked, feeling a shudder of fear as she spoke of it by name.

“I don’t think so,” Kai said. “I think it is blind, like the earthworms in the soil. But it senses light and dark, somehow, because it stays underground. It hunts us by vibrations. Then it surfaces and eats.”

Neena nodded. “So, the only way to avoid it is to look for caves?”

“It’s what I’ve been doing.” Kai fell silent as he thought about something. “Although I can’t guarantee that it will work forever.” He chewed his lip. “The Abomination is a force of nature. It eats, and it kills. It feeds its stomach. We might as well be sand rats to it. I think it will do what it needs for a meal.”

A shimmer of fear went through Neena’s body. Thinking of those strange, jagged spears she’d glimpsed on its body, she asked, “What were those things on its sides?”

“Quills?”

“Is that what you call them?”

“Some say those spear-like things help it tunnel through the ground,” Kai explained. “Others say they are for protection, when larger creatures are around. Of course, no one has seen anything close to its size. I think the Abomination is the last of its kind. Our people haven’t been able to pierce its hide with spears or arrows. We’ve tried many things over the years, but none of them worked.”

Neena envisioned the beast’s monstrous body and its jagged, bloodstained teeth. Of course, it was much too large for any weapons she knew.

“Thankfully, it seems to prefer the desert, or at least, that is where we most often run into it.” Kai thought on that. “But a few times recently, it has gotten bolder, and attacked our colony.”

“Is your colony on the sand?”

“Our homes are built of firmer soil, but it can get through the ground without a problem. Our people have discussed moving, but that would be a massive undertaking.”

“How many people are in your colony?” Neena asked, still processing the existence of another people.

“Three thousand,” Kai said. “Our colony is located in an oasis, with plenty of water. We have lived there for as long as I can remember. A few times, some of our leaders have tried leading the creature away, but it always seems to come back. Most of our plans don’t work, and people die.” Kai shook his head gravely. “If we moved, who is to say it wouldn’t find us somewhere else?”

Neena sighed. “Or it might kill you along the way.”

Kai nodded. Looking over his shoulder, he said, “In any case, I’m glad you knew of that cave.”

Neena followed his gaze, watching the rock formation fade into the haze of dust. The sight of it brought back some buried nostalgia. “I found it with my father, many years ago.”

“Is he waiting for you in Red Rock?”

Neena hesitated. “He’s dead.”

“I’m sorry,” Kai said.

If the loss had been fresh, it might’ve brought tears. Instead, it brought a memory. “I found the cave when I was thirteen years old. We were hunting together,” Neena said, her thoughts drifting back to that time. “I was walking by the outside, admiring the smooth rock walls, when I found the opening. I remember my father scolding me as I went through the entrance, saying it wasn’t safe. Eventually, he followed me in. When he saw that there was enough room to move around in the cave, he was too impressed to be angry. In all his years, he had never known about it.”

“Sometimes it takes new eyes to see new things,” Kai said reflectively, looking up at the sky.

“Is that something your people say?”

“My mother did, when I was younger,” Kai said, smiling. “She used to enjoy watching me react to things for the first time. My wonder made her smile, or so she said.”

“She sounds like a kind person,” Neena said. “Is your father around, too?”

“He is, but we don’t get along.” Kai shrugged. “But that happens sometimes with parents. They are both at my colony.”

“I understand,” Neena said. “My dad taught me everything he knew about hunting, before he died. I think he did it so that I could take care of my brothers. Sometimes, I feel as if he knew he wouldn’t be around for long, though I don’t know how that could be true. My mother died giving birth to my youngest brother. After Dad died, we were alone.”

Gently, making it clear that he wouldn’t push, Kai asked, “What happened to him?”

“A few years ago, he came down with a sickness that took the weight from his bones,” Neena explained. “He grew so tired that normal tasks were a struggle. When he could no longer hunt, he left for the desert in the night, so that my brothers and I would not have to feed him. He left his spear behind for me.”

“He left you?” Kai asked, surprised.

Neena nodded. “As most of our people do, when they are gravely ill. It is the honorable thing to do.”

Kai seemed confused.

“It sounds as if your people do not have the same tradition.”

Kai shook his head, but he didn’t judge her. “That is not the way of our colony, but I am sure we have many differences.” Moving on from a sad subject, he asked, “You have two brothers?”

“Yes. They are named Raj and Samel. I have to get back to them. I am supposed to bring back food. I am all they have.”

“Do you have a husband in Red Rock? Children?”

Neena shook her head. “Just them.”

Kai nodded. “It sounds as if you are a good sister.”

“I do what I need,” Neena said simply.

They fell silent for a while as they kept walking. Neena listened for rumbles, or the screech of fleeing animals—anything that would signify a tunneling creature. She heard or saw nothing as the sun rose higher into the sky, cutting through the dust left over from the storm.
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Over the course of the morning, the haze lifted from the landscape, revealing a plethora of flattened dunes. A light breeze scattered some of the sand around their bases. More than once, Neena looked up at the sky, confirming their direction of travel.

The planet she’d known all her life seemed foreign, strange, as if the storm had lifted her up and displaced her. She couldn’t be certain she wasn’t living some waking dream. Kai’s presence added to the journey’s abnormality. Still, it felt good to have someone around who knew something about the monster, even though she wasn’t ready to give him her complete trust.

They traveled for half a day under the hot rays of the sun, skirting around endless mounds of leveled sand, until a building hunger in Neena’s stomach became too difficult to ignore.

“Are you hungry?” she asked quietly, removing her pack.

Kai nodded, wiping away some sweat from his brow.

Neena dug in her bag, pulling out the last of her dried sand rat. “Here,” she said, splitting it.

Kai received the food gratefully, lowering his shawl to eat. Neena chewed mindlessly.

“I think this is the best sand rat I’ve tasted in years,” Kai said with a grave smile. “In any case, it is much better than scraproot. How much food do you have left?”

“That was the last of it,” Neena said.

Guilt crossed Kai’s face. “I did not mean to take the last of your rations.”

“If we survive, you can pay me back,” she said, smiling grimly. “Or maybe we can find a safe place to trap some more.”

Finishing the last of his food, Kai said, “It sounds as if your colony is as starved as mine.”

Neena nodded as she thought about that. “I can’t remember a time when food was plentiful. Lots of the creatures we used to hunt seemed to have disappeared. We are lucky to find many Rydeer anymore.”

“Even the sand rats seem savvier than they used to be,” Kai agreed with a sigh.

“Our ancestors had more creatures from which to choose, but I fear we have eaten too many,” Neena said, repeating a theory of which she had heard the old people whisper. Everyone knew about the skulls of the dead animals in the Comm Building. A few had even glimpsed them. As gruesome and frightening as those creatures seemed to have been, it would’ve been nice to have more sources of food, other than Rydeer, dust beetles, plants, and the elusive wolves that were too dangerous to catch.

With her mind on Red Rock, her thoughts wandered to Raj and Samel. She’d thought of them often, especially during the night, when she thought she might die and never see them again. Having them out of her sight always caused her worry.

Had the sandstorm reached as far as Red Rock?

She wished she knew.

She looked over her shoulder, a habit that became as instinctual as treading lightly. Seeing nothing, Neena allowed a small hope to build: in the time they’d traveled, she hadn’t seen any indication of the creature. No fearful rodents. No massive, gaping holes. Maybe they would find the luck that had evaded Kai.

They had just passed a dune when she spotted a tall, thin rock formation in the distance. Neena’s hope grew.

“That’s the formation of which I spoke,” she said, pointing with her knife.

Kai shielded his goggles from the sun’s glare as he appraised the tall, auburn spire. The large, craggy formation was about the width of a dozen people lying sideways, rising about a hundred feet in the air. In several places, ledges jutted out from the sides. In others, gaps recessed into the rock, where smaller pieces had broken away and fallen over time. Chunks of rock surrounded its base, leaning up against it, or spaced at various angles and distances. Neena didn’t see any animals hiding among them, but she did see a few circling birds.

“Look up there,” she said, pointing them out.

“It is good to see them,” Kai said with relief.

“The stream is on the western side,” she told him, veering in that direction. “It is small and partially hidden by the rocks. I’ve stayed behind them, during a few, lesser storms.”

“Are there any caves here?”

“Unfortunately not,” Neena said. “But we can fill our flasks, at least.”

That statement put some energy into Kai’s steps, propelling him onward. Even the tug of the sand on Neena’s boots seemed less arduous. They moved quietly, but quickly, until they got within fifteen feet of the structure.

Neena clutched her knife as they rounded the side of the formation. A jutting overhang protruded at eye level. Several craggy rocks provided shade from the sun. They followed the overhang to the formation’s south side, until they glimpsed the small stream, wending out from some lower rocks and curving underneath the structure fifteen feet away.

A few birds alighted from something in the desert.

Neena froze.

Farther out in the desert, a furry mound of flesh baked in the desert heat. Its intestines were chewed and unraveled. Neena covered her mouth as she discerned what the object had been.

The remains of a fawn.

On either side of the fawn’s carcass were two enormous, gaping holes.


Chapter 18: Darius

Darius wandered through the beaten Red Rock alleys. Most of the pathways were covered in a fresh layer of sand, erasing the tread of the colonists’ boots. Those paths, he knew, would soon be beaten down, as more and more people returned to their normal duties and carried out repairs. Earlier, he heard the distant cries of mourning women, but those cries had long since ceased. He prayed that the casualties were few.

Slowly, the fear in the colonists’ eyes turned to a bustling determination, as more and more of them flowed past him and to the river, filling up buckets of water and mud to make their patches, or waiting in line for their disbursement of straw. Their children helped, all wrapped in the same shawls and goggles they would wear for most of the day, until the last of the dust had cleared and they could breathe without worry.

Darius pulled his shawl tight against his face. Too much walking and grasping his cane made his fingers ache. Normally, Darius knew his limitations, but sometimes, like today, he had a reason to break them.

He had someone on whom to check.

Adjusting his goggles, he headed east, in the direction of the red rock formations that towered high above the colony, passing a few streams of people. A few nodded curtly.

Eventually, Darius reached a home built a little distance away from the others, on the end of a row. He was relieved to find it intact. The faded, round house had stood since long before Darius was born, and he expected it would survive much longer.

“Elmer?” he called.

Darius blinked, as if that might allow him to see through the remaining haze of sand that encircled the house. He wiped his goggles.

“Elmer?” he called again.

The door stood ajar, but he didn’t see movement. A shuffling noise drew his attention to the rear of the house, where a man even older than Darius ambled around a corner, clutching a rusted shovel. Patchy white hair stuck up around the man’s weathered face. His face lit up when he saw who visited.

“Is that you?” the older man asked, blinking one blue, cataract-covered eye, struggling to see through the other. A half-smile tugged at Elmer’s wrinkles as he confirmed that it was his friend. “Darius! You made it.”

“We both did,” Darius said with a smile of relief.

Elmer placed an appreciative hand on Darius’s shoulder. “It is good to see you, my friend.”

“Another day alive is a blessing,” Darius said.

Elmer took his hand away, scratching his bristly chin. “How did your house fare?”

“A few cracked bricks,” Darius answered. “Nothing I can’t manage.”

“I keep waiting for the day this old shack goes over,” Elmer said, lifting his shovel and pointing at his house. “Maybe by the time it does, I’ll be too blind to notice.”

Darius smiled. Even on a dreary day, Elmer kept his humor.

“Do you need help clearing the sand?”

“I’ll be fine.” Elmer waved a hand. “As long as I have sight in one good eye, and the strength to shovel, I’ll keep digging.”

Darius nodded. He had expected that answer. Elmer was determined, as he was.

“I haven’t seen you in a few days,” Elmer noticed.

“I’ve been…busy,” Darius said.

“Too many spears to fix?” Elmer asked, making it clear that he wouldn’t push for an answer.

For the past few days, Darius’s leg had been bothering him. Or maybe it was the memories of Akron, which never seemed far from his thoughts. The sudden sandstorm made those memories even worse. Akron had disappeared in the midst of a similar storm, several years ago.

Elmer smiled sympathetically, probably picking up on Darius’s resurfaced pain.

Elmer knew the grief that could sap a man’s will, making it hard to step outside of his home. He knew about the despair that lived within a suffering man’s heart, making his grief deeper when he saw the honest smiles around him. Years earlier, Elmer had lost his wife to sickness. Ever since, his bond with Darius had strengthened. That wasn’t their only commonality. Elmer knew secrets about Darius that a less trustworthy man might use against him.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” Elmer said, relief evident in his voice.

Darius looked around at the people cleaning their homes. “Have you seen The Heads of Colony?”

“They already came past, assessing the damage,” Elmer said. “I overheard them talking. Three people died during the night.”

Darius shook his head. “Any idea who?”

“A woman our age to the north, near the front of the colony. I didn’t know her.” Elmer shook his head. “And a few Crop Tenders, a dozen alleys west.”

“It is a shame.”

Darius looked around, as if he might catch a glimpse of Gideon and his men, but they were gone. For most of the day, they would direct the clean-up, tally the dead, and oversee the handout of straw, along with their Watchers. Likewise, they would assess the damage to the crops, while the Crop Tenders saved what they could.

“I am sad about the deaths, but the destruction of the crops will make for even hungrier stomachs, which could lead to more casualties,” Elmer said.

Darius knew that was true. They might have a surplus for a day or two, but a meal today meant a deficit tomorrow.

Elmer said, “I suppose we will have a ceremony to attend tomorrow morning.”

Darius nodded.

“Will I see you there?” Elmer asked.

“Possibly,” Darius said. “Depending on how my leg feels.”

Elmer nodded, but he didn’t ask any more probing questions.
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Darius headed in a westerly direction, taking a different route home. A few people looked over, tentatively waving. In one doorway, a mother scolded a child who had exited a dwelling without shutting the door. The child skirted away, avoiding the mother’s reprimand. Catching the child’s attention, Darius raised his cane and smiled.

He hobbled on.

When he was halfway down the alley, Darius slowed to a stop next to a gap in the houses, close enough that he could see through the clouded next alley. He stuck close to the wall of the closest dwelling, verifying that no one paid him any mind.

Through the alley, he glimpsed the squalid, dilapidated house that he’d come to find. A wave of relief washed over him as he found the house standing. The door was shut. He watched for a while until the door opened and a woman thirty years his junior popped out, holding a shovel. She kept her head down as she walked to a mound of sand on the side of the house, scooping it up and depositing it into a pushcart. Later, Darius knew, she would bring it to a dump area closer to the cliffs, where The Watchers would bring it out into the desert, like they did for the other colonists.

A few moments later, a man joined the woman, clothed in his protective garb. Neither spoke as they did their work. A few neighbors came out from their houses, looking over, but they refrained from speaking to the couple.

Eventually, the man and woman completed their task, and the man wheeled away the unwanted sand. The woman stuck her shovel in the ground, adjusting her shawl. When she finished, she gazed up through the dust clouds.

Slowly, she appraised the outline of the giant, red rock formation that hung in the distance—an enormous, towering reminder of a loss neither she nor Darius would forget.

Darius felt as if someone had punched his stomach. Sadness washed over him as he watched Akron’s mother. He wanted to reach out to her, console her, and share his sympathies.

But she hated him, just as her husband did. They blamed him for telling the stories that had inspired Akron to go into the caves, leading to his death.

They were right. It was Darius’s fault.

One day, he would give Akron’s parents peace.

Darius watched Akron’s mother for another moment, until the guilt in his stomach got the better of him and he hobbled along.


Chapter 19: Neena

A slow wind picked up across the desert, blowing sand over the gaping holes, piling it against the rock formation and covering the bloodied carcass.

The sight of the mangled animal and the scavenging birds gave Neena a sickening wave of fear. The holes on either side of the carcass were black, filled with shadow. They were fifty feet apart—spaced a hundred feet from the rock formation. For all she knew, the creature lurked in one of them, ready to rise up and end their lives.

She couldn’t be certain the fawn was the same one she’d seen, but deep down, she knew.

First the mother, and now its child.

Overhead, the squawking birds chose a new direction. Were they fleeing Neena, Kai, or something else?

“This way,” Kai hissed.

Without another word, he hurried to the stream and filled his flask. Neena followed suit. Right after, he directed her to the nearest jutting overhang, curved his fingers over the top, and pulled himself up and over. She knew what he was doing. Staying on the ground seemed like inviting death.

Following him, Neena heaved herself up the craggy, red rock and climbed. Her breath came in ragged gasps as she grunted and pulled, finding hand and footholds, avoiding slick bird droppings on the steep formation’s face, and stones sharp enough to cut her flesh. Several times, she slowed, thinking she might lose her grip, but she held on. The image of the creature’s enormous teeth clamping an ankle pushed her faster.

Looking up, she saw where Kai aimed. Twenty feet skyward, a ledge jutted out of the structure, on which they could perch.

“Come on,” Kai urged.

Reaching the ledge first, he turned and pulled her up. And then they were on top of it, standing on an uneven, natural platform. A few loose pebbles skittered over the edge, clacking off the side of the formation. Fighting dizziness, Neena looked down at how far they’d climbed.

They’d made it thirty feet from the ground.

Inching close to the formation, they clung to the steep rock’s face, scanning the desert. The gaping holes below them looked like a pair of uneven eyes. Smooth sand at the top gave way to darker sand beneath. The tunnels reminded Neena of playing as a child outside of her colony, imagining the underground fortresses she might build. Those were good memories.

But this sight—and the mangled carcass—filled her with dread.

Almost everything in the desert was covered in a thin film of the sandstorm’s dust, but they saw better than they could on the ground. In the west, east, and south, the desert seemed to go on forever, filled with dunes. But the northern side of the rock—behind them—was a blind spot. That made her nervous.

Finally, Kai said, “Over there. Do you see that?”

Neena followed his gaze to a few discolorations in the desert.

“More breaches,” Kai said.

A pit in her stomach grew worse. “It got ahead of us in the night.”

Kai nodded. “We should stay here awhile, just to be safe.”

Looking down the thirty-foot face of rock, Neena asked, “Can it reach us up here?”

“I’ve seen it burst from the ground higher than this ledge,” Kai admitted.

Neena nodded. Looking up, she saw no higher ledges on the steep spire. She wasn’t sure what came next, but every instinct told her to stay off the sand.


Chapter 20: Gideon

Gideon walked the path at the end of the crop rows, looking over the dusted, buried, or wilted vegetables. Even the long retaining walls, made of rock and mud, hadn’t shielded the vegetables from the wind and the sand. But that was always the way, with a storm as severe as this. Between the rows, the Crop Tenders knelt, cleaning off the crops that could be cleaned, or tugging out those that were too damaged to grow any further. A stringy-haired woman tossed a handful of green vegetables into a cart. Next to her, a gaunt man dusted off a sagging, brown root. The damaged crops would be passed out as early rations.

The storm—and the deaths—would lower the morale of his people.

But Gideon couldn’t let it consume them.

Grief and despair wouldn’t feed stomachs.

He looked over his shoulder. A row behind him, Wyatt watched some workers load several wagons. Three rows past, Brody, Saurab, and Horatio spoke with the crop supervisors about the plans for distribution. The supervisors and Crop Tenders did their duties with a diligence that showed they knew the importance of their work.

The Crop Tenders were handpicked, expected to keep pace, or be demoted. Some of their families had done their duty for generations, passing their knowledge down to their offspring. In exchange for tending the crops, the Crop Tenders received their share of rations, as well as meat from the tithing storehouse at the front of the colony. The Crop Tenders escaped the heat and danger of the desert—it was better than being a hunter; that was for sure.

They had a special privilege.

Just like his Watchers.

Breaking from his observations, Wyatt strode past a line of carts to join Gideon.

“About ten percent of our crops are damaged,” he reported, with a serious expression. Gideon could see him running figures in his head. He already had his book out, ready to make tallies.

Gideon looked from the crops across the river to the clusters of houses, where children played, and women carried buckets. Not for the first time, he wondered about the hunters caught in the desert. Depending on how they fared, he might have to speak more words at tomorrow’s ceremony.

“What are we doing about the lost Crop Tenders?” Gideon asked.

“I already have supervisors working on their replacements,” Wyatt told him. “The positions should be filled soon.”

Gideon nodded. Wyatt performed his tasks without question, like most of Gideon’s good men.

“We’ll need to fix some parts of our retaining walls,” Gideon observed, pointing at some fallen or scattered rocks.

“We’ll get on that,” Wyatt confirmed.

Gideon glanced from the crops to the top of the cliffs, watching a few men stroll the high ledges, checking the horizon. Whispers of the lost crops would permeate the colony long before the damaged rations did.

Hunger led to unrest.

It always did.

Catching Wyatt’s attention, he said, “Tell Thorne to have The Watchers keep a close eye on the colony. We don’t need any violence or disturbances, in the wake of empty stomachs.”


Chapter 21: Raj

“Where are we going?” asked Samel, struggling to keep up with Raj.

Raj toted the empty bucket in his hands, cutting from Helgid’s alley and heading north, curving around several women carrying shovels and buckets. All around him, people dispersed in different directions, but most headed south, toward the riverbanks, to procure mud and straw. Raj and Samel were supposed to get materials, too, but Raj had another idea in mind first.

“I’m heading for the tithing houses,” Raj said, answering Samel’s question. “Maybe we’ll see Neena coming back.”

Samel nodded. For every one of Raj’s long strides, he took several quicker steps, keeping up without complaint. Samel could be annoying, but he was a good companion. Raj wove around a few elderly people, hobbling from their dwellings. A few glanced at Raj and Samel with the scrutinizing stares that old people always gave kids their age.

Getting to the center of the colony, they rounded the enormous, circular Comm Building. The round, curved roof rose higher than any of the hovels around it. The sturdy walls seemed impenetrable. Even the long, straight annex that jutted out from the side seemed as if it could withstand the worst sandstorm. Raj could never imagine it falling.

He saw none of The Heads of Colony.

Good, he thought with relief.

Gideon and his important men always made him nervous.

The path split in two, curving around the Comm Building and reforming. Raj chose a path east, with less people, and curved back around to the main path. In the distance, past the clusters of people, he saw the edges of the tithing houses. To their left and right, out of sight, were the storehouses. Beyond them, the path lost its shape and melded with the sand.

Two towering spires sat on either side of that path, about half a klick after the colony ended. Raj had always thought of those structures as two sides of a large door, welcoming the returning hunters. Farther out in the desert, more spires rose in intermittent places, like enormous spears thrust into the ground. Most were far enough away that he could only see their silhouettes under the sun.

Often, he saw hunters coming up that path, dragging game, or hauling larger bags than what they’d gone out with. More than once, Raj welcomed Neena as she came up that path, always with a smile and a tearful embrace.

Hoping for a similar reunion, he walked faster, temporarily forgetting his brother’s smaller legs.

Movement from an adjacent alley caught Raj’s attention.

He looked right.

A tight cluster of kids wormed their way past some adults, pointing and yelling.

Pointing at Raj and Samel.

“Hey!” they shouted.

Bailey and his friends.

A group of children became a mob, shoes slapping the alley as they ran. Their shouts grew bolder. A few adults looked at the children with mild annoyance. To them, the running mob was nothing more than kids engaged in play.

Raj knew better.

Fear spiked in his stomach as he grabbed Samel’s hand, pulling him in the other direction. “Come on!”

“Where are we going, Raj?”

Raj didn’t answer.

His heart slammed against his ribcage as he chose the path of least resistance, cutting away and north. He clutched his bucket with his other hand. They ran through a smaller alley, startling some people who moved out of the way, or bumping a few who didn’t react in time. Some people wheeled pushcarts, while others carried children. Cries of anger and annoyance followed their path.

Raj had no time for apologies.

A few men held up a carcass near their house, preparing to skin it. The fleeting thought came to Raj that he would’ve asked them if they had seen his sister, if a bloodthirsty group of kids weren’t chasing them.

He lost hold of Samel.

Too late, he looked back.

Samel crashed against a pushcart, knocking over the man behind it. The cart overturned. Stones hit the ground and rolled. More people stepped back, caught in the middle of an unexpected scene.

“You filthy rats!” the man yelled, staggering to his feet.

“We’re sorry!” Raj said, helping his brother up.

“You’ll be sorry when you help me pick up all these stones!”

Raj glanced over his shoulder, catching sight of Bailey and his friends in the distance. The commotion had given them away.

“Come on!” Raj said, clutching Samel’s hand and his bucket as they ran, ignoring the man’s angry cries behind them.

They wound through another few alleys, catching sight of the kids running behind them, or hearing their fast footsteps. More and more people glanced in their direction. The bystanders’ attention was drawing the kids. Bailey and his gang only had to follow the stares. Frantic, Raj pushed on, until quiet surrounded them.

With panic, Raj realized they had ended up in the Crop Tenders section. Most were at work down by the river.

No one was here.

He paused for a split second, looking at a few closed doors on the houses on either side of the alley, wishing they could get inside. But those doors would be locked.

Samel clutched his winded stomach, frightened tears glistening in his eyes.

“I can’t run anymore, Raj!” Samel said, shaking.

“We have to move!” Raj urged. Looking sideways, he had an idea. “Behind one of these houses. We’ll hide before they see us!”

“Caught you, orphan boy!”

Raj’s blood froze.

He turned.

Bailey and five other boys stood farther down the alley. All had hungry expressions of violence on their faces. More voices shouted in the distance as the rest of the pack rounded an intersecting alley, reaching threateningly for their knives, or clenching their fists. The boys took a few steps as they saw an end to their chase.

Hiding was out.

Raj’s heart slammed into his ribs as he surveyed more boys than he could handle, knife at his side or not.

“Let’s settle this, orphan boy!” Bailey shouted. Triumph bled through his words. “Stop running, and I’ll spare your pissy-pants brother!”

“Come on, girly boy!”

A few of Bailey’s friends yelled similar taunts.

If it were a fair fight, Raj might’ve considered taking on the older boy, pulling his knife in a threat he couldn’t finish. But these boys didn’t play fair.

Frantic, Raj turned and assessed the area. No one could help. All they could do was turn and flee.

“Come on, Sam!”

Their footsteps reverberated off the empty alley as they continued fleeing, past lifeless hovels with closed doors, more empty alleys, and pushcarts filled with sand. They kept their focus straight ahead. A lost step would put them closer to a fist, or maybe even a knife. Samel struggled to match Raj’s quicker pace, gasping for air.

Catching sight of an alley, Raj veered for it.

He slammed into a thick, meaty chest.

He fell back on his butt, stunned, into the main alley.

Raj looked from the ground to the face of a stern, muscular man he’d seen several times at the base of the cliffs or walking alongside Gideon and The Heads of Colony. A Watcher. The man frowned, his gaze wandering from Raj to Samel, as Samel frantically tugged at Raj’s arm, trying to pull him up.

“Come on, Raj!”

“What’s going on?” the man demanded, loudly enough that Samel stopped pulling.

“Nothing.” Raj could hardly formulate an answer.

The man looked past him into the main alley, where Bailey and his friends stopped stiff in the center of the path. A few of them relaxed their hands to their sides. One by one, their malicious faces turned into a fearful respect.

“Are you Crop Tenders’ children?” the Watcher called.

Raj turned over his shoulder, watching a few of the boys’ slack-jawed expressions. Finding courage, one or two shook their heads.

“Get out of here, then!” The Watcher raised a threatening arm.

The boys delayed a moment, as if the man’s words might be a test, and then feet were moving and heads were looking over shoulders. The Watcher stared after the fleeing boys for a long moment, before turning his attention to Raj and Samel.

“Why are you here?” he demanded.

Feeling the weight of the man’s eyes, Raj said, “We’re getting materials to fix our house.” He looked down at his bucket.

“Shouldn’t you be at the river?” the man asked.

“Yes, sir,” Raj said.

He stared at Raj with a stern expression. For a moment, Raj was certain he would rip them away to The Heads of Colony. Finally, he said, “Get to it, then.”

Raj scrambled to his feet and took a step backward. He watched the man, as if The Watcher might change his mind, but the man turned and stormed away without a word.


Chapter 22: Raj

Raj and Samel hurried through the streets until they reached an area filled with people. Raj’s heart still beat loudly from the chase, and their encounter with The Watcher. Thankfully, he saw no sign of Bailey and his friends. He and Samel continued until they were far beyond the place where they’d been chased.

When they had made enough distance that Raj’s legs no longer shook, Samel asked, “Is that Watcher going to tell Gideon about us?”

“I don’t think so,” Raj said, hoping that were true.

Samel still looked afraid.

Both of them knew the stories about those who had been caught fighting, stealing, or disrupting others’ work. Gideon and his men were strict. Causing a commotion was an easy way to land in a cell, or worse. Raj recalled the rumors of a man who had stabbed and killed another over a sprig of taproot, many years ago. If the stories were to be believed, that man had been cast out and never seen again.

Even the simple-minded boys like Bailey knew better than to run up on one of Gideon’s trusted men.

“Are you sure they won’t cast us out?” Samel asked.

Raj swallowed. “I don’t think so.”

He looked over their shoulders, as if he might find The Watcher following them, but the alley was empty. Even if they told The Watcher the truth, Bailey had enough boys around him to corroborate a lie. He and Samel were better off keeping their mouths shut.

Swallowing, Raj worked his way west through the colony, getting far enough to see the river in the distance. Still no Bailey.

“Aren’t we going home?” Samel asked.

“We need materials for Helgid,” Raj said.

“Materials?” Samel spoke as if Raj talked of a venomous beast.

Seeing the frightened look on Samel’s face, he said, “I don’t think Bailey and the others will bother us—at least not now. You saw how The Watcher scared them. We should be safe.”

“We should tell Helgid what happened,” Samel said, waiting for agreement.

Raj sighed and shook his head. “What can she do?”

“Maybe she can stop them.”

“Helgid is as likely to be thrown in a cell as us,” Raj said. “We can’t drag her into this.”

“Maybe she can tell those boys to stop. Maybe they’ll listen to her.”

“She might say some words, but you heard how they spoke about her. They don’t care what she has to say.” Softening his tone, Raj said, “We shouldn’t involve her, Samel. We’ll handle our own problems, like we always have. Like Neena taught us. We’ll be fine.”

“You promise, Raj?” Samel asked, looking up at his brother with innocent eyes.

“I promise.”


Chapter 23: Neena

Neena looked down the rocky spire at the fawn’s mutilated remains. Fear coursed through her, as she said, “The blood looks fresh. My guess is that the Abomination killed the fawn this morning.”

Kai nodded gravely.

“I think it was related to the Rydeer,” she added.

“What do you mean?” Kai asked.

Neena quietly told the story of the game she’d almost caught, until the sandstorm surprised her. She told how she had spared the fawn’s life, fearing it would die without its mother. Of course, that didn’t matter now.

Even from their high perch, Neena saw the thick cloud of flies swarming and descending, laying their eggs. More scavenging animals besides birds wouldn’t be far behind. In a land so desolate, no creature refused an easy meal.

Looking at the ground, she pictured the enormous Abomination bursting up, bashing through the ledge on which they stood, and knocking them into its mouth.

Kai’s words about his hunting party came back to her.

I heard the screams. I saw the creature swallow them whole, as it erupted from the ground.

Neena stared south, in the direction of her colony. Red Rock was still two full days’ travel away. Thinking of her colony reminded her of the hunters she’d seen on a hilltop two days ago. Those men were probably close to home by now. After a sandstorm as bad as this one, they would’ve cut their trips short to check on their families.

Or maybe they were food for the monster.

A shiver of dread ran through her. The next mangled body they found might be one of her colonists. The other hunters might not respect her, but she didn’t wish a death like that on anyone.

They drank their water sparingly, waiting in silence for a long while, shifting positions occasionally, when their legs grew tired. The perch was wide enough to fit them adequately, but not comfortably. More than once, Neena caught her balance so she wouldn’t fall.

The desert held an eerie silence.

It felt as if the landscape was holding its breath.

Neena saw no sign of rats, or even the squawking birds that had left earlier.

She couldn’t imagine how Kai had spent days like this, living in a constant state of dread. The toll was evident in the circles beneath his eyes, and in his dirty, ripped clothes. She could hear it in his voice, after the days and nights he’d spent in the desert.

Something rumbled.

Neena gripped the wall tightly.

She looked at Kai.

Fear awakened in his eyes as he scanned from east to west.

The rumble came again—faint, but loudly enough that they knew they had heard it. Neena clutched her knife in a sweaty hand. Her heart beat like a trip hammer as she searched the legions of brown dunes. The sun’s obscuring rays turned the desert into a mirage; any of those sand hills could actually be a monster, coming to eat them.

Below them, the stream trickled faintly.

The dark holes were entrances to some dark, horrific world.

They waited several tense moments, not moving, not breathing.

Slowly, Kai raised his hand to point toward the desert. He’d found something. Neena followed his finger to the source of his attention: a small, moving dot in the distance going east to west. It was some sort of animal, though it was impossible to tell the species. The animal was small and far enough away that it appeared to be going slowly, but she could tell it was going fast. Another Rydeer, perhaps, or a wolf.

The dot picked up speed, heading behind one of the distant dunes.

She lost sight of it.

Neena adjusted on the ledge, trying to see past the giant mount of sand. Slowly, she and Kai shuffled.

A boom echoed across the desert.

A spray of sand shot up from behind the dune.

A long, piercing screech echoed across the landscape, cutting short in a squeal of agony. Neena’s hand flew to her mouth, trapping in a cry she’d never let out.

The sand rained back to the ground, settling behind the dune.

Kai mouthed words she didn’t need him to speak. Stay put, stay put…


Chapter 24: Raj

Clusters of people waited in line, talking, or corralling their young ones. A few of the older children splashed near the riverbanks while their parents waited with their buckets. Men talked loudly about the work they’d done on their homes, or the work left to be finished.

Raj and Samel took a spot at the end of the line.

Setting down his bucket, Raj watched some people heading for a favored spot on the riverbank to scoop mud.

Samel shifted from foot to foot. Every so often, he looked up the path.

Filling the silence with nervous conversation, Samel asked, “Do you think we’ll be back at Helgid’s for supper?”

“I hope,” Raj said, as he followed Samel’s gaze.

Squinting to see through the late-afternoon glare, Raj saw three silhouettes coming down to the river. He tensed, until he realized they were hunters. Two of them walked close together, talking and hefting full bags. Another man hung back behind them. All were dressed in brown and white pants and shirts and carried long, sharp spears.

“Hunters,” Raj said, calling Samel’s attention to them.

“Do you think they’ve seen Neena?” Samel asked, temporarily forgetting some of his anxiety.

“It’s possible,” Raj said. Making the quick determination that they weren’t getting any closer in line, and that Bailey and his friends weren’t around, he added, “Why don’t we go ask them?”

Abandoning their position at the end of the line, they approached the hunters.

The two men in front unwrapped their shawls, revealing their sweaty, bearded faces. They laughed at a joke Raj and Samel had missed. The last person walked more slowly, having trouble carrying his burden.

Approaching the last one, Raj said, “Hello, sir.”

The man removed his shawl, revealing a patchy beard and a cocky smile. He made a show of adjusting his bag. “Come to see how it’s done, eh?”

Hoping to bolster the man’s ego, Raj said, “It sounds as if the hunt was successful.”

“I caught a big, fat Rydeer.” The man grinned. “I speared it myself.”

“Where was it?”

The man cranked a thumb over his shoulder. “About a day’s travel north. It was drinking near a spring.”

“It sounds as if you are skilled,” Raj complimented.

“I am.” The man smiled, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth. “I can throw a spear faster than an animal can run. Perhaps I can give you some tips, when you get older.”

“I’d like that.” Sensing his opportunity, Raj asked, “Do you mind if I ask you about something?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“I was wondering if you’d seen my sister,” Raj said, trying to disguise his worry.

Before the man could answer, the others turned and approached.

“Who’s he looking for?” one of them overheard, wiping some greasy sweat from his brow.

“His sister,” the younger man repeated.

The two older men exchanged curt smiles. Seeing them up close, Raj recognized them from previous run-ins. It seemed as if they recognized him, too.

“Your sister?” One of the older men laughed. “Shouldn’t she be down by the river?”

The first man chuckled.

“She was out hunting, like you,” Raj said, sticking his chin out the way he’d seen grown men do. “I was hoping she was heading back after the storm.”

“If she was in the storm, she’d better have held onto her spear,” the bearded man said, making a show of grabbing his crotch. The others laughed.

Perhaps trying to curry favor with the older men, the first hunter said, “Maybe the wind carried her up to the twin moons.”

More laughter.

“Wait a moment,” one of the men piped up, before Raj and Samel could leave. “I think I saw her.”

A small hope filled Raj’s stomach. “You did?”

“She was the one with the baby under her shawl, wasn’t she?” he asked, unable to hide his coy smile, as he held one of his arms to his breast and rocked it back and forth.

“Never mind,” Raj said, pulling Samel’s arm. “We’ll find her ourselves.”

Together, he and Samel walked back to the line, resuming their wait for the straw.


Chapter 25: Raj

Helgid stood from the hearth as she saw Raj and Samel coming through the door, setting down some utensils and brushing off her hands. She smiled.

“Long line at the river?” she asked knowingly.

“Yes.” Raj hefted his heavy bucket to show her the water and mud inside. He traded a knowing look with Samel, who carried the straw.

“How many were waiting?”

“A few hundred.”

“After a storm like this, it is no wonder. Thank you for sparing an old woman’s back.” Helgid made a show of grimacing.

Raj smiled. Her kind words were meant to make him and Samel feel useful. Still, he appreciated the compliment.

“I’ll make some broth for dinner,” she said.

Glancing at the wall, where Helgid had stuffed the broken pieces earlier, Raj asked, “We should have enough material to fix all the holes.”

“That sounds great,” Helgid said, filling one of her pots with water. “We can start on them after supper.”

Turning with his bucket, Raj ran his fingers over one of the holes, gauging the size.

He recalled a storm a few months ago, when he and Neena had worked together, repairing several holes in the walls in their own house, while Samel laughed and played. That memory gave him a wave of nostalgia that deepened his worry. He prayed she’d be home soon.

“I almost forgot something,” Helgid said, picking up a spoon.

“What is it?” Raj asked, turning.

“You had a visitor.”

“Me?” At first, Raj thought she was speaking of Neena. Then he recalled The Watcher’s stern expression, and his strong, waving hand. What if the intimidating man had thought better of his warning, and come to rip them away?

“It was a girl.”

“A…girl?” Raj’s brow furrowed in surprise.

“The one you helped this morning,” Helgid said. “She came to say thank you.”

Raj recalled the frantic girl who had been outside the home, and her mournful tears. He didn’t even know her name. In the frenzy of the moment, there hadn’t been time to catch it. He looked from Helgid to the door, as if the girl might be standing there, unnoticed. Of course, she wasn’t.

“She left a while ago,” Helgid clarified. “But she wanted me to give you this.”

Helgid reached into the folds of her shawl, pulling out a round, shiny piece of metal. Raj walked over tentatively, receiving a gift he hadn’t expected.

“What is it?”

“She said it was one of her grandmother’s keepsakes,” Helgid explained. “She saved it from the rubble, along with a few other personal items, before The Watchers carried away the remnants of her grandmother’s building. She wanted you to have it.”

Raj opened his hand and took it. The piece of metal had several strange markings on its surface. A few indents on its sides contained some crusted sand. The object looked as if it was in its original state—unmelted, perhaps even whole. Maybe it has looked the same for generations, Raj thought with awe. Rarely did the colonists own anything that they couldn’t find an obvious use for. As his father used to say, waste was a luxury for the heavens.

He swallowed as he turned the unique piece in his hand.

“Can I see it?” Samel asked. Curiosity got the better of him as he peered over Raj’s outstretched hand.

“Did the girl say what it was?” Raj asked Helgid.

“No,” Helgid said. “She only knew that her grandmother had kept it for many years. It meant something to her. She thought that you should have it, for assisting her.”

Raj nodded, trying to envision the dead woman as she had looked alive, rather than a sand-covered, lifeless body. Perhaps she was in the heavens and watching them right now. That thought gave him warmth he hadn’t felt in a long while. It was certainly better than the fear that had accompanied him for most of the afternoon.

“Did you catch the girl’s name?” Raj asked.

“It was a nice name,” Helgid said. “I think it was Adriana.”

“Adriana,” Raj repeated, feeling more of the same warmth. “Do you know where she lives?”

Helgid looked as if she was trying to remember. “Next to the house where you pulled out her grandmother, I think.”

Raj closed his fist around the object, then opened his fingers again, unable to stop staring at the wondrous piece. “I should thank her,” he said.

“She was off to visit some of the other people who helped, so you might not find her now,” Helgid said. “Perhaps tomorrow morning would be the best time to catch her, after the ceremony.”

Raj reluctantly agreed, even though he wanted nothing more than to leave and thank the girl now.

He couldn’t erase a thought from his mind, as he looked at the piece in his hand. Had the other people who assisted her received strange gifts, too?


Chapter 26: Gideon

Gideon stood in the center of the Comm Building’s main room. For once, he was away from the bustle of his people, away from The Heads of Colony. Most were outside, finishing the last of their duties. He looked up at the ceiling. A few nicks and marks on the building’s exterior told the story of yesterday’s storm, but thankfully, they had no large holes to patch.

More importantly, none of his men were injured.

Cherishing a rare, quiet moment, Gideon slicked back his gray hair, clearing the sweat of a busy day from his brow. His bones ached from a long day of standing and thinking. Too many decisions weighed on his mind. Sitting at a chair by the round table, he thought them over.

As his father had taught him, an overlooked detail was better caught early.

He kept an absent eye on the strange, round piece of the satellite dish as he rolled the plans of the day over in his head. Most of the damaged crops had been ferreted out and sorted. The Crop Tenders had brought them to the secured storehouse at the front of the colony, where The Watchers could keep an eye on them. Tomorrow, the Crop Tenders would distribute them to the hungry colonists.

All that was left was to speak his words at the ceremony.

Gideon thought about the speech he’d recited too many times. Those consoling euphemisms, written by his forefathers and spoken at every ceremony, would help the colonists grieve. Gideon didn’t believe half of those words—he was too jaded to believe something existed, other than a sky full of stars and a ground that was too easy to be buried in—but the words were necessary.

Having a predictable pattern made some of the simple-minded colonists forget the fact that they were stuck on a world in which things never got better.

Routine deflected chaos.

Once the colonists awoke in the morning and ate their breakfasts, he would lead his people to the graveyard, along with the other Heads of Colony, alleviating the grief from the storm.

Afterward, they would move on.

He hoped.


Chapter 27: Neena

The sun cast a reddish-orange glow, creating a majestic back light over the horizon as daylight faded. If Neena’s throat weren’t so parched, she would’ve appreciated the beauty of sunset, as she did on some of those rare, fruitful days after hunting.

For the rest of the afternoon, she and Kai had sweated under the sun, tipping the last of the flasks they’d refilled before climbing, watching the light fade. They’d seen no sign of the creature and heard no rumbles. Over time, a few scavenging birds had returned to the carcass, continuing their meal.

The story of whatever they’d seen behind the dunes was hidden, for now.

At the moment, they had a more pressing concern: they needed more water.

Enacting the plan that they’d whispered about for most of the afternoon, Neena looked over the ledge at the dead fawn.

“I’ll go first,” she whispered, to a nod from Kai.

Without another word, she turned and put her foot on a firm rock, slowly lowering herself. Neena steadied her shaking hands as she descended, feeling the burn in her calves as she tried keeping her balance. As soon as she was a body’s width away, Kai followed her down the sheer face. Neena kept her eyes on the rocks as she gripped tightly.

She felt weaker than when she’d made the climb. She was dehydrated. But an entire night without water would weaken them further.

They had no choice but to take a risk.

The thought of whatever had died behind the dune came back to her, as she relived the shrieking, agonizing cries of pain. She held her breath, avoiding a betraying noise and trying to forget about whatever lurked in the desert.

She was halfway down the formation when a piece of stone cracked underneath her boot. Neena stopped, clung to the rock face, and listened to the stone ping to the bottom, landing in the stream with a plunk.

Above her, Kai halted. The air held the same, eerie calm that occurred this afternoon.

Somewhere out of sight, one of the feeding birds flapped its wings. It squawked, but didn’t fly away.

Exhaling, Neena continued. She kept an eye on the ground, not ready to trust anything in the semi-darkness. Finally, she eased herself onto the jutting crag, climbed back and over it, and landed softly. Kai followed.

Neena walked heel to toe in the sand, attentive for squeaks in her boots. Kai followed. Reaching the stream, they knelt, filled their flasks, and gently drank. After a long day in the heat, the water felt like a heavenly miracle. Neena sipped until she was full, but she didn’t gorge. After topping their flasks again, they quietly stood.

Getting close to her, Kai whispered, “Are you ready?”

Neena nodded.

She looked over at the dark crevices in the ground, which seemed even darker with daylight dying.

Neena took one of her small game bags from her pack and walked purposefully toward the dead fawn, keeping an eye on the gaping holes. Too many shadows surrounded them. Seeing her coming, the birds cawed and scattered. Neena swallowed as she reached the fawn, knelt, and waved away some of the stubborn flies.

She only needed a few moments.

Holding her breath from the growing stench of the meat, she bent down, using her knife to carve away some of the untouched parts of the carcass’s fur, finding the fresher meat beneath. When she had cut through the fawn’s top layers, she sliced out a few pieces, stuffed them in her game bag, and walked away.

With full flasks and meat in her bag, she and Kai returned up the rock face.


**




Neena and Kai huddled on the ledge, chewing pieces of the raw, soft fawn. The same reservations that had kept Kai from building a fire stopped them now. Even if they had wood to burn, they wouldn’t use it.

“The meat isn’t so bad, once you get used to it,” Kai said, with a grim smile.

She smiled back, trying to control her nausea.

The meat wasn’t tasty, but it was palatable, when faced with the option of starving. She remembered what Kai had told her about getting sick. She worried about that. But it was too late now.

Underneath her worry was a small sense of accomplishment. At least they had made it back up to relative safety, away from the ground and the ominous holes.

They sat in silence, filling their stomachs.

The light of the twin moons cast a nascent glow over the landscape. Somewhere beneath them, the birds returned to the carcass. Every so often, she heard them pecking and shifting. Those sounds were unnerving, but the proximity of the birds meant the creature wasn’t near.

She hoped.

Swallowing a mouthful of bland meat, Neena washed it down with water. Neither she nor Kai had suggested leaving during the night.

They knew it was too dangerous.

Kai’s face was little more than a silhouette under the twin moons as he finished his food. “We will have another decision to make in the morning, assuming we live that long.”

“A decision?”

“We will need to figure out where we’re headed.” He looked out over the desert.

Another unspoken conversation bubbled to the surface.

In the time they’d traveled, survival had taken priority over any other decisions. But now Neena’s buried worries came rushing back. She was traveling with a man she barely knew—a man from a strange colony—taking him in the direction of her home. Was she really going to bring him to Red Rock? How would they react?

“You seem as if you are thinking about something,” Kai said.

“I’m worried about my brothers. Ever since I saw that creature, I have the desperate urge to get back to them, to make sure they’re all right.” Neena looked at him.

“And that makes you wonder whether you should bring me,” he said, taking an intuitive leap.

Neena sighed. “Until yesterday, I knew nothing about New Canaan, or this beast. And then I met you, and everything changed. Now I have worries I did not have before.” She looked at Kai. “It seems only death lurks in the desert.”

Kai fell silent a moment. “It would make the most sense to head to Red Rock, but I don’t want to put you in an awkward position.”

Neena sighed. Voicing her uncertainties gave her a strange sense of guilt. “If I arrive with a stranger, I am uncertain how my people will react. I am uncertain if they will even believe the story we have to tell. And I have a deeper concern.” A pang of dread kept Neena from speaking.

“What?” Kai asked.

She exhaled a nervous breath. “What if we think the creature is gone, only to have it appear at my colony? What if we bring death back with us?”

Kai fell silent, obviously concerned about the same thing. “I do not have a good answer for that.”

Neena wrung her hands. She imagined Kai’s ten dead companions in the desert, crushed or eaten. What if she decided to bring Kai back, and they both brought the Abomination to Red Rock?

“Perhaps we can split up. That way, one of us is safe,” Kai suggested. “The creature has followed me longer. Perhaps it will recognize something in my vibrations, and I can lead it away. Perhaps it never has to reach your people at all.”

Realizing the implication behind his words, Neena said, “Are you saying we part ways, and you will search for New Canaan?”

“I brought the creature here. Maybe I can lead it away. Maybe later, I will find New Canaan again.”

Neena backpedaled his suggestion. “I don’t know if wandering around in the desert is the answer.”

“Perhaps I can travel so far away that it will never return at all.” Kai’s voice cracked, as he looked away, out into the darkening desert, obviously thinking of his dead companions. “Maybe that is what I should have done days ago. Just say the word, and I will leave and not follow you. I swear by the twin moons.”

Neena looked out over the desert—a desert that concealed the beast. She felt an empathetic worry for Kai that she couldn’t explain.

“Your leaving is no guarantee that I will escape,” she said. “It might kill you and come for me afterward. Or it might follow me, instead.”

Kai opened and closed his mouth, but he didn’t refute her concern.

“Or maybe it will find someone else from my colony.” Neena shuddered as another buried fear rose to the surface. “What if it stumbles on another hunter, like me? Someone else might bring it back before we do.”

“It was a thought I was afraid to voice,” Kai admitted.

A new thought struck her. “What if I die before I warn my people? What will happen to my brothers?”

Considering her own death gave Neena a strange feeling.

If she never made it back, what would happen to Raj and Samel?

Most hunters had families who would look for them, but Neena’s family had no one.

They had Helgid, sure, but she was an old woman, in no condition to trek into the desert. And if no one helped, that meant Raj and Samel were alone. Neena pictured Raj and Samel in the desert, wandering aimlessly and coming across the beast instead, meeting the same fate as the Rydeer and its fawn. She felt a wave of fear greater than the worry for her own safety.

Raj and Samel might die, and then others might die, too.

“Anyone who searches for me might bring it back with them,” she concluded, following her thought to a decision. “I need to get back to my people. I need to warn them. And right now, you know more about this creature than anyone. I think it only makes sense that you come back with me.”

“Are you certain?”

“It is the only answer that seems right,” Neena said resolutely.

“I do not know of a way to kill it,” Kai reminded her. “I am not sure how much help I can be.”

“No, but if my people are aware of it, maybe they can take precautions,” Neena said. “Perhaps our warning can save more people from death.”

“Thank you again for your help,” Kai said.

“Do not thank me until we make it back alive,” Neena said, returning his grim smile.

Kai nodded in the darkness. Sitting next to him, Neena felt a small wave of comfort in a large, empty desert. With their decision made, Kai shifted, probably thinking through the implications of their decision. “What will your people say, when they see me?”

“They will have no choice but to listen,” Neena said, praying that was true. “They have to.”


Chapter 28: Darius

Darius hobbled around his home under torchlight, clutching his pack and listening to the last of the loud voices outside. One or two colonists lingered near their homes, finalizing the last of their patchwork. Soon, they would be indoors for the evening, huddling by their hearths and cooking dinner. Later, they would settle into an exhaustive sleep after a trying day, squeezing their children and thanking the heavens for their good luck.

Darius had other plans.

Creeping over to one of the bins he had secured earlier, he opened it and tucked some items in his bag. He pulled out a few spears and knives and placed them back on his bench, where their owners could find them, should the worst happen.

When he finished packing, he tested the weight of the bag on his old shoulders. The goods never seemed to get any lighter. But then, they never did. Despite his aging body, Darius’s mind felt the same as when he was a young man.

It was a cruel trick from the heavens about which he and Elmer often joked.

Opening another bin, Darius pulled out a long, sharpened knife he reserved for occasions such as this, slipped it into his sheath, and removed several torches, sticking them into his bag. He closed the sack in such a way that they hung out in easy reach.

Walking to the wall, he stared at the old, nostalgic spear. The long weapon would be no good in close quarters. His knife would be better.

Darius ambled over to his workbench, stuffed some dried vegetables into his mouth, and waited for the bustle of evening activity to give way to the flutter of bats.

Then he crept to the door and slipped out among them.


**




Under the cover of darkness, Darius snuck through Red Rock, quietly moving with his cane. The houses around him were little more than silhouettes under the light of the twin moons. Most of the haze had gone, but a thin layer hung in the air, giving him extra cover. Darius stuck to the shadows, using a lifetime of familiarity to guide him toward the eastern rock formation. Every so often, the skittering of a night creature made him pause, but none were loud enough to signify a notable threat.

He peered through the dark, finding a few bits of ambient light. A few times, he saw a glow under the cracks of hovels’ doorways, but none of the lights moved, and none of the doors opened. Most in the colony were asleep, except The Watchers.

Darius stared up toward the moonlit cliffs, locating a few stationary torches. Only the bravest Watchers worked so late a shift. With their visibility limited, only a few observant ears were needed to listen for sandstorms.

Everyone knew the cliffs were even more dangerous at night than during the day.

For most of the night shifts, The Watchers trolled the alleys, searching for predators that wandered into Red Rock. Their shifts were dull, but occasionally, they encountered a speckled wolf prowling the shadows, or a dust beetle that was big enough to wake some of the colonists. Of the scarce animals that lived nearby, most were savvy enough to stay away from the colony.

All had learned to fear humans, except those in the caves.

Darius swallowed as a memory came back to him—as fresh and haunting as it had been two years prior.

He’d never forget the day he’d learned that Akron was missing. He’d been in his house, fixing spears, when he heard commotion. Breaking from his work, he went outside to discover his neighbors conversing with The Watchers. Akron’s parents had reported him missing, and a search had begun.

Some in Darius’s position might’ve kept hold of the damning information they had, but not him. As soon as he heard about the boy’s disappearance, Darius had admitted his knowledge of Akron’s exploration of the tunnels, thinking he might help.

The leaders had refused his assistance.

The Heads of Colony—and The Watchers—had forbidden him from going into the caves and helping with the search. No sooner had he spoken than people blamed him for the boy’s interest in those prohibited explorations—especially the boy’s parents, who had never let him forget, either in the days after, or the days since.

The Watchers had searched the caves for a while, but they never found Akron.

Eventually, everyone had accepted that the boy was dead, including the boy’s parents, who hated Darius and wished him dead, too. Most days, Darius hated himself. His guilt ate away at him. If he had somehow slipped past The Watchers on those first days, perhaps he could’ve found the boy in time to save him. Of course, there was no chance that Akron was alive now.

All he could hope for was a proper burial.

Moving through the dark alleys, Darius kept an eye out for any of The Watchers’ torches moving in his direction. Years of traveling in darkened conditions had ingrained a sense in him that he couldn’t explain. Sometimes, it felt as if Darius had an animal’s instincts. On nights like these, he was grateful for them.

Soon, he reached the last of the houses in a row.

Pausing to adjust his bag, he looked up at the cliffs. None of the torch lights had moved position. The alleys around him were as dark as the ones behind.

Seeing nothing suspicious, he trekked through the sand to the eastern rock formation and into the closest cave entrance. When he was far enough inside to avoid notice, he reached for a torch, lit it, and made his way deeper, undetected.


Chapter 29: Darius

Darius glanced behind him, ensuring no one followed. The flame of his torch lit the smooth, auburn walls of the tunnel on either side. Sticks and rocks covered the cave floor. Often, the children of Red Rock threw items into the cave when they thought no one was looking. Some acted on dares, proving their courage to the others, while others tested their own bravery.

Some cured their boredom with those dares.

None, except Darius, entered.

And Akron, on too many occasions, including the time he disappeared, he reminded himself.

That thought urged him on as he clutched his cane, careful not to make too much noise. Darius moved steadily, following a path he’d traveled more times than he could count. From somewhere outside and behind, he heard the hoot of a desert owl, perched on the giant formation’s outer ledges. Soon, the sound disappeared, and an eerie, closed-in silence surrounded him. Darkness enveloped everything outside his torchlight.

Deep in the tunnels, there were no days and nights.

There was only the amount of water and food in one’s bag, the number of torches he had, and the bravery in his heart.

Darius swallowed as he recalled the times he had traveled here as a younger man, always careful to come back before the morning, so he wouldn’t be discovered. Back then, the threat of lost rations hung over his head.

Now, his punishment would be even worse.

The Heads of Colony had already warned him twice: after his shattered leg, and after Akron’s death. He couldn’t fathom what they would do to him now.

The rules of Gideon and his men were getting stricter. Underneath the stern demeanor of The Heads of Colony, Darius saw an undercurrent of nervousness. Each storm chipped away at their outward assurance.

Gone were the days of freedom, when young colonists might enjoy more than a handful of years without worry. He wasn’t sure if it was nostalgia, or a bitter truth. Sometimes, it felt as if the planet were a river, slowly running dry, with no way to replenish itself.

Following the curved, red tunnel, Darius kept his torch high and his knife clutched in his cane hand. He knew that the sandstorms drove creatures into hiding, giving him more things to worry about than Watchers. He reached an intersection, veering left. Lifting his torch, he spotted a faded, familiar marking as high as a hand could reach. A circle.

Seeing that familiar marking triggered memories. All at once, Darius was a young man, with a limber body and a spear in his hand. In a cave that often felt menacing, the circular marking was a thick blanket, comforting him on a cold night. He smiled as he passed the familiar drawing, heading over some crushed rubble and skirting a divot large enough to grab a boot and hold onto it.

His love for the caves was tempered by his fear of their power.

A few times while sleeping in his hovel, he had awoken from some terrifying dream, where he was trapped in the suffocating darkness forever, dragging his body through a tunnel with no end. Listening to the crackle of his torch, he clutched it tighter, remembering that time when he had been without it. Darius had been lucky to make it out after his accident.

And yet he kept returning.

He followed the cave through several more turns, using his old, faded markings when he could find them, substituting memory when he couldn’t. In a few places, he saw slashes on the walls from the miners. He entered a narrow section of the tunnel, bending down and leaning more heavily on his cane. More memories came back to him. He recalled Akron’s stories of avoiding animals in the caves. Akron had been lucky in his travels, until he wasn’t.

A pair of glowing eyes startled him.

Darius thrust his torch in front of him and froze.

A small, desert fox craned its neck and looked back at him, fear in its face. Darius held it in an uneasy glare for a moment before it raced away, burrowing into a distant hole. Rocks scattered and fell, pinging off the floor as its claws scratched something out of sight.

Darius took a few steps, finding the fox’s rear end on the side of the cave. Its tail waved back and forth, and then it disappeared. He heard the echoes of its escape somewhere in the wall. It sounded as if the fox had gotten much farther than just into a small hole. Where was it?

He knew foxes found dens that were smaller than humans could navigate, but this lair sounded deep.

Heart hammering, Darius crept closer, illuminating the pile of stones the fox had kicked up.

The fox had revealed a head-sized, circular opening.

Stooping, Darius poked at the surrounding stones, loosening a few more and knocking them to the ground. A den.

Not a den, a passage.

He stuck his torch into the hole, illuminating a space that went much deeper and wider than a normal animal’s lair. Looking up, he saw something else.

Akron’s triangular mark.
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Darius bent down, making his way through the hole he’d exposed after moving more rocks. His pack scraped the ceiling. He held his knife in front of him, as if the fox might appear and nip him, but it wasn’t close. Far in the distance, he heard louder echoes as it went farther away.

Darius kept crawling, fitting his old frame through the passage, leading with his cane and his knife. The cave was hot before, but now it was sweltering. The ceiling of the passage weighed down on him, pressing his bag tighter on his back. A new, panicked thought struck him.

What if he got stuck and died? He would surely die slowly.

No one except Elmer knew where he was going, and even if someone else did, who would look for him? Darius might be a fossil for someone else to discover. Or maybe no one would ever find him. He swallowed as he dragged his lame leg behind him. His torch illuminated an end to the narrow, uncomfortable space. Pulling himself through, he pushed with his hands and his cane, until he regained his footing and stood.

Darius was deep in a dark cave, with sides as wide as the one in which he’d traveled.

He looked left and right, down two sides of a tunnel he’d never explored.

Darius felt as if he was on to something more promising than he’d ever found. But which way should he go? The last thing he wanted was an encounter with a cornered, scared fox.

After some debate, he chose a path to the right, combing through the tunnel, stopping every so often to check for revealing marks. He saw no more triangles. He kept going, ignoring the pain in his joints and leg, stooping or shimmying as needed. The tunnel walls were a blend of auburn, with mixes of brown, or occasionally black, where varieties of rock blended together.

Eventually, the tunnel rose, seemingly headed toward the surface. Darius followed it until he found a sliver of light.

A breeze told him he had reached an exit.

He slowed, wondering where he had ended up. Ducking beneath a low-hanging crag, he peered into a seemingly empty desert, illuminated by the light of the moons.

He saw no sign of Red Rock. No sign of the small, mud-brick hovels, or the Comm Building.

It took him a moment to realize he’d ended up on the far side of the eastern wall. Darius wanted to turn and explore the tunnel’s other direction, but if he stayed too long, his exploration might run until daylight.

If he were caught, or missed, he might never see what was on the other side of this new tunnel.

Eventually, his good sense won out, and Darius snuffed out his light and snuck out into the moonlight, intent on getting back to his colony before daybreak.


Chapter 30: Neena

A crunching noise echoed from somewhere below.

Neena startled, ripped from her dozing. Her memories came back to her as she balanced on the rocky ledge, searching the darkened desert. Kai sat up slowly beside her. The twin moons cast a pale glow over the landscape, illuminating the outlines of some of the dunes. Neena guessed it was close to morning, but not close enough.

More crunching.

Whatever was below them was bigger than a bird.

Slowly, Neena scooted closer to the edge, peering down toward the holes. A few shadows moved between them, munching quietly. Neena listened as they tore and chewed on the carcass.

Occasionally, a growl floated up to where they perched.

Wolves.

Neena steeled herself on the ledge. Listening to the noises below, she felt a fear she hadn’t had in many years. All at once, she was thirteen and hunting with her father again, huddled in a cave, clutching the small spear she’d had back then and listening to a wolf pack sharing their kill outside. She and her father’s small fire had petered out, taking away the protection of smoke, so that all they could do was wait and hide. She’d clutched Dad and listened to the animals growl, crunch, and shift in the dark, certain that the wolves would come for them next. That night had been sleepless, like too many others in those early hunting days.

Feeling the weight of that memory, Neena held on to her knife. Kai kept close, giving her a measure of comfort. After a long while, the wolves slunk off into the night, finished with their scraps. She watched their shadows merge with the darkness.

If only she had a spear.

Maybe she could’ve gotten lucky and killed one of them for food.
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Neena stayed awake until rays of sunlight crept over the eastern horizon, watching for the wolves. They didn’t return. Peering over the ledge, she spotted the remains of the fawn. What had once been recognizable was now a pile of blood and fur. Small ribs protruded from the last of the fawn’s flesh; the sand was stained red.

As unappetizing as the fawn had been, the rest of their makeshift meal was gone.

Neena saw no new holes. A small reassurance, she thought, after another night with not enough sleep. Too many of those were already taking their toll. Neena felt the fatigue in her muscles, which were sore from so much travel, and in her eyes, which were harder to keep open after several nights of mostly dozing. Blinking through her dizziness, she reached for her flask and nursed the last of her water, while Kai also drank.

They stood, stretching out their legs under a sun that was slowly rising.

“We should get off this ledge before the daytime heat bakes us,” Neena suggested.

“Of course.” Kai chewed his lip, looking down at the carcass. Thinking on something, he said, “It isn’t often that I see a pack of wolves.”

“There are a few packs around here, but usually, they stay clear of us,” Neena told him. “Of course, food has been getting harder to find.” A thought she’d had the night before came back to her. “If we come across any wood, perhaps we should fashion some spears today.”

“Probably a good idea,” Kai said.

Returning to the ledge, they maneuvered their way down, a little more familiar with the climb now.

Reaching the stream without incident, they drank wordlessly, replenishing their flasks. Neena put her hands over her eyes to ward off some of the sun’s emerging glare. Having made the decision to return to her colony the night before, Neena had one less worry. She could already feel the tug of her brothers, pulling her toward Red Rock. Now, they just needed to make it there alive.

“How long do we have left to travel?” Kai asked, following her gaze.

“If we can make it without incident, we should be to Red Rock by late morning tomorrow, with only another night in the desert,” Neena said. Saying those words gave her a small dose of relief.

“What else is between here and your colony?” Kai asked.

“There is a place to get water a ways from here. We should have enough water to reach it.”

“A stream?”

“A tree with large roots,” Neena clarified. “Usually I tap the base and find some water.” She looked down at her flasks. Normally, her extra flask kept her insulated against dehydration, but sharing with Kai had been a stretch. They’d have to make do.

“What is the terrain like?” Kai asked.

Neena thought on that. “The ground gets a little firmer, with more rugged hills than dunes. We’ll have to travel through desert for about a dozen klicks to get to it.” As she spoke the words, she found herself wishing the terrain would help, but she knew only rock was safe.

“Are there any more caves up ahead, or rock formations that will give us shelter like the ones where we’ve stayed?” Kai asked.

“There is a long, wide rock that forms an alcove, which we should reach before nightfall,” Neena said. “It’s usually where I stay, on the way back to my colony.”

“That sounds like a place toward which to head,” Kai agreed. “At the very least, we’ll be out of the sand. We both know how tiring the tug of the desert can be on weary feet.”

Neena agreed.

With the decision made, they made their way south over the windswept desert, away from the carcass, the holes, and the rock formation. Neena was grateful to gain some distance between places that were now laced with bad memories. The thought struck her that she might never see them again.

It seemed as if Neena’s old life had been swept away. Or maybe it was the urgency of returning to Red Rock, which seemed to take away all thoughts of the future.

They resumed their pace from the day before, walking in the same quiet pattern that kept them safe. A few soaring birds gave them a measure of comfort. When they were about level with the dune where they’d seen the spray of sand, Neena looked over, noticing several giant holes in the distance. This time, she saw no carcass.

“Whatever that animal was, I hope it received a quick death,” Kai whispered grimly.

Neena swallowed the lump in her throat, refraining from more conversation. They walked under the burgeoning sun, past more uneven, sloped dunes, until the heat became oppressive. Having traveled with Kai a little longer now, Neena was acquainted with his mannerisms. When he worried, he scratched his chin. When he was more relaxed, he walked with his hands at his sides, but he never stopped scanning the desert. Definitely a hunter, she thought.

Watching him, more questions came to her.

“What is it like at your colony?” she asked him.

“We live in an oasis, around a small lake, as I mentioned,” Kai said. “Our houses are built in an area of more compact soil, though we get plenty of sand blowing in around us.”

“Do you have wood there?”

“We have to travel for it,” Kai said.

“Like everything else, wood is scarce,” Neena said knowingly. Thinking back to some of the many stories she’d heard as a child, about buildings like the Comm Building, she asked, “What are your buildings made of?”

“Stone, mostly,” Kai explained.

“You don’t use mud brick?”

“More and more people are moving away from mud brick, as their old houses crumble. They think it might help the with the Abomination attacks.”

Neena nodded. She understood his concern. “Do you have any that are made of enormous, smooth stone?”

Kai seemed confused. “Large pieces from the desert, you mean?”

“Buildings built with tools we no longer have,” Neena said.

“Tools from Earth, you mean,” Kai said, his voice filling with the same wonder that had driven her questions.

Neena nodded. She stared at Kai, surprised to hear the answer at which she’d hinted, but wasn’t sure he’d understand. It was strange hearing the same term coming from the lips of a stranger. “It sounds as if you have the same stories as us.”

“It is believed that everyone on Earth is dead. Is that what you’ve heard?” Kai asked.

Neena nodded. Speaking of the mysterious place always gave her a sense of awe. “A few people think that we were stranded, generations ago. Some say that our home planet lost the resources to get to us here. Some say a large catastrophe happened that made it impossible for them to reach us again.”

“It sounds as if your people are no closer to an answer than mine,” Kai said, with a sigh. “How long have your people been here?”

“Our people were sent here on a mining mission a few generations ago,” Neena said. “It was to last a few years, perhaps longer. I don’t think we were meant to stay forever.”

Kai thought on that. “I believe we were sent to colonize, though the stories differ. In any case, I do not think either of us will get off this planet.”

“Unfortunately, true,” Neena said. Recalling her original question, she said, “It sounds as if you know about the type of stone to which I’m referring.”

“We don’t have any buildings like that, but I know what you are describing,” Kai agreed, waving a vague hand across the desert. “About two generations ago, our people moved from another place, farther away, with structures said to be from Earth. The hunting had gotten so bad that our ancestors were forced to head for a new area. Of course, the buildings were too large to move, but a few pieces from the original settlement have found their way into our homes.”

“How far is that place from your colony?” Neena asked.

“Many days north from New Canaan, wherever it is,” Kai said, relaying what was clearly an old story. “They say lots of people died during that move. It is a journey that no one has dared to make since. What food existed there is long gone.” Kai thought on it with a shrug. “Even if there were food and we wanted to journey back, with the Abomination in the desert, making that much vibration would be suicide.”

Neena opened and closed her mouth on too many questions. “I can’t believe the places you describe exist.”

“And I can’t believe we have come across each other,” Kai said. “Meeting you makes me wonder if other people exist.”

Neena nodded as she thought about that. “They do. At least, I think they do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Years ago, when I was a child, it was said that some people visited our colony,” Neena explained. “It has been enough years that it has almost become a rumor. But I remember some of the whispers of our people, as the story was passed among us. Our leaders were said to have met with them.”

“It couldn’t have been us,” Kai said. “Our leaders would have told us about it.”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” Neena said. “But even if our people haven’t met, I think your theory must be right about others, especially when I reconsider those rumors.”

Kai nodded. “That is incredible to think about.”

“What do you call this planet?” Neena asked.

“Ravar.”

“We have the same term, then,” Neena affirmed. “That makes me believe the stories we’ve heard from our ancestors were true.”

Turning an earlier question on her, Kai asked, “Those buildings made with the material you described before. Do you have them?”

“We have one,” Neena said. “It is called the Comm Building. Our leaders live there, along with some of the people who look after us.”

Wonder filled Kai’s eyes. “The Comm Building. I would like to see it.”

“You will, once we reach Red Rock,” Neena said. “It is in the center of our colony. Of course, we will have to get there, first.”

Kai nodded. “For more than one reason, I hope that we do.”


Chapter 31: Raj

Raj, Samel, and Helgid walked with their heads bowed, exiting a row of dirty, mud brick houses and merging onto the main pathway. All around them, men, women, and children traveled the smaller alleys, converging into a single procession. The men looked at each other with sullen, commiserating expressions. The women walked with their heads down, herding their children, or keeping the younger ones quiet. Their slow trudge reminded Raj of the flow of the river toward which they headed—a single mass, pouring steadily in the direction of the bridge.

Filing onto the main path, Raj, Helgid, and Samel fell into a row with several others, slowing their pace to accommodate new people. A boy a year or two younger than Samel tugged on his mother’s arm, resisting the flow of the crowd. A few of the elderly colonists coughed into their shawls, not used to the exertion, or a journey that took them so far from their homes. All were expected to come, unless they were gravely ill.

Samel walked quietly, mirroring the expressions of those around him. Every once in a while, he snuck a glance at Raj. During the last procession, Samel had whispered several questions, earning disapproving looks from those around them.

Today, he behaved as expected.

Samel was learning.

Deep in the distance, the first of the colonists in line reached the ten-foot-wide wooden bridge, making room for one another as they shuffled into rows, eventually spilling off the other side and reforming. Raj looked for Bailey and his friends in the line, but he didn’t see any of them in the dense crowd.

With no sight of them since yesterday, he allowed a hope to grow: perhaps they’d heeded the Watcher’s warning, and would leave him and Samel alone.

The procession continued past the rows of Green Crops on the other side of the bridge, and curved, headed toward the far end of the western rock formation in a slow, deliberate procession.

Raj’s hand moved to his right pocket, where he kept the strange metal gift. His thoughts drifted to Adriana.

He looked around again, but he didn’t see anyone who fit the brief memory he had of her. He had thought of her often last night before sleep, as he’d rolled the strange gift in his hand in the dark. The metal keepsake was as unexpected as their chance encounter. Try as he might, he couldn’t solidify Adriana’s appearance in his mind, having only seen her the day her grandmother died.

Hopefully, he’d recognize her at the ceremony.

Soon Raj, Helgid, and Samel passed over the wooden bridge, their boots clopping on the wooden planks. Raj looked over the four-foot-high railing to the river. Every so often, on a normal day, one of the younger children disobeyed a parent’s warning, climbed, and lost their balance. Most of the time, those children were fished from the slow-moving river before they drowned, but every once in a while, a tragic accident occurred. Thankfully, Samel knew better than to horse around.

Crossing the bridge, they passed the Green Crops on either side, reaching a patch of open desert that ran between the last parts of the cliffs.

Not for the first time, Raj pictured his father alone in the desert, wandering farther and farther away from the colony. His father was never far from his mind, every time he attended a ceremony. And neither was his mother.

Raj looked up at the highest western cliffs, toward which the line veered. A few of The Watchers stood, silhouetted by the sun, keeping track of the people below, or looking out for storms. Raj didn’t need to look to know that some of The Watchers stood on the eastern cliffs, as well.

The crowd rounded the western cliffs, following the path to the other side.

The Watchers disappeared from sight.

An open landscape spanned as far as the eye could see. The path on which they traveled ran parallel to the cliffs, but beyond, several hundred feet were dotted with rocks and stones, spanning the width of the other side of the rock formation and eventually seguing to desert.

The graveyard.

Staring at the graveyard, Raj saw sections.

The freshest graves—those that hadn’t been claimed by the desert—were at the far end of the graveyard, mostly unburied by the shifting sands. The slightly older graves were in the middle, reduced to tips of stones. And the oldest were mostly invisible.

About halfway back, in the middle section, was the empty grave that marked Raj’s father, along with the full one that marked his mother. He scanned the hundreds of stones, as if he might find them, but he was too far back to see.

It had been too long since he visited them on his own.

He made a mental note to visit them soon.

The line kept going until the colonists reached the western edge of the graveyard, where the freshest graves were located.

A group of two-dozen men stood at the threshold of three newly dug holes. Next to them, three bodies lay wrapped in sheets, ready for burial. As the line reached the waiting men, the bereaved relatives broke from the crowd and lined up—the men in front, the women behind, so their crying could not be heard over the speech to come. Next, the other colonists filed into spectating rows, where they could watch the ceremony.

Raj searched for Adriana among the bereaved. He noticed a few young women that fit her description, but it was impossible to tell for certain, because most wore shawls over their faces.

Raj, Helgid, and Samel merged into one of the long rows of colonists facing the graves, settling about ten rows from the front. When the last sounds of crunching boots stopped, the desert quieted and they waited for the ceremony to begin.

All eyes turned to a man who stepped a few paces in front of the two dozen important men. Raj and Samel shifted, looking through the rows of the crowd, so that they could see the colony leader.

Gideon’s stern expression did not change as he scanned the crowd. Looking over his shoulder, he nodded at his Heads of Colony, and his Watchers, before speaking. His austere voice carried over the crowd.

“The heavens have claimed the lives of three more of us, but they are not lost,” Gideon began, loud enough to be heard by all in the desert quiet. “The winds that took them from our colony will carry them upward and on to better things, to a place where food is plentiful, to a place where the elements cannot harm them. The whispered words of our ancestors will comfort them as they move from this life to the next.”

A few heads bowed. A few women shed quiet tears.

“The heavens will guard these stones, so that our deceased are never alone. They will not be forgotten.” A subtle breeze blew, lifting the hair of the bereaved women, some of whom had removed their shawls to blot their faces. “We will remember them by the lives they led, and the people they touched.”

The crowd alternated its focus between Gideon and the wrapped, lifeless bodies. Raj noticed a few children in the front row shifting from foot to foot. He looked over at Samel, thinking he might have to scold him, but Samel stood quietly and rigidly. Sensing Raj’s eyes, he looked over and nodded.

Another of The Heads of Colony, Wyatt, stepped forward from the important men. Normally, the tall, skinny man reserved his voice for passing out rations or giving directions to The Watchers who carried out Gideon’s projects. Today, it served another purpose. Tilting his head up to the sky as if he sought wisdom from the sun or the twin moons, Wyatt spoke.

“The heavens have a purpose for taking our loved ones, greater than any of our individual comprehension. We honor our loved ones, as painful as their passing might be, by carrying on their hard work. We persevere in their memory.” Wyatt beckoned to the three bodies. “We will remember them by carrying on in their name. That is their legacy.”

Listening to Wyatt, Raj felt a pit in his stomach. Raj barely recalled his mother’s funeral, but he recalled his father’s with clarity. The crowd had proceeded in the same march. The men had watched solemnly. Children had clung to their parents, listening. But those speeches sounded different, without a body to bury.

Dad had only an empty grave to mark his remains, and few relatives to remember him. He had no whispers from ancestors to take him to the sky. His body had long rotted in the desert, food for the few animals clinging to life out there. Or maybe he was buried, like the oldest graves.

Neena had looked for him, but she hadn’t found him.

Or, at least, that was what she told Raj, although sometimes he suspected she was holding something back.

He listened as Wyatt concluded his speech and stepped back into line, and The Watchers moved forward to start the burials. Scanning the three wrapped sheets, Raj wondered which was the woman he’d helped pull from that collapsed house.

He didn’t have to guess for long.

One of the bereaved—a girl—uncovered her face, letting out a long wail as she moved past the others, kneeling at the first grave’s edge. Raj recognized her long, dark hair and her mannerisms. She brushed away tears with slender hands as she spoke quiet words and The Watchers lowered the first body, before she moved back to embrace her relatives, all of whom listened intently for the rest of the ceremony.

That must be Adriana, he thought.


Chapter 32: Darius

Darius scurried through the colony with his cane. During the ceremony, he had made sure to keep his distance from the others, including Elmer, out of a cautious fear that someone might suspect something.

Now, he headed to his friend’s house.

He couldn’t get his mind off of what he’d seen in the caves. He needed to talk with Elmer in private.

Walking up to the old, faded house he’d visited the day before, Darius found Elmer returning.

“Elmer!” he called, with enough vigor to make the man turn from the doorway.

Elmer’s good eye lit up as he saw his friend. “Darius!”

“Can I come in?” Darius looked on either side of him. Everyone else was preoccupied with returning home, tending to their children, or heading off to morning chores. A handful—the Crop Tenders who lived close by—headed off to work detail.

“Sure,” Elmer said, leading his friend inside.

Darius walked into the familiar hovel. Unlike Darius’s house, which was filled with scraps of metal and weapons to be fixed, Elmer’s house was relatively clean. The house contained only cookware, a few piles of clothing, and a tidy hearth. Darius’s eyes flicked to the long, brown shawl hanging on the wall, which had belonged to Elmer’s dead wife. He felt a tug of sympathy.

“I’ll shut the door,” Elmer said, waiting until Darius was inside before he closed it. Without the commotion of the alleys to distract them, he asked in a whisper, “How did it go last night?”

Darius looked behind him. He still couldn’t convince himself that a shadow hadn’t followed him from the cave’s bowels, watching him scurry through the streets, to his house, and to the ceremony. And here. Maybe someone had noticed him hurrying back with his bag and unloading it. Maybe a group of Watchers waited outside to bring him to Gideon and punish him.

Keeping his voice low, he said, “I found something in the tunnels.”

“What did you find?” Elmer’s face grew serious as he shuffled closer.

“I was in the eastern section, past the first few intersections, and through the cave broken down by the old miners,” Darius started, realizing he rambled about a place where Elmer had never been. To his credit, Elmer didn’t question him. “I was halfway down that tunnel when I frightened a fox, and it ran into a hole in the wall.”

“A den,” Elmer assumed.

“That’s what I thought, at first,” Darius said, keeping his voice hushed as he got to the crux of the discovery. “Until I saw the place where it disappeared. The fox scooted into a hole in the wall, covered by rocks. I uncovered them and found a passage leading to a tunnel I’ve never seen.”

Elmer leaned forward, listening intently.

“Even I’m not foolish enough to think there are places I haven’t discovered,” Darius clarified, “but there was something about this passage that made it even more intriguing.” Darius paused, making sure he had the full attention of his friend’s good eye. “Akron’s mark was on the wall, right near it.”

Wonder filled Elmer’s face, as he remembered, “A triangle.”

Darius nodded.

“Did you find anything else?” Elmer asked.

Darius shook his head. “I looked around a while, following the new tunnel to its end, until I reached an exit. By that time, it was late enough that I had to get back.”

“You didn’t want to be caught,” Elmer said, knowingly.

“I still have one more side to explore,” Darius told him. “I have no idea what is on the other end, or how many other passages it might reveal.”

“At least you will have a place on which to focus, when you return,” Elmer said.

“Maybe tonight,” Darius said.

“Tonight?” Elmer seemed surprised. “That is risky. Usually you space out your visits, Darius.”

“I think this is worth the risk,” Darius said, unable to get his mind off of Akron. “I can’t stop thinking about that tunnel, Elmer. I need to see what is in it.”


Chapter 33: Neena

Slowly, the desert underneath Neena’s and Kai’s boots gave way to more solid terrain. Rocks of various sizes littered the ground as far as the eye could see, with wispy shrubs reaching for sunlight in between. In a few spots, hills jutted out from the brown earth, covered with larger rocks, and a few coarse plants made of a sickly green. A smattering of sand covered the landscape, carried by the storm, or the daily winds.

Neena welcomed the easier travel, as they stepped from the sand to firmer ground.

But she had a new fear, too.

In the sand, they knew what to expect. Here, a single noise on the slightly harder ground might lure the hungry beast. She picked a path between rocks, avoiding noisy clomps that might give them away, walking heel to toe, as she had done in the desert. They walked for some time, under a sun that grew hotter.

Neena chose a path between two familiar hills, where sparse weeds shot up from the sides. She studied the ground for cracks or holes—anything that would indicate that the creature had gotten ahead of them—but she saw none. Reaching up, she dabbed away some sweat with her shawl.

“Over there,” Kai said, pointing, as they passed the two hills and found another. A tall, recognizable tree jutted out from the new hill’s base. “Is that the tree?”

“Yes, that’s the warden’s root, of which I spoke,” Neena said.

Kai looked at her with a quizzical expression. “You mean a sandalwood?”

“We must call it different things,” she said. They had similarities, but of course they had differences.

“No matter what you call it, we should probably fill our flasks,” Kai suggested.

Neena nodded. They veered from their path, skirting more boot-sized rocks and getting closer to the broadleaf tree. The warden’s root rose several feet before expanding into a multitude of branches, jutting out at different angles. Round, green leaves stuck off of the ends of those limbs, providing some welcome color in the mostly desolate landscape. More than once, Neena had run into other hunters in the area, collecting liquid from the tree’s base.

She saw no one now.

A strange, ominous feeling took hold of her: for a brief moment, it felt as if she and Kai were the only people left on Ravar, and everyone else had vanished. Shaking off the thought, she walked softly and looked left and right, until she reached the warden’s root, one of the few things in this area that retained enough water to be worth tapping. Unslinging her bag, she pulled out a small wedge that she had fashioned—a tiny, hollowed-out stick that allowed water to pass through to her flask from trees such as this.

She knelt and quietly dug near the tree’s base with her knife, working around a few old notches. Kai looked as if he wanted to help, but with only one blade between them, he waited. After tapping the tree and putting in her wedge, she watched water drip into her flask, doing the same with Kai’s. The process was slow, but soon she had replenished most of what they drank.

“We’ll have to ration the water, of course,” she said.

Kai nodded.

Neena remained underneath the thin shade of the tree for a moment, cooling off, while Kai took small sips from his replenished flask.

“Look over there,” he said, spotting something on the hill.

Neena followed his gaze.

Walking up the hill to retrieve a broken limb, he said, “One of the branches fell from the tree. The wood is dry. Maybe we can make those spears we talked about this morning.”

“Can I see it?”

He handed the branch to Neena, who gauged its thickness. “We won’t be able to fire dry them, but I think you have a good idea.” The prospect of having something other than a knife to fill her hands was a welcome thought.

“We’ll have to work quietly, of course,” Kai warned, looking around the landscape. “And quickly. Perhaps we can fashion them at the top of the hill, where we’ll have a better view of our surroundings.”

With an agreement reached, they ascended the small climb, gaining a better view of the landscape. Deep in the north, Neena saw the quashed dunes of the desert they’d left behind. To the south she saw more of the same hard ground. Spotting nothing of concern, she knelt and clutched the branch, cutting it in half and starting on the first of the spears. She carved a tip sharp enough to jab, to hunt. Kai watched her with respect.

“I’ll admit, I haven’t seen many women performing the task.”

“Not many women know how,” Neena said with a shrug. “But it is a necessary skill.”

“Of course.”

It took her a while, whittling at the wood, but eventually she fashioned a crude point at the end, hefting the stick in her hands. The spear wasn’t as comfortable or as sleek as her old one, but it would ward off an animal, if they needed. Finished with the weapon, she took a practice heave. Noticing Kai’s gaze, she handed it to him.

He hefted it, while Neena carved another.

“This is a lot sharper than the stick I carried,” Kai said gratefully.

When she had finished, she tucked away her knife and held up the second spear. It felt as if too much time had passed without one. With weapons to fill their hands and some water in their flasks, they continued down the hill and headed south.


Chapter 34: Raj

Raj stood outside of Helgid’s house, turning the strange metal keepsake in his hand.

The grieving girl at the ceremony had to be Adriana.

Raj didn’t want to bother her. She had just lost someone. But he did want to thank her.

Pondering that for a moment, he decided that he would find her house, speak to her, and see how it went. If she asked him to leave, or seemed upset at his presence, he would say a quick word of condolence and go.

Heading past a few houses, he waved at a few of Helgid’s neighbors, who busied themselves with chores. Most liked Raj, but they kept their distance, knowing they didn’t have enough food to feed him. Occasionally, he felt resentful about their strange behavior, but not today.

The sun felt good on his skin as Raj retraced his steps down a handful of alleys, returning the piece of metal carefully to his pocket. He wondered how long the poor, dead woman had owned the piece, or where it came from. He envisioned the strange object traveling through the heavens on some strange craft, over distances he couldn’t imagine. Could it be that old? Helgid had said the girl didn’t know much about it, but she certainly knew more than Raj. Maybe if he asked more questions, she would remember something.

Of course, he didn’t know how long he’d stay, or if he’d even speak to her at all.

He walked until he found the alley where he’d tried helping the dead woman a few days ago. A large, vacant space sat between two houses, marking where her house had been. Only a few small piles of sand remained. It appeared The Watchers had already finished cleaning up the wreckage.

Looking at the area, he relived the memory of the pale, sand-covered woman for a moment.

Eventually, the weight of the object in his pocket made him recall why he had come, and his gaze wandered to the houses on either side of the vacant spot. Both doors were closed. Where did the girl live? A man on the opposite side of the alley stood at a doorway, looking at him. Raj suddenly felt conspicuous. The last thing he needed was to look like he was a boy in search of trouble.

Or a thief.

Looking at the closed doors, he wasn’t sure on which door he should knock.

He was about to make a choice when the door to the left-hand house opened and a middle-aged woman with a gray bun on her head walked out, carrying a pot in her hand. She emptied some of the extra water next to her doorway. Finishing her chore, she looked up and spotted him. Raj approached tentatively, putting on an innocuous expression and hoping she wouldn’t shoo him away.

“Do you know where I can find Adriana?” he asked.

The woman watched him for a second, gauging his intentions. After a pause, she answered. “She lives in the house over there.” Raj followed her pointing finger to the house on the other side of the empty rubble.

Before he could ask another question, the door opened and the girl he had seen at the ceremony walked out, smoothing her shirt and pants. Raj had a moment to take her in before she noticed him. It was hard to reconcile the crying girl at the ceremony with the calm person in front of him, or the wailing one he’d seen outside her grandmother’s house.

Adriana’s dark hair fell to her shoulders. Her cheeks were thin, her nose of perfect proportion. Her eyes were blue. She looked about a year or two younger than Neena. He was within a few feet when she looked over.

A small smile overtook the sadness on her face, as she called, “It’s you.”

Raj walked to meet her. Parroting the words The Heads of Colony told all of them, he said, “I’m sorry for what happened to your grandmother. I hope she finds her peace in the heavens.”

An empty silence filled the air as they appraised one another, and Raj felt the urge to leave. Now that he was here, his idea to ask her more questions felt silly.

“I appreciate what you tried to do for her,” Adriana said. “I will certainly miss her.”

Feeling a sheepishness he wasn’t used to, Raj said, “I got the gift you left for me.” He dug it out of his pocket, as if to prove he was the same person. “Here it is.” He blushed as he fought back feelings he hadn’t expected. Hoping to distract from his embarrassment, he held the object higher so they both had something to focus on.

If Adriana noticed his discomfort, she didn’t let on. Her smile grew as she saw the object in his hand, and looked back at him. “I’m glad you received it.”

“You didn’t have to give it to me,” Raj said. “I was happy to help.”

“You earned it.” Adriana said with a firm nod. “My grandmother would be happy you have it.” Sadness tugged at the corners of her lips.

Once again, Raj felt self-conscious.

Before he could excuse himself, Adriana said, “Would you like to come inside for some tea?”

Raj looked over his shoulder, as if someone might be expecting him, but of course they weren’t. Before he could second-guess his decision, he said, “Sure. I would like that.”


**




Adriana’s house was in better shape than some of the surrounding houses, or at least, it looked that way, from the inside. Unlike most of the hovels Raj visited, he saw only a few obvious patches on the walls. The place was tidy and clean, with the cookware placed on a stone shelf on one of the far walls. A few piles of clothes and blankets sat neatly in another corner. It looked as if someone lived here, other than her.

Answering his unspoken question, Adriana said, “My parents are down by the river. They are dividing up a few things we rescued from Nana’s house with some of our relatives.”

“I see,” said Raj.

Some guilt crossed her face as she said, “We were lucky in this last storm. We didn’t sustain much damage, unlike Nana.” Adriana sighed. “More than once, we asked her to stay with us. Nana’s house was one of the older ones. We did what we could to fix it, but she was stubborn. She wouldn’t leave. And she wouldn’t let us rebuild it.”

Raj nodded. He knew how the elderly could be attached to tradition.

“I used to have tea with her every morning,” Adriana said, putting a kettle over the fire. “It has been strange to wake up the past few days, without her.”

Raj nodded. He knew the pain of losing his mother and father, and with Neena gone much of the time, he often felt alone.

“I am speaking as if I am the only one who has lost someone,” Adriana said. “I’m sorry. I know you have lost people, too.”

Raj was confused, before he figured something out.

“I spoke with Helgid a while yesterday,” Adriana explained. “She told me you, your brother, and sister live alone.”

Raj lowered his head, as an unexpected emotion rose to the surface. “My parents have been gone a while.”

“It sounds as if you are lucky to have Helgid.”

“She is great,” Raj said, without hesitation.

“I could tell that,” Adriana said. “She spoke fondly of you, Samel, and your sister Neena.”

“Neena is out hunting,” Raj said. Revealing a fear, he added, “I’m worried she might’ve been caught in the sandstorm, but she is savvy. I’m sure she will be home soon.”

“It is rare to find a woman who can hunt to provide,” Adriana said. “She sounds special.”

“She is.”

“I’m sure she’ll be back soon,” Adriana reassured him.

She smiled as she poured him a cup of tea, and Raj blew on the top to cool it. For the first time in a while, he felt a sense of calm. Adriana was a stranger to him, and yet, it felt like he had known her for longer than a chance meeting. And she didn’t judge him, like too many others did.

Some of the initial questions he’d thought of came back to him.

Pulling out the object from his pocket again, Raj asked, “Do you mind if I ask some questions about it?”

“Sure. I expected you might come.” Adriana smiled. “I will answer what I can.”

“What does it do?”

“No one in our family was quite sure what it did, or used to do, but Nana insisted on preserving it over the years. She told me it was passed down through the generations.” Adriana sighed as she reflected. “Even when times grew tough, they did not trade it, or melt it down. Eventually, she gave it to me.”

“It is fascinating,” Raj said.

“I thought so, too,” Adriana said. “Like you, I wish I knew what it did, but I suspect we will never know.”

“How long have you had it?”

“About ten years,” Adriana said. “I am not sure why, but it gives me a strange comfort.”

Raj felt a pang of guilt as he stared at the object. “Why did you give it to me?”

“It felt right,” Adriana said emphatically. “I think Nana would’ve wanted me to.”

“You should take it back,” he said, holding it out in his palm. “Surely you will want it, to remember her.”

Adriana refused the offer. Instead, she made a fist and clutched it to her chest. “Nana is always in here. Wherever she is, I’m sure she approves of my giving it to you.”

“Thank you,” Raj said, and he meant it. He stared at the object with an emotion he wasn’t used to feeling. Looking at the object made him recall similar, sentimental items, like one that his sister owned. “My sister carries my father’s spear. It was one of his few possessions. Whenever I see it, I think of him.”

Adriana smiled. “Was he a good hunter?”

“He was,” Raj said, with more than a little pride. “He taught my sister. He was supposed to teach me, too, before…” His words trailed off and he looked down, ashamed.

Sympathy crossed Adriana’s face. She set down her tea, touching his arm. “What happened?”

“He got sick.” Raj stuck his chin up, staving off his emotion. “I watched his body grow from strong to brittle. He left so that we wouldn’t have to take care of him, and so that we could keep on living.”

“He sounds brave,” Adriana affirmed, squeezing Raj’s arm. “I can tell by the way you speak of him.”

“The bravest,” Raj said, repeating what Neena always told them. “He looked after us for a handful of years, after my mother died giving birth to Samel.”

Letting go of his arm, Adriana looked to the ceiling. “Perhaps both of your parents are watching us now, with Nana. I think they would be happy we have met.”

A sad smile crossed Raj’s face. “I think so, too.”

With their tea cooled, they each took long sips. The drink warmed Raj’s stomach, even though the desert was quickly heating up. They chatted for a while, until their conversation segued to a comfortable silence.

After finishing their tea, Adriana collected the cups and told him, “Feel free to come by any time, Raj.”

“I will.”


Chapter 35: Neena

The landscape—easier to navigate when they first entered it—was now ridden with obstacles. Each step Neena and Kai took came with the fear of a foot sliding too harshly on a plethora of rocks. Normally, a twisted ankle would’ve slowed Neena’s pace notably, but now they had greater threats. They conversed little as they contended with the rockier path, concentrating on each footfall. A few times, they stopped to tap smaller trees for their water, getting enough of a drip to keep them hydrated. The sun had turned a hot day into a sweltering one. Kai wiped his brow more than she had noticed earlier.

Eventually, they reached an area of compacted ground, with fewer pitfalls.

Kai seemed lost in thought.

“You seem as if you are thinking about something,” Neena noticed, as she returned her flask to her belt from a drink.

“I was wondering about the years we’ve lived side by side, without knowing about each other,” Kai said. “And that reminded me of something you said earlier.”

“What?” Neena asked.

“You told me that your people often wander into the desert when they are ill, before they die,” he said. “That makes me surprised that we have never met any of them.”

“Our people find them,” Neena explained. “Most of the ill go off without their belongings, leaving their personal items to their relatives. They bring none of their possessions, so that their death is certain. We recover most of the bodies and bring them back for burial.”

Kai nodded.

Speaking of the dead brought some emotions to the surface that Neena had never had a real chance to process. One particular memory weighed on Neena as she walked. She concentrated on her footsteps, until some of her memories came out into words.

“I remember the day I found my father,” she recalled, not realizing that she was going to speak until the words spilled out. “It was several weeks after he left.”

Kai looked over sympathetically, waiting for her to explain.

“My father was a spiritual man,” she continued. “He believed in the powers of our ancestors, and the heavens. And so I respected his wishes and did not go after him, until later.” She paused a moment, making sure she explained her tradition properly. “If I were to find him before he died, he might not make it to the heavens.”

“I understand.”

“In the days after he left, my brothers kept asking questions. They were young, and they didn’t understand our tradition. Or maybe they didn’t want to. They asked me to go after him right away. A few times, I had to stop my oldest brother from leaving on his own. Eventually, I promised Raj that I would search for him when I hunted. I remember the looks on my brothers’ faces as I said goodbye for my first hunt. They hoped for a miracle that I knew I wouldn’t be able to give them. But I had no choice except to leave. We needed food. It was my first time, going out without my father.”

“You were the provider.”

Neena nodded. “I was all we had.” She sighed, looking into the sky a moment, before continuing her story. “It was strange, walking through the desert without my father. I was used to talking with him, asking questions. It felt as if he should be by my side, even though he wasn’t, or that maybe I would find him somewhere, waiting. A part of me wondered if maybe our ancestors performed some miracle and took away his sickness.” Neena sighed. “It was a childish hope that even I didn’t believe, but my brothers’ faith was infectious.”

Kai nodded.

“I searched for a while without finding him. I scoured the desert, and some of the caves and old fires near where we stayed, with his spear in my hand. Eventually, I came across a circle of rocks about a half day outside of our colony. As soon as I approached, I realized I would find him there. It was the first place we stopped, on our first hunt. It was the place where he took my shoulders, held my eye, and told me that I needed to be strong, if anything were to happen to him. It was the place where he taught me how to hold my spear.”

“He sent you a sign, even in his death.”

“He did,” Neena said, quickly blotting away a tear. “His body was there, leaning against a rock. He wanted me to find him, so that I would remember our talk, years ago. I’ll never forget that conversation. When I close my eyes, I can still see his face, and I can hear the things he taught me. They guide me on every hunt. And his spear reminded me of him. Of course, now that is gone.”

“I am sorry.”

“You do not have to be sorry.” Neena composed herself. “He was loved, and he was buried. Sometimes, that is all we can hope for in this life.”

They walked further, watching their feet, while Kai allowed her some respectful silence. “How did your brothers react when you brought him back?”

“I never brought him back,” Neena said, lowering her head as she made an admission. “I was alone, with no one with me to help with his body. And so I buried my father in the desert, underneath those stones, where no one would find him. In some way, I wanted to preserve my brothers’ hope.” She tightened her grip on the spear. “I am not sure if that was the right thing to do.”

“You did what you thought was best,” Kai said.

“It was the decision I made at the time.” Neena gazed into the clear sky. “Perhaps one day I will tell my brothers the truth. I think Raj suspects that there is something I haven’t told him. But hopefully, for now, they will carry him in their hearts.”


Chapter 36: Gideon

“Gideon!”

Gideon stared past the clustered colonists on the main pathway, searching for the source of the shout. Beside him, Wyatt tensed as he reached for his knife. All around them, men and women filled the streets and the areas around the mud brick houses. A few mothers hurried their children along as they saw two of the leaders coming, trying to keep occupied.

“Gideon!” the cry came again.

More commotion rose above the noise.

Seeing something, mothers pulled their children from harm’s way.

Gideon tensed as more people recognized something was happening and scattered. A hundred feet away, Thorne and two of his Watchers pulled a gaunt, flailing man up the path. Relaxing slightly, Gideon waited for the men to get close, appraising a man he didn’t recognize.

Spotting Gideon and Wyatt, Thorne gave the man a tug.

“Let’s go.”

More people emerged from their homes, stopping to gawk, or waiting for whatever came next. The air was silent, save the man’s desperate cries. Sensing the riveted eyes of a growing crowd, Gideon arched his back.

Projecting his voice so that everyone in the crowd swiveled to listen, he asked, “What’s going on?”

The man in the Watcher’s grasp stopped yelling. He opened his mouth to answer, but fear caught his tongue.

Cutting in, Thorne held up a bulging sack. “We caught him stealing from one of the pushcarts in the storehouses. He waited for a moment we weren’t looking, and made off with some vegetables before we could distribute them.”

“Is that true?” Gideon demanded, meeting the man’s fearful eyes.

No answer.

“Open the bag,” Gideon said.

Thorne undid the bag and opened it, revealing a sack full of vegetables and roots. Some were green, while others were wilted, their stems snapped.

Damaged crops.

The man opened and closed his mouth, reaching for an argument, too late.

There was no disputing the damning evidence.

“What should we do with him?” Thorne asked, snapping the bag shut with triumphant finality.

Gideon looked at the man, noticing a few long, bloody scrapes on his cheeks. The Watchers had undoubtedly tackled him. He looked sideways, as if he might find more conspirators in the crowd, but the rest were silent. “Take him to the annex. Throw him in a cell. Keep him there as long as I see fit.”


Chapter 37: Darius

Darius paced around his small hovel. For a while after returning home, he’d worked on one of the neighbor’s spears, but too many swirling thoughts made it impossible to focus.

Ever since leaving that strange cave, he’d reviewed his exploration in his head, wondering whether he might’ve missed something. He was confident he’d been thorough. He’d canvassed the tunnels as well as he was able, shining his light into crevices, searching for more passages like the one he’d found, but he’d found only miner’s marks. He was pretty sure the tunnel had no other outlets. The only thing left to explore was the other side of the passage.

That raised another concern.

How deep did the cavern go? For all Darius knew, it might take more than a day’s travel to search fully. In the past, he had learned the intricacies of each cave, timing his journeys to get back before daybreak and avoid risk. Even though he was older, he was familiar enough to get back in time.

But this new passage might contain anything.

The idea of waiting yet another day was unbearable.

Stroking his chin, Darius looked at the torches he kept on the table. Caution fought with risk. He was an old man, with how many years left? For too long, he had searched fruitlessly, bringing back nothing but questions.

And now he had a lead that he couldn’t ignore.

Perhaps it was time to take a bigger risk.

Reaching for a bin underneath the table, he pulled out more torches and laid them on the table next to the others, and then he readied more food.

He wasn’t leaving until he found something.


Chapter 38: Neena

Neena and Kai were tired and thirsty. For most of the day, they’d ignored their fatigue and pushed on, but now their pace was slowing. Neena looked over the familiar landscape. Occasionally, the land curved up or down in a gradual slope, with long, sandy valleys that gave spectacular views, or with hills that blocked them. Sometimes those views seemed to go on forever, but each came with a toll on their bodies.

Neena’s stomach growled. Her throat was parched. She thought about the last meal they’d had—the fawn from the night before. Even that meal was starting to sound appetizing.

Ascending a long upward slope, undoubtedly feeling some of the same exhaustion, Kai asked, “Are we getting close to the shelter where you anticipated staying?”

“It is only a few klicks away,” Neena said.

“Good news,” Kai said. “Hopefully we can find food there.”

“With the cover of shelter, perhaps we can catch some sand rats,” Neena said.

Ahead of them, the gradual slope built up to a berm of sand. The natural wall blocked most of the southern landscape, but beyond it, Neena knew, was a downward slope that should make traveling easier. She pushed on, putting one foot in the other. Anxious to reach the shelter, Kai picked up his pace, getting a few steps ahead of her.

He was almost at the crest of the slope when he stopped.

The landscape fell deathly quiet.

Neena looked underfoot, certain a rumble would shatter the calm, but Kai watched the berm. She followed his gaze to the top of the hill. Three ratty, staring creatures crept over the wall of sand. Neena looked from their vicious eyes to their spotted coats.

Speckled wolves.

Ribs jutted out from the sides of their gaunt bodies. Their fur was matted and clumped. The wolves stopped, raising their hackles. The lead animal took a slow, offensive step toward Kai, who was closer to the crest of the hill and a more obvious target.

Neena clutched her spear, but even that wouldn’t save her, if the wolves decided to attack.

She swallowed as she got her spear in front of her, trying to make herself larger, as her father had taught her. She faced the wolves while avoiding direct eye contact. Kai arched his shoulders.

They both knew better than to run.

The lead wolf bared its teeth, taking another step. Kai held his stance, neither moving, nor breathing. Neena thought about what she’d told Kai. The wolf packs she’d seen rarely bothered humans.

But these wolves must be desperate.

The lead wolf lunged.

Kai cried out as the wolf darted toward him, leapt, and knocked him backward. He managed to throw up an arm before it seized his throat. And then he was on his back. The animal latched onto his sleeve, while Kai’s other arm flailed to get up his spear. Following their leader’s attack, the other wolves darted in with equal ferocity, snarling and snapping.

“Get away!” Neena screamed.

Of course, the wolves didn’t listen.

She cocked back her spear, prepared to throw it, but the wolves were moving too quickly. She couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t hit Kai. Frantic, Neena raced the distance to the vicious animals, whacking the closest with a sideways blow. The animal yelped and retreated. The other wolves weren’t giving up as easily. The one on Kai’s other side nipped and grabbed at his arm. The lead wolf bit at the spear he’d managed to get in front of his throat.

Raising her spear high in the air, Neena brought it down on the lead wolf’s back, screaming. The wolf snarled and yelped, letting go of Kai’s arm.

It turned and refocused on Neena.

Neena flailed backward as the wolf crashed into her legs, knocking her off balance and onto her back. Its hot breath and her frantic cries filled the world around her as they landed in a tangle. She turned her spear sideways and shielded her face, listening to the clack of its jaws on the dry piece of wood. From somewhere over the wolf’s attack, she heard Kai fighting his own desperate battle.

The lead wolf opened and closed its mouth, finding a mouthful of Neena’s sleeve, shaking it back and forth as it searched for flesh. Neena flung up a knee, catching the wolf in the stomach. The wolf doubled down on its biting. She kneed it again, harder.

The wolf cried out and sprang back.

It bared its teeth and arched its back in the sand.

Turning the spear in front of her, Neena leveled the pointed end at the wolf as it leapt again.

Spear met flesh. The wolf yowled.

The sharp stick penetrated the wolf’s neck as Neena rolled sideways, carrying wolf and spear to the ground. She lost hold of the spear. Quickly, she scrambled to her feet, getting her hands up defensively, but the creature kicked and squirmed its death throes. Blood spewed around the spear in its neck as it gave a final jerk and went still. Dislodging her spear, she turned and looked for Kai, her breath hitching in frantic gasps.

Kai had managed to ward the other two wolves away with his spear and was struggling to get to his feet. The hungry animals growled and snarled, regrouping. Drawing her arm back, Neena aimed at the wolf closest to Kai and hurled her spear.

The weapon whizzed through the air, striking her target, but not fatally.

The wolf yelped as the homemade spear lodged in its hindquarters, it took a few erratic steps, and it spun and raced away. The third wolf watched them for a moment before following its brethren, cresting the berm and disappearing from sight.

Catching her breath, Neena made her way to Kai.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Kai dusted off his clothes as he stood, clutching his spear. She looked down at his arm. The wolf had opened a gash near his wrist, soaking his sleeve with blood. His pants were torn; his hair was disheveled. A few, other rips and tears showed where the wolves had tried getting to him, but he’d managed to avoid more serious damage.

“Your wrist,” she said, calling attention to the worst of the injuries.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, wincing.

“Your wound needs tending,” Neena said. “Let’s get to the top of the hill, so we can make sure the wolves are gone.”

Kai nodded as he looked around at the landscape. Neither needed to voice their other concerns. They were alive, but that might not last long, if something bigger than a wolf had heard them.


**




Neena and Kai made their way to the top of the berm, hunkering down. From their higher perch, they stared in all directions. They saw no sign of the injured wolf she’d speared, or its companion. The daylight was slowly dying, creating a shimmering glare over the desert. To the north was the long valley of sand they’d left behind. In the opposite direction: more sand.

They heard no rumbles. No Abomination.

They waited in ominous silence for what seemed like a long while. When they were certain no danger imminently lurked, Neena gazed at the spotted wolf farther down the hill that she’d killed.

“The wolf will give us a meal,” Kai said, still gasping for breath. “We can dress it and take the meat with us. At the very least, it will save us more hunting.”

Neena nodded grimly. She felt no pride in what she’d done. The wolves had done what they needed to survive, just as she had. “I just wish it hadn’t taken my spear with it.”

Kai held out his arm, showing her the wound on his wrist. Blood fell and splotched the sand. It didn’t seem like the type of wound she could sew. Hopefully, it would heal properly. But it needed wrapping.

“Let me clean it,” she said, reaching for her flask.

Finding a piece of fabric that the wolf had torn from her sleeve, Neena ripped it off and used it to wrap up his arm, stopping some of the bleeding, after cleaning it with water. Kai thanked her.

“How about you?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

In the frenzy of the encounter, Neena hadn’t spent much time checking on herself. She looked down, finding a few scrapes and tears. She didn’t see any deep bite marks. Still, she was winded and shaken up, too. When she finished cleaning the wound, they stood and assessed the sandy valley in both directions.

“Hopefully, we have scared the wolves enough that we will not see them again,” Neena said.


**




They traveled the remainder of the day in relative quiet. Kai clutched his spear, while Neena traveled with her knife out. Neena’s back was heavy from the wolf meat she had hastily dressed and placed into her game bags. For a while, she had refused Kai’s offer to carry it, but finally, he persuaded her to let him shoulder the weight for a klick. He didn’t complain as he slung it over his non-injured arm, though a few times she caught him grimacing from the wound she’d bandaged.

The sun was fading over the horizon when he pointed in the distance. “Is that the place of which you spoke?”

Neena nodded as she appraised the shelter in the distance. A long, angular rock the width of many houses sat in the sand. The eastern and western sides sloped up to a higher point in the center, which was about the size of the Comm Building. Underneath, a cave-sized opening allowed light to pass through, leading to a partially enclosed platform made of rock.

“That is the alcove,” Neena said, with a nod. “It is where I usually sleep, if I get here late in the day.”

The formation was a welcome sight, after so long of travel. And the rock should help keep them safe from the Abomination.

Hopefully.

“How many klicks left to Red Rock?” Kai asked.

“We should be there midday tomorrow,” she reiterated.

The thought of actually reaching home seemed surreal. Staring at the familiar formation, Neena could just as easily picture trudging into Red Rock.

“Do others stay here?” Kai asked.

“Sometimes.” Neena scanned the distance, wondering if she’d see a billow of smoke from a distant desert fire. The place seemed empty.

No hunters. No wolves.

No Abomination.

Neena looked over her shoulder, as if they might see the vicious animals, or the ground parting behind them. All she saw was the setting, glowing sun, looking as magnificent as always.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get to shelter.”


Chapter 39: Gideon

“Good afternoon, sir.”

Gideon nodded as he crossed the main room of the Comm Building, temporarily forgetting about the guard he had stationed there. The Watcher arched his back, stiff from a long day’s watch. A flask sat on the ground by his dirty boot.

Gideon looked from the guard to the strong, secure door behind him, leading to the annex. The door was thick enough that it would hold against the prisoner’s pounding fists, even if the thief got out of his cell.

“How have things been in here?” Gideon asked, tired from a long day of overseeing the crop disbursement.

“The prisoner yelled for a while, but he’s quiet now,” the guard said in a low voice. “Horatio and Saurab are in their rooms, resting.”

“Why don’t you take a break?” Gideon said.

“Thank you, sir.” The Watcher gratefully left his post. “I’ll fill my flask and be back.”

Gideon watched the man cross the room and close the door behind him. He turned his attention to the annex door. The hallway on the other side was silent.

Still, he could never be too careful.

After a moment of quiet, he fished out his key, inserted it in the lock, and swung open the heavy door, revealing the offshoot hallway on the other side. Up and down the long, rectangular corridor, rows of separated rooms lined the walls, cordoned off by thick metal bars. Long, black marks scarred the walls of each of those rooms, where shelves had once hung. As he stepped inside, the smell of rodent scat and sweat clung to his nose.

Gideon peered through the gloom until he found the man The Watchers had captured that afternoon. Huddled by the wall in the second cell, the man looked up with a gaunt face and pleading eyes. Slowly, he rose to his feet and clung to the round, sturdy bars. Gideon appraised him in silence.

When Gideon’s eyes became too thick to bear, the man said, “Please. I have a family to feed. I did not mean to steal.”

Gideon said nothing. The man was sorry that he was caught. But if he had made it away, that sullen expression would’ve been an expression of triumph.

“Please…” the man said again.

Watching the captive man, Gideon pictured a slew of others just like him, walking the streets, probably wondering whether they might have made it away. He didn’t need anyone getting ideas.

Some of the duller colonists might’ve welcomed the extra portions of vegetables and roots, but the more intelligent ones—like this man—realized that extra crops meant cuts were coming. It was those people about whom Gideon worried.

Gideon knew how quickly the seeds of discontent could blossom.

One day, food might grow scarce enough that more than a manageable few would consider breaking the rules. How long would it take people to realize their neighbors were better at rationing their meat, or that their crying, starved child might benefit from taking someone else’s share? How long would it take for someone to realize they could use their knife to get food in town, instead of food in the desert? Gideon and his men brought a civility that kept them a few steps ahead of chaos, but not much more. The colony’s hunger could turn into a starvation that would kill them all.

He, his Heads, and his Watchers numbered only two hundred. His Watchers were decisive, tough men, taught to execute orders and keep people obedient. But they wouldn’t stand up against an enormous, unruly mob.

In the aftermath of every storm, it was important that Gideon pay attention to every wandering eye, every uttered word. If his father had taught him anything, it was that weakness led to disorder.

Disorder led to chaos.

He couldn’t tolerate either.

“If you behave, I’ll let you out in a few days, as I have ordered. Keep talking, and you will be cast out of Red Rock,” Gideon threatened, before walking back through the door, leaving the prisoner and the annex behind.


Chapter 40: Neena

Neena and Kai bedded down under the alcove, on a flat place in the large rock, where the stone was mercifully smooth. Neena was grateful for the shelter, even if it didn’t have the full protection of a cave. Despite the open areas behind them, and an overhang that only jutted about fifteen feet over the front edge of the rock, the hard, stone floor spanned a much wider area than where they’d stayed the night before.

It was certainly better than sleeping in the desert.

Looking around, Neena saw a few piles of scattered ashes, and some dried bloodstains, probably from a hunter dressing his kill. On a normal trip, the smoke from her fires would drive away the more curious animals, but of course, they weren’t lighting one now.

Handing a blanket to Kai, she asked, “How’s your wrist?”

“It’s fine,” he said.

She inspected his arm in the dying light. Blood had soaked through most of the bandage. It seemed as if the wound was worse than he let on.

“We should clean it again,” she told him. “When we get back to Red Rock, our healers can look at it.”

Kai winced as he took a seat on his blanket, and Neena huddled next to him, slicing off a piece of the blanket’s end so she could use it as fresh gauze. In the last of the sunlight, she treated it again.

“I can’t believe how close we are to your colony,” Kai said, keeping a brave face as she cleaned off the raw, red skin.

“It seems strange to me, too,” Neena said. “It is always an adjustment getting back to my colony, after a while in the desert.”

“And it will be even stranger now.” Changing to a subject that weighed on both their minds, Kai said, “I wonder how your people will react to me, when we arrive.”

“Our story—and your existence—will surprise them,” Neena said, drying the wound.

“Just as your existence surprised me.”

Neena thought on it. “I’m sure the leaders of Red Rock will have many questions for you, as I have had. Maybe our people can benefit each other.”

Kai agreed. It was a hope as much as a question.

Finished cleaning the wound, Neena tied a new bandage over it. The upcoming meeting remained on her mind. She looked over at Kai in the dying sunlight, recalling the time they’d first met. The marks on his head would surely intrigue others, too. She studied the lines that went from his hairline to his temples, which differentiated him from anyone she’d met.

“I don’t think I’ve asked about the marks on your forehead,” she said.

“A mark of the heavens,” Kai explained, with a smile. “They guide our ascension, after our passing.”

“I figured they had meaning,” Neena said.

“We get them when we turn of age,” he continued. “Our people believe something similar about the heavens as you believe. Although it seems you don’t wear the same marks. It is nice to think the pain of this life will mean something, in the end.”

“That is a nice thought,” Neena agreed.

She smiled. Over the course of the journey, Neena had developed a surprising concern for Kai. She had acclimated to traveling with him, but she also grew to appreciate his companionship. Hopefully, her people would see through their caution and listen to what he—to what they—had to say.

They had positioned so they had a full view of the desert to the south, and also a healthy view to the north, through the rock’s round opening. Soon, darkness settled, revealing a sky spackled with stars. They settled back on their blankets, but kept vigilant.

Looking up at those lights, Kai sighed and said, “When I was younger, I used to study the stars and wonder if one of them was Earth.”

Neena smiled, feeling a hint of nostalgia. “I used to do the same thing.”

“They said the giant, metal objects called ships were probably the size of this rock, or bigger. They said they could travel far greater distances than we can imagine. I always had trouble envisioning them.”

Neena smiled. “My brothers used to ask me whether we would ever see one of those strange, metal devices. I told them one day they’d come down, bringing us to a place where we never worried about empty stomachs.” She paused as a humorous memory came back to her. “But then I told them, ‘If we never had to worry about food, what would we do with our time?’”

Kai laughed softly. “At the very least, we wouldn’t have to worry about any monsters like the Abomination,” he said.

“Who knows?” Neena shrugged. “Maybe there are worse monsters on other planets.”

They stretched their stiff necks and arms, as the night grew colder. Neena pulled out some wolf meat. Together, they shared the gamey, stringy food, which tasted worse than the fawn, but was still edible. Soon, sleep tugged on their weary eyelids.

“We should take shifts watching,” Neena suggested. “A better night’s rest will serve us well for the remainder of the journey.”

“That’s a good idea,” Kai said. “Why don’t you sleep first? If I hear anything, I’ll wake you.”

Neena looked over at his silhouette in the moonlight. If this had been their first night together, she might’ve refused, but with some meat in her stomach, enough water, and a warm blanket, Neena felt more secure than she had in days.

She trusted Kai.

She blinked several times, checking the desert and watching his shadow shift as he watched over her. For a moment, she had a fleeting memory of her father, and then she was on the road to sleep.

Her last conscious thought was that they’d reach Red Rock in the morning.


Chapter 41: Raj

Raj lay in a bedroll in Helgid’s house. For a while, he listened to Samel’s quiet shifting, until his brother’s breaths grew soft and steady. Helgid rested without a sound, as she usually did.

Raj was alone with his thoughts.

Adriana was stuck in his mind. Thinking of the girl’s sad smile made his stomach flutter. He couldn’t stop recalling her blues eyes, her long dark hair, or the nice way she’d treated him. And of course, he’d never forget her extraordinary gift.

Raj smiled in the dark as he remembered their conversation over tea.

Adriana was several years older than him, but she was different. She talked to him in the way an adult would. She didn’t look down her nose at him, the way some of his neighbors did, or the way the boys did down by the river, when they spoke of his father.

Most of the girls Raj’s age were concerned with playing childish games, or huddling close together and whispering.

A few of them were nice, but none took an interest in him beyond a few brief conversations, and certainly none took an interest in his father.

Raj felt a connection with Adriana deeper than sympathy. He felt close to her, because of the losses they’d suffered. He wanted to comfort her, so that she would never feel sad again. Lying in bed, he couldn’t stop thinking of the next time he’d see her.

Would she think it strange if he came by tomorrow?

Raj felt embarrassed. Even though he was in the dark, his cheeks flushed and his stomach grew tight. Adriana had invited him back, but he didn’t want to be a pest.

Maybe he needed to give it some time.

Or maybe he needed a reason.

Reaching into his pocket, he took out the metal keepsake and turned it over in his hand in the dark. Adriana had already explained everything she knew about it, but maybe she would remember more with another conversation. Maybe together, they could stitch together some clues that would explain the origins of the wondrous object.

At the very least, it was an excuse to talk to her again.

Raj sighed. Perhaps whatever power existed in the heavens had brought them together for a reason. He smiled as the thought stuck in his mind.

He would find her in the morning.


Chapter 42: Darius

Darius’s hands shook as he held on to his cane and his torch. His pulse pounded. Beads of sweat rolled from his brow as he trekked deeper into the auburn cave. He wanted to hurry, crawl faster through the passage he’d found, and emerge out the other side.

He wanted to will the first part of the journey away.

In his bag were five torches—enough to accommodate a long journey, if needed. On the way here, no Watchers had spotted him. Hopefully, that luck would continue.

For the first time in as long as he remembered, Darius felt as if several years of fruitless searching might finally yield something. It felt like tonight, something was special.

A screeching bat took flight from somewhere above him. Darius jolted more than he might normally have, if he hadn’t been in such haste. Slow down, he told himself. You don’t want to risk a fall.

Still, some inner force pushed him on.

All at once, he remembered that strange doorway in his dream. Instead of recalling the frightening parts of that nightmare, he recalled Akron’s hopeful face and their reconnection. He recalled the joy in his heart at finding his friend alive.

Darius knew better than to believe the lies of sleep, which made glittery promises and ripped them away. Still, some spark drove him.

He traveled the same caves as he had the night before, winding past the smooth walls, until he reached the narrow passage where he’d first encountered the fox. Darius’ heart beat faster as he came across the pile of rocks he’d pulled aside. The passage was still exposed.

Of course, it was.

No one was foolish enough to enter these caves, except Darius.

He swallowed as he crawled through the small opening, feeling the same fear he had the first time about getting stuck, until he was upright and on the other side. This time, he had no decision to make.

Darius turned left.

The cave widened, following a curvy path. His torch light revealed trails of rodent scat. In one corner, he found a small, fresh rat corpse that hadn’t yet been ferreted away.

Maybe scavenging animals feared these caves.

He doubted the truth of that paranoid thought—the fox had been here, after all—and yet he couldn’t help feeling that way, as the tunnel took a deep, downward slope. Darius tread with careful steps as he avoided scattered rocks and larger, jagged pieces of stone that had broken off the walls. A long, straight gash drew his attention to a nearby part of the tunnel, where a miner had chipped off a piece, long ago.

He’d seen plenty of similar marks before, of course, but it was the first mark in this cave, and that gave him a strange intuition.

A sign?

Darius’s hope grew as he moved faster than he should, heading deeper into the tunnels, even farther from the surface and Red Rock. He held his torch higher, lighting his way as small, fast-moving insects scurried into holes. A small cave lizard bolted from the torch light.

A strange smell hit Darius’s nose.

The cave smelled dank, old. He kept going until the tunnel broadened and became an enormous, chamber-sized room. The ceiling sloped so high that he couldn’t see the top with his torch light, nor could he see the tops of the walls.

Rocks and dust littered his way.

He slowed his steps as he saw something.

Past the rocks, pieces of a strange, gray substance lined the floor. The waste-like material was flaky and ashen.

What was this?

Something gleamed in the light of his torch, pressing him onward.

Darius inched forward, over more of the ash, until he was upon it.

His breath caught in his throat.

A skeleton.


Chapter 43: Darius

Darius knelt next to the skeleton, setting down his torch.

Tattered clothes hung around the yellowed bones. Of course, the flesh was gone. Most of the skeleton was whole, but pieces of it had decayed, or been tugged away by scavenging animals. Darius held his breath and inched closer, guessing that the remains belonged to a medium-sized man or woman.

Or a boy.

Akron?

Darius trembled as he studied the yellowed bones.

The clothing was in so many shreds that it was impossible to tell how the outfit had looked when it was intact. He saw no other clues as to the person’s identity, no belongings that would help him make a determination.

Whom had he discovered?

He stared at the old, decayed skeleton, as if the person might get up and answer his questions. But that was as silly as believing in his dream. A sense of failure struck him as he realized his quest might’ve ended in another question.

And then he noticed a pair of tattered boots on the dead person’s feet.

Unlike the shredded pieces of clothing, the leather was intact, save a few holes.

A memory came back to him. All at once, Darius was in his hovel, fixing a spear and listening to Akron speak of one of the recent attacks he’d survived, about a snake that surprised him on a recent trip. The snake had leapt out from a crevice in the one of the tunnels, striking Akron on the tip of one of his boots. At the time, Akron had smiled with youthful exuberance, telling of how he’d escaped the creature. It was easy to smile, once the danger was over and you had survived.

Or maybe he’d wished to impress Darius, who had always been his hero.

Which boot had Akron shown him?

His left.

Darius’s heart fluttered as he lifted his torch, until he could see the top of the worn, partially decayed leather.

On top of the left boot, right where he remembered it, were two fang-sized marks.

Akron.

Darius’s torch fell from his hands. The wavering flames of his torch illuminated the gaping eye sockets, the jutting ribs, and the decaying bones.

Two years worth of building sadness became a bursting dam of tears.

Akron’s happy smile was gone.

This was his end.

Darius collapsed the rest of the way to the ground, sobbing. His quiet gasps became heavy moans, echoing through the enormous chamber. He tried blotting away tears he could no longer stop.

Akron had looked up to him, and Darius had failed him. He should’ve tried harder to find him, when it counted. He should never have told him about the caves.

I was his hero, and his friend.

And now he’s gone.

When he closed his eyes, he could still see the boy’s excited face, relaying his discoveries. His trips had been the highlight of his days, just as they had been for Darius.

And now those days were over for both of them.

Darius cried for Akron’s mother, and his father, who had suffered too much, and for too long. He sobbed until he had no more tears to blot on his wrinkled skin, and the last of his crying echoes ceased.

When he was finished, he sat up and stared at the skeleton.

A lingering question came back to him.

Where were Akron’s belongings?

Darius looked on either side of the body, but he still saw nothing to answer his previous observation. If Akron had been here, his belongings—his torch—must be close by. Smearing another, final tear, Darius picked up his own torch and looked past the body, intent on exploring the rest of the dark chamber until he found answers.

Akron’s parents deserved them.

The room returned to silence.

Darius pulled himself upright and took a step, and then another, wading through more of the flaky black, brown, or grey substance. The vile material caved under his boots. What was he stepping in?

He held his torch higher, looking for some obvious clue about Akron’s death that he had missed.

He stepped a few feet farther into the chamber.

And stopped.

Darius’s mouth hung open as his light revealed dozens of scattered human bones. Most were cracked and broken, covered in the same substance he’d stepped over, or in. Unlike Akron’s, none of these bones were in the shape of a skeleton. A fear different from any he had ever known overtook Darius, but he couldn’t stop moving.

It felt as if he were in a dream again, and something propelled him.

More and more bones covered the floor; enough that it was impossible to tell how many people he looked at, though he suspected it might be dozens. Darius had never seen so many bodies in one place. Even the worst sandstorms hadn’t yielded so many deaths.

He stepped carefully around the vile, long-rotted substance, finding places to put his feet where he wouldn’t trip on a bone. He kept his eyes glued to the fringes of his torch light. The chamber was enormous—bigger than the tunnel that preceded it.

Working his way past the bodies, he felt an intense fear.

He couldn’t imagine what had done something so horrible.

Darius continued past more of the bones, entering a drier portion of the cave that seemed even wider. His hands shook as he held the torch higher, finding something else in its light. Darius froze. Shards of fear prickled through him.

In front of him was an enormous skeleton—bigger than that of any creature he’d seen, almost the size of the chamber in which he stood. Giant, curved rib bones comprised most of the circular, mammoth remains. Strange, spear-like objects littered the floor underneath the skeleton’s center, looking as if they had once been attached. At the front, an enormous round jaw hung open, displaying two gigantic rows of yellowed, jagged teeth.

Each of those teeth was the size of Darius’s body.

Slowly, a horror became a realization, as Darius looked over his shoulder in the direction of the human bones, and the vile, rotten substance surrounding them, and back to the remains of the enormous, frightening beast. Somehow, the creature was responsible for their deaths.

Darius trembled.


Chapter 44: Raj

Raj snuck out into a quiet morning, under the amber glow of the rising sun. Only a few people lingered near their homes, stretching, or staring up at the cliffs. A few cleaned off pushcarts, or quietly washed laundry. Raj looked back at the house, where Helgid and Samel still slept. He wouldn’t be gone long enough for them to worry.

Reaching into his pocket, he squeezed the object that Adriana gave him—his excuse to visit her again.

He took the path toward her house, following the same route he’d taken the day before, replaying their conversations in his head. He thought about the memory she’d shared of her grandmother. She’d said that they’d had tea each morning, and she missed it.

Maybe she and Raj could fill that time together.

It was a pleasant thought, and the more Raj turned it in his head, the more he liked it.

Soon he’d reached Adriana’s mud brick hovel. The door was closed. Raj looked around the area, noticing a few neighbors tending chores, but he didn’t see Adriana. He listened for her voice as he walked slowly past her home. A few muffled voices echoed through the wall.

Probably her mom and dad.

Would they consider it rude if he knocked so early? Raj didn’t want to be a pest, nor did he want to annoy some people that he might see often, if he were lucky enough to spend more time with Adriana.

He went past the house, deciding he would come back in a while.

Turning onto the main path past Adriana’s alley, he looked right, toward the river. A few people walked toward the bridge in the distance, heading toward the Green Crops. Others stood at the banks, dipping their buckets in the water.

Nearing the river, he studied the slow-moving current. The sun cast a warm glare off the water. Nearby, a mother and father with a toddler splashed and played happily. Seeing that image reminded him of his own parents.

Perhaps he’d visit their graves.

He continued over the well-trodden trail, until the bridge was underfoot. A few people leaned over the rail, looking out over the water, or nodding at him. Off in the distance, Raj studied the rock formations that loomed over the colony, where a few Watchers gazed out over the people below, observing them.

Following the same path as the procession had, he crossed the length of sandy desert, coming around the corner of the western formation and arriving at the field of stones where he’d stood with most of the others the day before.

Three people huddled by a gravestone.

Raj picked a diagonal path, cutting past them, curving by some half-buried grave markers. Using memory to guide him, he counted them, until he reached the stones marking his parent’s graves.

Raj put his palms on the ground, kneeling close enough that the other people couldn’t hear him.

“Hi Mom. Hi Dad,” he said quietly. “I miss you.”

Raj swallowed, as an unexpected sadness hit him.

“Neena is still out hunting,” he whispered, speaking around the lump in his throat. “I’m hoping she’s okay, after the sandstorm. I’m doing what I can to take care of Samel, like you would’ve wanted. And Helgid is helping us, too.”

He felt a pang of grief. It felt as if he were speaking to his parents, instead of mounds of dirt. Or that’s what he told himself, whenever he had conversations like this. Raj sighed, looking between the two graves, focusing on his father’s empty one.

Raj remembered the ceremony they’d had for Dad. At the time, he had felt too strange to cry.

When he closed his eyes, he could still remember those first few weeks after his father left, lying in his bedroll and wondering if his father would return. That made him remember all the times he’d asked Neena about it. The more that Raj thought about her answer, the more certain he became that Neena had held something back.

Maybe he would ask her about it again.

Blotting away a few tears before they fell, Raj got to his feet.

A fist struck him in the back.

Pain seared through Raj’s body.

Several rough hands threw him to the ground, near his father’s hard grave marker. More than one person knelt, rolled him over, and pinned him. Raj struggled and screamed, but a hand clamped over his mouth. Through the glare of the sun, he saw four figures surrounding him: the boy with the pointed nose, a stern-faced boy, a shaggy-haired kid, and a tall one.

Bailey’s boys.

Frantic, Raj looked for the people he’d seen earlier, but they were gone. The Watchers were on the other side of the cliffs, out of sight. Of course, they were. Bailey and his boys had picked this moment on purpose.

Bailey walked out of the glare, standing over him with a sneer.

“What are you going to do now, orphan boy?” he spat.

Raj tried lashing out with his arms and legs, but the kids held them.

“I told you this wasn’t over,” Bailey said.

Leaning down, Bailey plucked Raj’s knife from its sheath and held it up in the sunlight, examining the blade, as his eyes lowered back to Raj.

“Did you come out here to cry, like a sissy?”

The others laughed.

“He came out here to cry over his dead dad,” said the kid with the pointed nose. “Maybe he wanted to ask him why he didn’t leave sooner.”

The boys laughed harder.

Raj screamed into one of the sweaty hands over his mouth. He squirmed and bucked. He spat every foul word he knew, even though no one could hear him. He wouldn’t let them intimidate him, even if it meant his death.

“Maybe we can cut out your eyeballs, so you won’t have to cry anymore,” Bailey said with a smile, lowering Raj’s knife toward his face.

New fright bit through Raj’s stomach. His hands and legs coursed with an instinct to flee, to fight, but he could do nothing except watch Bailey lower the knife. Bailey got within a few inches of Raj’s cheek, twisting and turning the blade.

“Wait,” one of his friends interrupted. “I found something.”

Bailey looked up, distracted. “What is it?”

The kid with the pointed nose said, “I’m not sure. It’s in his pocket.”

“Make sure he doesn’t move,” Bailey ordered. “I’ll see what it is.”

Bailey fished a filthy hand into Raj’s pocket, digging around until he found the item to which the other kid had drawn attention. Triumph lit Bailey’s face as he pulled out Adriana’s round keepsake. He held up the object, inspecting its surface and turning it over, rubbing at the indents with his thumb.

Raj yelled harder into the hand over his mouth, screaming for Bailey to put it down, but his words were muted. A new joy took over Bailey’s face as he saw the anger in Raj’s eyes. Each muffled word prompted more interest.

“Was this your daddy’s?” Bailey asked.

Raj screamed a curse word into the hand stifling his mouth. Of course, he wouldn’t tell them the truth. He wouldn’t tell them anything.

“Maybe it belongs to that old woman he hangs around with,” said the taller kid. “Maybe she smooths out her wrinkles with it.”

A few more kids laughed.

“Whatever it is, I like it,” Bailey said, as he made a show of turning it over. “Maybe I’ll keep it.”

A worry crossed the pointed-nosed kid’s face as he looked past Bailey, up toward the cliffs.

“He might go to The Watchers. He might say you stole it.”

Something that looked like worry flashed through Bailey’s face. “You wouldn’t go to The Watchers on me, would you?” Bailey asked Raj. Lowering the keepsake, he held the knife to his neck. “‘Cuz if you did, I would make sure it would be the last words you spoke.”

Raj tried sucking in a breath to shout again, but he couldn’t find any air.

“What does it do, anyway?” the tall kid asked, curiosity crossing his face as he leaned over Raj to take a look at the keepsake.

Bailey shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it’s just pretty.”

“I think it would look prettier as a knife, or a spear-tip,” said the boy with a smirk.

“I don’t know, Bailey,” said the boy with the pointed nose. “What if someone catches you before you melt it down?”

Bailey thought on that for a moment. Indecisiveness went through his face, before he arrived at a decision. “Maybe I’ll bury it where no one can find it, so the orphan boy won’t squeal. And I’ll bury his knife, too.”

Raj screamed uselessly.

“I said I owed you for what you did at the river,” Bailey said, his indecisiveness turning into a grin. “And I meant it.” Holding up the knife and the keepsake, he said, “Consider these payment, for threatening me.”

Bailey’s triumphant smile grew wider.

Without warning, he socked Raj in the stomach.

The rest of the wind escaped from Raj’s body.

Bailey punched him several more times, hitting his ribs and his chest, until Raj’s eyes blurred with watery pain. He kept hitting him, until flashes of light blinked through Raj’s eyes.

And then the hands released Raj, and he gasped to regain his breath.

“If you follow us or say a word, you’ll regret it,” Bailey spat. “And so will Samel.”

Raj wheezed a retort no one could hear.

The boys walked away.

Through the sun’s glare, Raj saw their silhouettes making their way back through the gravesite. A few looked over their shoulders as they left, snickering.

And then they were around the cliffs, and out of sight.

My knife.

My keepsake.

Raj struggled for breath. He pushed with all his strength, managing to get to his feet. His ribs and stomach ached so badly he thought he would collapse. His lungs screamed.

He staggered through the sand, barely putting one boot in front of the other. Each footfall brought new pain. Several times, he almost collapsed, but he managed to make it a ways from the graveyard and around the rock formation, catching sight of Bailey and his gang passing the Green Crops and heading for the bridge. Raj opened his mouth to cry out, but he produced only a muffled cry.

Halfway across the bridge, the boys stopped.

Helplessly, Raj watched Bailey lean over the side of the bridge, look in a few directions, and drop two small objects into the river.

Pain flashed behind Raj’s eyes again.

He collapsed.

He didn’t move.


Chapter 45: Neena

“We’re almost there,” Neena said, pushing faster.

She shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare. For most of the morning, she and Kai had trekked without stopping, leaving behind the alcove that had sheltered them for the night. Now, they traveled a landscape with rugged hills, covered in sparse vegetation and infrequent, craggy red rocks. Those rocks served as landmarks when Neena hunted. Each formation brought her a wave of nostalgia, as she looked at them.

She couldn’t remember a time when she’d missed Red Rock more.

Too often on this trip, she’d been certain she wouldn’t return. And now the trip was ending.

Kai smiled, wiping some sweat from his brow. “I won’t lie, it will be nice to finish this journey and get to your colony.”

Neena nodded and readjusted the bag on her back.

Still, she was anxious.

She couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d say to her leaders. Too many words threatened to spill out of her mouth, as she tried putting the experience of several days into a story they’d understand.

The only times she’d been in close quarters to Gideon and his men was at her parents’ funerals, or a few gatherings. The Red Rock leaders made her nervous in a way that even the hunt did not. Their presence signified order and fear. And now, she had to address them with news that might be unbelievable, at least in the case of the monster.

She looked for hunters, or other silhouettes far away on the border of the ground and sky, but she saw nothing, other than a few roaming insects and some sand rats.

Hoping to distract from her nerves, Neena pointed at a few of the familiar rock formations.

“Do you see that one?” she asked, gesturing at a rock formation with two, spear-like pieces sprouting from the top. “Once I found a male Rydeer at its base.”

Kai nodded as he appraised where she pointed. “Did you catch it?”

“I speared it shortly after I saw it,” Neena explained. “That was one of the shortest trips I’ve taken.” Farther along, Neena pointed out another rock formation. “I hid next to that rock once, during a lesser sandstorm, a year ago.”

“I see.”

Passing a pair of small, ragged hills, Neena recalled how spectacular the view had seemed when she was younger. She didn’t bother voicing her story, due to her increasing nervousness.

“Will we see your colony soon?” Kai asked, noting Neena’s quicker pace.

“Yes,” Neena confirmed. “We should see more familiar landmarks once we crest this hill.”

Her feet couldn’t take her fast enough as they hiked up the last incline that stood between her and Red Rock. She envisioned Raj and Samel at home, probably waiting for her, or helping Helgid with chores. At the moment, a meal with her family felt like a gift from the heavens.

They crested the hill.

Dozens of tall, auburn rock spires rose in the air, like spears dropped from the sky. Some of the tall, pinnacle-like formations were as thin as the width of several people, while others were even wider. All rose majestically into the sky, with smooth, unclimbable sides. Most were red, with hints of brown and orange.

Eventually, the spires segued to a patch of sandy desert, where two final spears sat like two sides of an enormous, natural door. Through the gap between them, rising high above on the horizon, were the enormous stone walls that protected Neena’s colony, and the canyon in the middle, where her people’s homes were nestled. The sight of those tiny, distant homes gave Neena a wave of nostalgia.

“This is Red Rock,” Neena told Kai. “This is my home.”


Chapter 46: Neena

Neena and Kai trekked between the rock spires, taking the most direct route, until they reached the last batches of them, passing between the two that looked like a natural entrance.

Kai looked beyond them with awe.

A slew of distant, tiny homes and buildings came into better view, tucked between the rock wall barriers in the canyon. Neena appraised the mud brick homes, and several wider buildings in front, which were the tithing buildings and the storehouses. Tiny figures milled in front of them, or on the main path that cut through the colony center. More people traveled between the hovels.

Her people were alive.

“They survived the sandstorm,” she said, with more relief than she ever remembered feeling.

Wonder clung to Kai’s face as he looked at the homes and the formations, but mostly at the colonists. “It is unbelievable to see so many people that I never knew existed.”

Neena smiled. She’d feel the same way, if the situation were reversed.

Eventually, they closed within a hundred feet of the front row of buildings.

Neena looked between the tithing buildings and storehouses. The large, wide doors of the tithing houses hung open, as they usually did during the day, when hunters came in to count their game. Inside those buildings, she saw the familiar, long wooden tables, where a few burly men she recognized chatted with some hunters.

Down the main path, several people glanced over, noticing them. Most turned away, until they realized something unusual.

Their attention returned to Kai.

Neena looked over at her companion. At a closer glance, anyone with eyes could see his darker clothing, and the symbols on his head.

Neena swallowed as more and more people tapped their friends’ shoulders, joining what was quickly becoming a larger audience. A few of the hunters in the tithing buildings turned from their conversations or their tables to look through the wide doors. Children pointed and whispered as Neena and Kai got close enough to verify Kai was a stranger.

Fear crossed their faces.

They were scared of him. And they were scared of her, too, because she was with him.

All at once, Neena remembered the whispers that surrounded that visit with the strangers, when she was a child.

The decision to warn her people had been much easier when she was out in the desert, frantically trying to make it back. Now that she’d gotten here, she had no idea how to proceed. She wanted to yell warnings and shout her story to anyone who might listen, but inciting a panic wouldn’t help anyone. She recalled Kai’s words.

Panic is the easiest road to death.

They kept walking, until they reached the head of the main path. Before she could consider the next step of a plan, five men worked their way through the crowd, cutting toward them.

The Watchers.

Of course, they’d seen them coming.

Neena’s apprehension became a thick pit in her stomach as the men strode with importance, holding their spears.

“Wait here,” she told Kai, as they halted at the cusp of the main path and waited for the men to approach.

Out of the corner of her eye, Kai tensed. Neena kept her head straight and her focus on the oncoming men, waiting until they were close before she cleared her throat and said, “We need to speak with Gideon.”


Chapter 47: Gideon

Gideon sat at the table in the center of the Comm Building, staring at the round, metal centerpiece. His Heads of Colony sat all around him. Plates of food lined the table, remnants of the meal they’d had over their discussion of the crops. All around him, his men chatted and held private conversations, finished with the important business of the meeting.

The door burst open.

Thorne and a Watcher entered.

Heads turned as the rest of the people around the table sensed that something of importance was happening. The two men took quick, purposeful strides toward Gideon.

Getting within a few feet of the table, Thorne stopped and announced, “Someone is here to speak with you, Gideon.”

Feeling the weight of all the eyes in the room, Gideon asked, “Who?”

“A hunter girl, returning from the desert.” Thorne’s voice took a grave turn as he added, “She is one of ours, but she is with a strange man. We think he might be from New Canaan.”

The last of the conversations ceased as people heard the last of those words, and processed them.

An unexpected dread rose in Gideon’s stomach. “We told their people to stay away. We told them not to visit us again.”

Thorne remained quiet. It wasn’t his question to answer.

Gideon looked between the worried eyes of Wyatt, Brody, Saurab, and Horatio. They all knew what had been discussed.

“Is he one of the people with whom we met?” Gideon asked.

“No, he is a strange man, whom we have never seen,” Thorne said. Turning to the other people in the room, he addressed them all. “He wears the markings of his people.”


Chapter 48: Neena

Neena and Kai stood on the edge of the dirt path. Almost a hundred people streamed from their homes, gathering on the main path from the mouths of the alleys, fighting for a better view of what was surely a scene that none would soon forget. Most kept a cautious distance, watching and waiting. Three of the five Watchers remained in front of Neena and Kai, holding their weapons cautiously as they waited for the leaders.

Neena and Kai had already handed over their spear and knife.

Now, they waited.

Glancing up at the cliffs, Neena saw more Watchers turned in her direction. She had never felt more pairs of eyes on her. It felt as if she were standing in front of a procession, or leading one of the colony’s ceremonies. She wanted to push through the growing crowd, find Raj and Samel, and make sure they were safe. She wanted to forget about the message she had come to relay.

In just a few short moments, she had transformed from a lowly girl whom no one respected to a person off of whom no one could take their eyes.

Commotion from farther down the path drew her attention. Men, women, and children parted. Some of the whispers grew quiet, as a new group emerged, striding with importance.

Gideon, his Heads of Colony, and more Watchers.

Gideon and his men took a few confident steps ahead of the others, stopping in front of Neena and Kai.

Neena swallowed as she faced a row of leaders she’d never met alone. She looked between them for a moment, her nervousness growing as she surveyed their stern faces.

She focused on Gideon.

Gideon’s steely gaze felt even more severe up close. His gray, slicked-back hair spoke of his years of leadership and knowledge. For all of her life, Neena had known him as the face of Red Rock, making decisions and giving orders, but she had never captured his individual attention. Standing before him now—with so many colonists watching, as well as his Heads of Colony—felt surreal.

Clearing her throat, mustering up her courage, Neena said, “We need to speak with you in private.”

Gideon watched her, silently judging, as was the crowd.

For a moment or longer, no one spoke. The Watchers looked as if they awaited an order, or perhaps another word from Neena or Kai. The crowd shifted from foot to foot. To Neena’s surprise, Gideon turned and addressed Kai.

“Where did you come from?”

Kai shifted uncomfortably under the glare of so many eyes. He sucked in a breath. “I’m from a colony called New Canaan.”

A murmur of disbelief made its way through the crowd. Gideon and Wyatt, one of his Heads of Colony, exchanged an unreadable glance.

“I was out hunting, when Neena found me,” Kai continued, filling the uncomfortable silence. “I got lost in a sandstorm. Neena helped me.”

The Heads of Colony turned to Neena, as if she might refute his story. “I found him when he was nearly dehydrated,” she confirmed.

“You should’ve let him die,” Gideon said coldly.

The crowd gasped as if they’d been struck. Mothers recoiled, hiding their children.

Before Neena could voice her confusion, Gideon raised an arm.

“Detain them!” he yelled, shocking everyone with his unexpected command.

Neena’s heart pounded.

A small army of Watchers rushed past Gideon and The Heads of Colony, in Neena and Kai’s direction. Neena threw her hands up, but not before several pairs of rough, grabbing hands locked on her arms and shoulders, clenching her tightly. Kai kicked and yelled as a group of men violently took hold of him, taking no care for his wounded wrist.

“What’s going on, Neena?” he shouted. “What are they doing to us?”

Panic rose in her stomach as she realized she had no answer. Neena looked between the crowd and Gideon, suddenly feeling as if she was the stranger, or that some waking nightmare had taken hold of her.

“I don’t understand!” Neena protested, looking between Gideon, his Heads of Colony, and his Watchers. “What’s happening?”

“Let me go!” Kai yelled, as the men jostled him.

Hearing Kai’s screams of pain and protest, Gideon turned angry. “Silence that man! Bring him to the annex. That criminal doesn’t deserve to walk among us.”

“Criminal? What are you talking about?” Neena asked.

“Neena! Tell them I mean no harm!” Kai yelled.

Ignoring his pleas, The Watchers dragged Kai kicking and screaming up the path, where the surprised bystanders leapt from the way, gasping in fright and disbelief.

Before Neena could defend herself or explain further, Gideon jabbed a finger at her and yelled, “Take her, too! She can join him in jail!”
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Chapter 1: Samel

“I still don’t see Raj.”

Samel looked from the open door of Helgid’s squalid hovel out into the bright midday sun, scanning for his brother. All around the Red Rock alley, people bustled from the river to their homes, carried buckets, or pushed carts. A group of children clapped their hands in rhythmic play. If Samel weren’t so worried, he might’ve joined them. He looked up at the large, looming cliffs on either side of the colony, but the glare of the sun prevented him from seeing The Watchers.

Behind him, Helgid cleaned the last remnants of lunch. Each clatter of her bowls and utensils reminded Samel of the meal his brother had missed.

Occasionally, Raj took morning walks, but rarely did those walks last until midday.

It was strange for him to be gone so long.

For much of the morning, Samel had looked around outside the hovel and in the adjacent alleys, thinking that Raj would saunter up at any moment, but he’d seen no sign of him. He turned to face Helgid. Worry and guilt bit his stomach. He wanted to open his mouth and spill the secrets of the things that had happened the last few days with the older boys, but Raj had told him they’d handle their own problems.

What if he was overreacting, and Raj simply wanted time alone?

Samel didn’t know what to do.

Watching him at the doorway, Helgid smiled knowingly. Not for the first time, she said, “He probably went to visit Adriana. They certainly took a liking to each other when they met yesterday.”

Samel wanted to believe it. Ever since Raj met Adriana, Raj had been focused on her and the strange metal keepsake. Several times, Samel had asked to hold the fascinating object, but his brother had cupped it tight, refusing to let him do anything but glance at it. He’d never seen Raj so protective—not even with his knife, which he let Samel hold occasionally. Helgid must be right.

Still, Samel couldn’t help his growing worry.

Staring out at a few older kids, who laughed at an unheard joke, Samel said, “Maybe I should go to Adriana’s and look for him.”

Helgid set down the bowl she cleaned, crossed the room, and put her hands on his shoulders. “That’s sweet of you. But you should wait for me. If he’s not back by the time I’m done cleaning, we’ll look for him together.”

Samel fidgeted impatiently. He didn’t think he could last another moment. “I’ll check Adriana’s and make sure he’s there. If he’s not, I’ll come right back.”

Helgid hesitated.

“I’ll be careful,” Samel promised. “I’ll stay away from the cliffs. And I won’t go near the river, or the edges of the bridge.”

“He might not want to be bothered.”

“I won’t bother him,” Samel said convincingly. “I’ll come back, if he tells me.” Recalling the way Raj sometimes spoke with adults, Samel added, “You don’t have to worry about me, Helgid. I’m getting older. I’ll be seven before the river gathering, remember?”

Helgid watched him a long moment, before relenting. “Okay, but be careful. Your sister would never forgive me if anything happened to you. To Adriana’s, and right back.”

“I promise.”

Samel barely had her permission before he was out the door, heading in the direction where Raj said Adriana’s house had been. He passed a few of the clapping children, making sure to catch a few of their eyes. He felt as if he was on a mission, where success meant he might be allowed to take more tasks on his own. Pride swelled through his worry.

He wouldn’t fail.

He’d find Raj.

Cutting down a nearby alley, he spotted a woman with long, stringy hair, whose name was Harmony. Stopping her, he asked, “Have you seen Raj?”

The woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, I haven’t.”

Samel kept going. His feet could give him a quicker answer than most adults. He skirted past a few people sharpening knives, folding laundry, or pushing carts. His eyes wandered to the cliffs, even though he knew Raj wasn’t up there.

After traveling through a few more alleys, he reached the vacant space where the old woman had died in the sandstorm. Only a few piles of stones remained where her house had been. Mud brick dwellings sat on either side, with laundry lines hanging between. Samel didn’t know which of the two houses was Adriana’s.

Emboldened by his mission, he stepped up to the dwelling on the left, knocking. The door opened.

His guess was good.

Adriana stood before him, her dark hair pulled back in a bun. She looked much different from the crying, grieving young woman from all those days ago, but he recognized her. Immediately, Samel saw why Raj had been taken with her. Her blue eyes were pretty.

“Have you seen my brother?” he asked, looking into her hovel. Immediately he saw his answer. The sparse, orderly dwelling was empty.

“I’m sorry, I haven’t seen him since yesterday,” she answered.

“Okay. Thank you,” Samel said.

Before she could ask a question, Samel hurried away, shards of nervousness spreading through his stomach. He looked in every direction, thinking he’d find Raj, but he saw only other people he didn’t recognize. He’d promised Helgid he’d return right after checking Adriana’s.

But he’d only been gone a short while.

He needed to complete his mission.

He cut diagonally between some houses, ignoring a few scolding women who didn’t like him cutting so close to their dwellings, and headed for his hovel—not Helgid’s, but the one he shared with Raj and Neena, when his whole family was home. Perhaps Raj had gone there for some quiet.

Samel headed for the door, opened it, and rushed inside.

No Raj.

No sign of him, either.

Looking around, he saw a few piles of clothing and dishes, but nothing was disturbed. If Raj had been here, he left no clues.

Heading out the door, Samel found a neighbor named Silas. Managing half a breath for a question, he asked, “Have you seen my brother?”

The old neighbor scratched his chin. “I think I saw him down by the river this morning.”

Samel raced toward the end of the alley. Soon, he reached the intersection with the sloping main path toward the river. He bent, clutching a stitch in his side.

Clusters of people mingled everywhere—enough that he couldn’t see past all of them. People toted buckets, carted game, or gathered in circles to talk. Children played everywhere. Even the Crop Tenders took a break from their duties to have lunch; the vegetables were unmanned, save a few Crop Supervisors on the far eastern edge of the river.

Samel ran and scanned faces. Several times, he thought he heard a familiar laugh, only to stop and find that it was a stranger, and not Raj. He darted onto the bridge, curved his skinny arms over the rail, and looked up and down the northern riverbank, like he did while pretending he was a Watcher of the river. Nearby, a young man held onto a girl with blonde hair.

“Be careful,” the man said, with a coy smile. “You don’t want to climb too high and fall over.”

Ignoring the warning, Samel asked, “I’m looking for my brother. He has long, curly dark hair. He’s older than me. Have you seen him?”

The man furrowed his brow. “That isn’t much of a description.”

Something familiar registered in the girl’s eyes. “Was he alone?” she asked.

Samel thought on it. Raj had no real friends. He assumed he’d be alone. “I think.”

“We saw someone that could’ve been him this morning, after breakfast.” The girl gestured past the Green Crops and toward the edges of the cliffs. “The boy of whom I’m thinking went that way.”

The sun was bright and hot as Samel crossed the rest of the bridge, his boots clopping on the wooden planks. The bridge gave way to sand as he rushed into a patch of desert. He glanced on either side of him at the rows of unmanned Green Crops and the Crop Supervisors, deep in the distance.

Operating on a last guess, Samel headed for the western corner of the craggy cliff formation on the right, following the path they’d taken with the funeral procession the day before. More of the area past the cliffs came into view.

His heart leapt in his chest.

Something lay in the desert, about fifty feet from the edge of the graveyard.

Not something.

Someone.

Raj.

Samel fought for breath as he narrowed the gap, reaching the figure and confirming that it was his brother.

His heart slammed against his ribcage as he knelt. Sand covered Raj’s hair and clothes, making him blend in with his surroundings. He wasn’t moving.

“Raj?” Samel cried, unable to stop his frantic tears. “Raj, can you hear me? Please wake up!”

He poked his brother, fear lancing his heart. Raj’s head was turned sideways; his eyes were closed. Sand crusted his face and spittle caked to his mouth. It didn’t take a genius to realize he had been here for a while. Maybe even since this morning, Samel thought frantically, putting his head down and listening for his brother’s breathing.

Don’t be dead…don’t be dead…

“Raj?” he asked, tears rolling down his cheeks.

He thought he heard a thin wheeze, but he couldn’t be sure.

The wind kicked sand up over the distant gravestones and over Raj, covering him with another layer of silt. Samel couldn’t tell if he was alive. He couldn’t be certain of anything. He tried rolling his brother over, but Raj was too heavy. Whatever had happened—was happening—Samel needed help.

Swiveling, he looked behind him toward the bridge, where the couple he’d spoken with embraced and kissed. They were the only ones on the bridge at the moment. Samel leapt to his feet and ran toward them.

His heart thumped as he ran the steps back to them, crying out, “Help! My brother needs help!”

His frantic shouts drew their attention. The couple let go of each other, taking a few tentative steps across the bridge. Samel doubled over, holding his stomach and gasping for air.

“You have to help my brother Raj!” he spilled desperately, thrusting a frantic finger in the direction of the graveyard. “He’s hurt! He might be dead!”

Hearing the insistence in his voice, the couple followed him across the sand toward the western cliffs, getting closer to Raj, who was little more than a speck in the distance. A surge of fright coursed through Samel as he thought of yesterday’s procession.

What if the next ceremony was for Raj?

“What happened?” the young man asked, while they ran.

“I’m not sure.” Samel’s breath heaved as he struggled to keep up on shorter legs. “I found him lying there. He isn’t moving!”

Eventually, they reached his brother and knelt beside him. The young man pressed a finger on the side of Raj’s neck, the way Samel had seen the healers do, and bent close, listening for breath. The gusting wind settled, making each heave of Samel’s lungs seem louder as he waited for the tragic proclamation that he’d already heard too many times in his short life.

After a long pause, the young man surprised him and said, “He’s alive.”

“Alive?” Hope and doubt coursed through Samel.

“I think he has sunstroke,” the man said. “He’s passed out.”

The couple tried gently propping up Raj’s head. A groan escaped Raj’s lips. He blinked a few times, moving his hands toward his sand-covered cheeks.

“Raj?” Samel asked, his voice quivering with relief.

Raj murmured something unintelligible, reaching weakly for his stomach.

“Take it easy,” said the young man, retrieving a flask on his belt, while the woman helped him sit up. “We’ll give you some water.”

Raj let go of his stomach, making a weak attempt to fight them. He was afraid.

“We’re here to help,” the woman reassured him.

More sweat rolled down Raj’s face as he struggled to open his eyes under the fierce glare of the sun. The couple managed to give him a small sip of water before he fell back into his delirium, mumbling. Water dribbled down his dry, cracked lips.

Shielding Raj from the sun, the woman said, “We should get him in the shade, before the sun bakes him worse.”

“We’re going to carry you,” the young man told Raj, prepping him for the short trip. “And then we’ll find you a healer.”

Raj didn’t answer, other than groaning. The young man and woman hoisted him, carrying him across the barren sand in the direction of the closest cliffs, where the midday sun created a short shadow. Samel hurried next to them, while Raj continued his pained noises. For most of Samel’s memorable life, Raj had tended his scrapes and cuts, or warned him away from danger. He rarely got sick, and even when he did, he healed quickly.

Samel had never seen him like this.

Guilt tore at his insides.

Maybe if I had convinced Helgid to look for him sooner, this wouldn’t have happened, Samel thought. This is my fault.

Reaching a shadowed area of sand, the young couple set Raj down gently. Samel looked up the gigantic rock formation and past some craggy ledges, looking for Watchers. He saw none.

“Over there,” the man said, pointing in the direction of the Green Crops. “A few of the Crop Supervisors are coming back from lunch. Maybe they’ll help get a healer.”

Samel followed his gaze to the distant riverbanks, where the men he’d seen earlier walked the outermost rows of vegetables.

“I’ll go get them,” the young man said.

The young man darted across the desert, the wind blowing through his loose clothing. Looking at Raj, more tears rolled down Samel’s cheeks. What if Raj didn’t wake up again, and this was the end? How would he forgive himself?

Seeing the pain on his face, the young woman reached over and touched Samel’s arm.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Samel,” he answered.

“I’m Bianca,” she said, with a nervous smile. “My boyfriend’s Marco. It’s going to be okay. We’ll make sure your brother gets help.”

“Thank you,” Samel managed.

“Where are your parents?”

Hoping to avoid a more complicated discussion, Samel said, “We’re staying with a woman named Helgid. She’s like our grandmother. She lives in the middle of the colony, about fifteen rows north of the houses closest to the river.”

“We’ll get her, after we help your brother,” Bianca promised. “You don’t have to worry.”

“This is my fault,” Samel said through his tears.

“What do you mean?”

“I knew something bad had happened to him.” Samel’s gut wrenched as he surveyed his brother, who groaned incomprehensibly. “Can you hear me, Raj?”

His brother’s response was indecipherable.

“It’s going to be all right. We’re going to get you a healer,” Samel promised, through more tears, even though he doubted his brother understood. “We’re going to get you home.”


Chapter 2: Samel

The wait for the healer felt like days.

During that time, Raj mumbled, dipping in and out of sleep. Bianca dabbed at his sweaty skin, clearing some sand from his face. Once in a while she gave him water, when she could get him to cooperate. Raj rarely opened his eyes, and when he spoke, he made no sense.

Eventually, four figures appeared through the glare of the sun, approaching rapidly. Samel squinted through his tears, noticing a bald healer with a backpack. Two other men flanked his sides—probably the Crop Supervisors. They carried a cloth stretcher between them. Marco followed.

“I got help,” he said.

Rushing over to Raj, the healer asked, “Can you hear me, son?”

Raj groaned faintly, but he didn’t answer. The healer checked his pulse and felt his head.

“What’s his name?” The healer asked Samel.

“Raj,” Samel said.

“He’s your brother?”

Samel nodded.

The healer pulled a cloth from his bag, wetting it and dabbing Raj’s forehead. Lifting his shirt, he performed a closer examination. “I see a few red marks on his chest.” He frowned and inspected them. “Thankfully, I don’t see anything broken, or obviously bleeding. But he’s been in the sun too long.” He looked at the two Crop Supervisors. “It’s possible there are internal injuries. We’ll have to be careful lifting him again. We should get him indoors, where we can cool him off, and assess him further.”

The others nodded.

“Where do you live?” the healer asked Samel.

Samel described the location of Helgid’s house.

“That doesn’t seem too far,” the healer said. “We’ll take him there.”

Coordinating their efforts, the Crop Supervisors and the healer lifted Raj carefully onto the stretcher, carrying him from the graveyard and across the sand.

Samel walked alongside, unable to stop his falling tears. “It’ll be okay, Raj,” he promised.

Raj rolled his head, mumbling feverishly. Samel kept his eyes locked on his brother. He feared if he looked away too long, Raj might leave, like Mom and Dad, and then he’d never talk to him again.

He followed the people and the stretcher across the bridge and over the water.

Several people along the riverbank stopped to stare, holding their children close, whispering. A few asked questions that the healer answered briefly, but neither he, nor the Crop Supervisors, stopped. Most of the spectators were blurry faces to Samel, who only looked from the corner of his eye.

Soon, they turned down an alley in the middle of the colony. Samel ignored a growing crowd of onlookers, keeping a fixed eye on Raj.

Eventually they saw Helgid’s house in the distance. Relief flooded Samel as he spotted Helgid on the path between houses. She looked as if she’d been searching, too.

“Samel!” she cried, hurrying up to them. “What happened?”

“I’m not sure,” Samel admitted through his tears.

Her face screwed up with worry as she saw Raj in the stretcher.

“By the heavens!” she cried. “Raj!”

She asked the same panicked questions as Marco, Bianca, and everyone else, before realizing that no one had good answers. Unable to do more than follow, she joined the procession, wringing her hands. More and more neighbors watched from their thresholds, clustering in the alley, shaking their heads. Samel heard he and his brother’s name on more than a few tongues. It felt as if they were the center of their own ceremony. He wanted to get away from it all and to Helgid’s, where Raj could be helped.

Finally, they were out from under the distracting stares and inside Helgid’s hovel.

Helgid and Samel unfolded Raj’s bedroll, while the others placed him on it. The healer went to work, giving Raj more water and cooling him off. Marco, Bianca, and the Crop Supervisors watched helplessly.

“Is there anything we can do?” asked Bianca.

Feeling the weight of too many people in the room, the healer said, “I’ll take it from here. Thank you.”

“Let us know if you need anything,” Bianca said. “We’ll check back on him.”

“Thank you,” Samel mumbled quietly, as she, Marco, and the Crop Supervisors left.

And then he and Helgid were alone with Raj and the healer. The healer took off Raj’s shirt, using wet towels to dampen his skin.

“I’m going to elevate his legs,” he explained, propping up Raj’s boots. “That will help with the circulation. And we should watch for signs that he might vomit.”

Helgid nodded as she got in a position to help. Raj rolled his head to the side, but he didn’t open his eyes. Samel flanked Helgid, feeling useless and scared.

“How bad is he?” Helgid asked the healer.

“He definitely has heat stroke,” the healer said. “As I told the others, I saw a few red marks on his stomach. I can’t tell what they’re from. We won’t know until he’s lucid enough to tell us.”

“Where’d you find him?” Helgid asked, turning to Samel.

“In the graveyard. He was alone, lying in the sand,” Samel said, tears streaming down his face. “I’m not sure how he got there.” He opened and closed his mouth, about to tell her more, but fear and guilt took away his words. “I just want him to be okay.”

Pulling him close, Helgid said, “He’ll be fine.”

Samel blotted his wet cheeks. The crack of emotion in her voice showed she couldn’t say, for sure.

A footstep drew their attention behind. Turning, Samel found Amos, one of Helgid’s neighbors.

“Can I speak with you alone, Helgid?”

Helgid nodded. “I’ll be right back, Samel.”

She followed him through the doorway and around the corner outside. New worry threaded through Samel’s stomach. What was going on? Were they discussing Raj?

Private conversations always meant bad news.

Taking a few furtive steps toward the doorway, Samel crept close enough to hear the hushed whispers. He missed the first few sentences, but he caught the end of the conversation. What he heard filled him with a new dread.

“Are you sure it was Neena?” Helgid asked, clearly in disbelief.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Amos said, with grim severity. “She just got back to Red Rock. The Heads of Colony have jailed her.”


Chapter 3: Neena

Neena peered through the metal bars and down the end of the dirty annex. Dusty, squalid cells lined either side of the hallway. At the corridor’s end, a small window revealed a sunny sky that she might never see again.

She shuddered and looked down at the scuffed floor, empty except for rat feces and scattered dirt.

Fear, confusion, and pain coursed through her.

The Watchers had dragged her as if she were a carcass brought in from the desert, paying no attention to her shouted warnings. The few sentences she’d gotten out had seemed like the words of a lunatic, sending the crowd back in fear, shielding themselves as if she had the death’s plague. More than one had grabbed their children, hiding them behind them. The people had looked at her as if she were a monster, worse than the one she came to save them from.

The Watchers had stifled the majority of her message.

Neena’s lips were chapped and cracked from where they’d clamped their sweaty hands over her mouth. She’d had no opportunity to explain herself, nor had Kai, as The Watchers pulled them through the enormous main room of the Comm Building, dragged them to the annex, and tossed them into cells, where they were left to rot like buckets of waste.

Now she was alone, save the man she’d come here with, a man she could no longer be certain she trusted.

She peered toward the only other occupied cell, three down from her own. Kai found her eyes in the gloom, snaking his scrawny arms through the bars. When they’d first arrived, the Watchers had let another man out of one of the cells, releasing him.

His time must’ve been over.

Or was it?

She had no idea what happened to him, just as she had no idea what would happen to either she or the stranger she’d brought from the desert.

Through the light from the small window, she saw the markings on Kai’s face, and the pale, grimy skin beneath. She swallowed, unable to stop thinking of the words Gideon had spoken before unceremoniously ordering them away.

“That criminal doesn’t deserve to walk among us.”

Not for the first time, Kai insisted, “I’m telling you, Neena, this is a mistake.”

“They called you a criminal,” Neena said, repeating Gideon’s shocking pronouncement. “Why would they say that?”

She clenched the bars with shaky hands. Kai’s ragged breathing filled the space between them.

“I’m not sure,” Kai said again, “but if I knew, I wouldn’t come here to be thrown in jail, would I?”

Neena couldn’t doubt the validity of that statement. But Gideon had sounded so certain. Neena couldn’t help feeling as if the man she’d grown to trust—the one who’d saved her from the monster, the one with whom she’d shared a journey and many stories—kept secrets. She stared at Kai, wishing she could see past his shadowed gaze and to the truth beneath.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen to you.” Kai retracted his arm. She could still see the bandage she’d put on his wrist after the wolf attack. “If we’d parted ways in the desert, this never would’ve happened. This is my fault.”

Neena frowned, recalling more of those frantic, fear-filled moments when they’d returned. She’d never forget Gideon’s words. You should’ve let him die, he’d said. To Kai, she insisted, “You must know something.”

Clearing his dry throat, Kai said, “I’ve never been here. You have to believe me.”

Neena swallowed. Truth or fiction might not matter for long. They might kill them both before she had a chance to determine one from the other. She wiped some sweat from her face with her sleeve. She could still smell the sweat of The Watchers who had dragged them away, leaving their stink on her clothes.

“What are they going to do to us?” Kai asked, bringing up more immediate concerns.

Neena looked down to the door at the opposite end of the hallway, where muffled, indecipherable words spilled from the other side. The Heads of Colony, Gideon, and The Watchers hadn’t returned since they’d thrown them in the cells.

“I’m not sure,” Neena said.

“What happens to the people they keep in these cells?” Kai asked.

A shimmer of fear coursed through Neena. “People who steal are kept here for days, sometimes weeks. One time, a man stabbed another for some food.” She paused as she recalled the frightening rumor. “They say he was exiled.”

“Do you think they’ll kill us?” Kai grabbed the bars, staring at her with intensity.

“I-I don’t know,” she said, hating the uncertainty. She had never seen The Watchers or Gideon so hostile.

She immediately thought of her brothers in their hovel, receiving the news of her capture. Or perhaps they had been in some part of the crowd she hadn’t seen. What would happen to Raj and Samel, if she never came home? They’d already lost two parents, and now they might lose a sister, too. Guilt overtook Neena’s fear. Her actions would affect everyone she loved.

And on top of that a monster was coming, a monster that would—

The door burst open.

Three muscled Watchers stood at the threshold.

Neena backed away from the bars, her heart knocking against her ribs. She retreated until she was against the rear wall of her jail. The cell suddenly felt like a cocoon of safety that she didn’t want to leave. The Watchers advanced, their hands by the hilts of their knives, looking between her and Kai as they stepped further into the shadowed hallway.

She could no longer see Kai, but she heard his anxious steps backward.

Neena swallowed. If The Watchers meant to kill them, she wouldn’t give up. She’d fight for herself, so she could get back to her brothers. The thought was foolish. Even if she managed the impossible and bested the guards, she had nowhere to run and seek refuge. There would be no heroic, fireside story of escape, no teary-eyed reunion with Raj and Samel.

She’d die before she made it a few steps further than the Comm Building.

The first Watcher stared into her cell with cold, expressionless eyes, a key in his hand. She waited for the key to hit the lock and for the others to come in, stick their blades in her gut, and put an end to her short life. Or something worse.

The Watcher kept going.

The others followed. They went for Kai first.

Neena’s relief didn’t last.

Whatever happened to him would most likely happen to her.

“Please!” Kai said frantically, from somewhere in the shadows. “Release me in the desert, and I won’t come back!! Let me back to my people!”

A surge of sympathetic fear hit Neena as they unlocked his cell and dragged him out. He dug his heels into the smooth floor, grabbing for the bars on either side of the hallway, but the men around him were bigger and stronger, and they hadn’t spent several exhausting days in the desert. They kept control. She had a moment to see the terror in Kai’s eyes as The Watchers dragged him past, and then he was through the threshold, screaming.

The cold-eyed Watcher turned, momentarily meeting her eyes while reaching for the door handle to close the annex.

Gaining a momentary dose of courage, Neena yelled, “Let me speak with Gideon! I’ll explain everything! Please hear me out!”

The man looked at her, expressionless.

Then he shut the door.


Chapter 4: Helgid

Helgid hurried through the busy alley. Too many problems seemed to be escalating at once.

She needed to find out what was happening with Neena.

Forcing her feet faster, she passed clusters of staring people, ignoring the aches and pains in her old bones. A few neighbors asked about Raj, but she didn’t stop to talk for long. She had little information, and not a moment to waste. Soon, she made it out of her alley, veering north onto the main path.

Clusters of people filled the streets ahead, alongside, and behind, all heading toward the colony center. Unlike the people near her hovel, none of these paid her any specific attention. Something much bigger than Raj’s injuries was happening.

Amos was right.

A feeling of dread crawled up Helgid’s spine as she merged with the crowd of whispering people. Old and young colonists bumped elbows. Parents herded children. A few people hastily tucked their belongings in their houses before leaving.

She moved with the flow of the crowd up the path, not stopping to ask questions, but hearing plenty of whispers as she passed row after row of hovels, knowing she’d see the answers with her eyes soon enough.

The Comm Building loomed in the distance, its domed roof rising above the rows of mud brick hovels preceding it, and after. It seemed as if most of the colonists crowded before the curve at the end of the path circling around it in two directions. A few trickled down the outskirts of the path going left and right, lining up, but keeping a careful buffer from the building. Others hovered in the last houses on the path’s edge, holding their relatives, as if another awful storm lingered on the horizon.

Helgid threaded her way through the crowd, pushing her way to the last rows of people. She fixed her gaze on the round, massive structure. Two-dozen Watchers stood guard in front of the thick doors, clutching their spears and eyeing the colonists warily. No one needed a verbal warning. The message was clear: stay away.

Someone hissed her name. Helgid looked right, recognizing one of her neighbors, a middle-aged woman named Sandy.

“What’s going on?” Helgid asked.

Sandy looked around furtively, as if someone might drag her away. “They captured a stranger on the edge of town. He was with Neena!”

A sickly ball of fear settled in Helgid’s stomach. “What did the stranger look like?”

“He was a few years older than her,” Sandra said. “He wore strange clothes. He had markings on his head.”

“Markings?”

Sandra nodded emphatically. She stuck a finger along her cheek, pointing at her hairline. “Dark markings, like black stains, that came down from his temples.”

“Where did he come from?” Helgid asked.

“No one knows.” Sandra shrugged, her eyes wide with curiosity and fear. She nodded carefully to the front entrance and The Watchers. “They pulled him and Neena into the Comm Building a while ago. No one’s seen them since.”

Helgid swallowed and looked past The Watchers. Of course, she couldn’t see inside the closed, guarded structure.

Another neighbor on the other side of Sandra, a man named Stanley, said, “I was near the tithing buildings when it happened. The Heads of Colony called the man a criminal. And Neena was screaming things that didn’t make sense.”

“Like what?” Helgid asked, a deep fear taking root in her stomach.

“Most of her words were unintelligible,” Stanley admitted. “But I was in the front of an alley when they dragged her past me. I heard her say the word ‘monster’ before The Watchers stifled her.”

“Monster?” Helgid repeated, furrowing her brow.

Stanley said, “She must’ve been delirious. She didn’t seem herself, that was for certain.”

Helgid shook her head. Picturing Neena screaming deepened her sick feeling. “I have to get to her,” she said, taking a determined step in the direction of The Watchers.

Sandra grabbed her arm. “Wait! You can’t go near them.”

“I need to speak with them,” Helgid argued. “I need to check on Neena. I need to make sure she’s all right.”

“They’ll arrest you!” Sandra warned. “They’ll throw you in there with her!”

“I need to do something!”

Hoping to sway her with reason, Stanley suggested, “Wait a moment. Maybe they’ll make an announcement. Maybe they’ll tell us what’s going on.”

“I’m not waiting for an announcement,” Helgid said, breaking free from Sandra’s grasp and stepping away from her friends.

Before caution got the better of her, Helgid walked into the open part of the path. She steeled her thrumming heart, taking a few more steps ahead of the gathered crowd. A few spectators whispered louder as she found herself at the center of their attention, and The Watchers adjusted their spears, pointing them at waist-level.

“Don’t come any closer!” one of them warned, moving to intercept her.

The others tightened their formation in front of the door. Any one of their spears could rip open Helgid’s insides and ensure she never spoke again. She stopped immediately, looking for a sympathetic face among the guards. All were stone-faced. Helgid held up her hands and tried to look harmless.

“I need to find out what happened to my friend,” she called, steadying the shake in her voice. “Her name is Neena. Is she inside?”

“Stay back,” The Watcher said.

“I just need to know if she’s safe,” Helgid said, holding her hands higher.

“Turn and leave,” The Watcher said.

Helgid took another step.

Helgid’s approach triggered a ripple of unease among the other Watchers, who tensed, gripping their spears and staring uneasily at the crowd. Directing his next comment at everyone, The Watcher said, “If you don’t get back, you’ll be sorry. Everyone leave! Do it, or you’ll end up in the annex!”

A hand tugged Helgid’s arm. She looked back to find Sandra grabbing her, pulling her toward the retreating crowd.

“Come on!” she said, as if Helgid were a fool standing too close to a ledge.

“But Neena is…”

“She’ll be fine,” Sandra said without conviction.

Helgid looked behind her, noticing more Watchers cutting through the crowd from the opposite end of the building, curving along the northern path and joining the others. She took one last, hard look at the doorway, as if she might spot Neena, but all she saw was the guarding men, with more fear in their faces than she ever remembered seeing.


Chapter 5: Neena

Neena stood in the square, empty cell, watching the door at the end of the hallway. The thick exit prevented her from making out any of the murmured words from the other side. All she could do was wait and fear. Hunger panged her stomach. She looked around. Of course, she had no bedroll, food, or water. They’d stripped everything away. For all she knew, they’d brought her here to die.

Rumors of her lunacy had probably spread to every hovel by now. Even those few who had treated her with courtesy after Mom and Dad died would fear or hate her now.

Frustrated tears welled in her eyes as she thought of Raj, Samel, and Helgid receiving news of her capture. She might never see her loved ones again.

What was happening to Kai?

And what would happen to her?

She looked past the bars and into the dusty hallway, thinking fruitlessly of escape. The smooth, hard, stone walls were much sturdier than her mud brick hovel. A few scratch marks told the story of other, desperate prisoners with the same, hopeless idea.

Her thoughts roamed to the message she’d failed to properly relay.

The Abomination.

Something more important than her life was at stake.

Clenching the bars of the cell, she pictured the faceless beast, rising from the ground, opening its jagged teeth, and cutting the Rydeer in half, spraying her with its blood. She couldn’t help replacing that memory with images of Raj and Samel. Regardless of what happened to her, she needed to warn her people.

Neena rapped on the bars with her knuckles, screaming for her captors. She shouted until her voice was hoarse, her knuckles were red and raw, and her toes were sore from kicking. No one answered, or came. Eventually, she sank to the floor in exhaustion.

Angry, frustrated tears fell down her cheeks.

She continued yelling and pleading, but the murmurs behind the door continued.

Finally, they stopped.

Neena walked to the bars, looking down the end of the hallway. Fear rammed her heart like a stake. The silence was even worse than unintelligible conversation. At least that meant that her captors were preoccupied. She focused on the exit at the end of the hallway, straining to hear a word, a scream—anything that would indicate what happened to Kai. She waited in silence for what felt like an eternity.

Finally: footsteps.

A key hit a lock, jolting her with fear. The ominous noise ripped away all of her convincing arguments. She took a step backward, as if she might stop whatever was happening. The door opened, revealing two burly Watchers standing on either side of Kai, and one behind them. Kai’s eyes were ringed dark. His face looked even more worn than when she’d found him in the desert, collapsed, dehydrated, and nearly dead.

He was alive, but for how long?

He met her gaze as they marched him forward.

“Don’t say a word,” a guard warned, noticing where Kai looked.

Kai stayed obediently silent, but he didn’t stop staring at her until the guards pulled him into his cell and tossed him in. He landed hard on the stone floor.

His door shut with a loud, securing clank.

It was her turn.

One of the burly men came to her cell next, unlocking it, with the others on his heels.

Neena backed farther away from the bars. She held her arms in front of her, as if she might protect herself from three men twice her size.

“Stay back,” she warned, even though she was at their mercy.

“Don’t make this difficult,” one of The Watchers said. “Gideon wants to see you.”


Chapter 6: Neena

Neena sat in the stiff chair, shaking, looking from one face to the next. Gideon, The Heads of Colony, and The Watchers occupied the enormous, round table, burning her with their gaze. A dozen more Watchers filled the room behind her, holding their spears, looking as if they might end her life for the smallest transgression.

Her eyes flitted to the large, metal relic on the table, the centerpiece of whispers and stories among her colony. The round curves and strange, metal buttons were as intimidating as the men around her. A slew of yellowed hanging skulls on the far wall gave her a shiver of fright.

“Don’t move,” one of The Watchers warned, pulling her attention back to the table.

She felt like a crippled animal in the desert, waiting for a predator’s teeth or talons.

Gideon rapped a closed fist on the table, ripping her attention to him. He penetrated her with a steely gaze. Unsure of what to do with her shaking hands, she clasped them together.

“If you speak out of turn, I’ll throw you back in the room,” he threatened, nodding to the dusty annex from which she’d been dragged.

Neena nodded. Every instinct told her to scream warnings of the monster—to make them all understand—but the intense stares of the men told her an outburst wouldn’t be wise.

“Where did you find the stranger?” Gideon asked.

She started to answer and stopped.

She’d been out in the northern deserts while she hunted, in a forbidden region. Until this moment, she’d forgotten that small detail. Her penalty might be steeper than whatever she’d thought she faced. Gideon leaned forward, making it clear he wouldn’t wait longer than a moment for an answer.

Teetering between a truth and a lie, she said, “Three days’ travel, north from here.” She barely recognized her own voice. Her mouth was hoarse from too much screaming and too little water.

The men at the table shifted. One of The Heads of Colony, a skinny, serious man named Wyatt, asked, “Where, exactly?”

Neena studied his intense face, his hooked nose, and his sun spotted cheeks. She’d never seen him up close. He steepled his fingers and awaited a response.

Using one of the landmarks most of the hunters knew, and probably The Watchers, she said, “Near the Hand formation in the desert.”

The head of The Watchers, a muscled man named Thorne, nodded. “A dozen klicks past the tall spire that overlooks the stream?”

Neena nodded to confirm.

The other men were familiar.

“Was he alone?” Gideon asked, without breaking his gaze on Neena.

Trying to project sincerity, Neena said, “Yes, he was alone.”

Gideon traded a look with a few of the other men, whose faces revealed nothing. They turned back to her. “For your sake, you had better hope that is the truth.”

Neena’s hands trembled.

“Tell us how you met him,” Gideon said.

Neena pulled in a breath. Other than hunting in a restricted area, she didn’t think she had anything to hide. She started her story, recounting how the sandstorm engulfed her, how she’d managed to survive, and how she’d found Kai. Wyatt jotted notes in a notebook while she spoke. When she got to the point where she’d given Kai water, Gideon interrupted.

“He was injured,” he repeated.

“Yes, he was barely conscious,” Neena said, repeating the same thing that she had told them when she arrived at the edge of the colony. “He was dehydrated and weak.”

“How about you? Were you injured?” Gideon asked.

Neena looked down, as if she might find some betraying marks she didn’t remember. A few tears in her clothing revealed scratch and bite wounds from the wolves, but that was the extent of her injuries from the trip, other than the scratches and marks from the guards, which might leave bruises. “No. I was fine, then.”

“Tell us what happened after,” Gideon said.

Neena told of how she’d helped Kai up. She told of how the rumbling had started in the desert. And then she told of the monster, erupting from the sand and devouring the Rydeer.

The Heads of Colony leaned forward as she described the enormous creature, its elongated body, and the spear-like protrusions, as well as the scales on its sides. One or two scratched their chins, adjusting in their chairs. Wyatt kept writing. No one responded audibly. They listened as she told of the chase through the desert, how she and Kai escaped up the incline, and how they’d found refuge in the Hand formation, staying in the cave for the night. She concluded with the rest of their journey—the discovery of the dead fawn, the wolves, and their night at the alcove, before they’d returned to the colony.

When she finished, she paused for breath. The room fell silent, save the scratch of Wyatt writing. When he finished note taking, he nodded at Gideon. Neena felt as if she were in some strange meeting, where the rules were unknown.

“What do you know about this man’s colony?” Gideon asked.

Neena opened and closed her mouth. Of course, she only knew what Kai had told her.

She relayed what she remembered about the oasis he had described, and the people who lived there. After, she told of Kai’s hunting party, their demise in the teeth of the Abomination, and the time Kai had spent wandering alone in the sandstorm. Gideon looked as if he gauged the sincerity of every sentence. A few times, he asked clarifying questions. When she finished, she fell silent, waiting for some verdict she didn’t understand.

The Watchers stiffened.

Gideon and Wyatt traded a look.

Wyatt broke the silence by closing his notebook. “Delusions,” he said.

One of the young Watchers bit his lip.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Neena said.

“The sun burned your mind. Or maybe the criminal poisoned your thoughts,” Wyatt said.

Neena looked from one stern face to the other, as if someone might speak up for her. Of course, no one was on her side.

“It is rare for a woman to survive in the desert, without help.” Wyatt shrugged, tapping his notebook. “Maybe he was the one who picked you up and saved you, and you agreed to lie for him.”

“Or perhaps you concocted this story together,” added Horatio, another of The Heads of Colony, leaning back in his chair.

Murmurs punctuated the room.

“I’m telling you the truth about all of it,” Neena insisted, looking from one person to the next. “This creature will kill our people, like it killed too many of Kai’s. You need to do something.” She stared between the serious men at the table, but none rallied or gave orders. “Our colony is in danger!”

Confusion and fear fought in her heart as she watched the stiff, unmoving men around her.

She’d expected them to march in unison for the door, mobilizing, or for Gideon to give stern commands. She predicted a reception worthy of a horrific, terrifying monster. Instead, they stared at her as if she were a threat and a liar.

Or both.

“Please,” Neena started, unclasping her hands.

“Enough!” Gideon pounded the table with enough ferocity that he startled everyone in the room. “None of your words can be trusted. You have consorted with a known danger. You have traveled with a criminal. Who knows what he coerced you to say?”

“I don’t understand,” Neena said. “Kai might be a stranger, but he helped me. We helped each other. How is he a criminal?”

“Surely you saw his marks?” Wyatt asked, pointing a bony finger from his book to his forehead.

Neena nodded. Of course, she’d seen them.

“His people of New Canaan mark their criminals with them,” Wyatt said.

“You know of his colony?”Neena asked, confused.

“We met a few of their representatives years ago, when they visited,” Wyatt explained. “Perhaps you remember hearing about it when you were younger, although we kept the details confidential.”

“They told us of their practices,” Horatio elaborated, scratching his chin.

None of the others in the room seemed surprised.

Neena thought of those visitors from ten years ago. So they had been the same people. Too many questions swam through her head. Before she could voice them, Wyatt continued, “Kai is a criminal, worthy of no more trust than you. His story of a hunting party is a lie. Or perhaps you devised this story together to help him escape his people.”

“One thing is clear,” Gideon said. “You will not be allowed to poison the rest of our people with your paranoid stories and half-truths. You will remain in our custody until we determine your fate.”

“But my brothers are waiting for me,” Neena argued. “Without me, they have no one!”

The Watchers grabbed her, pulling her from her chair. She fought against their strong arms.

“Please, Gideon!” she said, as if she might overrule his verdict. “I’m telling the truth!”

Gideon’s expression remained firm. “Take her back to the annex. We’ve heard everything we need from her.”


Chapter 7: Darius

Darius paced the enormous underground chamber. It felt as if he’d been in the caves for much longer than a night and a day, walking back and forth, studying the massive, frightening fossil, the scattered bones, and Akron’s remains. The sharp fear of his discovery had settled into a dull ache, keeping him alert and vigilant. He’d expended too many of his torches. He still feared some monstrous beast would spring out at him, trapping him before he could scream, or run.

But he couldn’t leave.

He was enthralled.

The sight of the enormous beast was terrifying, but riveting.

Staring at the mammoth rib bones of the creature, tracing every aspect with his eyes, he walked to the tail end and held his torch high, careful not to get too close to the beast’s remains. The yellowed, splotched skeleton spoke of its great age. Several of the long, curved bones had cracked and fallen into the skeleton’s center. The sharp, spear-like objects in its middle cavity were the size of his arm.

More observations struck him.

Past a long, bony part of the skeleton that looked like a tail, the tunnel had caved, unleashing a cascade of sand. It appeared the wall had burst inward, creating a mini-avalanche around the last of the creature’s ribs. Slashes on the intact areas of the wall showed where the miners had worked, on either side of the collapsed tunnel, and on some of the rocks that fell. After a while of pacing, pondering, and examining, Darius pieced together some information. Judging by the spilled sand and the beast’s direction, the beast had come from the desert.

Or maybe the colonists had inadvertently let it in with their pickaxes and shovels.

Darius shuddered.

It seemed possible that the miners had weakened the wall, allowing the enormous creature access. Or maybe the beast was strong enough to burst through it.

In any case, he was certain the beast had killed the miners.

But something still bothered Darius.

Skirting back past the beast, he walked in the direction he’d first come, past the mammoth skeleton and the multitude of scattered bones, stepping through the waste-like substance and reaching Akron’s skeleton. Walking between the colonists’ remains and Akron’s, using the light of his torch, Darius made another observation. The miners had died long ago.

But judging by the whiteness of Akron’s bones, and the fact that he had disappeared only a few years ago, he had died much more recently.

Akron’s skeleton was intact, not scattered.

And where were his belongings? Darius still hadn’t found his bag, his knife, or any torches. Darius thought back to the blade he’d seen on the boy’s hip, whenever they spoke. The knife, with several unique, triangular markings on the hilt, was a gift from Akron’s grandfather. He never would have let it go.

It was possible scavenging animals had ferreted away Akron’s things after his death. But it was strange that Darius didn’t find them.

He traced the route he’d taken in his head: the tunnels coming from Red Rock, to the small crawlspace, culminating in the tunnel leading in two directions, one coming here, the other going into the desert on the cliffs’ eastern side. He was pretty sure Akron had traveled the same initial path as he had.

Akron’s triangular mark verified that.

But that didn’t make sense, because stones covered the entrance. If Akron’s body was here, and the crawlspace was covered by stones, that meant…

Someone else had been here.

Darius shuddered, holding his torch higher. He spun in a slow circle, as if he might find someone watching him from the shadows. Another colonist must have explored the caves, making the risky decision to break The Heads of Colony’s rules. But why would they take the time to place those stones? Darius knew how nerve-wracking the trips to the caves could be. He doubted someone would take the unnecessary step to cover up his or her travels.

Who else would have a reason—or the time—to cover up the passage? The answer sprang to his mind.

The Watchers.


Chapter 8: Gideon

“What do you think?” Wyatt looked down his pointed nose at Gideon.

Gideon blew a silent breath, looking around at the expectant men around the table. The Watchers stood rigidly, holding their spears. Thorne sat tall.

“I think we are at the precipice of panic,” Gideon said. “It is imperative we keep our people calm.”

Everyone nodded. They knew the gravity of that statement.

“We need to maintain the people’s confidence in us and keep Red Rock safe,” Wyatt said, as much to Gideon as the rest of them.

The others murmured their agreement.

“Keep our hunters out of the desert for the time being,” Gideon ordered, “and forbid any hunters from going out.” To Thorne, he said, “Keep your best men on duty up on the cliffs, and at the colony’s edge. Have them keep a vigilant watch. In the meantime, set up an urgent meeting with your newest inductees. It seems we have some things to tell them before we address the people.”


Chapter 9: Helgid

By the time Helgid returned from her trip to the colony center, some of the sunlight had faded from the top of the cliffs. Reaching her hovel, Helgid hurried through the open doorway and asked, “How is Raj?”

She surveyed the grim faces in the room. Amos, the healer, and Samel knelt around Raj in a vigil, blotting his bare chest with towels. Raj’s forehead was beaded with sweat. His eyes were narrow slits. If not for the rise and fall of his small frame as he breathed, Helgid might’ve thought his condition had worsened.

Before she had an answer to her initial question, she asked another. “Is he stable?”

Samel remained quiet and worried, looking from Helgid to the other people for some words he probably wanted to hear, as well.

“We’ve been keeping him cool and hydrated, but he’s still delirious,” the healer said. “He’s not communicating well.”

Pointing to a bucket on the floor near his bedroll, Amos said, “He vomited a few times.”

Helgid nodded, feeling a pang of guilt. She’d failed on two fronts. She’d failed bringing back Neena, and she’d let harm come to Raj. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d rushed so fast. She felt as if her old bones might collapse. Emotion and physical pain were at war inside her. Seeing her distraught expression, Amos crossed the room and said, “He’s going to be all right.” He put a hand on her shoulder. Motioning through the open door, he asked Helgid, “Why don’t we talk outside?”

Putting her worries into a reassuring smile, Helgid told Samel, “We’ll be right back.”

She and Amos stepped outside, to a spot near the hovel where they could speak privately.

“You didn’t tell Samel about Neena, right?” she asked.

“No, I kept it quiet,” Amos said.

A small relief filled Helgid. “The last thing he needs is another worry.”

“What’d you find out?” Amos asked.

“What you heard was right,” Helgid said with regret. “Neena’s in jail. The Watchers are keeping a tight rein on the Comm Building. They won’t let anyone close.”

“Did you find out anything else?” Amos asked, leaning forward and patiently waiting.

“I ran into Sandra and Stanley, lingering around the Comm Building.” Helgid relayed what she’d heard about the stranger from her other neighbors. She told of how he and Neena were dragged to the Comm Building, and Neena’s odd behavior. “The Watchers ordered us home before I could get more information.”

“Did you found out where the stranger is from?” Amos asked.

“No one knows.”

“Hearing that reminds me of the visitors from rumors, all those years ago,” Amos said, with wondrous fear. “Do you think it could be one of them?”

“I’m not sure,” Helgid said. “Stanley said that The Heads of Colony are bound to make an address. In any case, getting near the Comm Building seems like an easy way to join Neena in jail.”

“I think you’re right,” Amos said, shaking his head.

Hating her dire predicament, Helgid said, “All I can do now is take care of Raj and Samel, at least until I can figure out how to help Neena.” She bit her lip, unable to quell the awful pit in her stomach. “If something happens to me, I don’t know what they’ll do.”

“I spoke with Samel while you were gone,” Amos said. “He opened up to me.”

“Opened up?”

“Samel said some boys were picking on them recently. He said one of the boys in particular, a boy named Bailey, threatened Raj.”

“By the heavens,” Helgid said, shaking her head. “I knew nothing about that.”

“Samel felt horrible for keeping it from you. He wasn’t sure if they had something to do with this, but it certainly looks as if Raj has been roughed up,” Amos said.

With an old woman’s intuition that she wished weren’t true, Helgid said, “Those boys attacked him.”

“It is a guess,” Amos said. “But we won’t know for sure until Raj is more lucid. For now, all we can do is treat his injuries.”

Helgid nodded, praying his condition would improve. “We’ll keep watch over him. When things settle, I’ll figure out what I can do about Neena.”

Movement from the doorway distracted her attention. Looking down, she saw the tip of a child’s boot sticking around the bottom.

“Samel, is that you?” Helgid called. The boot retreated, but no one emerged. “Samel?” she called again.

Slowly, Samel reemerged, guilt on his face. “I didn’t mean to listen,” he said, looking at the ground.

“It’s okay, child,” Helgid said, motioning him outside. “Come here.”

Samel walked out, shame on his face. Tear tracks lined his cheeks. The poor boy looked as if he’d been flung in the river and dragged out.

“How much did you hear?” Helgid asked.

“I heard you and Amos talking, before you left a while ago. Is Neena really in jail?” Samel asked.

“She is,” Helgid said, wishing she had a better answer.

“Why is she there?”

“No one knows for sure,” Amos said quietly.

Samel buried himself in Helgid’s shirt. “When is she getting out?”

“I’m not certain.” Saying those words hit Helgid like a jagged knife to the heart. “But you don’t have to worry, Samel. We’re going to figure out how to help her. We’re going to get her home.”

“Do you promise?” Samel looked up at her with large, brown eyes.

“I promise.”

A guilty expression crossed Samel’s face. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about those boys before. Raj made me promise we would handle our own problems. And now they might’ve hurt him. And now Neena’s in jail…” Tears filled his eyes.

“It’s not your fault,” Helgid said, pulling him close. “None of it. Your brother is going to be fine. And so is Neena. We’ll get her home, and all of you will be together again. I swear by the heavens.”


Chapter 10: Darius

Darius retraced his path through the dark, humid caves. Too many questions plagued his mind. He couldn’t stop thinking about the guess or realization he’d made in the cave.

Had The Watchers really been here?

Maybe his first guess been right, and some scared colonist had stumbled upon Akron’s body and took his things, covering the passage behind him.

Too many questions furled and unfurled in Darius’s mind, but he didn’t have time to process them all. Darius knew how quickly torches were expended. He knew how quickly the water in a flask dwindled. It wouldn’t take more than a few misjudgments to end up like Akron.

Another fear drove him.

What if The Watchers discovered him missing?

Darius had no relatives, but a few colonists looking for a spear or a knife might ask questions. Those questions might become problems.

Using one of his last torches, Darius wound through the auburn tunnels, traipsing over piles of rodent scat. By his estimate, it must be close to late afternoon, or later. It was the longest he’d stayed in the caves since his early explorations. Too many years of reality had taken away his childhood sense of invincibility. He’d seen too many bodies withered by sickness, crushed by sand, and killed in hunting accidents. He’d seen too many mothers mourning their children, or young children burying their parents.

Every dust-filled breath brought the colonists closer to the heavens, and being discovered by The Watchers might be another road to death.

The discoveries he made were a burden he needed to safely carry back. It would be too easy for his revelations to perish in the cave with him.

Making his way past a few of his familiar, circular markings on the walls, Darius rounded a bend in the cave, spotting the sliver of light in the distance where he’d entered the cave last night. He stopped and appraised it.

The sun glowed orange through the distant opening.

It must be late afternoon of a new day.

The prudent part of Darius wanted to wait in the caves until day bled to night. But the nervous voice in his head—the one that told him people might be searching for him—battled with his fear of being discovered. After staring at the light for some time, he decided to creep closer to the entrance before making a decision.

With enough light to guide him, Darius extinguished his torch, leaned on his cane, and snuck close to the cave’s opening, sticking close to the reddish walls. A few hundred feet away from the cave’s entrance, a trickle of colonists moved past the sides of the closest dwellings, talking rapidly, motioning with their hands. It seemed as if they all flowed in a certain direction.

Darius wasn’t aware of any meetings or processions.

Either way, the colony’s distractedness might give him cover. If the colonists were busy, so might The Watchers be.

Stuffing his torch in his bag, Darius hurried as fast as he was able out of the cave, keeping his head down. He focused on the nearest alley, praying he’d chosen a good moment to leave.

He waited for a yell, a parade of running men, or an unseen hand to grab his shirt, spinning him around.

Relief struck him as he reached the alley, blending with a cluster of men and women, none of who looked twice at him.


**




Approaching his home, Darius half-expected to find a band of Watchers, pointing their spears and rifling through his possessions. None waited. He trembled as he unlocked the door of his hovel, stepped through, and looked around the empty dwelling.

Nothing in the small house was overturned or missing.

Piles of unfixed weapons and tools sat on his workbench. He could still smell the musk of the caves on him, and when he glanced at his boot, he saw a bit of rodent scat clinging to its side. The weight of those damming clues felt like a secret he needed to keep forever.

It felt as if he’d escaped some dark, hellish world. Staring at the walls, he envisioned tentacle arms springing from the mud brick and ripping him back into the caves, or strange monsters breaking down his door and dragging him back into their depths. He’d been inside the caves more times than he could count, but his entire perception of the planet had changed.

Who would believe what he had seen?

And whom would he tell?

Darius glanced nervously around his house. In the caves, his only thought had been to determine what he’d found and make it safely back.

Now that he had returned home, he couldn’t make any rash decisions.

Perhaps he’d talk over his findings with Elmer.

Creeping over to his door, he peered through the crack into the last of the day’s light. A few voices carried over from his neighbors. Most were inside, out of view. A wave of exhaustion crept over him, making him blink. He was lightheaded. His bones ached. The weariness of a night’s missed sleep caught up to him at once. Perhaps some sleep would give him clarity.

In the morning, first thing, he’d speak with his friend.


Chapter 11: Neena

Neena stared at the shadowy cell three down from hers. In the last of the dying sunlight, she asked, “Kai?”

Kai sat out of sight in the cell, maintaining his silence.

“Kai?” she repeated.

Something moved from within his cell. Slowly, Kai sat forward and peered through the bars, so she could see his eyes and the beginning of the dark markings on his forehead through the thin light of the window. A pang of fear worked its way through her stomach.

Slowly, her eyes roamed to the bars keeping her in her cell, and the ones in front of his. At the moment, she felt grateful for them.

“Are you all right?” Kai asked, in a convincing tone she didn’t believe.

Neena nodded, watching him carefully. “I’m fine.”

“I don’t think they’re letting us out,” Kai said resignedly.

Neena swallowed. Fear caught her tongue. The man with whom she traveled was once again a stranger. For all she knew, she was imprisoned with a vicious, violent individual, whose intentions she knew as little about as his past. She wanted to confront him and find out the answers, but the thought of accusing him gave her a new, dark fear.

Who knew how he would react?

They stood in the semi-darkness for a few moments, watching the sunlight fade, until Neena could no longer control her cascading thoughts.

“They told me what your marks mean. They told me you are a criminal.” The words hung in the air after she said them—regretful, nervous words.

For the first time since she’d met him, Kai shifted uncomfortably in his cell. He clenched the bars, looking at her. Neena held his gaze, swallowing back her fear.

“In the desert, you told me your hunting party was killed. Was that a lie?”

Kai stayed silent.

Neena took a step back from the bars. Her father had taught her better than to believe blindly. The Heads of Colony must be right. She’d made a mistake.

“I’m sorry, Neena,” Kai said finally, looking away.

“Was there a hunting party?”

Kai paused a moment, before shaking his head. “I lied about them. I did it so you would help me. Would you have given me water if I had told the truth?”

The question was deceptively simple. She would’ve helped almost any man in his condition, but she wouldn’t have helped a criminal, that was for certain.

“You told me a story to earn my trust. You convinced me to help you.” Each word was a revelation, slamming into her like a mud brick.

“I’m not proud of my lies,” Kai said. “I’m sorry they led us here.”

“When we were first thrown into these cells and I asked what was happening, you lied then, too,” Neena whispered, putting more things together. “You told me you didn’t know why they brought you here. Why would you do that, when you knew I would find out the truth?”

Kai snuck an arm through the bars, palm-up. “I clung to a hope that we might see our way out of here. I didn’t want to give them another reason to mistrust you.” He shook his head, ashamed, or perhaps, just sorry that he was caught. “I did it to protect you, thinking that if you knew more about me, it would only incriminate you. Obviously, my plan failed.”

She stared at the markings on his head. More than a dozen examples of criminal actions ran through her head, each more egregious than the last.

“Your leaders are right about me,” Kai said, unable to meet her eyes. “I am a criminal.”

“What did you do?”

The door at the end of the hallway banged open, and a Watcher stepped inside. “Quiet!” he ordered, his voice ringing through the hallway. He took another step and shut the door behind him, making it clear he was staying inside.

Without another word, Kai slipped back into the shadows.


Chapter 12: The Abomination

Warmth. Darkness.

The beast couldn’t see the sunlight, or the light of the twin moons, but it knew them. It knew when the soft, pliable ground gave way to frictionless air, and it no longer had to push and pull the earth to move. It knew the feeling of its quills spreading and unfolding, launching it from ground to sky and to freedom, as the sun beat down on its subterranean skin.

More importantly, it knew the soft flesh that awaited it on the planet’s surface.

The beast tolerated the surface light, because it meant food.

All it needed was to wait for the noises.

The beast sensed them from far away—soft at first, rippling the sand and the ground’s firmer, deeper layers. Those vibrations lured the beast through the dirt and toward them, whispering promises of a meal. Years ago, it had taken its share of missed leaps, landing from ground to sky without satisfying its urges.

Over time, it had perfected its rituals.

It waited until the vibrations overwhelmed its senses before it took those last few pushes through the ground and broke into the light, hunting its prey.

If the beast were more aware, it might know that the louder, higher-pitched noises were the shrieks of fright from lesser beasts, who knew a fear the beast never knew.

It had always been the largest predator.

It had no concept of worry.

Its only concern was opening its maw, biting, and feeling the pleasure of soft skin, filling its stomach and sating its urges. It lived for the simple satisfaction of the juices spilling over its gums.

And then it returned to its warm, dark home.

Somewhere in its primal brain, the beast recalled a time when more creatures moved underground, squirming and sliding, fleeing, but most of those beasts had been gone for so long that it only had a vague memory of them. It had adapted. Now it only had the soft, warm meat above in the surface light, filling its stomach until it needed food again.

It was hungry now.

The beast pushed itself through the sand and soil.

A rhythmic pattern shook the ground above. Food. The beast tore through the ground, pushing dirt and sand aside, creating a new path as it headed for the surface.

Flesh.

Its quills moved in a pattern born of hundreds of years of practice, casting aside sand and soil, weaving left and right instinctively. It kept its maw closed, using its featureless face to bore through the earth, avoiding larger pieces of rock that might hurt it.

The vibrations grew louder, more intense. Something fled.

Prey.

The food moved faster.

Fearing those few, infrequent moments of failure, the beast sped up its chase.

When the vacillations grew almost too loud to bear, the beast gave a final, heaving push, parting the last bit of ground and diving upward, opening its maw and finding its prey. It clamped down before the creature could escape. The moving flesh wriggled and squirmed, fighting its last moments.

The beast swallowed.

A last spear of sunlight warmed its back before the beast tore through the earth again, creating a new passageway, taking a new lump of screaming flesh with it, mostly whole.

If the prey had any foresight, it might know that occasionally, the beast’s food reached its stomach alive, where its digestive acids gave it a slower, more painful end.

But the beast had no concern for any of that.

For now, it only knew that it was still hungry.


Chapter 13: Gideon

Streams of quiet men filed into the Comm Building, bringing the smell of bonfire smoke and sweat as they tread through the dark doorway and gathered around the meeting table. Gideon remained stoic at the head of the table, watching the young men lining up behind it in deep rows. He looked from his Heads of Colony to Thorne, who sat beside him. Many of the young men surrounding them had been sworn to their posts recently. He recognized them from the Induction Ceremonies. The shuffling of boots and bodies segued to a preternatural silence, as each man awaited their leader’s words.

Wyatt, Brody, Saurabh, Horatio, and Thorne held serious expressions. Only a man who knew them as well as Gideon could see the flicker of unease in their eyes. Folding his hands in front of him, feeling the weight of all the people in the room, Gideon called the meeting to order.

The last boot step silenced.

Gideon’s eyes grazed the rounded edges of the satellite dish. A flickering memory of his father returned as he recalled sitting behind him for similar meetings. But few had been as grave as this.

“Each of you has been sworn to protect the colony, to obey your leaders without question,” Gideon said. “As you know from your Induction Ceremonies, your main duty is the colony’s survival. You are given only enough information to work your posts. But too many myths or rumors abound. Today, it is time to ensure that all of you have the same understanding.”

A young Watcher held a fearful swallow. A few men stiffened.

Wyatt cleared his throat, sitting taller in his chair. “For as long as you have been on duty, you have been trained to watch for outsiders. Some of you know the exact reasons for this. Others may not.” He looked around the room, focusing on a few of the men in front. “Most of you are aware of the stranger who entered our colony with one of our hunters, both of whom we have contained. We are going to explain the origins of this stranger and his colony. Before we do, know that you will speak none of it outside these walls, or you will face punishment.”

Thorne drilled some of the younger Watchers with his gaze. “Do you understand?”

The young men nodded in unison.

Gideon allowed a moment to pass to reinforce Thorne’s message, before he went on. “Wyatt will explain what you need to know.”

An anticipatory mood settled over the room as all the men turned back to Wyatt.

Wyatt shifted in his chair, placing his hands flat on the table. “As you are aware, our First Generation was abandoned in the midst of a mining mission, many generations ago.”

The men nodded, as Wyatt repeated the truth they’d understood since birth.

“For a long time after the ships stopped coming, our people tried fruitlessly to contact our counterparts, using communication devices like this one.” Wyatt lifted his chin at the round relic in the center of the table, guiding the men’s eyes to its strange, metal contours, even though they had only a cursory understanding of the object. “For a while, our people lived with the hope that the supply ships would return. We tried contacting our people through every means we knew. As you know, no answers came. Survival on Ravar grew incredibly difficult, without supplemental supplies.”

“And so our ancestral leaders acted on contingency plans. They built stronger structures in between the cliffs, protecting them from the winds, some of which we live in today,” Wyatt kept on. “They ordered the people to focus more carefully on our crops. They fed themselves for a while, partially by hunting some of the creatures that have since gone extinct, like those whose skeletons we have on the wall.” Wyatt motioned near the front entrance. “For a while, the First Generation survived. But months of silence from our leaders in the sky created arguments. Tensions mounted. People blamed each other for the lost communication with Earth and the ships. Eventually, a few dim-witted leaders had a theory about why communication was lost: they thought the miners hadn’t worked hard enough. They pushed these people to go farther into the caves, gathering enough raw materials in the hopes that when we proved our worth, the ships would respond. Meanwhile, they kept sending messages into the emptiness about our progress.”

Wyatt paused, getting to the meat of the story. “It was a fool’s directive, born out of desperation. Too many miners got sick. Too many died of weakness, or thirst. Others were lost and never found. The tensions grew worse, as people lost family members and starvation became a reality. Eventually, the dim-witted leaders decided on a new course of action: they suggested that our people leave, seek new resources, and forge another settlement. Of course, this decision led to many arguments among the more logical people of the group. Most of the First Generation understood the planet was barren, with little resources to find. But the ignorant ones insisted on their suicidal plan. Tense arguments followed. Some of those arguments led to violence. And that was how our First Generation fractured.”

Listening intently, one of the young Watchers asked, “What do you mean?”

“Eventually, about half the population of Red Rock split off into another group, taking half of the supplies,” Gideon took over. “They trekked off into the desert, under the same, ignorant leaders who sent so many to their deaths in the caves. The caveat from those that stayed in Red Rock was that they could never return, and they could never speak of them again.”

“They formed New Canaan,” someone put together.

A few Watchers looked around in disbelief, realizing the same thing as the vocal individual.

“That is the name they settled on, although we wouldn’t know it, until we met some of their representatives a decade ago,” Wyatt cut back in, as the crowd shifted its focus back to him. “For generations, those pig-headed people lived on their own, far away from Red Rock. Those of us who knew the story assumed that they died long ago.”

“And this man is from the same colony?” asked a young Watcher, confirming what most had put together.

“Yes, he is from New Canaan, as you probably heard him say at the edge of the colony,” Gideon said.

The room fell silent again as the men processed the information. A few shifted, looking between the leaders.

“So, these people have lived here as long as we have, far away from Red Rock?” the young Watcher asked.

“Yes,” Gideon confirmed. “Thousands of people.”

“Thousands?” The Watcher asked incredulously.

Keeping his tone calm, Wyatt said, “More than live in this colony, as of now.”

“Incredible,” a Watcher said under his breath.

“We spoke with those representatives at length, but some of the same disagreements that led to our initial fracture returned,” Wyatt continued.”The stubbornness of the forefathers carried on to their sons, and the sons of their sons, as well.”

Gideon shook his head disappointedly. “We shared some information with each other about our people, and even discussed some of our common problems. For a small time during those meetings, it seemed we would help one another. And then some arguments arose that we couldn’t see past. We kept our discourse civil, but we made it clear we would not speak again. We parted ways. We decided not to tell our people much about them, because it would only lead to false hopes, or cracks in the order we have fought so hard to preserve. So we kept it quiet.”

“We’ve heard nothing from them, until the arrival of this man,” Wyatt reiterated. “To clarify, we do not believe we will hear from them, either.”

“This man is a criminal, according to the markings on his head,” Gideon said. “We believe he escaped New Canaan.”

“How do you know?” The Watcher asked.

“During our meeting with the representatives, they told us how they handle criminals. They have ways of managing their people that we are fortunate not to need,” Wyatt said. “The markings betray his transgressions.”

“Our feeling is that the man is alone,” Gideon said. “Just to be safe, we will keep a strict vigilance. We will increase our guards on the cliffs, and at the edges of the colony. We will call on some of The Watchers whose eyes are no longer good enough for the cliffs, or whose hands are too brittle for spears, to rejoin us. Those older men will patrol the alleys, while our most capable men guard the front, rear, and cliffs of Red Rock. We will protect our colony, as we have always done.”

A strange silence came over the room as a few of The Watchers traded glances, mustering the courage to ask another question on the tips of their tongues.

Finally, a freckled man with dark hair stepped forward. “The hunter woman screamed some things on the way to the jails,” he said. “Many of our people are whispering about the things she yelled.”

“A monster,” someone said quietly, before quickly hushing.

Without hesitation, Wyatt said, “A story they concocted.”

Gideon elaborated. “Our thought is that the criminal made up the story, convincing the young woman of its truth, or coercing her into it. We think he was hoping to find a life here. Perhaps he meant to prove his worth by telling a tale that would give him value, in our eyes. He told it so he could stay. Or maybe they had a shared hallucination, born out of dehydration.”

“We do not believe it has any merit,” Wyatt said.

“What will you tell the colonists?” the man asked.

“We will inform the people that a band of others exists, in a small settlement called New Canaan, to address some of the circulating rumors. And we will tell them they are no threat. We will tell them the incident is isolated, and that the danger is contained. We will tell them the population of that colony is of limited size.”

“Our people have enough worries, with hunger, and the storms,” Wyatt said. “We need to avoid a panic. Unrest will lead to chaos. We need to keep order and civility. We need to mitigate the damage. That is why you will speak nothing of what we have told you today.”

“What about the man and the hunter woman?” one of The Watchers asked. “Will you let them go?”

Gideon shared a look with his Heads. “We will discuss that shortly, and come to a consensus.”

“We will share our decision with everyone once we make it,” Wyatt said.

“For now, hunting is forbidden in the desert, as Thorne has relayed,” Gideon said. “In the meantime, keep order, and maintain a watchful eye on the edges of the colony and the cliffs. If you see anything suspicious, report it directly to us. If the heavens are with us, we will never see these people of New Canaan again.”


**




Gideon dismissed the young Watchers, watching them file across the room and out the doorway into the night, until only his Heads of Colony, Thorne, and a few of his most trusted Watchers remained. When the door was closed and the last quiet voice had faded, Gideon traded a look with Wyatt.

Leaning across the table, meeting Gideon’s eyes, Wyatt asked, “Do you think they believed us about the monster?”

“For the sake of Red Rock, I hope so,” Gideon said gravely. “If the creature from New Canaan comes here, there is nothing we can do to stop it. Their problem will become ours.”


Chapter 14: Neena

Thin morning light lanced through the small window at the end of the annex, casting a rectangle of sun in the center of the hallway outside of Neena’s cell bars. She pulled a cramped arm from beneath her head and blinked. A barrage of aches and pains coursed through her, as the last of her dark dreams slipped away and she awoke.

“Neena, are you up?” came a voice. It sounded like the question had been asked more than once.

She coughed, blowing away some of the dirt on the floor in front of her, and crawled to where she could see Kai, standing in his cell and speaking to her. She changed focus, looking down the other direction of the hallway and toward the door for the guard who had watched them for most of the night. He was gone.

Pointing to a flask in the front right corner of her cell that she hadn’t noticed yet, Kai explained, “The guard left water for us. He didn’t leave food, though. I’m not sure what that means.”

Neena crawled over to the flask, retrieved it, and uncapped it. The lukewarm water felt like a gift from the heavens as she drank.

“I’d do anything for that wolf meat we had for breakfast yesterday,” Kai said with a grim smile.

Neena lowered the flask. For a moment, she felt a deceptive comfort.

Then she remembered Kai’s lies.

She was still just as uneasy with her jail mate, and their few, whispered conversations had done nothing to earn her trust. She set down the flask, unsure of when she might receive more.

She looked back to the door at the end of the hallway, listening to the murmurs emanating from the other side. For all she knew, The Heads of Colony were still determining their fate. Or maybe it had already been decided.

“I’m not sure how long the guard will be gone,” Kai said. “Maybe now would be a good time to finish our conversation from last night.”

Clearing her throat, Neena asked, “How do I know you won’t tell me more lies?”

“I can’t make you believe me,” Kai admitted, lowering his head. “But I’d like to explain. I feel like I owe it to you. The next time they pull one of us away might be the last time we see each other.” Kai smeared some dirt from his exhausted eyes. It looked as if he hadn’t slept at all. She forced away her sympathy for him.

“I’ll listen, but I can’t promise that I’ll believe.”

“You were right about what you said yesterday,” Kai started apologetically. “I made up the story about the hunters. I did it so you would trust me.”

Neena blew a long sigh, but she didn’t respond.

“When you found me in the desert, I was running from the creature, just like I told you,” he started. “You surprised me. I’d never met anyone outside of New Canaan. I was grateful that you helped me, and I still am. But when I saw you, I saw a way to start over. If I’d known how my selfish lies would affect you, I wouldn’t have accompanied you back here.”

Neena clenched the bars tighter.

“Everything I told you about New Canaan was true,” Kai said. “The oasis, the people and the houses that I live among, and my family. What I didn’t tell you is that I haven’t spoken with my family in a long time, because up until about a week ago, I was in a prison not much bigger than this one.”

Kai swallowed as he prepared to tell more.

“I don’t know much about your people, other than what you’ve told me, and the brief glimpses I caught while they dragged me here, but it sounds as if our people have the same struggles. Meals are hard to find, and too many are starving.”

“Up until I was eighteen, I lived with my mother and father. My father was a skilled hunter, and he taught me how to spear Rydeer and catch rats. We kept ourselves fed, but not full. And then my mother got sick. Her illness came on suddenly. It didn’t kill her, but it gave her a weakness that even the healers didn’t understand. Some days, she could walk and tend to chores, but others, she couldn’t leave her bedroll. The healers had no cure. All we could do was look on while she grew worse.” A faraway look crossed his eyes. “The illness got bad enough that my mother needed constant care. So I started providing for my family, while my father watched over her. Some days, I hunted, like my father taught me. Other times, I grew desperate, and I stole.”

The offense was mild, compared to what Neena had worked up in her head.

But who knew if it was true?

“I took whatever I could scavenge, from some of those who had more,” Kai continued. “I did it for my family. They caught me several times, and I served my days in jail. But things got no better. I kept thieving. I found better ways to avoid being caught. And then I slipped up and did something severe enough to ensure that they wouldn’t let me out.” Kai took a breath.

“What happened?” Neena asked, breaking her silence.

“I found a way into our leaders’ building. The table was set with a large meal, prepared for one of their yearly ceremonies. I managed to ferret away a week’s worth of food, but it was too much to use at once, so I stashed it. They caught me later, retrieving more of it.”

“Is that when they gave you the marks?”

Kai nodded. “Eventually a man’s crimes catch up to him, and they can no longer be forgotten. Or, that’s what they told me.” He raised a hand to his forehead, pointing at the lines on either side. “I’ll wear these marks forever, just like I’ll bear the shame of my family.” Kai shook his head with emotion. “My father stopped visiting me after the last time I was caught. I think my mother would’ve kept in touch if she weren’t so ill. As it was, I had no one. The leaders were never letting me out. So I served my sentence alone, under the weight of my shame, and gave up on having any kind of life, other than what they prescribed for me.” Kai shook his head. “When I close my eyes, I can still smell the odor of unwashed bodies in those cells, and I can hear the skittering of sand rats in corners, searching for scraps. One time I caught one of the rodents, but the guards took it away. None of the prisoners in those cells were allowed any extra. Our lives were only worth the work we did. We were never leaving, and the guards in that wing never let us forget it.”

Kai swallowed. “I spent several years in that prison. Eventually, I realized I would rather die than spend the rest of my life there. And so I devised a plan.”

“To escape,” Neena surmised.

Kai nodded. “Once a week, they let us out to work on the buildings that needed repair. They guarded us, but our hands and legs were unbound so we could complete our tasks. Some of us were assigned to repair the roofs of broken buildings. Others, like me, were tasked with cleaning up rubble from the sandstorms. Our duty was to carry off the debris and make piles on the edge of the colony, to a place where the leaders repurposed it. The guards watched over us, but there were far fewer of them, and the desert was close. About a week ago, a smaller sandstorm hit, and I took a chance and ran into the desert. The winds weren’t nearly as bad as the one in which you found me, but they were enough to give me a head start. The guards chased me for a while, but eventually they gave up. They assumed I’d die by the Abomination, starvation, or thirst. Even if I made it back, my marks made it impossible for me to return without consequence. And so I kept on. I was certain I’d perish when the creature found me. I managed to escape it for a while, as I told you, and then you came.”

Neena nodded.

“When I saw you, I saw hope,” Kai finished. “Red Rock seemed like a way to get a fresh start. If I had known what would happen to us, I would’ve stayed in the desert and fulfilled the fate the leaders expected for me. Who knows? Maybe that would’ve saved us both.” Kai shook his head in shame. “I should’ve known better than to believe something better existed for me. In the desert, I told you that my markings guided my ascension to the heavens, but it seems they have pulled us both into hell.”


Chapter 15: Neena

Neena held onto the bars, studying Kai. The part of her that had traveled days in the desert with him, sharing stories and surviving threats, wanted to believe him. She wanted an ally in a place where she had no one. She couldn’t deny the ring of truth in Kai’s story. She heard it in the way his voice wavered when he spoke of his mother. She heard it in his description of his prison, which sounded even worse than the Red Rock annex. If he was lying now, he was even more convincing that he was in the desert.

But her realizations came with a fresh round of anger.

Kai had taken everything from her: her freedom, her life, and her brothers.

Unable to control the rising quiver of anger in her voice, she said, “Because of you, I’ve ended up in a cell instead of with my family. My brothers will die for the price of your sins, when the monster comes, because no one believes us. Everyone will die.”

“I didn’t mean for this to happen. All I wanted was a better life.” Kai shook his head sadly. “I was hoping you’d understand.”

“Is this your idea of a better life?” Neena asked in anger, rattling her cell bars. “Locked in a different cell, with a person you dragged in here by your lies?”

Angry tears fell from her eyes. She stepped back, unable to look at Kai any longer. At the moment, three cells didn’t seem to be enough space between them. Each thought of her brothers stoked her anger.

Kai opened and closed his mouth, prepared to say something.

“Save your apologies,” Neena said. “For all I know, they’re as false as the stories you told in the desert.”

Neena turned to face the rear wall of her cell. She wanted to break out of her cell and wring Kai’s lying throat. She wanted to punch the prison bars until her hands bled. At the moment, anger was the only thing staving off the fear. But neither of those things would keep her alive. The next time the door opened, the guards would pull her away, just like Kai said. Smearing away her frustrated tears, she bit her lip and stared around the walls, wishing there was a way to escape.

She took another step backward.

For a while, they remained in silence.

When her tears and her useless rage subsided, she stared blankly across her cell. A new noise emanated from outside: faint chatter bleeding from the window. In the alleys, the colonists roused from their hovels.

Red Rock moved on, while they rotted.

A long sigh escaped her lips.

Breaking the silence, Kai said, “Everything I did was for my family. If I had a choice—”

“We always have a choice,” Neena said, repeating some words her father taught her. “Too many times on my worst days of hunger, I looked over at our neighbors while we struggled, thinking how much easier it might be to steal. But I didn’t act on my foolish fantasies.”

Kai fell silent a while, searching for more words. “You’re right. I have no excuses to give. This is my fault.”

Neena shook her head. “Your apologies won’t free us.”

“Of course not,” Kai said. “But maybe we can free you.”

The words brought another tear to her eye. The thought of a happy reunion with her brothers seemed like an impossible dream.

“What do you mean?” she asked, walking back to the bars to look at him.

“When I was in prison in New Canaan, not a day went by that I didn’t come up with some new plan to escape.” Kai looked from the bars in front of him to the window. “I’ve been studying this room since we arrived. The bars are secure. The window won’t admit us.”

Neena nodded. “That’s true. So what kind of escape are you proposing?”

“I’m not talking about escape. I’m talking about convincing them to let you go.” Kai’s eyes were determined.

Neena shook her head. “I begged and pleaded. They didn’t listen. Or maybe they didn’t want to.”

“They didn’t listen to me, either,” Kai said. “I am a convict, whom no one trusts, and with good reason.”

“They won’t comprehend the monster without seeing it. And they won’t believe me, because I showed up with you.” Neena paused. “Unless…are you saying we should lead them to the desert and show them the holes?”

“I’ve thought of that, but they’d suspect it was a ruse meant to prolong our lives,” Kai said.

“Even if they agreed to take the journey, we’d put my colony at more risk,” Neena said frustratedly. “We’d lure the Abomination here. What’s your idea?”

Kai leaned further through the bars, getting to the crux of his plan. “I can’t solve the problem of the monster, but maybe I can help you get out of here. When you spoke with the leaders, they accused you of delusions. Perhaps they were right.”

Neena opened and closed her mouth. “What do you mean?”

Kai looked at her with a knowing nod.

Then he explained.


Chapter 16: Darius

For most of the night, Darius tossed and turned. Images of what he’d seen in the cave became fitful nightmares. He couldn’t take his mind off Akron’s mottled skeleton, the scattered bones, or the enormous carcass. More than once, he awoke, grabbed his torch, and lit it, certain that he’d find a creature bursting through the wall, or a skeletal hand pawing at his bedroll.

After a night of fitful sleep, he grabbed his cane and departed his hovel.

Walking through the alleys under the morning sun, he kept a wary eye on the cliffs and the tunnels at their base, as if some woken, lingering monster might emerge and grab him.

A few times, he noticed people huddled together, acting strangely, but thankfully, no one looked at him. Unwilling to draw any more attention, he asked no questions and headed for Elmer’s.

Noise bled from inside his friend’s ramshackle building. The old man followed the routines of the elderly—rising with the sun, retiring long before it set. Elmer answered on the first knock.

Shuffling inside, Darius prompted his friend to shut the door.

“I was worried about you,” Elmer said, his face twisted with concern. “I feared I’d never see you again.”

A sliver of guilt worked its way through Darius. “I’m sorry,” he said. “If I could’ve come back and checked with you, I would’ve.”

“It’s fine,” Elmer said with a forgiving smile.

The information felt like a dam inside Darius, ready to burst. “I have things to tell you.”

“As do I,” Elmer said, blinking his good eye and watching Darius intently. Sensing the excitement in Darius’s face, he said, “Perhaps you should tell me whatever you have to say first.”

Darius took a last look at the door. Keeping his voice low, he settled into one of the chairs Elmer had set up in the corner and launched into his tale.

He recounted his trip down the passage, his discovery of Akron’s remains, and his other horrific findings. Elmer listened with his mouth agape. Several times, he scratched his chin in disbelief. Once or twice he asked questions, clearly as shocked by Darius’s discoveries as Darius himself had been.

When Darius had finished, Elmer said, “By the stars.”

Darius blew a breath of exhaustion and sank further into the chair, recuperating from his restless night’s sleep, and the missed one he’d spent in the caves. Elmer didn’t question the validity of his story. Whether it was the crack in Darius’s voice, as he spoke of Akron, or the haunted look in his eyes when he spoke of that enormous skeleton, his friend believed.

“What do you think this creature was?” Elmer asked.

“I wish I knew,” Darius answered. “But whatever it was, I’m pretty sure it killed those miners.”

“It certainly sounds like it, from the scene you described,” Elmer said.

“I’m not sure about Akron, though. Obviously his death was more recent.”

“Are you certain it was Akron?” Elmer questioned.

“I’m sure.” Darius’s eyes welled up, as they had in the cave. “Those tattered boots were his. His frame was the right size. It was him.”

“It is strange you didn’t find his belongings, though,” Elmer agreed. “And even more strange that someone might cover up the passage behind him or her. Do you really think it could’ve been The Watchers?”

“It’s possible.”

Something flickered through Elmer’s good eye. “I remember when they told us they gave up the search. So, you think they were lying?”

Darius chewed on his suspicions a while longer. “They led us to believe they never found him. And of course, they wouldn’t let us inside the caves to check. I’ll never forget the moment they told Akron’s parents. His mother shook and cried for days.”

Elmer shuddered. “It was a sad day for everyone.”

“Whatever happened in that cave is as buried as the carcass and those bones, unless I can figure out a way to determine more.” They fell silent a moment, sorting through those thoughts, until Darius asked, “What’s your news?”

“Too many things are happening at once,” Elmer said, shuffling over and taking a seat in another chair.

Darius listened as Elmer told of the arrival of a strange man with markings and a young hunter girl. He tensed as Elmer told of their arrest, and the strange things the woman screamed as they led her past the crowd.

“Some people thought she was delirious,” Elmer explained. “Everyone in the colony is talking about her, and the stranger. No one has seen either of them since. Most are waiting for the Heads to make an address or answer their questions. Most are frightened, as you can imagine.”

“Are you sure she said the word ‘monster’?”

“That’s what people swore.”

Darius shook his head. “Did she say what this monster looked like?”

“All I heard about was the word,” Elmer said. “No one knows any more. And the story seems to change, with every person that tells it. It is possible she is delusional, as they say.”

Darius’s brain felt tired as he processed even more new information. But some part of him couldn’t help but connect what he’d seen in the cave to the young girl’s words.

“I find a monster’s carcass in the tunnels, and now a girl comes to the colony yelling about one,” Darius put together.

“It is a strange coincidence,” Elmer admitted, scratching at his whiskers. “Though obviously, the creature you found was dead. What are you going to do now?”

“About what?”

“About Akron, for one.”

It was a simple question, and yet, Darius had no answer. During all his time searching for Akron, he had planned for the moment he found him, and now that it was here, he felt lost. Or maybe it was the discoveries of the miners and the carcass, which gave him more questions than answers.

“Will you tell his parents?” Elmer asked.

The question hung in the air.

“I don’t know,” Darius said. “I don’t know what I’ll do. All this time, I’ve wanted to give his parents closure, and now that I’ve found his remains, I feel indecisive. Maybe it is the fact that I feel as if I don’t have the whole story.”

“His death feels like as much of a mystery as it was before you found him,” Elmer finished for him.

“I don’t want to feel that way, but I do,” Darius said. “I feel as if I should know how he died, before I tell his parents anything. The last thing they need is more heartache.”


**




Darius left Elmer’s hovel in a daze, exhausted, drained. A part of him wanted to go home and sleep for another day, maybe two. But he knew his mind wouldn’t stop turning. He’d lay awake, thinking and mulling things over.

His thoughts were in chaos.

Who was in those caves? And what happened to Akron?

Even more mysterious was the hunter girl and the man from another colony, and the monster of which they spoke.

Too many questions.

He walked north, lost in his thoughts. Clusters of people passed by him, talking loudly. The strange aura in the air added to his unease. It felt as if the colony itself was a brewing storm, ready to explode. Someone bumped his shoulder, scurrying off to join a circle of others. Darius grasped his cane, struggling for balance.

He walked until he passed a hovel with two families surrounding a Rydeer’s carcass, whispering and paying little attention to the task of cutting their meat. Another family huddled around each other as if they were waiting for dreadful news. Passing by them, he felt the same dark feeling as he had in those caves.

Holding up a hand, he got the attention of a middle-aged man standing apart from the others.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

The man looked around him. “I think The Heads of Colony will speak later today,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“I heard one of The Watchers talking to another,” the man answered. “By day’s end, we should hear an address.”

Darius felt as if a weight had been dropped on his chest. He thanked the man, who hurried away with a curt nod. Maybe the speech would give him more answers.


Chapter 17: Helgid

Helgid rubbed her bleary eyes and peered over at Raj. She’d set up her bedroll close to him so she could check on him while he slept. A few times during the night, he’d rolled on his side, but he’d held down whatever was left in his stomach. Periodically, she’d given him sips of water, keeping him hydrated and at a stable temperature.

Thankfully, the heatstroke hadn’t killed him; at least not yet.

She prayed it wouldn’t come to that.

She looked across the floor, where Samel slept. The expression of worry remained on his face, even in unconsciousness. He was a good brother. If not for him, Raj might’ve died. Blinking away the last remnants of sleep, she turned toward the door, looking for the healer.

He’d promised to return this morning.

Ever since Raj had taken ill, many people had lingered nearby, offering their help, or simply looking for gossip. It felt like her hovel had become a landmark, as interesting as the Comm Building, or the river. And the rumors about Neena had only deepened people’s interest.

Too many people asked questions that Helgid couldn’t answer.

Was Neena still in the annex?

What were The Heads of Colony doing with her?

She didn’t know, so of course, she couldn’t tell anyone else. She couldn’t get her mind off of that row of Watchers by the doorway, with their worried faces and pointed spears. Each moment that Neena was out of her sight deepened her fear. Neena had left for the desert plenty of times, but her life had never felt to Helgid to be in as much jeopardy as it was now. And the irony was, Neena was in Red Rock, where she was supposed to be safe.

A knock at the door ripped Helgid from her troubled thoughts.

The healer stood at the threshold.

Feeling a bit of relief, she said, “Come in.”

“How is he?” the balding man asked.

Helgid glanced over her shoulder, as if Raj’s condition might’ve changed. “I kept the blankets on him, like you said. I’ve kept him drinking. He hasn’t vomited.”

“A good sign,” the healer said, crossing the room to feel Raj’s head and his chest. She watched Raj’s small body move with his breath.

After a long pause, Helgid asked, “Do you think he will make it through?”

The healer chewed his lip. “I hope.”

Helgid watched Raj, murmuring some prayers to the heavens. Too often, tragedy found a way through them.

Another knock sounded at the door. Helgid headed back to answer it. She tensed, prepared for another nosy stranger, but found Amos instead.

“How is he?” Amos asked. The bags under his eyes showed he hadn’t slept much, either.

“There hasn’t been much change, for better or worse.”

Looking over his shoulder, where a few colonists unabashedly stared, Amos said, “Jamie, Paula, and Randy offered their help, but I told them you are fine for now.”

“Too many people are concerned with getting the latest rumor, instead of helping.” Helgid sighed.

“Unfortunately that is the way of some people,” Amos said.

Changing to a more pressing subject, she asked, “Have you heard any news about Neena?”

Amos shifted. It looked as if he had something to say. “I spoke with The Watchers at the Comm Building this morning. I told them about Raj. I’m not sure it will do anything, but it was worth a try.”

“You did?” Helgid smiled with appreciation. “Thank you, Amos. You are a good friend.”

“I just want to let you know I’ll be here to help you, whatever you need,” Amos said, putting a hand on her shoulder.


Chapter 18: Neena

Footsteps echoed on the other side of the annex door.

Neena stepped back, her heart hammering. A key hit a lock.

The door swung open.

A Watcher stood on the other side of the threshold, holding two worn bowls in his hands. She recognized him as one of the men who’d dragged her away; he looked no more than a year or two older than she was. He eyed Neena warily, looking from her face to the end of the annex, where Kai stood at his cell bars with equal trepidation.

Neena’s eyes searched past him and through the door. A few Watchers milled about the main room, but she didn’t see any of The Heads of Colony. The Watcher stepped inside, closing the door behind him. Keeping a watchful eye on Neena, he walked to her cell, stooped, and set down a bowl. She eyed the clear liquid inside, which looked like some sort of broth. The Watcher stepped back quickly, as if she might harbor some plague.

“Thank you,” Neena said, to no response.

The Watcher headed for Kai’s cell and set a second bowl down.

With his duty done, The Watcher returned to the door. As he passed her, Neena reached out her hands.

“Wait,” she said.

The Watcher kept to the far side of the hallway.

Neena held up her palms, making it clear she meant no harm. “Can I speak with you?”

The Watcher glanced nervously toward the door. He didn’t respond verbally, but he was more of an audience than she’d had, yelling at the door.

Thinking of the things she’d discussed with Kai earlier, Neena said, “I don’t know what came over me yesterday. I was dehydrated. I was speaking nonsense, when I first came back here.”

The Watcher eyed her, looking as if he had a foot on the other side of the door.

Forcing herself to look guilty, she said, “I think The Heads of Colony were right yesterday. I was having delusions. After some water, and some rest, I see that now. I only have a vague recollection of what I said, but I must’ve sounded crazy to everyone.”

A flicker of something that might be sympathy went through his face, but The Watcher said nothing.

“If I could just explain to Gideon, I’m sure he’ll understand,” Neena said.

The Watcher took a few more steps away. Without acknowledging her request, he said, “I’ll bring you more water later.” He put his hand on the doorknob.

“Wait,” Neena said, reaching through the bars. “I feel badly for what I’ve done. I’d like to apologize. At least give me that.”

The Watcher opened and closed his mouth, thinking carefully about his answer. He turned the doorknob.

“Is Gideon here?” Neena asked.

“Gideon isn’t seeing anyone now.”

“Later, then,” Neena said, trying to keep the desperation from her voice. “Please tell him.”

The Watcher said nothing.

Changing tactics, Neena said, “I think I’ve seen you patrolling the alleys. What’s your name?” She gave him the look that usually distracted busy men from their duties.

She was surprised when the guard quietly said, “My name’s Eric.”

“Will you tell Gideon what I said?” Neena asked, trying to catch his eyes one more time before he left.

“I can’t promise anything,” Eric said over his shoulder.

Then he shut the door.


Chapter 19: Gideon

Steam rose off the broth and the portioned slices of Rydeer meat on the table. Next to the plates, flasks sat, waiting for the men to drink. Gideon looked around at the few men with whom he’d called a meeting: his Heads of Colony. Thorne and three representative Watchers kept company alongside them.

“The Watchers have already constructed the platform at the colony’s edge,” Wyatt said, to the grim nods of those around him. “We need to make the address soon.”

Wyatt, Saurabh, Brody, and Horatio exchanged glances, but no one had immediate answers. For much of the night, and earlier in the morning, they’d debated their plans. Too many arguments had sprouted among men who usually agreed. Too many vague, uncertain threats lingered. Arguments festered.

Hoping to unify the group, Gideon said, “Red Rock needs us to make the hard decisions.”

Wyatt nodded firmly.

“How are things on the cliffs?” Gideon asked, turning to Thorne.

Thorne spoke with authority. “We’ve seen nothing of interest in the deserts. The returning hunters have been instructed to stay within the colony’s confines, until they hear otherwise.”

“Have you run into trouble?”

“None yet, sir,” Thorne said, “but the colonists are nervous. They’re asking questions about the stranger. We’ve seen more than one group huddling. That, coupled with the reduced rations from the sandstorm, has caused unrest.”

Gideon stroked his chin. Of course, he’d expected that answer.

Thorne said, “My men do their duty without question, but they have worries.”

“We still need to decide what to do with the prisoners,” Gideon said, returning to one of the main points of contention. “Perhaps we should discuss that first.”

A young, dark-haired Watcher named Eric spoke up, addressing Gideon. “I’ve been feeding them and giving them water, as you ordered. They’ve been mostly quiet.” A hesitation crossed his face.

“Is there something else?” Gideon asked.

“The girl, Neena, asked to speak with you. She maintains that the stories she told were delusions. She says that she doesn’t remember what she spoke. She wanted to apologize.”

Gideon looked at Wyatt, who rubbed his fingers. “A ploy to gain her freedom?” Wyatt asked.

“She seemed sincere,” Eric continued. Reading the look on his leader’s faces, he added, “But then, so do all the prisoners who try to shorten their time in the cells.”

Another Watcher spoke up. “When we were outside, patrolling the perimeter, one of the girl’s neighbors approached us, an older man named Amos. He told us that the girl’s little brother is very sick. He said he might die. We’ve asked around discreetly about the girl. Her parents died some time ago. She has two siblings, but no other close relations, other than an old woman with whom they sometimes keep company.”

“Not many to miss her,” Horatio said quietly, to an annoyed look from Brody, with whom he’d had a disagreement the night before.

“So you still propose that we kill her and the stranger?” Brody asked, repeating Horatio’s argument.

“It is certainly better than feeding them with food we do not have, until they die naturally,” Horatio said.

“The stranger is one thing, but how do you think that will look to the colonists, whose trust in us has already been eroded, if we kill one of their own?” Brody shook his head.

“And yet you have no alternative…” Horatio goaded.

“How would you propose killing her?” Brody asked, taking the other leader up on his argument. “Would you pull her in front of the crowd on the platform and slit her throat?”

“Of course not. That would incite a riot,” Horatio returned.

“Maybe we can drown her in the river,” Brody said angrily. “Or hang her from the Comm Building.”

“There are plenty of ways to dispose of a threat without such savage means,” Horatio said. “We could say that she died from a heat-borne illness. We could dispose of her quietly.”

“The colonists will suspect the truth,” Brody said.

“The people saw how she acted when she arrived. They’d believe it,” Horatio insisted.

“Maybe so, maybe not, but are you willing to take that risk? Her brothers will mourn her. Sympathy for them could turn into something ugly.”

Taking control of the argument, Wyatt said, “Brody might be right. It wouldn’t take more than a few passionate people to turn a crowd into something dangerous.”

Gideon sighed. Looking to The Watcher who had spoken last, he asked, “Does it seem as if the old neighbor speaks the truth about the hunter girl’s brother?”

“It would be easy to find that out,” The Watcher said. “We could always check on the sick boy. But it seemed as if the old man spoke honestly.”

Gideon sighed. “I’m no monster, but we would be fools to let her out of the annex.”

“I agree,” said Horatio. With a smug look at Brody, he added, “And of course, we can’t let out the stranger.”

The table fell silent, as the leaders focused on their internal thoughts.

After a long pause, Wyatt cut in. “Maybe the girl’s freedom will benefit us more than her imprisonment.”

“What do you mean?” asked Gideon, surprised to hear a new suggestion.

Wyatt looked as if his idea was still forming. “If the people see that she is released, they might be less likely to fear. By releasing her, we are saying she is no threat.” Wyatt shrugged. “It is just a thought, of course, but we might gain back some of their trust, or at least eliminate some of their unease.”

“It would be too easy for her to convince others of her delusions,” Gideon said. “We know how quickly rumors spread in Red Rock. It was hard enough containing the gossip last time.”

“She’ll stir a panic,” Horatio said.

Murmurs floated across the table. Horatio spoke too many of their fears.

Scratching his chin, Wyatt traded a hard look with Gideon. “If she cares about her brothers, she’ll keep quiet. We’ll warn her.”

Brody shrugged, considering Wyatt’s point. “Setting her free might eliminate some of the tension among the colonists. It certainly sounds better than what Horatio suggested.”

Horatio scowled.

Gideon looked around at his men, who awaited his pronouncement. They were his advisors, but his was the final word. “Without question, the stranger will remain here. He is the face of fear in the colony, and worthy of no one’s trust. Seeing him will have the opposite effect as releasing the girl. We will keep him here until we make another determination.” With an authoritative lift of his chin, he said, “Bring me the girl. I’ll talk to her, and then I’ll decide what to do.”


Chapter 20: Neena

The straight, stiff chair seemed as if it had been waiting for Neena as she took a seat across from Gideon. Unlike before, the other chairs were empty. The faint smell of cooked Rydeer hung in the air, a smell that might’ve comforted her if she didn’t feel as if her life hung on the balance of a discussion. Even without his men filling the empty seats around him, Gideon was just as intimidating. His face betrayed nothing as he clasped his hands firmly and set them on the table.

Neena kept her face stoic, afraid to move or speak the wrong words.

Behind her, two Watchers shifted, guarding her with their spears.

“One of the guards mentioned that you had something to tell me,” Gideon said, implying that she might lose her courage.

Neena sat straight in her chair, steeling herself for the words that might set her free, or condemn her. “I do not recall much of what I said when I arrived in Red Rock, or in the meeting, but I remember enough. I was clearly delusional, as one of your Heads of Colony suggested. I knew not of what I spoke.”

Gideon sat back in his chair, listening without reaction.

“Too many days in the desert confused me,” Neena continued, trying for courage. “When I woke today, I realized the severity of my mistake. I came here to apologize.” Putting conviction into her words, she said, “I wanted to assure you that my mind is clear. With a night’s rest, and some hydration, I realize that. I am ashamed of the stories I told.”

Gideon shifted in the chair as he looked from her face to the strange piece of metal on the table. Neither he nor The Watchers spoke.

Feeling as if her time was running out, Neena kept on. “I saw nothing strange in the desert. The only thing I saw in that desert was a criminal, who tricked me into leading him back here.” The words stabbed her stomach. But then, she knew they would. “I should have left him behind, as you said. If my head was clear, I would have done it.”

She fought the urge to look over her shoulder at the annex, where she’d left Kai behind. Kai had told her to speak those words. And yet now she wished she could take them back. She’d never forget the look in his eyes as they led her from her cell. It was the look of a man who knew his fate was determined, no matter what happened to her.

Her last sentences hung in the air. Gideon leaned forward, his eyes tracing the relic. He reached toward the center of the table, his fingers grazing the end of the smooth, dull metal. “It takes courage to admit our faults.”

A small hope built in Neena.

Waiting a long moment before he spoke, Gideon said, “We all know the stresses of life in the deserts, and the pressure to find food for our families. We realize the difficulty of a hunter’s life, don’t we, men?” She turned to find The Watchers nodding curtly. Gideon folded his hands and looked at her intensely. “Too often, emotion takes over for logic, when our families are involved.”

Unsure if an answer was required, Neena simply nodded.

“When I was a child, I used to stare endlessly at this centerpiece, wondering what it did. I used to think of the ships that flew high above us in the stars, and the people on them. I used to dream of the messages we sent them, and the people lucky enough to know of Earth.” Gideon stared wistfully from the object to the domed roof. “I hoped that one day I’d go back to that planet, where I’d fill my stomach with new, delicious foods, and discover things on that planet no one knew.” A small smile turned into a frown as he remembered something else. “One day, when we were at this very table, I asked my father about Earth. I was in the spot in which you were sitting. My father pounded the table with his fists, silencing me. And then he told me something I have remembered to this day.” Gideon paused, drilling her with a stare. “For each moment I spent dreaming, I could’ve fed my people, or patched a weakening hovel. I could’ve taught someone a skill to survive. Dreaming of impossible things distracts us from survival. And that is what you have done, with your stories and delusions.”

Dread settled in Neena’s stomach as she considered imminent failure.

“You have two brothers at home.”

The words were either a statement or a question, but she chose to answer, “Yes.”

“What are their names?”

“Raj and Samel.” Neena immediately regretted speaking the names aloud.

“If you want to stay with Raj and Samel, you will speak nothing of the stories you have told. You will speak nothing of the stranger, or his colony. You will walk away from this building without a word. Your delusions will die in this room.”

Neena nodded, shaking, as Gideon leaned across the table, around the relic.

“Later today, I will address the people, easing their minds, smoothing over the damage you have done. It would be in your best interest to avoid that meeting.”

Neena didn’t argue.

“If you speak more of your nonsense, you will not receive the privilege of a jail cell, water, and food. You and your brothers will be cast out, where you will spend your last days in exile in the desert, until you die. Do you understand?”

Her voice shaking, Neena said, “Yes, I understand.”


Chapter 21: Neena

Neena squinted into the bright sun as the Comm Building doors opened, and The Watchers pushed her forward. Fuzzy shapes moved back and forth on the path—people she never thought she’d see again. She raised her hand over her eyes as the colonists came into focus, traversing the path in all directions, carrying water buckets or cleaned game. More than one looked over in surprise as she exited the building. It felt as if she’d climbed from some deep, dark hole, stiff, hungry, but alive. The day and night she’d spent in prison—coupled with the time she spent in the desert—felt like weeks. Streams of people became a small crowd as they stopped their tasks and stared.

“Get going,” one of The Watchers said curtly.

She glanced over her shoulder, as if The Watchers might change their minds, grab her, and haul her back to the annex. Perhaps this was a test she could fail.

“Go on,” barked another.

Neena didn’t wait any longer.

She walked quickly away, heading for the path and the colonists, putting distance between herself and the ugly cell where she’d spent too much time.

It took her a moment to notice the two figures standing in the path about fifty feet away, silhouetted by the sun. When she did, Neena ran. Her feet carried her faster than she’d moved in days as two of her family members called her name.

“Neena! Neena!”

“Samel!” she returned, unable to believe who was in front of her. “Helgid!”

Happy tears burst from her eyes as Samel bounded up the path and they collided. Neena leaned down and buried her face in his shirt, repeating his name, wrapping him in a tight hug, as if he might disappear and her dream might turn into a nightmare. But this moment felt real. She could feel Samel’s heartbeat, and she smelled the scent of the hearth on his clothes. For days in the desert, and a night in the cell, she’d longed for this moment, and now it was here.

Helgid came a few steps after, wiping away silent tears. She embraced Neena.

“Neena,” she said. “Thank the heavens.”

For a long moment, the three of them held each other in the warm sun.

Voices from behind Neena convinced her to let go. She looked over her shoulder and found The Watchers silently observing. All at once, she wanted to be anywhere but here.

“We should go, before they change their minds,” Neena said.


**




“I can’t believe you’re here,” Helgid said, shaking her head as they headed down the path toward Helgid’s house.

“Me, neither.”

“I thought it was a mistake when I heard the news. They told me you were jailed. And then I heard about the stranger.” Helgid looked back and forth up the pathway, as if the stranger might lurk nearby. “I tried to come get you several times, but I couldn’t get close. No one would let me speak with Gideon. I thought they must’ve mistaken you for someone else. A part of me still thinks that.” Helgid shook her head. “Amos told me he talked to The Watchers, but I didn’t think it did any good.”

Neena swallowed through the emotional lump in her throat. “I’m not sure why they let me go, but they did.” She opened her mouth, ready to explain more, but Gideon’s threats echoed in her head. A misinterpreted word might endanger her family.

Sensing her unease, Helgid said, “That sandstorm was one of the most destructive we’ve had in a while. We worried about you.”

Neena flashed back to those moments in the desert, when she’d huddled on top of the dune, thinking she might die. Too many mortal moments followed. “I hid in a cave. I kept safe. I worried about all of you, too.”

Samel smiled and hugged her again.

A forgotten question came to the surface.

“Where’s Raj?” she asked.

A grave look came over Helgid and Samel’s faces.

“There’s something we need to tell you,” Helgid said.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s been hurt,” Samel said.

“Hurt?” Neena panicked.

“He was injured in the graveyard.” Helgid’s face was filled with worry as she traded a glance with Samel. “We aren’t sure what happened, but he’s stable. He’s with Amos and one of the healers.”

The words propelled Neena forward as she rushed ahead of them. “What are his injuries?”

“He has heatstroke. And it looks like he’s been beaten,” Helgid said grimly.

“I need to see him. Where is he?”

“He’s at my house,” Helgid said.


**




It felt as if the entire colony watched as Neena, Helgid, and Samel entered the alleys near Helgid’s hovel. In the areas by the Comm Building, she’d drawn some attention, but not as much as here. Colonists stared from their doorways, frozen. More than one person covered their mouth, furtively whispering her name. Everyone in this area knew who she was, and those who didn’t knew by now. Neena wore a stigma that wouldn’t soon evaporate.

None of that concerned her at the moment.

She needed to get back to Raj.

Visions of his broken, battered body gave her a new fear. Her heart beat a frantic rhythm as she hurried alongside Helgid and Samel, passing more gaping crowds until they reached Helgid’s hovel. She burst into the dark room, thoughts cascading around her head.

A small band of light filtered through the partly open window, leaving most of the hovel to shadow. Several figures huddled in the middle of the room over a bedroll, where a prone figure lay, unmoving. One was Helgid’s neighbor, Amos. The other, she assumed, was the healer. A surge of emotion hit Neena as she hurried over to Raj’s bedside, kneeling.

“Raj…” she whispered, silent tears falling down her cheeks.

Her brother groaned softly, turning his head.

“Can you hear me?”

Helgid came up beside Neena, touching her arm. Samel crouched on the other side, crying softly. Neena reached out, brushing a lock of Raj’s dark hair from his face. His forehead was damp and hot. His eyes were closed. A sick feeling welled up in her stomach as she recalled her mother’s final moments, when she’d died giving birth to Samel. She’d looked so strange and serene, just like Raj did now.

“We’re been keeping him cool,” the healer said, motioning toward a pile of wet rags by his bedside. “His temperature is more stable than last night.”

“A few times, he asked for you,” Amos said.

Neena nodded through her tears, feeling her brother’s forehead. “Raj, can you hear me?”

Her brother murmured something that might’ve been recognition, but she couldn’t be certain. He opened and closed his cracked lips.

“Samel found him late yesterday,” Helgid said. “We think the sun sickness is the worst of it.”

“He’ll need more rest and an observant eye,” the healer added.

Unanswered questions brimmed on Neena’s tongue. “What happened?”

“We don’t know, exactly, but we have our suspicions,” Helgid said. “Samel mentioned that some kids threatened them the other day. We think those kids might’ve beaten him.”

“Which kids?” Neena asked. Anger took over for worry.

“A boy named Bailey and his friends,” Samel said guiltily. “They tried to get me to touch a scorpion down by the river, and Raj protected me. They got angry.”

“Where do they live?” Neena rose to her feet.

“By the eastern side of the colony, near the river, I think.” Shameful tears rolled down Samel’s cheeks as he appraised her. “I’m not sure exactly. I’m sorry, Neena.”

Rage boiled in Neena’s stomach. The frustration and anger of too many days in captivity threatened to spill over. She couldn’t do anything about the rough treatment of the guards. But she could do something about this.

She stood, clenching and unclenching her fists.

She wanted to find Raj’s attackers. She wanted to stick her finger in their faces, accuse them, and make them pay.

“Neena…please,” Helgid rose and grabbed her arm before she could get more than a step. “Now isn’t the time.”

“I—” Neena held her tongue. Looking around the room, she realized she had become the center of attention. Amos and the healer stared at her, open-mouthed.

“You can’t go out there now,” Helgid said. “They’ll throw you in jail again.”

“I need to find them,” Neena argued, stepping away from Helgid.

“No one will confess to harming Raj,” Helgid argued. “And The Watchers won’t help. Will you attack those children and put yourself back in jail?”

“The Heads of Colony will—” Neena cut her words short. Of course, Gideon and his men wouldn’t do anything, and certainly not for her. She was lucky to be free.

“The Heads are surely watching you, Neena,” Helgid said. “I’m not sure what happened in there, but we both know that’s true. You can’t do anything rash.”

Looking at Helgid, Neena wanted to release her anger, but she knew her friend was right. She stepped back, wringing her hands helplessly. She was supposed to protect her brothers, feed them, and keep them safe. She’d failed. An angry tear fell down her cheeks as she looked back at Raj. If only she had left for the desert a day earlier or later, maybe she would’ve gotten home safely.

Maybe none of this would’ve happened.

A whisper distracted everyone’s attention.

Raj.

Amos and the healer leaned forward as Neena rushed back to his side, knelt, and caressed his face.

“What is it, Raj?”

“Neena, is that you?” he whispered, almost inaudibly.

“Yes,” she said, unable to stop the quiver of emotion in her voice. “Raj, it’s me.”

“You’re back,” he said, a smile crossing his chapped lips.

Neena nodded vigorously. “I’m here with Samel, Helgid, and Amos. We’re all here for you.”

Raj’s smile widened a moment, and his eyes fluttered. Neena leaned forward, waiting for him to speak again.

“I’m glad to see you,” he said.

His eyes closed.

And then he was asleep.


Chapter 22: Neena

Neena sat outside the doorway next to Helgid, staring at her worn boots. Sunlight shone over the top of the cliffs on either side of the colony. Somewhere in those glints of yellow, she saw The Watchers’ silhouettes, keeping guard. Too many questions and fears ran through her head.

“That was the most lucid we’ve seen him,” Helgid said. “Maybe your voice helped.”

Neena managed a grim smile. She wanted to believe it. Her smile faded. “Even still, I want to find those boys and make them pay.”

“I know you do,” Helgid said. “I feel the same way. But it won’t do us any good right now. And it won’t help Raj or Samel.”

Neena looked behind her through the open door, where Samel knelt next to his brother. Too many things were bottled up inside her. “I never thought I’d make it back to Red Rock. And now that I’m here, I have even greater worries.” She clenched her hands together, forcing herself silent.

On the path in front of her, several neighbors walked past. Every footfall gave Neena a panic. Every uttered word felt like an invitation for a gruesome monster. She wanted to scream and yell that they should be silent, lest they draw the attention of a man-eating beast.

It would be so much easier to believe she’d lost her sanity and imagined the Abomination.

But she knew it was real.

She’d never get the monster out of her thoughts, or her nightmares.

“What happened out there?” Helgid whispered, reaching over to squeeze her arm.

Neena didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

Receiving only silence, Helgid smiled and said, “You know I will always be here for you, whenever you need to talk.”

Neena’s fear was a dark cloud, infecting her mind and her thoughts. Only one man believed her, and she’d left him behind in the annex to rot. Fear found its way to guilt, as she imagined Kai sitting in the jail cells alone. What would happen to him? Despite his initial lies, he didn’t deserve his fate.

He deserved to be free.

“Are you all right?” Helgid asked.

Neena reached over and held Helgid’s hand.

“Whatever happened, we’ll get through it together,” Helgid promised.

Neena wanted to believe that. She just didn’t see how it was possible.


Chapter 23: Darius

Darius stood among the leaning, whispering crowd. Nearly everyone in the thousand-person colony stood at attention at Red Rock’s edge, staring at the newly constructed platform, made of interlocking wood and supporting beams. The Watchers guarded the front of the makeshift stage, holding their spears. Behind them, the rock formations speared the sky, extending as far back into the desert as the eye could see. Over Darius’s shoulder, the tithing buildings and storehouses stood silent and closed. The men who normally worked them stood with their hands folded in front of them, awaiting the address. Every so often, a baby let out a startling wail, or a child asked a question too loudly, precipitating a warning from a nervous parent.

Darius searched the men at the front of the platform, identifying Thorne and his Watchers, tilting their heads, scanning the crowd.

He’d been among them for most of the morning without issue, but a growing paranoia told him that one of them would spot him, shout a few words, and point him out.

None did.

Slowly, people hushed. They looked behind them. Through cracks in the crowd, Darius watched The Heads of Colony arrive, moving silently and purposefully. He followed them with his eyes until they disappeared into a thick patch of the crowd, reappearing near Thorne and his men. With determined strides, they mounted the steps of the platform, taking their places at the head of the colony.

A few last coughs echoed through the crowd. A bird squawked overhead, soaring high above those gathered on the fringes of the colony.

And then the crowd was silent, save the shifting of the wind.

“Thank you for coming,” Gideon said, stepping ahead of the others to the edge of the platform, calling the meeting to order. “Many of you have heard about the disturbance we had yesterday.” He paused, looking from one end of the long crowd to the other, and all the faces in between. “We are here to assure you that the situation is under control, and that you have nothing to fear.”

One of the Heads, Wyatt, took over. “For those who might not know, yesterday a man whom we had never seen arrived in Red Rock, along with one of our hunters. We are here to let you know that this man is no longer a threat to anyone. Our Watchers have secured this man and questioned him, along with the woman with whom he arrived.”

A small gust of wind rippled through the crowd. The people seemed as if they held their breath.

Speaking with increasing volume, Gideon said, “This man belongs to a small group of people who live in the desert, far enough away that we have not seen them. Some of you might remember our peaceful meeting with them years ago. Our belief is that this man wandered off from his group, and after traveling for some time, he came upon one of our people, and traveled here. Our understanding is that this man’s colony numbers only a handful.”

“Because of his markings, and based on what those people told us some years ago, we have determined he was an outcast,” Wyatt said. “His people presume him dead. Our expectation is that no one is looking for him. Even if they do, we are confident this small group of people is no danger.”

“To be safe, I have ordered our Watchers to keep an eye from the cliffs,” Gideon said. “In addition, I’ve instituted a precautionary hunting ban. We expect to lift it soon.”

A few exclamations went through the crowd.

“How will we eat?” asked one person from behind Darius, unable to restrain from yelling his concern.

“Our recommendation is to ration your meat and vegetables,” Wyatt said. “When you receive word from us—which we expect will be soon—you can resume your normal hunting.”

Some rumblings grew throughout the crowd. A few people started private, worried conversations. Some people next to Darius bumped into one another, asking questions, or clarifying what they heard.

“We will survive, as we always have,” Wyatt said, in an authoritative voice, quieting the remaining murmurs.

Continuing his speech, Gideon said, “Some of you might have heard the shouts and screams of the man and woman, as we took them away. During their travels here, the man and woman were trapped in a sandstorm for several days, and severely dehydrated. They suffered delusions. None of their words carry weight. Their answers to our questions have sufficiently been met.”

Without missing a beat, Wyatt continued, “After some careful determination and an assessment, we released the woman. We have no reason to believe she is a danger to anyone.”

A few in the crowd reacted with whispers.

“The man will remain in captivity, secure in our annex,” Gideon said, in a confident voice. “No danger will come from him. We will determine what will become of him and report it back to you. Red Rock is safe.”

A few more murmurs began, as the crowd processed the information, and reacted. The Heads of Colony answered a few more questions before concluding. One by one, the leaders descended, walking past the guarding Watchers, who filed in behind them. The crowd remained in place, as if they might miss some last spectacle, or the leaders might return with more remarks. When it was clear the meeting was concluded, they dispersed.

Darius stared through the crowd, locating Thorne. His Watchers stood next to him, holding the same stern expression as the leaders, an expression that Darius no longer believed.
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People streamed past Darius, leaving. Rather than fight them and be knocked over, he stood in place, allowing them to filter around him. He watched the colonists returning to their homes, cutting through the alleys and speaking with one another. Most still spoke nervously, but he saw a few hesitant smiles. Some were relieved.

Gideon had given a good speech.

But then, he always did.

He had honed his orations over the years, gaining confidence with every statement, every ceremony. He’d taken after his father.

If not for his years of observation, Darius might have missed the strangeness in Gideon’s voice, or overlooked the subtle nervousness in his face. He might’ve dismissed the anxious glances between The Watchers.

Instead, Darius took note of all of them.

Each of those clues added to his building apprehension.

Were the leaders telling lies? Was something bigger at play? Darius didn’t know, but he was going to find out whatever information he could. When only he and some other stragglers remained, The Watchers took apart the platform, carrying it back to the storehouse where they kept it. None looked twice at him or the dispersing colonists. Darius walked west and among them, keeping his head down, shuffling with his cane.

A few burly Watchers passed by with a large, rectangular board. Darius might as well be the sand under their boots, for the attention they gave him. He concentrated on putting his cane in front of his boots, pretending as if he knew where he was going.

“Make sure you tuck the platform in the back of the building,” said a voice. “We need to make room for more vegetables.”

Turning to look toward the desert, Darius found Thorne following another set of Watchers, who carried a section of interlocking boards.

“Where are you going?” Thorne demanded.

“To the storehouse,” replied one of the men.

“Set those down,” Thorne instructed, annoyed. “You need to break them apart first.”

“I know,” said one of the Watchers sheepishly. “They were stuck.”

Thorne shook his head as the men set down the boards about fifteen feet away from Darius. To an older Watcher, he requested, “Can you help them pry those apart?”

A tan, muscled man walked over to the others, slipped a knife from his sheath, and worked on prying apart the two boards. Darius kept a small buffer, while paying attention. When the older Watcher got them to budge, he set the blade down on the sand.

Inadvertently, Darius’s eyes roamed to the weapon.

His cane almost fell from his hands.

On the hilt of the blade were several, distinct, triangular markings.

Akron’s knife.


Chapter 24: Darius

“Darius? What’s wrong?” Elmer’s face was tight with worry as he saw his friend.

Darius looked over his shoulder, shivering, as if he might find a cluster of spears at his back. “Were you at the meeting?”

“I watched from the back,” Elmer said, with a nod. “I was too tired to push past such a large crowd. What’s going on?”

Darius reached for the door, closing it behind them. All the way to his friend’s dwelling, he’d kept an eye out over his shoulder, certain that The Watchers followed him. Not once had he seen something to raise his suspicion, but he no longer trusted his eyes. He no longer trusted anything.

“One of The Watchers at the meeting had Akron’s knife.”

“By the heavens.” Elmer’s face was incredulous.

Darius filled him in on the walk he’d taken after the gathering, and the observation he’d made while The Watchers disassembled the platform. In a quiet hiss, he told of the knife in the man’s possession.

“Akron’s knife,” Elmer said in disbelief. “So The Watchers were really there. They knew about Akron.”

“They covered up the cave,” Darius finished, with a fearful swallow. Saying the words aloud gave him a fear he might never outlive. It also gave him another thought. At first, he tried to dismiss it, until it became so persistent and so frightening that he couldn’t ignore it.

Darius sat in silence a moment, a feeling of dread crawling up his spine, down his arms, and tingling his insides. A half-formed thought became a full one, and then he was trembling.

“What’s wrong, Darius?” Elmer asked.

“What if the Watchers killed Akron?” The words hung in the air after he said them. He looked from his friend to the door, as if someone might break it down and haul him away.

Elmer opened and closed his mouth, his eyes widening. “Killed him?”

Darius’s heart rammed against his ribs. “I still remember the conversations I had with Gideon when I came out of the caves after I was injured. They forbade me from going back, but they also forbade me from speaking about them.” He kept his eye on the door. “A few times during those interrogations, it felt as if they might not let me go. They asked questions twice, then asked them again. More than once, I saw a flash of something in Thorne’s eyes that I didn’t like.”

“You think they were going to kill you, too?”

“Maybe for finding something they didn’t want me to see.”

Elmer was speechless again. After a long pause, he asked, “Do you think they killed Akron for his discovery?”

“That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”

Elmer bit his lip as another thought sprang to his mind. “If that’s true, why keep you alive? They could’ve easily killed you back then.”

“Perhaps they believed I hadn’t seen anything,” Darius suggested. “Or perhaps it was the fact that too many people saw me crawling out alive. I certainly made enough noise, with my injured leg. I gathered quite a crowd. Perhaps it was better to let me live at that moment. But Akron wasn’t so lucky. He died in the cave with what he found. Maybe they saw him going in and followed him.”

Pulling at his stubbly chin, Elmer said, “If your guess is correct, the leaders knew about what Akron found in the caves, or at least, The Watchers did. They killed him, covered up the passage, and took his things. But why cover up a skeleton? Why cover up something that happened long ago?”

“For too many years, I’ve watched the leaders speak their platitudes at their meetings. I know the difference between a simple lie, meant to keep us calm, and a grave one. I saw fear on their faces this time when they spoke of that other colony, and the stranger. Most might have thought they hid it, but I saw it. I saw the subtle changes on their faces as they shifted with their spears. I saw the looks of uncertainty in their eyes. What if Akron’s death isn’t their only secret?”

“What do you mean?”

Darius swallowed as he put together the thoughts circling his brain. “What if the girl was telling the truth, Elmer? What if somehow, what I saw in the cave—what Akron found—was something they knew all along? What if there is a monster, after all?”

Elmer grabbed for the corner of his chair, looking as if he might fall over. “If that is true, we are all doomed.”


Chapter 25: Neena

When Neena opened her eyes, sunlight spilled through the cracked doorway. For the first time in days, she awoke in a bedroll, rather than a hard stone floor or a rocky cave. She looked around, as if she might find a predator’s salivating jowls, but she saw only her brothers, sleeping soundly. Helgid was across the room by the doorway, peering out into the sunlight. Her peaceful silhouette gave Neena another wave of warmth she hadn’t felt in too long.

The aroma of cooking breakfast from the neighboring hovels, and the soft breathing of Raj and Samel, gave her a comfort she had forgotten. She flexed her fingers and toes and sat up, reaching for her flask.

“Neena, you’re awake,” Helgid whispered, shutting the door and crossing the room to her. “You slept deeply.”

“It feels good to wake here, instead of in the desert.”

“I’m sure it must,” Helgid agreed.

In unison, they looked toward Raj’s bedroll. “How is he?”

“He’s doing better.” Helgid’s face held a relief she hadn’t seen since she returned. “I gave him some more water overnight. He seemed lucid.” Allowing a small hope to enter her voice, Helgid said, “We’ll have to see what the healer says, but I’m starting to think he’ll be all right.”

“Thank the heavens,” Neena said, crawling over to check on him quietly. Raj seemed peaceful. If she hadn’t known about his injuries, she might’ve thought he was sleeping after a long day of chores and play. Brushing a lock of curly hair from his face, she listened to his soft breath before leaving his bedside, making her way to Samel, and checking on him.

“I spoke with Amos this morning,” Helgid told her, in a soft voice.

“What did he say?”

Looking toward the door, Helgid whispered, “He told me what the leaders said at the meeting, about the stranger with whom you traveled. He told me about the small group of people with whom that man lived.”

Small group? Neena swallowed. “Did they mention me?”

“Only to say that you were released, and that no one considered you a threat.” Helgid watched her carefully as she spoke.

“Did they say what happened to Kai?”

“Is that the stranger?” Helgid asked.

Neena nodded, wondering if she’d already spoken too much.

“They said he was no longer a threat, and they were keeping him in the annex,” Helgid relayed. “That’s all they said.”

Neena blew a breath of relief. She looked toward the door, recalling the attention she’d received on the way home. The colonists would continue staring, regardless of the leader’s words. But none of that mattered. What mattered was that Raj was safe, and so was Kai. For now.

“I think it was smart that you didn’t go last night,” Helgid said. “It would probably be wise if you kept to yourself for a while.”

Neena nodded, but she didn’t tell Helgid about Gideon’s warning.

“Are people still hovering around outside?” she asked.

Helgid looked behind her. “Some are out there, yes. They are looking for gossip, not to help. I ignored most of them. You shouldn’t worry about what they think.”

“I’m not worried,” Neena said, and she meant it. She had gotten over her fear of people’s judgment shortly after her father died. “I’m worried about keeping my brothers fed and safe.”

“I know you’re strong, Neena, but you’ve been through some things,” Helgid said.

Neena opened and closed her mouth. Sometimes it seemed like Helgid knew her too well.

“If you need to talk about any of it…” Helgid was trying not to push.

“I don’t,” Neena said reflexively.

“You don’t want to, or you can’t?” Helgid watched her closely.

Neena contemplated her next words. Every part of her wanted to open her mouth, spill the details of what happened, and find a way to keep Helgid and her brothers safe. But telling them would put them in more danger.

Putting her fears into an excuse, she said, “I’m ashamed, Helgid. I’m ashamed of what I’ve put you all through, by my return. I caused a spectacle that I might never outlive.”

“I’m an old woman, with nothing left to be embarrassed about. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“But Raj and Samel…” Neena said, looking over at her brothers, who still slept.

“Children are resilient,” Helgid said, with a firm nod. “They’ll keep going, as they always have. They are strong.”

An emotion she rarely let herself feel escaped. Helgid didn’t need to say the words for her to know she was referring to Mom and Dad.

A knock came at the door.

“Who’s that?” she asked, as if Helgid might know.

“Probably the healer,” Helgid explained. “He’s been coming in the mornings. He said he’d be here to check on Raj.”

Neena nodded and went to the door. Surprise struck her as she opened it to find an old, withered man, holding a cane and a spear. She frowned as she recognized the man who repaired the colonists’ weapons and tools.

“Hello,” Darius said. “Can I come in?”


Chapter 26: Gideon

Gideon sat on the edge of his bed, pulled one leg up, and slipped on a boot. He dropped his leg, sighing, and put on the other. Looking around his room, from the floor to his shelves, he traced the sparse piles of clothing that sat there. Among them were a few of his father’s garments. Not many other objects occupied his room, other than a few tools and weapons.

He ran his life as he ran his colony: necessity over nostalgia.

A knock drew his attention to the door.

“Come in,” he said.

The door swung open to a crack, and Wyatt poked his head and skinny nose around. “Can I enter?”

Gideon waved him in.

Wyatt took a respectful step, standing near the door in a manner that showed he knew the early time.

“Sit,” he told Wyatt.

Wyatt crossed the room, settling into the chair that Gideon reserved for his impromptu meetings.

“How are things going outside?” he asked.

“Thorne reported to me a while ago. His men still haven’t seen anything from the cliffs,” Wyatt said.

Gideon breathed another sigh. “A good sign,” he said. “Perhaps our fears will be unfounded.”

“My hope, as well,” Wyatt said. “The people seem to have calmed down a bit, since our meeting. They are still concerned about the hunting ban, but most seem to be returning to their normal routines.”

“Another blessing,” Gideon said. “Hopefully, we can keep their confidence.” Looking at the wall for a moment, Gideon had another thought. “Enlist some of our Crop Tenders to help pass out rations later this morning. It will do our people good to see them working with The Watchers. The appearance of normalcy will help avoid any lingering doubts.”

“I think that will go a ways toward keeping their trust,” Wyatt agreed, scratching his nose in a nervous way.

“Is there something else?”

“We still have the matter of the man from New Canaan.”

Gideon fell silent a moment. Of course, the problem still existed. “It sounds as if we have gotten all the information we are going to get from him.”

“I agree,” Wyatt said.

Gideon looked around at the sparse shelves, the clothing, and the weapons. It didn’t take a genius to tell that the man wouldn’t fit under their governance.

“He is a criminal,” Gideon said. “Between his markings and his past, he cannot be trusted. And he certainly can’t live among us.”

Wyatt agreed.

“The people will look at him and imagine more people in the desert like him. His presence will erode their trust,” Gideon said plaintively.

Wyatt offered no counter-argument.

In a cold, pragmatic voice, Gideon said, “Relay the message to Thorn. Let him know of our wishes.”

Wyatt nodded. Neither needed to speak the order to know what it meant.


Chapter 27: Neena

Neena stared at the old man at the door. Past him, a few groups of people walked by, watching. Swallowing, she asked, “Can I help you?”

“I don’t mean to intrude. I know it has been a while since we talked.” Darius shifted in the doorway, making a show of some hidden pain. “I came to see how you were doing.”

Neena looked behind her. Helgid held the same confused, wary expression as she did. Everyone knew about the old, crippled man who fixed their tools and weapons. But it had been a while since Neena had had a conversation with him.

He wasn’t a close acquaintance, either to her or to Helgid.

Putting on a defensive air, Helgid said, “We hoped you were the healer. We have a sick child here.”

Darius looked past Neena and to the center of the room, where Raj and Samel slept. With a humble nod, he said, “I don’t mean any trouble. I was hoping I could come inside for a few moments.”

Neena furrowed her brow in distrust.

Holding up the spear in his hand, he said, “I figured you might need one of these.”

Neena eyed the alley beyond him, but it seemed that he was alone. Helgid gave a relenting nod.

“You can come in, but only for a few moments,” Neena stipulated.

Darius’s eyes wandered around the room as he stepped in and closed the door. Deep wrinkles lined his dark, sun-spotted skin. Noticing some of the flasks and towels around Raj, his polite smile gave way to sympathy. “What happened to him?” he asked.

“He has the sun sickness,” Neena said quietly, without elaborating.

“Ah, I see,” said Darius.

Neena stood between him and her brothers, guarding them.

Darius bowed his head. “I don’t mean to cause any more hardship. It is clear your family has been through too much lately.” He held up the spear. “I fashioned this a few weeks ago. It was a project I worked on between repairs. At the time, I had no one in particular with whom to trade for it, but I thought you might be able to use it.”

Neena frowned for a moment, wondering how he would know about her father’s missing spear. It didn’t take her long to figure out. Word had surely spread to him about her disheveled appearance, and the makeshift spear with which she’d arrived.

Neena studied the spear’s intricate carvings and the sharp metal tip at its end as Darius held it up. She couldn’t deny its craftsmanship. And she’d never gotten her other spear back.

“Take it,” Darius said, his polite smile returning.

Neena reached out her hands, before suspicion took over. Of course, she had nothing to trade for it.

“What do you want for it?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Darius said adamantly. “It is a gift, nothing more.”

“No one gives gifts, and certainly not to me,” Neena said.

Helgid stepped forward, standing beside Darius and eyeing him warily. “What are you really here for?”

Darius’s smile vanished. Nervousness washed over him as his old hands shook on his cane and spear, and he glanced behind him. “I was hoping we could talk, as I said.”

“About what?” Neena asked.

“Your trip to the desert,” Darius said plainly.

Neena looked behind him, as if some Watchers might burst through the door and put a stop to their discussion. Was this a trap, or a test?

“I have nothing to say,” she said adamantly.

Reading the tension on her face, Darius assured her, “You have nothing to fear from me.”

Neena kept up her guard. For all she knew, another word led to exile.

“I’ve told the leaders everything I know,” Neena said firmly. “I’m ashamed of how I acted the other day. I have no need to re-live my embarrassment.”

Darius’s opened and closed his mouth dejectedly. He looked from Neena to Helgid, as if the old woman might give him a different answer. Helgid stood firm.

Leading him back toward the door, Neena said, “You should go now.”

“Please…” Darius tried, offering up the spear again.

Neena swung open the door and kept her face hard, waiting for him to leave. Darius took a shuffling step, as if he might go, before turning and looking at her.

In a wide-eyed whisper, he hissed, “I believe what you saw in the desert, Neena. I know the monster is real.”

Neena looked around the alley, where a few adults walked by, staring idly. Quickly, she shut the door.

“Do you know what you’re saying?” she asked.

Looking over their shoulders, where Raj and Samel still slept, Darius kept his voice low. “I’ve made some discoveries that led me to believe you told the truth when you came back.”

“Delusions,” Neena tried.

“I wish I could believe that,” Darius said, with a grim expression.

Neena pursed her lips. She wouldn’t say anything to jeopardize her family, no matter what this man asked or offered. “Please go, before you cause a scene.”

“Talking about it is dangerous,” Darius whispered. “I understand that. That’s why I was hoping we could meet somewhere more private. I was hoping we could compare what we know.”

“She’s not going anywhere,” Helgid said, stepping in front of Neena before she could answer.

Neena smiled grimly. She didn’t need Helgid’s protection, but she was grateful for it.

“I took a risk by showing up here,” Darius said, looking over his shoulder at the closed door. “Surely, you know that.”

“And we aren’t taking one now?” Neena asked insistently, looking back at her family. “You are putting us in danger with your rumors. You need to leave.”

“If what you saw and what I suspect match up, we have much greater worries than a discussion.” Darius watched her with fear-soaked eyes.

Neena said nothing. How could she, when he was right?

“Come to my house after lunch,” Darius insisted, putting the spear in her hand. “Bring the weapon. No one will suspect you of anything but talking about the spear I gave you, which you can say we traded. We can speak about it then.”


Chapter 28: Neena

“What’s going on, Neena?” Helgid asked, closing the door behind Darius.

Neena turned white. It seemed as if all the blood had left her body. Darius was right. Much bigger problems than a jail cell awaited them.

The Abomination was coming.

“I saw the look on your face when he spoke,” Helgid said. “You looked at him like he was more than a crazy old man. And now you look as if you’ve seen a spirit.”

Neena’s expression told more than words.

Helgid’s eyes widened. “So he tells the truth. Your delusions weren’t delusions, after all.”

Neena was still afraid to say anything. Every word seemed like a spear in a Watcher’s hand, jabbing toward her family’s throats.

“Remember what you asked me yesterday, about whether I wanted to talk?” she asked finally.

Helgid nodded. “I assumed you were holding something back.”

Neena watched the door. “You were right.” She thought carefully about her next words. “I’ve never been crazy, Helgid. Everything I saw in the desert was real.”

“What was out there?”

“Something so horrible that I can hardly speak of it.” She paused as she thought of how to put the horrific creature into words. “A monster that no weapons can kill, and no man can stand against.”

She looked across the room, where her brothers still slept. Motioning Helgid to a quiet corner, they huddled where they could whisper even more quietly.

“No one has laid eyes on something as large, or as dangerous, as what I saw,” Neena continued. “The creature was almost as big as the Comm Building, with enormous teeth, and a body as long and as wide as a tunnel. Ever since I saw it, I’ve spent every waking moment, and too many while asleep, thinking about protecting all of you.”

“Protecting us?” Helgid swallowed, feeling the weight of those words.

Neena nodded. “The leaders forbade me from speaking about it. They feared I would spread a panic. They swore I was delusional, and I swore, too, in order to get out. But I wasn’t hallucinating.”

In a quiet voice, Neena told of what happened in the desert. She explained how the Abomination swallowed the Rydeer, and how she and Kai escaped. Helgid’s face registered fear.

When Neena finished, Helgid said, “I knew you weren’t crazy. None of the behavior I heard about sounded like you.”

Neena nodded.

“So the man with whom you came is still in the annex.”

“Yes,” Neena replied. “Kai is still there. And the creature I described is still in the desert. If it comes here, I don’t know what will happen, Helgid.”

A whimper drew her attention across the room. Neena looked over at Samel, who sat up and rubbed his eyes. He hugged his chest. Cutting her conversation short, she crossed the room and met him. “Is everything all right?” she asked, embracing him.

“I had a nightmare.” Samel trembled, looking confused. “I was sitting on the sand by the riverbank with you, Helgid, and Raj, holding my knees, while the wind kicked up. The wind got so bad that we could barely see each other. And then we were all buried in sand. I tried kicking, but I couldn’t get out from beneath it.”

“Everything’s okay, Sam,” she said, squeezing him tighter.

Samel looked around, unsure. “There’s no sandstorm outside, right?” His eyes landed on the door, as if the wind might batter it, or sand might burst around the frame.

“The sky is clear,” Neena reassured him.

Blinking away the last remnants of his nightmare, Samel looked over at his brother.

“How is Raj?”

“I checked on him during the night,” Helgid said. “His temperature is mostly normal.”

“He’s recovering,” Neena reassured him, hoping she spoke the truth.

“I’m going to make breakfast,” Helgid said to both of them. “Why don’t you two relax while you wake up?”

Neena held Samel, who still seemed shaken.

Looking between her brothers, she knew she’d do anything to protect them.

But was she protecting them now, or hiding from an inevitable truth? How long could she live her life pretending that what she’d seen in the desert wasn’t real?


Chapter 29: Kai

Kai sat up, reacclimating to his surroundings. It felt as if someone had shoved a spear into his spine. His back was sore; his legs were numb. He’d fallen asleep against the wall, facing the bars. For too long the night before, he’d sat and thought hopelessly of escape, until a shallow sleep pulled him from one nightmare into another. Rising, he staggered his way to the cell door on shaky legs. Subtle beams of morning light caressed his face.

Looking sideways and down the hallway outside his cell, a pang of loneliness hit his gut. Of course, Neena was still gone. Their plan to get her out had worked. Or at least, it seemed to have.

A small, selfish part of him had wished he’d awake to find her, but she was probably home with her family, squeezing them tight. If she was smart, she’d forgotten about him.

He hadn’t forgotten about her, though.

He couldn’t stop thinking of her generosity or her kind brown eyes. She certainly treated him better than the guards at New Canaan.

Clenching the bars, he studied each of the cells across from him, the way he had done too many times in New Canaan. A memory flitted through his head of sitting in the sand on a mountain outside his colony. He recalled the glimmering sun off the huge, round lake in the middle of the oasis, and the slew of stone homes surrounding it. A vision hit him of watching that scenery alongside Neena, the way they’d watched the stars above the alcove.

Of course, that was a stupid fantasy, fit for fools.

Kai was doomed to repeat his mistakes. He swore he’d never end up in a cell again, and yet here he was.

He stood by the cell door for what felt like a long while. Too many years of imprisonment had created a routine. When he tired of standing by the bars, he stretched, using the bars for support. He whistled. He paced. He thought of escape, with no conclusion. His eyes roamed from his flask to his chamber pot, and back again. The flask was still empty, near the wall where he’d left it.

A raised murmur on the other side of the annex door gave him an instinctive jolt of fear.

A key hit the lock on the other side of the door.

The door creaked open.

A tanned guard stuck his head in and peered down the hallway. Kai met the man’s eyes, waiting for him to bark an order, or step inside. The man’s gaze wandered around, as if Kai might’ve escaped and done some impossible damage. Finding nothing suspicious, the guard met Kai’s eyes again.

“No water today?” Kai asked.

The guard closed the door without a word.


Chapter 30: Neena

With breakfast finished, Neena paced the small hovel. She’d tucked Darius’s spear into a corner, away from their bedrolls and the hearth, but of course, Samel had noticed. For a while after waking, he’d taken a keen interest in it, asking questions, but Neena forbade him from touching it. She had said it was a gift from a friend.

But was Darius really a friend, or a foe in disguise?

She didn’t know, and that caused her great unease.

Now, with Samel playing outside and Raj asleep, she resumed her conversation with Helgid.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you all those things earlier,” she whispered.

“It’s fine,” Helgid said. “Though obviously, I am even more worried now.” She bit her lip. “So what are we supposed to do?”

“I’m not sure,” Neena admitted, shaking her head, “but maybe talking to Darius is a start.”

“Do you think he really knows something?”

“It certainly sounded like it.”

Helgid didn’t seem convinced. “What if he tells someone about your conversation?”

“It is a risk,” Neena admitted.

Concern crossed over Helgid’s face. “I’ve seen him around for years. He is a strange man, but I’ve always known him to be honest.” Looking back at Raj, Helgid whispered, “Maybe I can have Amos watch over Raj and Samel while I go with you.”

Neena refused. “If I’m going to take a risk, I need to take it on my own.” Neena gave her a determined look.

“You can’t deal with everything by yourself,” Helgid said, gently touching her arm.

“No, but I feel as if I need to do this,” Neena repeated. Taking Helgid’s shoulders, she said, “If anyone asks about our conversation today, promise you will deny it to your last breath.”

Helgid watched her with tears in her eyes. “Of course I will. Be careful, Neena.”


**




Neena walked through the familiar alleys after lunch, keeping her head down and a tight grip on her spear. More than one person turned to stare at her, as if she might pitch her weapon at them, start screaming, and become the woman of rumors. Even those who had treated Neena cordially before her imprisonment remained distant, as if she might lash out at them. She nodded politely a few times, but mostly kept to herself, as she left the vicinity of Helgid’s and blended in better with others.

She made for Darius’s home.

Soon she’d reached an area of old, patched-up hovels. Elderly people shook out their bedrolls, or folded their laundry. Unable to tell whether their interest was casual or fearful, Neena kept her spear in prominent view, hoping she would look like a colonist coming for repairs, or coming to ask a question.

Finally she reached Darius’s old, ramshackle building. The last time she’d visited was several years ago, when her father was alive. They’d bartered for a new spear tip. Darius had offered to attach it, but they’d insisted on doing the work themselves. Bartering for services was a luxury for families with more than two pairs of hands for hunting.

The door to Darius’s house was closed. She walked up to the door, taking only a moment to give a cursory glance around before knocking. At first, she heard nothing.

Then: the quiet shuffle of feet.

Her heart hammered, as she wondered whether the door would open and reveal a dozen Watchers. She was surprised—but relieved—when only Darius answered, holding his cane.

“Come in,” he said.

Neena walked in and inspected the old, dusty hovel. Long, dirty workbenches lined the walls on all sides. Beneath the workbenches were boxes, assumedly containing weapons and tools.

She returned her attention to the old man with whom she’d come to speak.

“You brought the spear I gave you,” he said, gesturing at the weapon in her hands.

She nodded, but said nothing.

“Have a seat,” he said, pointing to a chair next to one of his workbenches. She walked over and sat, clutching the gift, unable to quell her rapid heartbeat.

In a quiet voice, he asked, “Were you followed?”

“Not that I saw.” She’d paid careful attention, but of course that wasn’t a guarantee.

Pulling up another chair, he scooted close. “I’m glad you came.”

She studied his brown eyes. Several bags beneath them showed his age, but she saw no malice in them. Skipping the pleasantries, Neena said, “At my house, you mentioned some discoveries.”

The same nervousness he’d displayed in Helgid’s house returned, as Darius prepared to speak. “What I am about to tell you amounts to a confession. I hope you will keep that in mind when you consider my trustworthiness.”

Neena nodded and listened, judging his sincerity.

“You might remember the boy who disappeared a few years ago, Akron,” Darius said.

An old memory returned. “I remember him,” Neena said. “I was in the desert, hunting, when he disappeared. The Watchers believe he entered the caves and died. His name was on every tongue after he disappeared. The Watchers searched for him, but they never found his body. His death was a warning to anyone else who dared to get close to the forbidden tunnels.”

“He was a friend of mine, or as close to a friend as an old man can have,” Darius said, a sad expression crossing his face. “Some say he followed my bad example.”

Recalling the stories about Darius, Neena said, “You used to go into the tunnels, didn’t you?”

“When I was younger, yes,” Darius said, looking wistfully at his lame appendage. “My punishment was the loss of my leg’s use. In any case, I told Akron too many nostalgic stories about those explorations. It was because of my stories that he entered the tunnels, where he eventually got lost, and died.” He paused. “Or I used to think he died in that manner.”

Darius launched into his tale. A fright Neena had felt too many times in the desert returned as she listened. She cocked her head, asking him questions, looking for deceit behind his worried eyes. He seemed truthful. Darius told of his search for the boy, his discoveries, and the knife he had seen on The Watcher. Perhaps the most shocking part of his story was the description of the enormous, circular carcass in the tunnels, rotted away by time and buried by the hands of people he suspected were The Watchers. Her pulse sped up even more.

“You think The Watchers killed Akron, and covered up the monster he found,” she said, summing up his story.

“And that might not be the worst part, if what you said when you arrived was true,” Darius concluded. “I’m hoping you will trust me enough to tell me your tale.”

This time it was his turn to listen, and to judge.

Neena’s hands shook as she held the spear. All she could think about was the faces of The Heads of Colony, in that tense meeting. But it seemed Darius was ready to believe her.

After a long pause, she said, “They call the creature the Abomination.”

“Who calls it that?” Darius asked, leaning forward.

“The people of New Canaan.”

“The small group in the desert, you mean.”

“Small?” Neena almost scoffed, as she considered the scope of the leader’s lies. “They are a colony of thousands, much more than we have here.”

“Thousands?” This time it was Darius’s turn for shock. “So, The Heads of Colony deceived us.”

“It certainly seems like it,” Neena said.

Darius watched her for a second, shock on his face, before asking, “What did you see, Neena?”

Neena recounted her trip to the desert. She told of her encounter with Kai, their escape from the monster, and the things she’d learned about New Canaan, concluding with her time in the Comm Building. Unlike the leaders, Darius met her story with belief, rather than accusation. Several times, he leaned forward, asking clarifying questions, or putting things together.

“It sounds like the monster is the same type as the bones in the cave,” Darius said, making an intuitive leap.

“It certainly seems that way,” Neena agreed.

“Those objects I found in the middle—those spear-like bones—are called quills?” Darius asked.

“That’s what Kai told me,” Neena remembered.

“What do they do?”

“He suspected they help it move through the ground, or protect it, though I’m not sure from what. Kai thought it was the last of its kind. Hopefully the rest are as dead as your carcass.”

“Only one of them is needed to cause the destruction you described,” Darius worried.

“Do you think the leaders knew about this creature?”

Darius thought on it for a long moment. “The more we uncover their lies, the more it seems that way. They lied about the number of people in Kai’s colony. They lied about Akron, and the bones of the miners. And they made sure you would not speak of anything, after you left.”

“Perhaps they are trying to avoid a panic,” Neena said, reiterating what she’d said to Helgid.

“They are trying to keep order, as they always do,” Darius agreed. “But their plans are hopeless. They can’t ban people from going into the desert forever. We will starve, if we are not allowed to hunt.”

“And if someone leads the creature here accidentally, we will have the same problems as New Canaan, if it attacks us,” Neena said. It seemed as if they finished too many of each other’s thoughts. Another memory struck Neena. “When the leaders interrogated me, they spoke about the meeting with the representatives from New Canaan, a while ago. Do you remember that visit?”

“I do.” Darius’s eyes were sharp and intense.

“I recall the nervousness that surrounded the colony. I was only eight years old at the time. No one knew why those people were here, or what would become of it. Eventually, it became an old rumor, like too many things.”

Darius nodded gravely. “Like Akron’s death.”

Something clicked in Neena. “That convinces me the leaders knew about the monster.”

“What do you mean?” Darius bent forward, listening.

“If they met with the visitors from New Canaan a decade ago, surely those people would’ve mentioned the Abomination. It sounds as if it is the greatest danger they face.”

Darius’s eyes grew wide as he made the same realization.

“The leaders were too quick to dismiss my story—probably because they already knew about the monster.”

Darius’s fear was written on his face, as a theory became a certainty. “Maybe that is why they never spoke with those people again. Perhaps they hoped to get rid of the problem, by telling those people to leave and never come back.”

Neena shuddered. “If the Abomination comes here, none of their lies will matter. They will have to face the truth.”

Darius shuddered. “So will we all.”


Chapter 31: Neena

Neena and Darius sat in silence for a while. The leaders no longer felt like men, but giant, faceless enemies, plotting and conspiring. And Red Rock was their crop bed, which they tended with lies and deceit.

“What are we going to do?” Darius asked, breaking the quiet.

Neena watched him. “I wish I knew.”

“My only thought was to get your story,” Darius said. “Hearing the things you say confirms my worst fears. The leaders can’t be trusted. Our lives are in jeopardy.”

“And yet, our knowledge does nothing for us,” Neena said, wringing her hands in frustration.

“Even if we wanted to leave Red Rock, there would be nowhere to go. Of course, we can’t tell anyone what we’ve figured out, without jeopardizing them, too.”

Neena swallowed, regretting what she’d told Helgid. “So, what are we going to do?”

“Are you certain the man named Kai knows nothing else about the creature?”

“He told me everything of which he was aware.”

“They said he was a criminal, an outcast,” Darius said, repeating what the leaders told everyone. “You’re sure you can trust his story?”

Neena thought on it. “He lied to me, at first,” she admitted. “But when we were in the cells, he told the truth.”

Neena recalled their time together. She’d never forget the deep conversations she’d had with Kai in the alcove, under the stars, or the way he’d looked at her when she fashioned the spear. He certainly had more respect for her than any of the other hunters her age. Even though he had deceived her—at first—she believed him now.

“I believe he is a criminal only in that he tried to provide for his family,” Neena said. “He wears the stigma of his people. No one can dispute that. But he saved me in the desert. We helped each other. If it weren’t for Kai, I might never have made it here alive, or reunited with my family.”

Darius didn’t disagree.

“It was his idea to admit to the delusions,” Neena continued. “Without his plan, I might still be in the annex.”

“It is too bad we won’t get to speak with him again,” Darius said gravely. “The leaders will never let him out of the cell.”

“And I left him to his fate.” Neena’s guilt felt like it might swallow her.

“In all likelihood, they will kill him,” Darius lamented, speaking her worst fears. “Keeping him alive serves no purpose. He is not a colonist whom they can teach a lesson, and let go. He is a source of paranoia. And they can’t afford to feed him when we are starving.” Darius stared at his boots. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he ends up in one of the caves, the way Akron did.”

Neena envisioned The Watchers dragging Kai’s carcass to a dark, deep cave. Her breath caught in her throat.

“This is my fault.”

“Why?” Darius was confused.

“I brought him here to die.”

“He wanted to come here,” Darius clarified. “In fact, he lied to accompany you.”

Neena swallowed. “He did it for a better life. I cannot blame him for it.”

“His fate would’ve been worse, if you hadn’t found him,” Darius said. “He would have died days ago, without you to help him.”

“Still, I feel responsible.”

“So, what will you do? Go to the leaders and beg for his release?” Darius looked at Neena as if she were a fool. “They’ll kill you, or lock you up again.”

Neena had no answer. She tightened her grip on the spear. It would be so easy to forget about Kai, like Darius said. The heavens knew she had enough worries. But she couldn’t stop thinking of the sincerity on Kai’s face when he spoke of his mother, or the way he had watched her as they stared up at the stars. She’d never forget the way he had pushed her aside before the creature could devour her. She couldn’t do anything about the creature now, but she might be able to do something about him.

Neena couldn’t let go of her nagging feelings. “A moment ago, you sounded certain they would kill him. If that is the case, I can’t see them taking too long to enact that plan.”

“They will probably do it soon, if they haven’t already,” Darius agreed. “But we won’t know when, or how. We won’t be able to stop it.”

A tear rolled down Neena’s cheek as she looked down at the spear in her grasp, thinking of the one she’d carved for Kai in the desert. “So, you’re saying we should give up on him.”

“I wish I had a better answer, but I don’t.”

“If I let him die, his memory will haunt me.”

“That feeling will mean nothing, if you die foolishly,” Darius protested.

“But I will regret his death for the rest of my days, no matter how long they will be,” Neena said resolutely. “I need to figure out a way to help him.”

“We are just two people, with no power,” Darius protested. “Will you go up against dozens of Watchers and The Heads of Colony?”

Neena couldn’t dispute the facts.

She watched Darius intently. “A little while ago, you told me about the guilt you felt for Akron after he died. You weren’t able to do anything for him, but what if we can do something for Kai?”

Darius dabbed at his eyes, looking down at his workbench. With a long, tired sigh, he said, “Give me the afternoon to think about it. We’ll talk after supper.”

Neena nodded. “Okay.”


Chapter 32: Neena

Tears sprung to Neena’s eyes as she walked back into Helgid’s hovel, finding her brother awake. “Raj!”

Raj lowered the flask he’d been drinking and awkwardly embraced her. Helgid, Samel, and Amos sat on the other sides of him, looking as if they’d already given him too much attention.

“How long has he been up?” Neena asked, turning to Helgid, thinking she missed something.

“Just a little while,” Helgid promised.

Turning back to Raj, she asked, “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” he said with a smile, in a stronger voice than she recalled from before. He watched her with warm, brown eyes. For a moment, Neena forgot about the slew of problems lingering in her subconscious, and allowed herself to feel hope.

“Your hair is getting long,” she said, reaching up to touch one of his curls.

“It hasn’t been that long since you’ve seen me,” Raj said, keeping his smile. “Has it?”

“Long enough,” she said.

“I remember seeing you when I came back here,” Raj said, frowning. “Was it you, or was I dreaming?”

“It was me,” Neena said. “We spoke, but you were delirious.”

“I had the sun sickness,” Raj remembered.

Neena wondered if that was all he recalled. She looked over at Helgid, but her face gave no clues.

“Would you like to talk alone for a few moments? I know it’s been a while since you’ve seen each other,” Helgid offered.

“Sure,” Neena agreed.

Helgid looked around at the others. Amos gently touched Samel’s shoulder, implying he should follow him. Together, they walked out of the door and closed it behind them.

Alone with Raj, Neena felt another surge of emotion.

“I’m sorry I was away for so long,” she said, squeezing his shoulder.

“It’s okay,” Raj said, looking down. “I know you have to hunt.”

“Someday you will hunt, too,” Neena promised. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

She bit her lip, wondering whether to ask him more questions. Raj was still gaining his strength. And yet she felt a compelling need to know, to protect him. She couldn’t resist her sisterly nature.

“What happened in the graveyard, Raj?” she asked.

Raj flicked his eyes away. “I don’t remember.” He creased his brow, either trying to recall, or determining how much he should say.

“You know you can tell me anything, Raj.”

“I went to visit Mom and Dad,” he said, referring to the empty marker for her father, and the one containing her mother’s remains. “I remember feeling really hot, and then falling.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes.” Raj still wouldn’t look at her.

“Did someone attack you?” Neena asked, repeating Samel’s suspicion.

Raj’s eyes roamed back to her for a long second, before he answered, “No.”

She couldn’t tell if he was lying, or embarrassed. Or maybe he was afraid to tell the truth, like too many in the colony. “I won’t tell anyone, Raj. You can trust me.”

She touched his shoulder gently.

A decision crossed his eyes, before he stated resolutely, “Nothing happened.”

“The healer said you have some bruises on your stomach,” Neena said, trying to keep the accusation from her voice as she looked down at his shirt.

“Probably from when I fell,” Raj explained, telling a bad lie.

“Samel told me about those boys who picked on you,” Neena said. “I know they were calling you names and threatening you.”

Raj stayed quiet.

“Whatever you’re facing, we’ll do it together. I won’t leave you again when you need me.”

“I know.” Raj forced a smile.

“I’m sorry I was gone so long. I meant to stay out for only a few days.”

With a long sigh, she leaned down and hugged him, fighting her guilty tears. Raj embraced her weakly. She was relieved he was feeling better, but she could still tell he was hiding something.

Before she could probe further, Raj said, “How did the hunt go?”

She leaned back and watched him, wondering if he had heard any of the rumors plaguing the colony. She couldn’t control the colonists’ gossip, but at least she could control the information that Raj heard first. Thinking about her words carefully, she spoke.

“Something happened on the hunt.” She paused.

“What do you mean?”

“I met a stranger in the desert, during the storm,” she said. Raj’s eyes widened as she told the story.

She spoke of Kai and the journey they’d taken back, leaving out the parts about the Abomination, keeping to the story The Heads of Colony told everyone. Raj listened carefully, asking questions. When she finished, he watched her in disbelief.

“You were in the annex?”

“Yes,” Neena said, feeling guilty again.

“I can’t believe that.” Raj looked around the room, and then down at his bedroll, as if he might’ve missed something else.

“That’s why I wasn’t around before, when you first got sick,” Neena explained. “But I want you to know that I’ll be around for a long time. You don’t have to worry about anyone else bothering you. I’ll keep you safe.”

A weak smile crossed Raj’s face. “Thank you, Neena.”

Thinking of Helgid’s consoling words, and how they’d helped her, Neena put her hand on his. “Whenever you are ready to talk, I’ll be here for you.”


Chapter 33: Darius

Darius hobbled away from his hovel under the afternoon sun. The conversations with Neena weighed on his mind. Too many of her points had hit home. He would never outlive his guilt for Akron, but what if they could do something about Kai?

It was easy talking about helping Kai when they were safe in a hovel, without Watchers lurking over their shoulders. But reality was much different than talk. Getting Kai out of a guarded prison seemed like an insurmountable task.

Every thought was a dead end Darius couldn’t see his way past.

Two Watchers made purposeful strides, coming in his direction. Darius panicked, thinking that they were coming for him, until he saw two female Crop Tenders next to them, wheeling a pushcart. He blew a breath of relief. It seemed as if too many Watchers patrolled the colony now. Or maybe it was his keen awareness of them, which had heightened after his and Neena’s conversations.

They’re passing out rations, he thought. That’s all.

Reaching the end of the alley, he travelled west. The Comm Building was a towering, frightening monolith, rising in the distance. Instead of following his gut and heading in the opposite direction, Darius trekked toward it. His heart pounded more fiercely as he avoided more Watchers and Crop Tenders, passing out damaged goods.

He curved northeast for a few alleys before reaching the building, intent on coming at it from the annex side. Reaching the main path, he headed south. In front of him, the annex jutted out from the building’s back—a long, rectangular structure with no doors, thick walls, and a single window at the end. The building sat at a fifteen-foot buffer from the path, which took a circular turn, continuing around the Comm Building. Getting close, he glanced at the small, rectangular window.

Of course, it was too small to fit a man.

Darius swallowed. For all he knew, Kai’s body was already dumped in some shallow grave, food for scavenging animals. He and Neena might be discussing someone who was no longer alive.

He kept his gaze on the shadowy window.

A small, tuneful noise reached his ears.

Whistling.

Darius listened more closely, until he was certain that the melody emanated from inside. A small hope reached his heart. Kai was alive.

But for how long? And more frustratingly, what could they do?

It wasn’t as if they could waltz into the building and free him. The door to the main building was locked, and the annex walls were thick enough that they’d never find a way through them undetected. Watchers and leaders lived in the building. The building’s security reinforced his frustrations.

Continuing around the Comm Building, he saw Watchers filling the empty space between the path and the enormous dome, lingering and talking. He studied their faces, but he couldn’t see an obvious reason for their presence. Rather than turning around and drawing attention, he quietly kept walking.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched them waving their hands and speaking in low tones.

No one had time for an old, crippled man.

Perhaps their disinterest was something he could use.

At first, he heard only casual conversations about their posts, or about the rations they passed out. And then his ears perked up, as one man walked over to another.

Darius’s blood froze. His leg might be lame, but his hearing was not.

“How long has he been whistling?” asked the first man.

“Most of the afternoon,” said the other Watcher in irritation, nodding back at the annex. “It makes me nervous.”

“It makes me uneasy, too,” agreed the first. “But he’ll stop soon enough.”

“When?”

“Tonight.” The Watchers fell silent as they saw Darius walking past, waiting for him to get a few more steps before one of them dragged a thumb across his throat. “Randy and Marc are taking him out to the cliffs. They’re doing it there.”

The other Watcher grunted. “I think the whole colony will rest easier, without him around.”

Darius made no reaction to what he heard, even though his heart thudded wildly.

Kai would die tonight.


Chapter 34: Darius

“Take a seat,” Darius said, motioning to the chair, as Neena returned to his house.

Neena stood, seemingly too nervous to sit down.

Unable to hold back his new information for longer than a moment, he spoke. “I heard something.”

“What?” Her eyes burned with intensity as she listened.

“Kai is alive. I took a walk to the Comm Building after you left. I heard him in the annex. And I heard some Watchers talking.”

Darius recounted the details of his trip, the whistling he’d heard, and the conversation on which he’d eavesdropped. Neena’s face turned pale as she grasped the implications of what he said.

“So they’ll kill him tonight. They’ll pull him out near the cliffs, and slit his throat.”

Darius nodded gravely. “It sounds that way.”

“We need to stop it. We need to do something.”

A new fear crossed Darius’s face as he saw the determination in hers.

“I don’t see what we can do.” He shook his head.

“You said there are two guards taking him to the cliffs,” Neena said. “What if we can stop them before they drag him there and kill him?”

“So we will fight The Watchers?” Darius asked.

“I cannot sit idly by while a man is killed.”

“They will kill us, if we try anything,” Darius warned. Seeing that he was making no headway, he continued, “Even if we aren’t watched by the Comm Building, I don’t see how to avoid a commotion. We don’t know where they are going, or where they will do the deed. What if they discover us sneaking around?”

“We can stick to the shadows and watch,” Neena said. “We can see if we can be of any help. It is better than going to sleep and pretending a man isn’t about to die.”

Darius looked down at his frail, wrinkled hands. “I am an old man, barely able to walk.”

“And I am a woman, whom the hunters do not respect.” Neena’s eyes burned with an anger that extended far beyond the current situation. “The people in this colony view me worse than the sand underneath their boots. Yet, I am willing to make an attempt.”

Darius met her gaze, robbed of a counterargument.

“Remember what I told you about Akron?” Neena asked.

Darius opened and closed his mouth, stopping before he spoke. Of course, Neena’s reminders about Akron still weighed on him. He stayed quiet a long moment. The past few days felt like a spiraling wind, pulling away his choices. Each revelation added to his life’s uncertainty.

Neena had been through a lot—enough to make her give up and hide. And yet she was here, convincing him of something he knew was right. How could he argue?

“If the leaders put something together, you will jeopardize your brothers. That sick boy back home might lose his sister,” Darius warned.

“We’ll be careful,” Neena said. Holding up her spear, she said, “I am used to stealth.”

Darius didn’t need to speak the obvious. Of course, he knew how to sneak around, too. “Say that it looks hopeless, or there are more guards than what I overheard. Are you willing to give up and go home?”

Neena bit down on her lip. “We will see how it looks. If it appears that we would throw away our lives, we will return to our hovels.”

With a long sigh, he said, “If you are foolish enough to try something, then I will be foolish enough to help.”

A short-lived smile crossed Neena’s face. Darius looked back at his hands.

“You say you are too old to assist, but I don’t think that’s true.” Neena glanced from Darius to his workbench, where his bag and torches sat. “I have an idea.”


Chapter 35: Neena

The sun bled yellow and orange over the top of the cliffs as Neena walked with Helgid toward the river. With the evening air came an evening chill. Rather than curse the cold, as her people often did, Neena used it as an excuse to hide her face with her shawl. She clung to the bucket in her hand.

“You’ve barely said a word since you came back from Darius’s, either time,” Helgid said.

Neena chewed her lip. Helgid was right. She had kept quiet, both after lunch and after dinner. “Amos and my brothers have been around all day.”

“I tried to get you outside, but you wouldn’t catch my eye.” Helgid watched her. “What did Darius say?”

Neena sighed. “I don’t want to put you in jeopardy, Helgid.”

“We’re all in jeopardy already. You’ve convinced me of that.”

Neena bit her lip. She regretted what she’d told Helgid, but, of course, she couldn’t take it back.

Keeping her voice low and her eyes on her surroundings, she told Helgid about what she had learned from Darius, leaving out the parts about Kai. When she was finished, she glanced over at her trusted friend.

Helgid seemed less surprised than Neena expected. “For years, I’ve watched the leaders standing high above us, giving their speeches, walking through the colony with arrogant strides. If there is anything I’ve learned, it is that they only tell us what they need for us to know.”

Neena nodded.

“In one way, they’ve kept us alive. In another, they’ve kept us ignorant.”

Neena blew a slow breath. She didn’t argue.

Continuing her line of thought, Helgid said, “The decisions they’ve made this time might’ve cost us our lives. If that monster is coming, we are powerless, like you said. Did Darius have any idea of what to do?”

“Neither of us had a good solution,” Neena lamented.

Curving down the path to the water, Neena put her hand above her eyes and squinted, finding a few Watchers’ silhouettes high up on the cliffs, on the eastern side of the river. Her body coursed with instinctive fear.

“Are you thinking about something else?” Helgid asked. Sometimes she knew Neena too well.

“I am thinking of the stranger, Kai, that I brought with me here,” Neena said, unable to stop herself from bringing up the subject of her and Darius’s conversation.

“Are you worried about him?” Helgid asked, sensing something on her face.

“My fear is that they will kill him, like they almost killed me,” Neena said.

“And you feel guilty for it,” Helgid said.

“I know I did not put him in the position, and yet I feel as if I did,” Neena admitted.

Reaching the water, they found an empty spot on the riverbank. Helgid dipped her bucket in the water, filling it for the laundry they’d do when they got back. “You remind me of your father,” Helgid said.

“How?” Neena asked, frowning. Helgid hadn’t known Dad too well.

“I only knew him in passing, but I’ve heard you and your brothers talk about him plenty. He put everyone else’s needs before his own.”

“He looked after us the best he could, after Mom died,” Neena said, feeling a pang of nostalgia for her parents.

“And you put your brothers, and other people, before yourself.” Helgid smiled. “Sometimes I feel like I learn more about your father every day, through watching you.”

“I can only hope to be half the person he was,” Neena said, with a grim smile.

Helgid watched her a long time, before putting a hand on her arm. “You do not have to take on the weight of the planet, Neena. You have enough to think about with your family.”

“I know you’re right,” Neena said, reaching out to hold her hand. “I have my brothers to look after. They need me.”

“You’ve done great by them.”

“And you’ve been a great friend, Helgid, ever since my Dad died. I want you to know that.”

Helgid smiled solemnly as they set down their buckets and embraced.

Neena closed her eyes, biting back the guilt at the things she neglected to tell her. Together, they finished filling the buckets, before heading home under a darkening sky.


Chapter 36: Neena

Neena lay in bed, waiting for her family to sleep. Thoughts and fears swirled through her head. Her heart pounded. She felt guilt for the lies she’d told Helgid. But she knew what she had to do.

What her father would do.

Outside, the last of the conversations dwindled. A few doors closed. The sound of the colonists wrapping up their chores gave way to the fluttering of bats and a gentle wind. Sand brushed up against the side of the hovel, reminding Neena of the fateful storm during which her life had changed.

Neena waited a while longer, until it felt as if she was the only one awake in her hovel, and then she snuck from her blankets, tiptoed across the room, and slipped out the door.


Chapter 37: Kai

A noise ripped Kai from a troubled sleep.

He blinked through his tiredness and looked out the window, thinking he’d glimpse a bat’s shadow in the small, square sliver of sky. He saw nothing, other than the twin moons casting patterns of light onto the floor outside his cell.

The door at the end of the hallway creaked.

The pump of his heartbeat pulled him fully awake. He’d just managed to sit up when two shadows hurried through the door at the end of the hall, carrying torches. Their bright lights illuminated the annex, temporarily blinding him.

A key hit a lock.

Footsteps echoed through the hall.

Two men rushed into his cell.

One man thrust a torch in his direction, disorienting him, while the other grabbed hold of him and yanked him upright.

“What’s going in?” he asked, adrenaline coursing through his veins.

Neither man answered, but he felt the one holding him shaking. His eyes adjusted enough to see one Watcher beside him, and another waiting at the entrance to the cell. He recognized them both as two of the men who’d dragged him from the edge of town, on that first day.

“We’re releasing you,” said the first Watcher.

Kai entertained the foolish lie for only a moment, before reality kicked in and he planted his feet on the floor.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, fighting to remain in place.

The first Watcher tightened his grip, pulling Kai toward the other man in the hallway. Kai lashed out with a boot, but the second man avoided it.

“We’re going to have to do this another way,” the first man said.

The second Watcher punched him.

Pain flashed through Kai’s cheek. A second blow hit above his eye, breaking open the skin and dripping blood into his eyes. A third punch knocked his face sideways. Kai’s head sagged; his vision fuzzed. The Watcher in the hall pulled a piece of fabric from his pocket, tying it around his mouth, gagging him.

“Why don’t we do it here?” one guard hissed.

“Thorne said the caves,” said the other, his voice unsteady. “Besides, do you want to drag a dead body all that way? I don’t.”

The Watchers half-dragged, half-led Kai down the annex hallway and through the door, past the enormous table where he’d been interrogated, past the chairs, and the strange centerpiece, while his muffled screams filled the air. The yellow, ancient skulls on the wall seemed to twist and contort under the torchlight, laughing at his misery. And then he was out in the night, under a cloudless sky.

The Watchers pulled him down a dirt path that he could hardly see. The hovels around him were square, bulky shadows. No lights. No people.

Of course, they’d chosen this time on purpose.

Kai stuck his boots in the dirt through his haze, trying to stall the inevitable. He pulled against the arms restraining him. Through his stabbing pain, he tried to keep track of where they took him, even though the destination didn’t matter. He’d never find his way back.

His people were far away from him.

They didn’t care if he lived or died.

He craned his neck, looking for the desert, but all he saw were more houses and the long, straight path down which they pulled him. The Watchers strode quickly, pulling him away as if they might second-guess their actions if they waited too long.

They reached the end of the path, crossing a flat region of sand. Deep, dark shadows rose high above the landscape, blocking out the subtle light of the twin moons.

The cliffs.

Kai knew little about them, other than what he’d seen on the way in. But they were clearly a place for a merciless deed.

Kai stopped struggling.

He went limp.

The sudden weight of his body surprised The Watchers, who bent to stop him from hitting the ground. He let his head loll, closed his eyes, and sank. The Watchers set him down, panting.

“What’s going on?” asked the second Watcher.

“Maybe your fists did the job of our knives,” the first guessed.

“Let’s make sure, before we go farther. We’ll get it done here.”

“It will only take one of us to do it. Should you, or should I?” asked the first.

Kai heard a quiver of nervousness in their voices. Hands grabbed him, rolling him over. Torchlight splashed over his face.

After some quick discussion, the second agreed, “I’ll do it.”

Some of the light receded as a person bent over Kai, blocking some of it, and the other man held the torch. A man’s rasping breath and the smell of his sweaty skin filled the air. Kai cracked his eyes enough to find the second Watcher bending over him, and the glint of his sharp blade. Hesitation crossed the man’s face.

Kai’s fingers crept across the ground, searching for something—anything—to help him. Sand. More sand. His right hand graced something hard. A rock.

Preparing for a move that would either kill him or set him free, Kai clenched the rock and swung it.

Blood sprayed the air.

The man over him cried out and groped his broken nose.

Kai bucked and rolled. The Watcher on top of him fell sideways. The other shouted and grabbed for him. Pushing through his pain, Kai gained his footing and took a faltering step in the opposite direction. Hands grabbed his shirt, tugging him backward. He pulled hard, until the fabric gave way.

And then he was free and running under the moonlight.

Curses and shouts filled the air behind him.

The wind hit his back.

“Get back here!” a man’s voice shouted.

More screams filled the air.

Something else was happening, but Kai didn’t stop to see what it was.

Darkness was his friend as he raced away from the direction of the commotion, heading for the deeper shadows by the cliffs. His only thought was to gain as much distance as possible. Several times, he saw the light of a bobbing torch in his peripheral vision, but he didn’t stop to turn, or check on his pursuers. He crossed the large, dark expanse before him, until he was up against a firm surface of rock, feeling with his hands. Kai moved sideways, gasping for breath, frantically scraping and clawing. He needed an escape. The men were only moments behind him. Maybe closer. Once they found him—

“Over here!” a voice hissed from his right.

“Who’s there?”

“Neena.”

“Neena?”

Am I dead, or dreaming?

She didn’t answer him directly. “Follow me or you’ll die!”

Neena led him forward, finding his arm in the darkness and pulling him further along the stone, and then backward into a new blackness. For a second time, Kai entertained the thought that he was dead, but the pounding of his heart assured him he was alive.

“I don’t think they saw which tunnel we went into,” Neena said, as she continued pulling him. “Keep moving!”

Another pair of boot steps echoed from somewhere deeper in the cave. Maybe Kai had misread the situation, and another guard was inside. His heart slammed against his chest as he considered stopping and turning back, or warning Neena. Whomever it was seemed to be moving in the same direction, but they weren’t shouting. After a few more steps, a quiet voice told them to stop.

Someone lit a torch.

Kai blinked as blinding light washed over the cave. His eyes adjusted to find an old man holding a torch and a cane. Seeing the surprise in Kai’s face, the old man said, “I’m Darius. Follow me.”


Chapter 38: Kai

Kai hurried after Neena and the strange old man, crunching over loose stone and rodent scat. Dark, auburn walls sloped up on either side of them, leading higher than Kai could see under the torchlight. Bats fluttered overhead, startled from their perches. Darius was having trouble leading them quickly. He thrust his cane in front of him as he hobbled, leaning on the walls.

Swooping in to help him, Neena tucked an arm under his shoulder. “I’ll take the torch!”

The old man passed it off, and she held it higher, lighting the way. The Watchers’ cries echoed from somewhere out of sight. Too many twists and turns in the cave had thrown off Kai’s sense of direction. He couldn’t tell if the guards were inside with them, in another cave, or outside.

“Where are we going?” he hissed, over his comrades’ panting.

“Somewhere safe,” Darius whispered vaguely, thrusting a hand out to point the way.

The cave twisted right, and the ceiling narrowed so that they had to duck. Kai stooped and followed his former companion and this strange new one. He had no idea who this old man was. Of course, he had no time to ponder it. His face ached from the Watcher’s punches. Blood dripped down his cheeks. Moments ago, he was ready to fight for his last few breaths, and now he was alive, though he didn’t know for how much longer.

They muffled their boot steps as much as they could. The cave widened. Divots and marks scarred the walls. Kai had been in plenty of caves before, but none quite so deep. None of the tunnels near New Canaan were as enormous, or as vast.

He was beginning to think they were on a journey with no end when the old man halted them with a raised palm, his ragged breaths reverberating off the cave walls.

“In there,” Darius said, pointing a shaky finger.

Kai and Neena followed his attention to a group of craggy rocks jutting from the cave wall. For a moment, Kai wondered if the man had lost his sense, until Darius hobbled toward the rocks, took the torch from Neena, and showed them a narrow opening between two of them, twisting his old body sideways and through.

He hissed for them to follow.

Neena squeezed past, and then Kai.

They scurried down a new, narrow cave. Sharp, angular rocks jutted from the walls, making traveling difficult, but the old man seemed to know where he was going. He ducked and turned, bringing them along a passage that Kai never would have noticed if he were alone.

Eventually, the tunnel dead-ended at a small chamber the size of one of the stone houses in New Canaan. Circular, drawn marks lined the walls. A few crumbled, charred sticks remained where an old fire once burned. Piles of sand rat bones littered the ground.

Darius leaned on his cane and caught his wind. Kai noticed he carried a bag on his back, with several more torches sticking from inside. Neena reached up and tugged away her shawl, revealing her long, dark hair. Sweat glistened on her smooth, tanned cheeks.

For several long moments, they stared around the chamber and at each other, waiting and listening.

The cave was virtually silent.

Finally, when it seemed as if no one followed, Darius whispered, “This is a place where I used to come, a long time ago. I don’t think they’ll find us here. They won’t be able to see our torch from the main cave.”

Feeling blood dripping down his face, Kai wiped it away.

“How badly are you hurt?” Neena asked Kai.

Kai did a quick check of his body. Other than his face wounds, which seemed more bloody than deep, he seemed fine. “I think my face took the worst of it. Are you both okay?”

“I’m fine, other than needing a break to rest,” Darius said.

Neena turned, facing more of the light, revealing a puffy black circle around her eye.

Guilt coursed through Kai. “You were hurt.”

“One of them caught me with a fist,” Neena explained.

“You fought them?” Kai asked, confused.

“The Watcher that you didn’t hit was about to tackle you. I knocked into him before he could catch up.”

Kai felt a surge of warmth as he realized what she’d risked for him. That explained the source of the noises he’d heard while running.

“You attacked a Watcher?” Darius repeated, in a shaky voice.

“Kai might’ve been caught, if I hadn’t.”

“They’ll be searching even harder now, and for more than just Kai,” Darius warned.

“I had no choice,” Neena told him.

“You acted bravely,” Darius agreed. “I just wished it could’ve gone differently.”

Kai looked back and forth, trying to keep up with too much information. His eyes landed on the old man, Darius.

“Who are you?”

“He’s a friend of mine,” Neena answered first, blotting away some of her sweat.

“I fix the colonist’s tools,” Darius elaborated.

“Darius and I heard what was going to happen to you,” Neena explained. “We decided to wait outside the Comm Building to see if we could help. We followed the guards dragging you for a while, until they stopped near the cliffs. Darius went to the closest cave, while I stayed behind to see if I could help.”

“We didn’t have much of a plan,” Darius admitted, “but our hope was that I would lead you into the caves, where you’d be safe hiding out until they forgot about you. Our hope was to distract them, not to fight them.”

“Of course, we knew that might be unavoidable,” Neena clarified. “At least you are free.”

“What now?” Kai asked, looking around at them with new worry in his eyes, realizing the scope of their predicament.

Neena and Darius exchanged a glance. Neither had an immediate answer.


Chapter 39: Kai

They waited in the chamber for what felt like a long while, listening. Every so often, they heard the echo of a footstep, or some distant conversation, but none of The Watchers drew close. Yet.

“How many caves are in this place?” Kai asked, waving his hand to indicate he meant the entire formation.

“Lots of these passages connect together,” Darius whispered. “Two people could explore them for days and never run into another, if they both started at the same time. I know these caves better than anyone in the colony.”

Picking up on a worry in his eyes, Kai said, “But that doesn’t mean we’re safe.”

“The Watchers know these caves, or at least, I suspect some do.” Darius gestured around the small chamber. “If they happen upon this room, we have nowhere to go.”

“The Watchers will block the cave entrances,” Neena said. “They won’t stop searching until they find us.”

“Everything we do is a risk,” Darius said, “but I feel as if we have two choices. We can leave soon, and hopefully get ahead of their reinforcements. Or we can wait until the search wanes. But who knows how long that will take? And we don’t have enough food and water to sustain us long.”

“Do you think they’ll give up on us?” Kai asked.

“That depends on how badly they want to capture us,” Darius said. Looking at Neena, he asked, “Do you think they recognized you?”

“It was dark, and I was wearing this,” Neena said, pointing to the shawl around her neck. “I don’t think they knew who I was.”

“I don’t think that changes the outcome,” Darius said, thinking about it. “They will either suspect someone in the colony was involved, or perhaps someone from Kai’s colony. That will give them more reason to keep looking, and to fear, as if they didn’t fear Kai enough already.”

“Eventually, they will discover we are missing, and put the two things together,” Neena finished for him. “You might be safe longer than me, because they will suspect me first, but in the end, it won’t matter.”

“So what should we do?” Kai asked.

They looked toward the entrance of the chamber. The footsteps seemed to have petered off. Kai’s heart still hammered. For all he knew, men were waiting on the other side of the cave entrance, ready to bury knives in their guts. Or maybe the reinforcements had already come, and an army waited outside of each cave entrance.

He felt as if he had put a temporary stay on his death.

“How many of these guards—Watchers—are in your colony?” Kai asked.

“Two hundred,” Neena said.

“Enough to cover the exits I know about,” Darius said. “And plenty left over to search the desert.”

“It seems as if the longer we wait, the worse our predicament gets,” Neena said.

“My fear is that we will be trapped long enough for them to figure out who we are, and use it,” Darius said. “I have no family, but you do, Neena.”

Worry crossed Neena’s eyes.

“I think our choice is made for us,” Kai summed up. “So how do we get out?”

“I know of some more obscure passages,” Darius said. “We can take them to the other side of the cliffs and see what we can do. If we are lucky, we can escape into the desert. Maybe we can use the cover of the cliffs and get to the rear edge of the colony, slipping back to Red Rock without notice.”

“Obviously, I can’t go back to Red Rock,” Kai said.

Darius watched him grimly. “Unfortunately, you’re correct. When we get to the eastern desert, my advice is to run and not look back.”


Chapter 40: Gideon

A knock ripped Gideon from sleep. Sitting up, he smeared the bleariness from his eyes and swung his legs over side of the bed. The knock came again: not loud enough to be insubordinate, but loud enough to insist that there was an important reason for such a late disturbance. He opened the door to find Thorne standing at the threshold.

“I’m sorry to wake you, sir.”

“What’s going on?” Gideon looked over Thorne’s shoulders, as if he might find more men, or his Heads standing behind him. Thorne was alone.

“We had a complication.”

“A complication?” Gideon had no time for pleasantries.

“The stranger attacked my men near the caves. He escaped.”

Gideon’s heart pounded as he processed the implications behind that message. “He was supposed to die.”

“My men failed,” Thorne said, “and I make no excuses for their ineptitude. But it seems there is another detail. The man didn’t act alone. Some others helped him.”

“Others?”

“We aren’t sure who these people are, but they fled with him into the caves. Our thought is that they might be people from New Canaan.” Thorne’s eyes blazed with a worry that Gideon seldom saw. “I have my men searching the caves. Others are watching out over the desert. The involved guards will be reprimanded—perhaps punished—but right now, we are utilizing every hand and pair of eyes to find them. Our hope is to discover them before we cause too much commotion.”

The last of Gideon’s sleep left him. “Do you think the girl with whom he arrived might be involved?”

“The thought struck me, as well,” Thorne said. “I can send a Watcher to her house and ensure she is there.”

“Do that right away,” Gideon said. “It will help if we know for whom we are looking.”

Thorne nodded.

Too many spiraling thoughts ran through Gideon’s head. An escaped man was one worry, but an attack was another. A prickly, nervous feeling worked its way through Gideon’s body as he thought of some of the old conflicts about which his father had told him stories.

Wars.

The word was almost as strange as the conflict it represented. Hopefully Thorne’s suspicions about more men from New Canaan weren’t true.

“Wake the other Heads of Colony, so we can inform them, too. Let me know as soon as you have more information.”

“Yes, sir.”


Chapter 41: Kai

Kai’s eyes scanned everywhere as he followed Neena and Darius into a new cave. Every turn came with new fear that a light would appear in the distance, leading to their capture, or a pair of animal eyes would shine from the shadows. For all Kai knew, creatures existed here that he’d never seen, just as Neena had never seen the Abomination.

They heard and saw nothing, other than the soft sounds of the rocks they crushed underfoot.

Darius held the light high, leading the way, while Neena kept hold of the old man’s arm. Before leaving, Darius had given Kai a knife from his bag. Kai clutched it close. The knife might as well be a shovel, digging their graves. Neena and Darius had blades, too, but if they encountered any more than a few Watchers, they would be outnumbered and captured, or killed.

They kept a steady pace, contending with Darius’s crippled leg, following the old man toward an end no one could see. Kai felt as if he were in a maze. For a while, he memorized the turns, but it quickly became apparent that he’d never find his way out without help.

He had no choice but to trust his comrades.

Reaching a branch in the tunnel, Darius held up his torch, revealing some more scratched, old symbols. The old man’s head never stopped turning. Several times, he slowed, paying attention to landmarks that looked like simple rocks to Kai. Other times he peered down two caves before choosing one. It felt as if they were in some place far below the ground and the colony, away from everything Kai and Neena knew.

No one spoke.

Reaching a long, narrow tunnel, they stooped. The top of the tunnel scraped against the part of Kai’s back where his shirt had ripped, giving him a chill that he hadn’t had since the desert.

When the ceiling finally rose, Darius stopped to catch his breath.

Neena held his arm. “Are you all right?”

“I’m not used to moving so fast,” Darius admitted, his breathing thick and ragged. “I need another moment.”

He bent and clutched his knees, while Neena kept an eye on him.

Glancing around, Neena asked, “Are we near the chamber where you discovered Akron?”

“No,” Darius whispered. “That was another way.”

“Too many chambers,” Neena said quietly.

“Akron?” Once again, Kai felt as if he were eavesdropping on a strange conversation.

Neena looked over at him, still holding Darius’s arm. “He was a boy our leaders killed in the tunnels. They did it to cover up a monster’s skeleton, a skeleton that resembled the Abomination.” Seeing the expression on Kai’s face, she said, “A lot has happened, since we last saw each other.”

“It sounds like it,” he said, processing what she told him.

“Our thought is that our leaders knew about the monster and your colony, and have been hiding it from us,” Neena continued.

Kai closed his mouth on another question. Obviously, now was not the time for a long discussion.

“How about the eastern cliffs?” he asked Darius. “Are we close to those?”

“We are about halfway,” Darius answered, through a labored breath. “Come on. Let’s keep moving.”


**




They wound through more tunnels, refraining from conversation and following more of the strange marks. Darius’s pace was noticeably slower. The fear of The Watchers was replaced by a new concern: what if the old man lost his stamina and couldn’t continue?

They might be stalled out in the caves, waiting for capture.

Of course, they couldn’t leave the old man behind. From a logical perspective, he knew the way out, and from an emotional one, he’d helped them. Kai didn’t know much about his relationship with Neena, but she cared about him.

That thought made Kai think about his feelings toward her. From the moment they met, her determination had surprised him more than her smooth skin or her brown eyes. She had feared him when she first came across the desert, and he had feared her, too. But a respect had grown out of that fear.

Even his lies hadn’t stopped her from coming to help him.

A feeling of gratefulness washed over him as he watched her helping Darius. Without her, he might’ve ended up dead in one of these caves. Of course, his foolish fantasy in the jail cell was just that: even if they made it out of the caves alive, he would never see her again.

After walking for what felt like half a day, but was probably a much shorter time, Darius lifted a shaky hand and pointed to the distant darkness.

“We are coming up on the last turn before we reach the exit,” he whispered. “After that, it is a straight path into the desert. The exit is a thin sliver in the side of the formation, near its south side.”

Kai’s heart beat faster as they crept forward, keeping to the walls. He clutched his knife. About ten feet from the corner of a sharp turn, Darius stopped them with a raised hand. “They’ll see us, once our torchlight splashes around this bend, if they are there.”

“Maybe one of us should go ahead without the light,” Neena suggested. “I’ll do it.”

Kai’s argument was trapped in his throat as he watched her get farther from the torchlight. Her slim figure became a shadow, and then she was gone.

Kai glanced behind them.

He glanced in front.

In either direction, he saw nothing.

Of course, he couldn’t see around the bend.

The fear hit him that he might never see Neena again. She might be stabbed or killed before they had a chance to react, or run.

He looked sideways at Darius, whose eyes burned with the same worry. Shadows danced and flickered from the torchlight.

More than a moment passed before her figure reappeared.

Or was it her?

Kai stepped in front of Darius defensively, raising his knife as a figure came closer, creeping on stealthy feet. Kai’s heart hammered. Even a fight with a lone man would surely draw others.

It wasn’t until he saw Neena’s long dark hair that he confirmed that it was she.

Relief washed over him, until she hissed, “Run!”


Chapter 42: Kai

Neena, Kai, and Darius hurried away in a tight formation. Kai kept a step behind Darius and Neena, even though his instincts screamed at him to run as fast as he could. In the event that someone attacked, he’d protect his companions.

He owed it to them.

Voices echoed from around the bend behind. Boots crunched over stone.

The guards must’ve spotted or heard Neena.

Kai looked through the darkness ahead, trying to retrace their path. How long until the tunnel curved? He couldn’t recall the exact distance, just as he couldn’t remember any of the branching tunnels. Too many looked the same.

They moved along as quickly as they could, balancing stealth and speed. Swooping in, Kai grabbed Darius’s left arm, while Neena took his right. The man’s scrawny limbs felt as if they might slide from their grasps. Kai clamped Darius’s arm tightly, knowing they were only a single fall away from capture.

They ran until Kai’s stomach grew tight and a stitch ached his side.

The voices from behind them grew louder.

“Come on!” Neena urged.

The path on which they ran seemed impossibly straight. And then Kai saw a curve. They took a handful of steps, winding with the wall. Passing the curve, Kai felt a little safer, but not safe enough.

“Where can we go?” Neena hissed at Darius.

“The path offers no good turns, except…” Darius said.

“Except for what?” Neena insisted.

“I know of one other passage, but it is a risk.”

Neena looked over her shoulder, where shouts carried around the curve in the distance. “We’ll die if we stay on this path. They’ll catch up to us.”

Darius didn’t argue. The tunnel widened as the curve finished. Rather than going straight, Darius pulled them toward a dark recess in the cave’s wall. Several frightened lizards skittered from the torchlight as if it had already scalded them. Darius lowered the torch, looking for something in the wall.

“There was a passage here…” Darius said, looking confused.

Kai tensed. A second time, he wondered whether the old man had lost his sense. Or maybe his memories had faded. And then Darius found a shadow in the wall.

“Follow me.” Darius stooped down, crawling on his hands and knees into a crevice Kai hadn’t seen.

Bending down with the torch, Neena exposed the small hole where Darius had disappeared. Neena looked back at Kai.

“I’ll follow you,” he told her.

With no time for arguments, she crawled after Darius through the tunnel, taking the light with her. As soon as he saw the bottoms of her boots, Kai scurried in after, listening to the resounding echoes of the closing men. Rocks scraped Kai’s knees. The walls and ceiling pressed at his sides. It felt as if the tunnel might collapse around him. And then they were out and on the other side.

Kai stood and looked around, spying a huge chamber, before Darius hissed, “Douse the torch!”

Neena followed his instructions.

The chamber turned black enough to make Kai think he’d died. The thick air pressed on him like a suffocating blanket. Even on the darkest nights, Kai could see the outlines of his fingers. Here, he saw nothing. Muffled boot steps and shouts floated on the air.

The men were close to the small passage through which they’d crawled.

Kai held his breath, the need for quiet replacing the need to run.

Someone’s smooth hand found his. Was it Neena’s? Kai clenched the knife in his other hand, anticipating the moment he’d plunge it into enemy flesh, once the men crawled through and found them.

On the verge of freedom or death, he trembled.

The hand holding his shook.

Finally, the footsteps and cries faded.

After a moment that felt as long as an eternity, Neena whispered, “Are they gone?”

“I don’t know,” came Darius’s answer.

They waited a long while, until the only sound they heard was the distant screech of a bat. Darius’s voice broke the quiet.

“They will search this area harder,” Darius whispered. “We have no choice but to keep going.”

Flame sparked to his right, revealing Darius’s old, weathered face, ten feet away. Once his eyes adjusted, Kai got a better look at the room into which they’d crawled.

They’d entered an enormous chamber. Steep, black walls climbed far higher than the torchlight, with ledges jutting out from various spots on the walls. A few more feet past Darius, the floor gave way to an enormous abyss. Kai’s stomach dropped as he walked over to Darius, looking out over a plunge that seemed as if it went forever. A single, shoulder-width rock ledge on the side of the wall seemed to be the only place to cross it.

“Are you saying we have to cross there?” Neena asked, incredulous.

“It’s the only way,” Darius said.

Seeing the look on his face, Neena asked, “What’s wrong?”

“This is the place where I shattered my leg,” Darius said, trembling.


Chapter 43: Neena

Neena swallowed, surveying a steep blackness with no bottom. The rocky walls sloped down so sharply that she could only see them for a few feet. She looked toward the ledge, which was only a few feet wide; barely enough to plant someone’s feet side by side. The wall looked as if it only had a few places to grab, and at a cursory glance, she trusted none of them.

“This is where you fell?” she repeated. “And you’re suggesting we cross it?”

A look of fright crossed Darius’s face. “It is why I said this passage was a risk.”

Neena looked from his crippled leg and his cane to the blackness. Fear slithered from her stomach to her extremities. She took an instinctive step backward. Kai looked as if he might spit whatever meager rations were in his stomach.

“What’s on the other side?” she asked, pointing to the farthest point of the ledge that she could see. For all she knew, the ledge went on forever.

“There is an end,” Darius said, “though I have only been this way once, successfully.”

“What do you mean?” Neena was confused.

“I fell the second time I tried crossing it,” Darius said. “It was one of the few trips that gave me anxiety in these tunnels. Perhaps that is why I made the mistake and lost my balance.”

“What’s past the ledge?”

“Another cave, leading to some exits on the eastern side of the formation.” Darius looked at them gravely. “Given that our other passage was discovered, it seems like our only option, if we are to continue with our plan to reach the eastern side of the cliffs.” He looked over their shoulders, as if The Watchers might crawl through the small passage at any moment. “Even when I searched for Akron, I avoided this ledge. I searched the two sides, and the bottom, but that was all. I do not know that we have a choice now. If we stay, we might be forced into a position where we have to cross in a hurry. And then we will certainly fall.”

Kai clenched and unclenched his hands. “It seems as if we have to keep going.” He took a step toward the ledge and Darius, trying for courage.

Darius held his torch aloft, revealing more of the inky blackness. He clutched his torch and his cane, taking a matching step. Neena stopped him.

“How are you going to cross, with your leg?”

“I’ll be fine,” Darius said.

“Shouldn’t we all carry torches?” Neena asked, looking at the spares in his bag.

“Yes,” Darius said. “And you and I should carry our bags, so we have more room. We’ll walk with our backs to the wall, moving our feet to the side. That is the best way to cross.”

“I have no bag. I can hold yours if you want, Darius,” Kai said.

Darius reluctantly agreed.

The plan worried Neena. But the alternative seemed even worse. Looking back toward the knee-high passage, she envisioned Watchers crawling through, overwhelming them. They might fight off a few, but eventually they’d be ferreted out, pushed to their deaths, or killed in an even worse manner. Darius’s argument rang true.

Better to cross than to have someone make the decision for us.

“Let’s go,” she told them.

Darius removed two extra torches, lighting them and handing one each to Neena and Kai.

“You go first,” Neena said, watching Darius with concern. “I’ll keep an eye on you.”

“I’ll go last,” Darius countered.

“If you lose your balance, I’ll help you,” Neena said.

“Or fall with me.” Darius’s smile was grave.

“I’ll go behind you and help you along,” Kai suggested.

Darius shook his head. “I’m an old man, with far more years behind me than ahead. I won’t be responsible for either of your deaths. I’ll follow up the rear.”

“We need you, Darius,” Neena protested. “You know the caves.”

“Exactly why you should listen.” Darius smiled. “I’ll be fine.”

Neena looked over her shoulder again.

They’d taken too long already.

Grasping the torch and her bag, she put away her knife and took a step toward the ledge. Kai fell in behind her, holding Darius’s bag and a torch. Darius came last with his light. Neena’s stomach fluttered. She’d never been unusually afraid of heights, but then, she’d never faced a fall like this. Too many times, Neena had looked up at the cliffs as a child, wondering what it must be like to perch on those high ledges. But even those heights weren’t as intimidating.

At least a person on the cliffs knew what was below them.

Swallowing a nervousness that she knew would accompany her the entire trip, she inched toward the start of the ledge. A few small pebbles skittered over the side. She listened to them ping off the wall, settling with a distant bounce.

“How deep is it?” she asked, regretting her question.

“Fifty feet,” Darius said. “I managed to slow my descent by grabbing the wall, when I fell. Perhaps that is something you should keep in mind, in case the worst happens.” He tried to keep his voice even, but still, he trembled.

Neena swallowed. She didn’t need him to tell her that he wouldn’t get lucky twice.

She walked sideways on the ledge, keeping her back as close to the wall as she could, maintaining her balance. She clutched her bag and her torch.

“Keep your focus on your feet,” Darius warned. “Don’t look down.”

She inched slowly, concentrating on the narrow ledge. The blackness in her peripheral vision threatened to pull away her eyes and her courage. She sucked thin breaths through her nose, the way she did when she was hunting. Perhaps the same frame of mind that guided her spear would help her through this.

The area to her left was a looming, massive abyss. Any manner of monsters might be down there. The thought was childish, and yet the Abomination had shaken everything she thought she knew.

Behind her, Kai took his initial steps. She heard him fighting for even breaths. She had been foolish to think she could help Darius. Simply leaning one way or the other would pitch both of them off-balance.

They were on their own.

She put her boots down steadily, grinding the pebbles beneath her into the ledge, hoping to gain traction.

More stones pinged off the wall.

Neena’s stomach churned as she stopped to regain her courage.

“Is everything all right?” Kai asked behind her.

Looking left, she whispered, “Fine.”

Further back, she heard Darius’s cane scrape along the ledge. He took one dragging step, then another.

One boot sideways, Neena, she told herself, ignoring the fear in her heart.

Another.

She followed the same pattern, getting better at ignoring the dropping pebbles and using her back to guide her along the wall. Too many pieces of the wall’s surface had cracked off over time, dusting the ledge with their remnants. She winced as her back scraped against a sharp piece of rock. It seemed as if even nature conspired against them.

A shout and a scrape echoed behind her.

Something bigger than a pebble fell.

Neena’s heart jolted. She turned left too quickly.

Her boot slid on some loose rocks, almost tripping her. Frantic, she held out her hands for balance. When she was stable, she looked to her left.

Kai waved his torch and his bag. His feet were splayed at an awkward angle. Below him, a section of rock had collapsed from the side of the ledge. A space the size of a man’s head was next to his right boot.

“What happened?”

“I stepped on a weak spot.” Kai winced, struggling to keep his stance on the ledge. He glanced down at his ankle, looking as if he might slide further.

“Are you all right?”

“I think I rolled it.”

Sweat poured from Neena’s forehead. She considered a risky turn to help. If she didn’t, Kai might fall. Gripping her torch tightly, she balanced her arms and started to maneuver toward him, until an old arm snaked around Kai, balancing him.

“I’ve got him, Neena.”

Looking past Kai, she saw Darius assisting.

“Thanks.” Kai breathed and found his footing.

Neena watched them for several more steps, ensuring that Kai and Darius were stable before she continued. Her heart slammed against her chest. The shout and the scrape echoed in her brain.

“Keep hold of your torches,” Darius called up to her. “Without them…”

Neena didn’t need him to finish that sentence.

After another dozen steps, her torch revealed the end of the ledge. The wide tunnel floor seemed like it was unrolled by the heavens as she headed for it, moving just as carefully.

And then she was on the other side.

Neena took several careful steps away from the ledge before she allowed herself to believe she was on solid footing. She turned, holding the torch higher and helping Kai.

“I’ve got you,” she said.

He pulled her into an embrace, his heartbeat knocking against hers. They clung to each other for a moment, breathing sighs of relief, before letting go.

“Is your ankle okay?”

“It’s sore,” Kai said. “I’ll live.”

Neena’s joy disappeared as she looked past him toward the ledge.

Darius was far behind.

“Darius?” Her voice echoed too loudly, and too long.

Darius huffed a long breath, looking down into the seemingly endless abyss as he held his torch.

“Just taking a break,” he said with a grim smile, before inching along.


**




Neena, Kai, and Darius walked through a new tunnel, relief evident in their steps. Anything was better than the precarious path they’d left behind.

“How far is the exit toward which we’re heading?” Kai whispered, peering past the torchlight and down the new tunnel.

“A klick away,” Darius said, looking sideways at a landmark only he recognized.

They continued down a tunnel that wound as it narrowed.

After walking approximately a klick, Darius stopped and pointed in the distance. “The entrance is around that curve. Why don’t we leave our lights here and check for danger, before we risk being seen?”

Neena obliged, leaving her torch on the ground, while the others followed suit. Together, they crept forward and rounded the curve. Right at the cusp of what looked like an exit, five guarding men held blazing torches.

Neena’s heart sank.

“They must have made it to all the exits.” Darius’s voice was grim. “I don’t think we’re getting out tonight.”


Chapter 44: Gideon

Gideon and his Heads of Colony strode down the alley to meet Thorne. From the tops of the eastern cliffs to the bottom, torches blazed as men searched the caves, scouted the desert perimeter, or surveyed the lands around Red Rock for the fleeing people.

Reaching Thorne, Gideon said, “Have you found them?”

Thorne nodded. “We spotted them in the caves. We’re after them.”

Gideon felt a small ray of hope. “How long until they’re found?”

“Soon. My men are concentrating their search on the area where they were seen.”

Gideon nodded, maintaining his authoritative expression. “How about the girl? Did you check on her whereabouts?”

“We had a Watcher search her house. There was no one there.”

“How about the old woman with whom she stays?” Gideon asked.

Thorne seemed confused.

“She and her brothers stay with an old woman sometimes,” Wyatt reminded him, to the nods of a few of the other men. “Search her house, as well. We need confirmation whether the girl is involved as soon as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”


Chapter 45: Helgid

A knock sounded at the door.

Helgid rubbed the sleep from her eyes and sat up, instinctively looking for Raj. For the first time in nights, he slept soundly. Next to him, Samel had his hands folded beneath his head, snoring. Pulling herself to her feet, she walked toward the door. The last of the night air gave her an ominous chill. Clutching her chest for warmth, she opened the door.

A Watcher stood at the threshold.

Helgid’s heart beat faster. She looked past him, expecting to see someone behind him, or a clue as to why he was here. She didn’t need one for long.

“Is Neena here?”

Helgid swallowed, glancing over her shoulder. Raj and Samel were here, but Neena’s bedroll sat empty.

Where was she?

A suspicion became a dread as she recalled she and Neena’s conversation from the night before. Neena had expressed her concern for Kai. She hadn’t seemed as if she would do anything foolish.

But words and actions were different things.

The Watcher peered over her shoulder, trying to glimpse behind her. For a moment, Helgid considered telling him that Neena was asleep, but it wouldn’t take long for him to discern the truth.

Thinking of a quick lie, she said, “She’s at the river.”

She raised her chin and projected confidence. The Watcher glanced over her shoulder again.

“When did she leave?”

“Earlier,” Helgid said, keeping her voice low so she didn’t wake the boys. “I think she was going to get water, but sometimes she takes morning walks.”

The Watcher studied her closely for a moment, as if he might find deception on her face. Helgid hid her fearful swallow and kept her expression calm.

“Can I ask why you need her?” Helgid asked.

The Watcher stared at her a moment without answering. And then he was gone, striding in the direction of the river. Helgid waited until he disappeared through the alley before she stepped outside and looked around.

The Watcher wasn’t the only one awake.

Handfuls of people stood in the alley, looking toward the eastern cliffs. Several groups of Watchers strode those high ledges, walking purposefully. A few of her neighbors looked over, having seen The Watcher approach her house.

Spotting Amos, she hurried toward him.

“Amos!” she called.

He broke away from a group.

“What was that about?” he asked her.

“Neena is missing,” she said, her heart slamming against her chest.

“Oh, no,” Amos said.

“What’s happening up there?” Helgid asked, pointing up to the cliffs.

“The Watchers are after something, or someone,” Amos said. “All of them are on the eastern side of the colony. Some are entering the caves.” Seeing the look on her face, he asked, “Do you think Neena has something to do with it?”

“I pray not.” Helgid shuddered. Before Amos could ask another question, she asked, “Can you watch Raj and Samel? I need to find her.”

Amos nodded.

“Thank you, Amos,” she said, squeezing his shoulders. “I’ll be back soon.”

Amos nodded. The look on his face told more than words. Be careful.

And then she was off, hurrying away from her hovel.


Chapter 46: Raj

Raj’s eyes fluttered open. For a few moments, he stared at the ceiling, as hazy images and memories came into better focus. Pulling himself upright, he turned his head, finding his brother sitting cross-legged on the floor. Samel perked up at the sight of him.

“Raj?” he asked, his eyes lighting up. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” Raj said, finding more strength in his voice than he’d felt in a while.

Happiness crossed Samel’s face. “I knew you’d be okay.”

“Where’s Helgid?” he asked, looking around the otherwise-empty hovel.

“She went somewhere, I think,” Samel said. “Amos is checking in on us.”

Raj looked around the room for him.

“He’s talking with the neighbors outside,” Samel explained. “He told me he’d come back soon.”

“Is Neena here?” Raj asked.

“I’m not sure where she went,” Samel admitted.

Raj nodded. Sitting up, he glanced at his clothes, wondering when he’d changed last. He’d take care of some other needs first.

“Wait,” Samel said, getting up from the ground to stop him. “Amos told me you should stay put, when you woke up. And so did the healer. They said you still need time to rest.”

“I feel okay,” Raj said, finding his footing. “In fact, I feel great.” He stood, found a flask, and took a drink. He couldn’t recall the last decent meal he’d eaten. He felt stronger than he had in a while. “Is there any food here?”

Samel looked around, stopping when he noticed a pouch by the hearth. “We have a little dried meat left.” He retrieved it for his brother, opening the small bag and passing over a few small chunks.

Raj accepted the meat gratefully, chewing. The sand rat was the best thing he’d tasted in recent memory. He swallowed it down with another drink. Another urge hit him.

“What’s wrong?” Samel asked.

“I have to use the bathroom.”

“Okay.” Samel scurried across the room, retrieving the chamber pot. “Do you need privacy?”

Raj nodded. He watched his brother open the door to sunlight. The fervent beams gave him a memory. Raj recalled lying in the graveyard, clutching his stomach, while the older boys laughed and walked away. He recalled the sweat and pain that never seemed to end, until he woke up back in Helgid’s hovel.

Setting down the chamber pot after using it, he looked around his hovel for his knife and keepsake. Of course, they were gone. The boys had taken them.

Anger coursed through him. His items were probably long gone by now, fished out by a lucky colonist, or swept downriver, buried so far in the sand he’d never recover them. Embarrassment washed over him as he envisioned wading into the river and searching for his possessions, while the boys looked on and laughed. Perhaps they were waiting for him to recover, so they could torment him more.

Pieces of waste.

The door opened. Samel stood at the threshold, looking sheepish. “Are you done?”

“I’m done, Sam,” he said.

The joy returned to Samel’s face as he dashed back inside.

“Hold on,” Raj said.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Raj said. “I just want to stretch my legs. Why don’t we go outside?”

Samel nodded, opening the door for his brother to pass through.

Raj squinted and looked around. A woman scraped at a stubborn stain with a chamber pot stick. Another smoothed out her wrinkled bedding. Others neighbors gathered in talkative circles, glancing up at the cliffs. He couldn’t see much through the growing glare, but he didn’t see Amos.

Another memory flitted back to him. This time it was a face.

Turning to Samel, he asked, “Did Adriana come to visit me, while I was sick?”

“She was here the other day, along with some others,” Samel said. “Amos and Helgid didn’t let many people in. You were too sick for visitors. But I told her I would let you know that she stopped by.”

Raj nodded. His anger turned to warmth as he thought of her. He took a step in the direction of the adjacent alley.

“Where are you going?” Samel asked, confused, as he ran after him with quick steps.

“I should visit her,” he said.

“Raj,” Samel protested, keeping up. “You shouldn’t be going anywhere. Helgid told me. And Amos said to watch over you.”

“I’m fine,” Raj said, turning back to face his brother. “I’ve been cooped up for too long. I need a walk. In fact, I feel great.”

“I’m coming with you,” Samel insisted. Raj didn’t argue, but he didn’t stop, as he kept on through the next alley, with Samel next to him.

Another memory flickered through Raj’s mind. “You found me in the graveyard.”

Samel nodded. “I thought you were dead. You were all hot and sweaty. You weren’t talking. I got some others to help me.”

“Who were they?”

“A girl named Bianca and her boyfriend Marco, and some Crop Supervisors. And the healer, of course.” Samel seemed upset as he relived those moments.

“Was anyone else there?” Raj asked, thinking again of the sneering boys. Maybe they watched from a distance, wringing the last drop of joy out of his misery.

“No, they were it,” Samel answered.

Bending down, putting his hands on his brother’s shoulders, Raj said, “You’re a good brother.”

“Really?” Samel beamed.

“The best,” Raj said. “Can you do me a favor?”

“What?” Samel asked, listening intently.

“I was really hoping I could see Adriana alone. I’d like to talk to her in private. Would you mind running back to Helgid’s and waiting for me? I won’t be long, but I don’t want anyone to worry.”

Samel furrowed his brow, conflicted. “I—”

“I’ll be back before you know it,” Raj said. “Can you do that for me?”

Samel looked into his brother’s eyes for a long moment. “Last time you left, you got hurt.”

Raj squeezed his shoulders, fighting back the anger in his heart. “I won’t get hurt. I’m just going to chat with Adriana and be back.”

Samel looked as if he wanted to argue. Worry crossed his face as he said, “Helgid will be upset if I let you go.”

“She’d be even angrier if we both ran off.”

Samel was even more indecisive.

“Go back to Helgid’s and tell Amos where I am, so no one worries.”

Samel watched him. “Promise you won’t get hurt?”

“I promise, Sam.” Raj looked at him with a smile. “I’ll see you soon.”


Chapter 47: Raj

Raj headed off down the alley, peeking over his shoulder a few times to ensure Samel had gone. He walked with purpose. A few younger children whom he hadn’t seen in a while glanced at him. He kept past them without stopping, until all eyes were off him and he was alone, or at least, it felt that way, as he walked through the center of an alley with people who couldn’t care less about him.

Raj swallowed back his unexpected tears.

Neena was off, doing the heavens only knew what. And Helgid was probably reclaiming the only free time she’d had in days. He couldn’t blame them. They had lives and problems of their own.

Walking through the colony, every child’s cry reminded him of the humiliation he’d endured, and the laughter of the kids holding him down. And Bailey was at the center of that humiliation—a sneering, ugly face. Raj and Samel were the orphan boys, and none of those kids ever let them forget it.

Hatred coursed through Raj. The snickers and sneers of Bailey’s gang had filled too many of his hazy moments. His bruises would heal, but his pride would not.

Adriana would never want a boy like him, who couldn’t hold on to a simple keepsake. She’d want a strong boy—a hunter man—who would cast off simple-minded bullies like Bailey.

Raj was so enwrapped in his thoughts that he barely noticed more activity from The Watchers on the cliffs, as they filled the high ledges, waving their hands and skirting along the narrow paths. It wasn’t until he saw more people stopping to stare that he paid attention.

More anger overcame him.

Let them blow their horns.

Let another storm come.

It wouldn’t stop what he was about to do.


Chapter 48: Samel

Samel waited next to the dirty hovel, peeking around the edge. Instead of making good on his promise to return home, he crept out and continued after Raj. He kept a safe buffer zone, sticking far back enough that he blended with the other colonists, waiting for his brother to peek over his shoulder, catch him, and scold him.

I don’t care, Samel thought. Let him catch me.

Maybe that would give him another chance to convince his brother to come home.

To his disappointment—or secret relief—Raj didn’t turn around, nor did he stop.

A nervous feeling washed over Samel as he realized he’d broken Neena, Helgid, and Amos’s rules, but he was too guilty to leave his brother alone again. Samel could see the lies in Raj’s face. He thought Samel was too young to know the truth.

Raj wasn’t going to Adriana’s.

Whatever was happening, Samel wasn’t going to allow his brother to get hurt again.


Chapter 49: Neena

Neena closed her eyes, opened them, and closed them again. After most of a night spent of sneaking through the caves, trying several more exits, and finding them blocked, she, Darius, and Kai finally gave in to rest. They were exhausted. Their encounters with The Watchers had left them on edge, and too many close calls with bugs, bats, and lizards had frayed what was left of their nerves.

Now they rested in a small section of cave through which they could crawl, through which Darius had led them. The smaller cave was about half the size of a hovel, with a ceiling that was just high enough to stand in. Rat bones littered the ground. One fresh carcass lay in the center of the cave, missing its head. Neena figured they had stumbled on a fox den. Their presence had scared off the wily beast, or so she hoped.

Massaging her calves, Neena looked at her companions in the light of the low-burning torch. The light was enough to illuminate their surroundings, but hopefully not enough to draw attention to them.

Kai slipped off his boot, nursing his wounded ankle.

“I have a spare shirt in my bag,” Darius offered. “It might give you support.”

Kai nodded his thanks, and Darius opened his bag and provided the shirt. Kai ripped a strip off and quietly fashioned a makeshift tourniquet around his red, swollen foot.

Hobbling over to keep an eye on the entrance, Darius said, “I’ll keep watch around the corner.”

Alone with Kai, Neena looked at him with sympathy.

“Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” Kai said, smiling grimly. Neither needed to speak the obvious: getting out was starting to look more and more like a fool’s dream. “I’m sorry we ended up here.”

“It was our decision to come into the caves,” Neena said.

“But I’ve put you in this predicament.” Kai looked down at his ankle, guilt on his face. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be here.”

Neena shook her head. “This wasn’t like the desert, or the jail. I made a choice.”

Looking at her, Kai asked, “Do you regret it?”

“No.” Neena shook her head resolutely. And she meant it.

Her only regrets were her brothers, who were waiting at home, and her lies to Helgid. If the worst happened, her family might never know what happened to her. She might be the next in some deep, dark cave, rotting away. Neena closed her eyes again. She’d made the choice, and she’d live with the consequences.

“What are you thinking about?”

“My family.”

“They’re lucky to have you,” Kai said, with respect in his eyes.

She opened her eyes and smiled grimly. “Sometimes I feel as if I have given them more worries than they need.”

“I’m sure they appreciate everything you do for them,” he said, with a firm nod. His eyes filled with the same admiration she’d seen in the desert, when she’d fashioned the spear. It was a look she hadn’t seen often, but she could get used to it.

She kept her smile, thinking of the quick embrace they’d shared after the ledge, or how she’d found his hand in the dark, when they fled into the dark chamber. She hadn’t had time to process those moments. She wondered if she’d ever get the chance.

She looked over at Darius, who walked back, scratching his chin.

“What is it?” she asked.

Darius nodded and opened his eyes. “I’m thinking about the last time I ran so fast in these caves.”

“When was that?” she asked.

“I was in my twenties, I think,” he said. “I saw the biggest lizard I’d ever seen. It looked as if it had eaten a cave’s worth of bugs.”

A small smile returned to Neena’s mouth. “What are we going to do?”

“I’ve been thinking about that the whole time,” Darius said. “We’ve tried almost all of the exits of which I’m aware, through this section of caves. Other than returning to the ledge, I can only think of one more we haven’t tried.”

Neena felt a stab of returning fear. None of them wanted to return to that dark, oppressive chamber. “Where is this last exit?”

“It comes out on the southeastern side of the colony, near the river,” Darius said. “My guess is that it will be heavily guarded, and not worth the effort.” A thought crossed his face. “Of course, if we were able to get out there, it might allow us the easiest access to slip back to the colony. Who knows? Maybe The Watchers won’t guard it as heavily, thinking we wouldn’t be stupid enough to try it.”

Neena chewed on that thought for a moment. The idea of getting back to Red Rock was tempting, until she remembered Kai, and looked over at him. His markings were symmetrical shadows in the flickering torchlights. Of course, he couldn’t come back with them.

She had only just realized she didn’t hate him, and now he might be leaving again.

Before Neena could put up an argument, Kai said, “It sounds like a good idea.” His face was firm, resolved. “Let’s try it.”


Chapter 50: Raj

Raj looked around at the houses closest to the river. He had always envied the people living in this area. Their backs didn’t hurt as badly when they carried their buckets.

Of course, they didn’t.

Thinking of Bailey’s conveniences added to his hatred for the boy. Raj’s anger was a stoked fire, burning in his belly. He kept a vision of Bailey in his head as he walked. Looking left through an adjacent alley, he noticed a slew of Watchers gathered at the base of the cliffs. At least they weren’t after him, at the moment. A few families passed by him, going the opposite way. He forced his attention back to his mission, focusing on reaching the house where he’d seen Bailey return after his trips to the river.

Raj clenched his fists, digging his nails into the skin.

He gritted his teeth.

If he didn’t find Bailey, he didn’t know what he’d do.

He wanted to settle this now.

Approaching a hovel with laundry hanging outside, he peered around the edges, thinking he’d find Bailey lying in wait. The idea was foolish. Bailey had no idea he was coming.

Or did he?

For all Raj knew, he’d been sitting vigil outside his house, snickering with his friends, watching him. New anger inspired him as he dipped around the laundry, looking around the hovel’s back. Nothing. He listened for voices through the wall, but heard only quiet. Bailey and his family were out.

Raj stalked past the hovel and to the front of the alley, looking back and forth. For a moment, he considered heading to the river, until he saw a flow of people headed north. The word ‘meeting’ floated from someone’s tongue.

Was there a gathering he didn’t know about?

Following them, he kept a careful eye out for Bailey. Several times, he saw someone with the same gait, or of a similar height. None were the boy he sought.

He swallowed as he considered that everyone was heading to the same place. He couldn’t attack Bailey in a crowd.

His plan might die before it started.

Frustrations.

He looked around. Most of the houses seemed locked up and empty. Failure struck him until he saw a familiar face among the crowd, dipping in and out of some smaller groups.

Bailey.

It looked like the boy was trying to get ahead. Or perhaps he was trying to find his family. In any case, maybe the meeting would be an opportunity to get him away, and alone. Raj swallowed, digging his nails into his palm and heading after him. A last, dawdling woman locked up her house, walking swiftly toward the back of the leaving crowd. Raj glanced left and right, but he didn’t see anyone else.

Raj snuck next to the closest house. In a loud, urgent voice, he cried, “Bailey!”

He ducked behind the nearest empty house.

Raj stooped down a moment, waiting several moments before peering around the side of the hovel. Bailey spun in the center of the alley, searching. A few other people glanced over their shoulders, but no one stopped.

Waiting until he was looking in the other direction, Raj called again, “Bailey!”

He cupped his hands around his mouth, projecting his voice and disguising it. Peering around again, he saw Bailey coming in his direction, confused.

Raj steeled his nerves as the moment he had waited for approached.

Looking at his bare hands, he prepared himself for a fight he might not win.


Chapter 51: Gideon

“Did you call the meeting?” Gideon asked Wyatt, looking at the nervous man next to him.

“I did.” Wyatt’s face was unusually pale, as he followed Gideon’s gaze from the tithing houses to the cliffs. “The other Heads of Colony and some Watchers are spreading the word. We didn’t find the girl, but we are still looking.”

“I think it is best we get the people involved now,” Gideon said. “Hopefully their alertness will be something we can use.”

Gideon nodded. Wyatt was his right-hand man, his most trusted ally. He was glad he stood next to him now to reinforce his opinions.

They stared up at the high, craggy ledges on the eastern formation. All along them, Watchers guarded the openings of the cliffs, or walked the narrow paths, holding their spears. To his left and north, in the desert, several handfuls of Watchers combed the desert, searching between the tall spires, disappearing and reappearing.

More and more, Gideon’s fears had turned to dread. Maybe the escaped people were holed up in a Red Rock hovel. Or maybe they conspired with others and were planning an attack.

In any case, he hoped he’d made the right choice.

Turning to Wyatt, he said, “A thousand pairs of eyes will search better than our few hundred. We’ll tell the colonists that anyone who sees something will be rewarded.”

“I think it is our best option,” Wyatt reaffirmed.


Chapter 52: Helgid

Helgid passed the last row of hovels on a section of the colony’s eastern side, looking across the gap of sand. Her heart beat a frantic rhythm.

With each step she didn’t find Neena, her deepest fears grew.

She couldn’t help the thought that Neena was involved in whatever was happening.

She’d already checked by the river, at Neena’s house, and near the graveyard. In none of those places had she found her friend. Now, it seemed as if the entire colony was heading away for some reason. What was going on?

Noticing a middle-aged woman leaving her hovel, she asked, “What’s happening?”

“The Heads of Colony called a meeting,” the woman answered. “The Watchers told everyone to spread the word.”

“Meeting?” Helgid was confused.

“Gideon’s men are setting up the podium. Everyone should head there now.”

Looking past the woman, she saw more people heading north. Before she could ask another question, the woman headed away, joining the flow of others.

With nothing left to do, Helgid headed in the same direction.


Chapter 53: Raj

Raj looked around. His heart thudded against his chest. None of his thoughts of revenge had included anything other than his fists. Bailey was older, taller, and had been in more scuffles than he had.

Of course, he had.

Frantically, he looked around the side of the house for a weapon, finding nothing except for a few small rocks. None were large enough to do anything other than annoy a rat. His eyes settled on a chamber pot.

Sticking from the inside was a long, filthy stick.

Raj dashed for the stick and pried it out. Paying no attention to the liquid dripping off of the end, he huddled at the side of the house, waiting. With just a moment before his confrontation, Raj swallowed and looked around, certain that he’d find a neighbor watching, ready to put a stop to his ill-fated revenge, but he saw no one.

Bailey walked past the side of the hovel, confused and searching.

Raj whistled.

Bailey turned and noticed him.

With a cry, Raj leapt from the side of the hovel and swung his stick. Bailey’s hands flew up too late. Raj’s swing was true. The stick broke in half off of Bailey’s face with a satisfying crack, crunching his nose and spraying blood and waste on the side of the hovel. Bailey cried out, throwing his hands up to block another blow for which he was unprepared.

Raj dropped the broken stick.

He dove at Bailey’s midsection, putting his small frame into a tackle. The attack was enough to throw Bailey off balance. Bailey grunted and fell, landing on his back. On top of his enemy, Raj unleashed the fury of too many nights in bed with sickness and pain. The memory of Bailey’s insults and his fists drove Raj as he punched the boy’s cheeks, his nose. Bailey groaned in pain, but Raj kept hammering him as he thought of Samel, Adriana, his knife, and his keepsake.

He thought of Bailey’s relentless torment.

His knuckles ached as he kept punching.

Footsteps pulled away his attention. Raj pulled back his bloodied fists and looked up, broken from his violent trance. Several of Bailey’s friends stood at the mouth of the small alley where they’d ended up.

One held a knife.

The other held Samel.

Raj unclenched his fists, as if the simple act might release his brother. Bailey’s friends—the hook-nosed kid and a short, portly kid, both from the graveyard—looked from him to Bailey. For a moment, the two parties appraised each other in silence.

Samel’s small voice broke the quiet.

“Raj?”

Bailey emitted a quiet groan. The hook-nosed kid took a step toward Samel with his knife, solidifying his intent. The portly kid held Samel in a tight, meaty embrace.

“Let Bailey go, or I’ll cut your brother,” the hook-nosed kid said.

Raj looked at Bailey. Bailey’s face was marred with blood and grime. Any satisfaction Raj might’ve felt for his revenge was taken away by his brother’s fearful whimpers. Slowly, Raj got to his feet and took a careful step back, as if Bailey might rise and take retribution. But Bailey was in no shape for that. Snot dripped from his blood-covered nose. A pained whistle snuck past his lips.

Facing his brother and the bullies, Raj asked, “What are you doing here, Samel?”

“I followed you,” Samel said guiltily, looking at his boots.

Raj swallowed. If he hadn’t been so focused, maybe he would’ve noticed. Of course, it was too late for that. The bullies leaned back, looking left. Raj’s battle had landed him on the side of a hovel. Deep in the distance, he heard the crowd streaming away, talking excitedly. Most were probably too far away to notice a few boys up to no good.

Raj swallowed. His plan hadn’t extended farther than revenge. Now he would reap the repercussions.

Hoping to sway the bullies with reason, Raj held up his hands. “Let Sam go. He has nothing to do with this.”

“Of course he does,” said the portly boy, squeezing Samel tighter. “He was probably sneaking around, waiting to get a kick in.”

“He wasn’t,” Raj said, shaking his head.

“That’s what you were doing, weren’t you, Sam?” The hook-nosed kid pricked the side of Sam’s neck with the knife. “Why do you think we followed you?”

“We knew you were up to something,” said the portly boy.

Recoiling from the blade, Samel said, “N-no.”

Raj took a tentative step forward, keeping his hands up. “Leave him be.”

“Or what?” the hook-nosed kid said. “You’ll hit us with a dung stick, too?”

The portly kid smirked nervously, as did his friend.

Their eyes flicked from Raj to Bailey’s bloodied face—their downed leader. Their smiles faded as they realized their confrontation needed an ending. They glanced at each other, shoring up courage to make good on their threats.

Raj’s eyes flicked to the broken stick. It was out of reach, and cracked. Lunging for it would do no good.

“If you stab us, you’ll go to the cells,” Raj said.

A flash of fear went through the hook-nosed kid’s face.

“The Heads of Colony will exile you,” Raj quickly added.

“They’ll exile you first,” the hook-nosed kid said, taking his knife away from Samel’s throat long enough to point it at Bailey.

“Maybe so, maybe not,” Raj said.

“It’s obvious that you started the fight,” said the portly boy.

“No, it isn’t,” came another voice.

The words were so quiet that at first Raj didn’t know who said them, until the hook-nosed boy and the portly one turned to look down at Samel.

Finding power in his voice, Samel said, “We’ll tell them you started all of this, just like you started trouble by the river. Just like you hurt my brother in the graveyard. I saw you attack him, from around the cliffs.”

The boy’s faces turned white as Samel sold his lie.

“I spoke to the healer and the Crop Supervisors right after it happened.” Samel’s eyes blazed with sincerity as he spoke. “They believed me.”

Warmth for his brother came over Raj as he nodded. “That’s right.”

“Now that Raj is awake, he’ll corroborate what you did, and so will the people with whom I spoke. We’ll all go to The Heads of Colony.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” the hook-nosed boy said, clenching the knife tighter.

“We will,” Samel said, swallowing through his fear.

Slowly, the hook-nosed boy lowered his knife, eyeing Raj with hate. Raj stared back at him, inspired by his brother and projecting courage. He’d do anything to save Samel. But maybe Samel had saved them both.

To Raj’s surprise, the hook-nosed boy charged him.

Raj stepped back, barely able to get his fists up before the hook-nosed boy took a jab. Raj skirted left, avoiding a slice from the sharp knife. The boy reared back his fist for another stab. He aimed and swung. Raj leapt away.

Amped from his previous fight, Raj swung a sloppy fist, catching the hook-nosed boy in the jaw. The blow was hard enough to send the kid off balance.

Raj dove, knocking the knife-wielding boy over.

Grabbing hold of the hook-nosed kid’s wrist, he fought for control of the knife as the kid landed on his back. In his peripheral vision, he saw the portly kid let go of Samel and flee the alley.

“Get out of here, Sam!” Raj yelled.

Samel stood his ground, but Raj was too preoccupied to notice. He pried at the knife-wielding boy’s fingers, managing to get several of them off of the weapon.

And then the knife skittered away, and he and the hook-nosed boy were grappling.

Raj broke a fist free and swung it, striking the boy in his cheek. The kid’s head thudded backward into the ground. Raj threw more blows, punching the kid several more times, as the kid weakly tried to fight back.

Out of the corner of his eye, Raj saw more movement. Bailey was sitting up, recovering. Another person came from Raj’s left.

He spun to find Samel holding the blade.

“Don’t move!” Samel told Bailey, who stayed on the ground.

Relief flooded through Raj as he looked from his brother to Bailey. Slowly, Raj got to his feet.

Vindication.

He looked back and forth between the bloodied kid on the ground and Bailey, who wore a miserable expression of contempt.

His celebration was short lived.

Boot steps beat the alley. Cries filled the air. A stream of Watchers raced forward with their spears, closing in from both sides of the hovel, surrounding Raj, Samel, and the others. It seemed their fight hadn’t gone without notice, after all.

“Stay where you are!” they shouted. “Don’t move!”


Chapter 54: Raj

“This way!” a stern-faced Watcher ordered, marching Raj, Samel, Bailey, and the hook-nosed kid through the main alley. Guards surrounded them from the front and behind. Even if anyone had the foolish idea to escape, they would be caught before they ran far.

Raj looked around at the empty hovels.

Anyone who might speak a word on their behalf was probably at the meeting. His idea of revenge had been foolish. He’d realized that as soon as he saw Samel.

Their life was over. Samel and Raj would be punished, and Neena and Helgid would be fraught with tears and grief.

Behind them, more Watchers prodded Bailey and the hook-nosed kid forward, ignoring the hook-nosed kid’s explanations and protests. They weren’t here to sort out a mess; they were here to stop a fight and make sure the offenders were punished. Bailey took staggering steps, wiping at his bloodied nose and leaning on one of The Watchers for support, while the others urged them forward. Raj saw no sympathy in their faces. In fact, most seemed preoccupied.

He thought back to the Watchers he’d seen gathered around the base of the cliffs. Something more important than this fight was occurring. In a moment of regret, Raj wished he had followed the crowd instead of calling out to Bailey. Maybe he’d be listening to a meeting, rather than going to jail.

He looked over at Samel, feeling hopeless.

Samel met his eyes, no doubt harboring the same, foolish idea that somehow, they’d escape. He wanted his older brother to find them a way out. Looking ahead to where they marched, Raj saw the Comm Building, where they’d surely end up. Soon, they’d tell their stories and pray for an end to a hopeless situation.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Raj asked, regretting the words as soon as he spoke.

The Watcher next to him looked at him with cold eyes. “You’ll be in the annex, until Gideon can decide what to do with you. You’re lucky he’s busy now.”

Raj nodded through his fear.

He’d won the fight, but now he and Samel would pay for it.


Chapter 55: Neena

Neena, Kai, and Darius kept an attentive ear out as they hiked the upward slope of a tunnel. Around them, the walls turned from a deep auburn to a lighter red. The thought struck Neena that she might be one of a few to ever see this place. If Neena weren’t on the run from packs of bloodthirsty Watchers, she might’ve appreciated the beauty of their exploration.

“We’re almost there,” Darius told her and Kai.

“Good,” Neena said. “I’m ready to get home.”

The thought was hopeful. But then, she had no choice but to believe it. The exit near the river felt like the last promising option they had, before a place of refuge became a place to die. They could only last so long, scavenging for food as they slowly ran out of water.

Neena hung onto thoughts of her brothers. She’d give anything to be back in her hovel with them. The stares of nosy colonists seemed like an easy thing to face, compared to a Watcher’s knife or spear.

Every now and then, hesitation found its way into Kai’s step. His ankle was bothering him. Or maybe it was the thought of leaving the caves and running into the desert. At least Neena had a hovel and a family about which to dream. Kai had nothing.

Leaving the cave would be the start of his journey. And each step he took would take him farther into a desert where his fate was more uncertain, with only a few supplies. She wouldn’t wish that life on anyone.

Darius pushed on with a strength she hadn’t thought he had left. For all of his experience in the tunnels, he seemed ready to leave.

Light appeared in the distance.

“The exit looks unmanned,” Darius whispered, surprised.

Picking up on his optimism, Kai said, “I don’t see any guards.”

They took a few more steps. Light poured from the cave entrance, as if the sun itself were trying to guide their way.

Or lure them out.

“Hold on a moment,” Darius said, stopping. He shone the light behind them for a moment, ensuring that no one followed before dousing his torch, prompting them to do the same. “We don’t need to call any more attention to ourselves.” He waited a moment longer before saying, “Let’s go.”

Neena took a long breath.

Together, they headed toward the light.


Chapter 56: Gideon

The last of the podium had just been constructed when Gideon mounted the steps, climbing up to the top with his men behind him. A row of Watchers lined the front of the stage. Looking up at the horizon, he saw a few, representative men guarding the top of the eastern cliffs. Others remained at the bottom of the caves—not enough to cover every exit, but enough to intercept anyone looking to make a quick getaway. He’d pulled the rest of his guards to keep the crowd controlled and contained.

Keeping Red Rock calm was no easy task.

It felt like the colony was a single, pulsating ball of nervous energy, waiting for something dire. Women shifted uncomfortably. Fathers lifted children onto their shoulders to see. Packs of neighbors huddled close together. Too many rumors and speculations abounded, after seeing The Watchers on the cliffs and in the streets, and the suddenness of the address he’d called.

Gideon raised his arms several times, waiting for people to hush. Too many continued talking, or pushing past one another. When it was clear that he would need assistance, Gideon signaled Thorne and The Watchers.

In unison, they raised their spears, calling for immediate attention. The crowd quieted. Last pockets of conversation died out. And then a thousand pairs of expectant eyes were on Gideon.

A nervousness that he seldom experienced crossed his heart as he prepared to speak.

He recalled the words that his father taught him. No matter what the address, he needed to project his authority. He was the filter through which the colony processed their information. They needed him.

Glancing sideways at Wyatt, he swallowed a last bit of nervousness and spoke.

“Thank you for gathering so quickly,” he began, focusing on a few in the front row of faces to stave off his lingering unease. “You have undoubtedly seen the commotion among The Watchers. We are here to address the reasons.”

The crowd grew quiet enough that he heard his own heart beating.

“I want to assure you that our Watchers are preserving order. With that said, we have had a complication.” He paused for a short breath, allowing only a few whispers to grow before he silenced them. “Last night, the prisoner whom we captured escaped our authority, finding his way toward the cliffs with the assistance of some others. Although these people temporarily escaped captivity, our belief is that they made the foolish mistake of hiding out in the forbidden caves. In all likelihood, they will die. Of course, our Watchers are hunting them. It will be a short time until we find them. But we wanted to inform you, the colony, so that you can assist us in keeping alert.”

Gideon paused, putting on the stern face that always commanded respect in his addresses. Worry knit the brows of the people in front, and assumedly, the people behind.

“As I said, we believe this is a contained threat, but with your help, we will locate them quickly. We would like all in the colony to keep their eyes open for any more strangers, people you have never seen, or the girl who arrived with the stranger. If you see Neena Xylance, you are to report it immediately to a Watcher. Anyone who finds her, the stranger, or any others acting suspiciously, will be rewarded.”

More whispers began.

Gideon raised his hand, silencing them. “Our hope is that you will cooperate as we seek to locate these individuals. Although we suspect that they hid in the caves, we need to verify that they have not infiltrated our colony.”

Some in the crowd turned behind them. Whispers turned into audible conversations as people processed the meaning behind those words.

Before Gideon could continue his speech, someone yelled, “Are we going to be attacked?”

More exclamations rose from the crowd as a small panic set in. People turned behind them, or looked around, as if the strangers might lurk among them.

“How many strangers are here?” yelled someone else.

A few colonists gripped their spears. Thorne and his Watchers shifted uncomfortably, holding their weapons. Raising his hands higher, Gideon kept the authoritative posture that had always served him under times of duress.

“To be clear, we do not think they are among you. We believe that they are in the caves. This is a precaution.”

People jostled one another, looking from the cliffs, to their homes, to the desert. Others clutched their children tightly, protecting them from a danger they couldn’t see. Some looked as if they might run back to their homes.

“It is important that everyone stay calm,” Gideon said, through a sea of growing noise. “Stay orderly!”

Thorne and his men took it upon themselves to raise their spears in unison again. Only a few people in the front rows quieted. More questions volleyed about.

“Do you think those other colonists are coming here?”

“What if they steal our crops?”

“What if they attack us?”

A brutal truth Gideon had known as long as he was alive resurfaced. They might be the leaders, but they were outnumbered.

Wyatt looked over at Gideon, his eyes widening. Horatio, Saurab, and Brody looked around uncomfortably. Gideon wasn’t ready to give up. Putting his authority into a commanding stride, he strode to the edge of the platform. “Listen!” he shouted.

Thorne and his Watchers headed forward, lowering their spears.

A rumble shook the ground.

Gideon looked from The Watchers to the edge of the crowd, thinking that he was missing a stampede of fleeing people.

The rumble came again, loudly enough to make even the people look around.

The colonists stared at their boots.

In the center of the mob, people flew in all directions as the earth burst open.

An enormous, scaled body rose from the ground, opening its giant maw, swallowing a handful of people and crunching them between its bloodied teeth. Children screamed as parents tried hopelessly to protect them. Sand and dirt splattered on those lucky enough to avoid the creature’s erupting body, knocking them over, while others trampled them.

A panic became a bloody nightmare as blood and bile sprayed across the crowd.

Mouth agape, Gideon watched the creature rise higher and higher into the air, exposing more and more of its round, massive body, while the Watchers stood frozen.

The creature headed in their direction.

Gideon grabbed for the people around him on the platform, but there was no easy place to run. Thorne’s mouth screamed a command no one heard. Cries of agony and panic melded with a rumble so loud Gideon thought he might go deaf.

The creature rose high enough for Gideon to see the end of its circular, gigantic tail, and then it was directly above them, descending.

In horror, he looked up to find its open mouth, and bloodied teeth coming down on top of the platform.

And then Gideon’s world went black.


Chapter 57: Neena

“What’s that noise?” Neena cocked her ear, halting before they were halfway to the entrance of the cave.

“I don’t know.” Darius looked back and forth in the tunnel, as if Watchers stampeded them.

But it wasn’t Watchers.

Kai tensed and held up his knife. Fear crossed his face as an undercurrent of noise became louder. They took a few more hesitant steps, clutching their weapons. The tunnel’s mouth provided a slivered view of the colony. Far and to the left, Neena saw the dark, curved shadow of the river and the bridge, but no one was near it, not even the Crop Tenders.

Strange.

The rumble persisted, loud enough for her to consider they heard thunder. This wasn’t thunder.

Neena and Kai exchanged a glance as screams pierced the air.

“Do you think…?” Neena didn’t need to finish her sentence.

As one, they moved toward the entrance.

Neena’s heart hammered against her chest. She kept a cautious eye on the end of the tunnel as they approached, ready to fight or flee, even though she feared The Watchers were the least of their worries.

And then they were at the threshold, staring out across the colony’s southern end.

Neena looked left, toward the long, empty river, verifying the bridge and the crops were vacant. Looking right, she found the southernmost rows of hovels deserted.

The screaming and the rumbling noise continued.

Neena felt as if she was on the cusp of a nightmare. All at once, she was back in the desert, searching for a place to hide, or climb.

And then the noises became a reality she couldn’t ignore. Running, screaming people appeared between the hovels, barreling down the smaller alleys, streaming down the main path from north to south.

A trickle of people became a cavalcade.

From their distance several hundred feet away, the people looked like insects fighting over a rotted corpse. But these were no insects.

They were her people.

Colonists knocked into one another, fell, or trampled each other. Some dashed into their hovels and slammed the doors. Screams filled the air. Children spun in circles, looking for lost parents, or simply standing and shrieking. An old person who had managed to keep pace with the others fell face-first onto the path, mashed to the ground by panicked feet.

“By the heavens…” Neena whispered, unable to take her eyes off the chaotic scene.

More and more people filled the paths in an uncontrolled panic, waving their arms, shouting. She swiveled toward the northern end of the colony, in time to see a cloud of dust floating north to south. In horror, she saw a few hovels on the edge of her field of vision crumble and fall.

“It’s here,” Neena said, trembling. “The Abomination is here.”

Darius’s mouth was a gaping hole as he clutched his cane. Kai held up his hands and his knife, as if he might ward off a monster bigger than the cave in which they stood. She glanced over her shoulder, expecting to find more atrocities behind them.

“We should get back into the caves,” Darius said, his voice quivering. “From everything you’ve told me, we’re safer in here than out there.”

Neena turned, ready to act on the obvious plan, until reality struck.

“My brothers are out there. So is Helgid.”

Fresh horror hit her as more houses collapsed. The cloud of dust was an enormous, smothering pillow, washing over Red Rock, engulfing it in a murky haze.

The monster would take her family, if it hadn’t taken them already.

Looking at Kai and Darius, she reiterated, “I have to get to Raj and Samel!”

Without stopping to think about the ramifications, Neena ran into the patch of desert, her boots pounding the sand. Sunlight hit her face. She glanced around for Watchers, but she saw none of them in the frantic commotion.

Far greater dangers occupied them now, she assumed.

Crossing twenty feet of sand, she got a better view of the people ahead of her, swarming from the alleys to the river and the bridge. Their hovels weren’t safe, and many of them were quickly figuring that out. Doors opened as people ran after others, trying to get across the water in hopes of safety. She looked among them for Raj and Samel, but she couldn’t identify them among the running people, or the dusty haze.

Where would they go?

Back to their house?

Or would they follow the rest of the people?

Boots pounded behind her. Spinning with her knife, she found Kai behind her, with Darius trailing.

“Get back to the caves!” she shouted.

“I’ll help you,” Kai insisted, his eyes blazing with determination.

“You’ll be killed,” Neena insisted.

“I’m not leaving you,” Kai said. “I owe you my life.”

Seeing that her arguments were fruitless, she turned her attention on Darius. “Get back, Darius!” she yelled. “I mean it!”

Darius was torn.

“You’ll never survive out here!” she shouted. The words were harsh, but true.

Slowly, Darius turned.

“We’ll meet you back here!” she promised.

She took a moment to confirm Darius headed back to the cave, before another scream pulled her attention back to the chaos in front of her. She resumed running in the direction of her colony, this time with Kai at her side.


Chapter 58: Raj

“Samel! Stay close to me!” Raj shouted.

Samel’s lips quivered as another rumble shook the ground and the air around them filled with screams. The Watchers guarding them looked in all directions, pointing their spears. Bigger worries than troublesome kids plagued them, and most had figured that out. A few had already run. The others looked ready to abandon what seemed like a pointless mission.

Taking the lead, one of The Watchers said, “Get to the Comm Building! Hurry!”

And then the kids were forgotten.

The Watchers beelined in the direction of the round structure in the distance. Raj had no idea what was happening, but it sounded as if the planet might explode. They needed to get to safety.

“Hurry, Sam!” Raj shouted. “Get to Helgid’s!”

The rumbling had grown so loud that Raj thought it might deafen him. Screams filled the air. Dust seeped into his nostrils and lungs as he pulled Samel in the other direction. He couldn’t hear Samel coughing, but he felt the wrack of his small body as they clung together and ran.

It must be a storm. What else could it be?

Soon, the winds would pick up and the sky would darken.

Men, women, and children streamed past them, crashing into their shoulders. To his surprise, Raj looked left and saw Bailey and the hook-nosed kid running next to them. For the moment, their previous scuffle was forgotten; fear was their bond. Raj looked from the sky to the ground as more rumbling echoed underfoot.

The dirt beneath their feet moved.

More screams filled the air.

Twenty feet to their left, a building’s walls exploded. Rocks fell in half on two sides, creating a new cloud of dust and debris.

Another house fell, just past it.

Then another.

Raj veered to the opposite side of the path, pulling Samel away from the imploding ground. Bailey and the hook-nosed kid kept up with them. Some people snaked through smaller alleys, while others were caught in the wake of the debris, as rocks rained down on top of them, burying them.

Raj looked ahead at the rising ground, unable to avoid the unfolding terror. A group of people ran in front of the broken houses, terrified and screaming. Just ahead of the path of destruction, a panicked mother looked around fruitlessly for her children, screaming their names.

The earth erupted, knocking her skyward.

Her scream grew farther away as her body rose.

An enormous beast emerged underneath her, opening a mouthful of pointed teeth, catching the top half of her in its jaw. Raj froze with terror as the beast clamped down and cleft her in half. Her separated legs dropped, landing with a wet hiss. The thing rose, revealing a long, scale-covered body that seemed to unfurl forever. Raj looked from the mangled remains of the woman to the unfurling creature, a demon worse than any nightmare.

Even Bailey and the hook-nosed kid stopped running.

The boys yelled and clung to one another.

Bailey’s face was a mess of blood and fear.

The beast continued up from the ground ahead of them, unreeling as if Ravar had given birth to it, until finally its smaller, pointed tail flicked behind it in the air. An enormous shadow cast over some running people far ahead on the path, a hundred feet away. An enormous crash sounded as the beast landed on the ground, and the pointed tail slammed the dirt behind it. Raj watched in horror as the creature’s gigantic back end turned several runners to pulp, its tail slithered across the ground, and it burrowed its body into a new hole.

The rumbling continued, curving east.

Raj stared at the enormous, gaping holes and the pulverized people, before adrenaline took his feet again.

“Come on, Sam! Come on!”

Raj pushed onward with his brother. Bailey and the hook-nosed boy continued running with them.

An inner voice screamed in his ear.

Get Samel to safety. Get Samel to safety.


Chapter 59: Neena

Neena and Kai raced across the patch of desert separating the cliffs and the easternmost row of hovels. More and more people tore away from the north end of the colony, threading through the alleys. It seemed as if most were escaping the destruction by heading south. But the beast wasn’t just following one direction. Neena heard more rumbles emanating from another part of the colony.

Far and to their left, a slew of people stampeded the bridge. The wooden planks were filled with people pushing past one another, flailing their arms, and trying to reach the other side.

“The water won’t stop the creature,” Kai said, gasping for breath. “The beast is powerful enough to jump the river, or go far underneath.”

Neena nodded. She had feared as much as she appraised the panicked mob.

“Do you think your brothers might be there?” Kai asked, pointing toward them.

Neena paused. Of course, she couldn’t see Raj and Samel from here. “I taught them to go home or to Helgid’s when a storm hit.” Of course, this wasn’t a storm.

“If I knew what they looked like, we could split up and I’d search for them,” Kai said.

“Obviously, we can’t.” A lost moment might mean death, for any of them. Making a split-second decision, Neena said, “Let’s get to Helgid’s. If they aren’t there, we’ll check my house, and then we’ll circle back to the bridge!”

Reaching the first of the alleys, she prayed her guess was accurate. She watched a few people run past, heading for safety. A few spotted her and Kai, but of course, no one stopped. More pressing concerns than a stranger and a runaway colonist faced them now. People peered from their cracked-open doorways, searching for danger, or second-guessing their decision to return to the hovels, preparing to follow the rest of the crowd and run.

They kept through the alley, battling a thick cloud of dust that was getting thicker. The screams and the rumbling were coming from the northeast.

Hopefully, we can avoid the beast long enough for me to find Raj and Samel, Neena thought.

What came after, she didn’t know. Yet.

Reaching the main path, they cut through a thicker flow of people, fighting the current of elbows and screams. Kai kept a quick pace, hurrying at her side. They were almost at the other edge of the path when two men bumped shoulders with them. Unlike the rest of the crowd, these men stopped.

They fell back, raising their spears.

Watchers.

Surprise bled through their fear as they recognized Kai and Neena.

“It’s the stranger!” The Watcher’s voice cut through some of the commotion. He took a tentative step toward Kai, keeping half an eye on the direction of the rumbles. Kai held up his knife.

A few people stopped running long enough to notice a new spectacle, before realizing their lives were worth more than a story they may never tell.

Two more Watchers emerged from the crowd, drawn by their comrades’ yells.

They formed a tight row, looking from Neena and Kai to their knives.

The rumbling persisted.

Pained screams echoed from far away.

Neena raised her knife, determination on her face.

The Watchers hesitated.

The creature might take their lives while they followed an order most had probably forgotten.

“Forget them!” one finally yelled, turning and taking off down an alley.

His friends followed.

And then Neena and Kai were running again, toward Helgid’s hovel.


Chapter 60: Darius

Darius looked out from the mouth of the cave into chaos. Dust and raining debris engulfed Red Rock. Neena and Kai were already gone, lost in a spreading haze. He looked north, toward the source of the rumbles, tracing the silhouettes of the hovels still lucky enough to remain standing. Shrieks of terror rose and fell. People ran in clusters, fighting for what might be the last moments of their lives.

He cursed his lame leg, wishing he weren’t an old, crippled man. He wanted to help, rather than spend what might be his last few moments hiding in a cave.

A boom in the distance made him reconsider his bravery.

His mouth hung open.

Through the haze of dust, a mammoth silhouette rose into the air, dwarfing the hovels along the northeast side of the colony. Darius blinked, thinking he might be imagining what he knew was real. Only a foolish man would believe he was mistaken. He’d seen the bones. He’d heard the stories.

And now he saw the creature.

The Abomination soared through the air, rising many feet above the hovels, opening its mouth to reveal teeth that looked just as terrifying, from a distance, before crashing down and prompting a new wave of screams and terror. More dust accompanied its landing. Houses along the northern edge collapsed. Dying people screamed.

Darius swallowed as the creature rose again, high into the air, and curved to the ground, taking who knew how many lives with it.

A fright he’d rarely felt in his old years coursed through him.

The sane part of him told him to heed Neena’s instructions and stay put. They might need a guide.

That thought led to another.

Elmer.

Watching the destruction, he thought of his old friend, alone in his hovel.

Was Elmer safe, or dead?

Darius scanned back and forth along the edges of the colony, and back to the bridge, feeling an urge to save his friend, even thought it wasn’t feasible.

And then he saw something.

Across the strip of desert, along the outside edges of the hovels, a mother ran with two children, racing away from the cloud of dust on the northern colony line. Several newly destroyed hovels lay behind them. Nearby, a few more fell.

Darius no longer saw the Abomination, but at any moment it might emerge, engulfing them.

All of them might die.

Darius looked along the edges of the rock formation, but he saw no Watchers. They’d probably given up the search the moment the creature arrived. He looked from the mother and her children to the caves, and back again. If he were to cut out now, he could show them a safe place to run.

He could lead them to the caves.

He might not be able to save Elmer, but he could save them.

Before he could second-guess his decision, Darius hobbled out of the tunnel and across the sand. He thrust his cane in front of him, heading back into danger. The family—a young mother, her son, and her daughter—rushed away from the destruction, tears streaking their faces. They looked over their shoulders, unable to quell their fear. The mother pulled the children by their skinny arms, tugging them faster. The daughter stumbled. In a panic, the mother scooped up the young girl, while the son glanced behind them, shrieking.

“Over here!” Darius shouted. He waved his cane in the air as he closed within fifty feet of them, pushing through the pain of his achy joints.

Rumbles echoed from between some hovels a few alleys north. He kept his focus on the woman and her children, struggling to intercept them and narrow the gap.

Thirty feet away, they heard his cries.

“Come with me!” he shouted, over the increasing rumbles.

The woman paid him only a quick glance. To her, Darius was another screaming colonist, as petrified and panicked as the rest of them. It wasn’t until he got closer that she realized what he offered.

“Over there!” he said, waving his cane behind him at the cave. “You’ll be safe! Come with me!”

With a frightened nod, the woman changed direction. She heaved thick gasps as she carried her young daughter, and Darius reached out for her son’s hand. Clutching the boy’s fingers, Darius led him away as fast as he could. They made it halfway across the patch of sand before an explosion ripped their attention behind.

Three hundred feet behind them, in the area they had just been running, the creature burst up from the hovel-line, in the midst of the thirty runners who careened from an alley.

Its mammoth body rose higher, like a cavern-sized snake with spears protruding from its sides.

Its girth cast men and women aside like pebbles. A few stuck to the side of its body, impaled by the spikes.

A handful people landed in the creature’s mouth, where it swallowed them whole.

The creature arced higher, spraying sand on those lucky enough to survive and knocking them over, crushing others. And then it was back in the ground, carrying some screaming colonists with it into the earth.

“Come on!” Darius yelled, pulling the boy along faster while the mother and daughter followed.

They moved along at a rapid, frantic pace.

They didn’t stop until they reached the cave’s mouth.


Chapter 61: Raj

Everywhere around Raj and Samel was destruction.

Bodies covered the main path. Structures lay in ruins. To Raj’s left, a group of people knelt around a fallen old woman, crying. To his right, others tried picking up a family member who was obviously dead. A few catatonic women wailed. Staring at any one thing for too long gave Raj a paralyzing fright. Every step came with a new obstacle to avoid: a mud brick, an overturned cart, or a piece of broken kitchenware.

“Come on, Samel!” he said, tugging his brother’s hand as they skirted around a large hunk of fallen stone.

Seeing the broken hovels made him question whether returning to Helgid’s was a good idea. But he had to find Helgid and Neena. It was the only thing he could think to do.

The incessant rumbling was a reminder to keep moving. A few times, they saw Watchers running amidst the crowd, but none paid them attention. The tanned men held onto their spears as if losing them meant instant death, even though those spears would do nothing against a cave-sized beast.

Even Raj knew it.

Surprisingly, Bailey and the hook-nosed boy were still next to them. Bailey looked as if he might keel over from fright. Gone was the taunting, sneering boy; in his place was a boy who might soil his pants. Raj fought his own roiling fear.

Weaving around a pile of fallen mud bricks, they encountered one of the large, gaping holes left behind by the monster. The people ahead skirted around its edges, in the five-foot space between the opening and an intact hovel. Raj pulled Samel after them.

“Watch your step!” he warned.

He led his brother to the right, next to the hovel wall, where he would be safer, while the other boys followed. Sand and loose rocks slid into the large crevice. Raj peered into the cave-sized opening as they passed it, terrified he’d find glowing eyes or sharp teeth. He saw only blackness.

Ahead, the people they followed made it safely to the other side

“I’m afraid, Raj,” Samel said, distracted by the seemingly bottomless pit.

“Don’t look at it,” Raj said, projecting bravery. “We have to get past it.”

A rumble underfoot gave them a new panic.

“Hurry, Sam!”

A shoulder bumped into Raj’s.

He pin-wheeled, losing his balance.

He and Samel fell sideways, landing against the hovel wall, fighting to stabilize themselves. They groped the mud-brick to steady themselves while Bailey charged past them.

“Get out of my way!”

The hook-nosed boy followed.

Raj had no time for a reaction as the other boys made it by the hole, rushing after the other people. A rumble grew louder. The ground past the hole fissured; the dirt pushed upward.

Bailey, the hook-nosed boy, and the people past them screamed.

The path beneath the leading runners exploded, taking several of them with it into the air. Men and women went in different directions. Blood sprayed. The beast swallowed several colonists and kept rising. A few steps behind, Bailey and his friend toppled against an intact hovel, knocked over by the erupted ground.

They shouted and tried to catch their footing.

The side of the hovel collapsed.

Mud bricks rained down on top of Bailey and the hook-nosed boy as the building caved, burying them in a landslide of debris. Raj saw one of their hands, groping for freedom, and then the two boys were covered in a cloud of dust, their screams silenced.

Nothing moved underneath the pile.

Past them, the creature continued sliding out of the ground with a speed Raj never would have imagined, from a huge demon. They watched the beast’s tail writhe in the open air a hundred feet away, and then the creature descended, landing and burrowing a new hole beyond where it had come up.

More people screamed as its massive girth crushed them, or threw them aside.

And then it was underground again and moving.

Raj and Samel stood in the center of the path, shaking.

“Bailey and his friend!” Samel said, pointing at the pile of debris. No signs of life came from beneath.

“They’re gone, Sam,” Raj said, a lump in his throat. “If we stay here much longer, we’ll be gone, too. Let’s go!”


Chapter 62: Neena

The brutal, ground-shaking rumbling seemed to have become as familiar as the sunlight, or the breeze. Too many times, Neena ran toward groups of scared, frantic people hovered around a body, fearing she might find one of her brothers, or Helgid. She saw none of her family among any of the living, or the dead.

“This way!” she said, directing Kai through a group of hovels she barely recognized.

Dozens of houses were damaged, or downed. The monster’s massive body had knocked down the meager mud-brick dwellings like pebbles, making her familiar colony look a wasteland through which she and Kai had to find their way. A few times, Neena changed directions, thrown off by dust clouds or throngs of people.

Passing by a few colonists, she scanned their faces for anyone she recognized, but saw no one.

“How far is this woman’s house?” Kai asked, still favoring his wounded ankle.

“A few more alleys…” Neena pointed past a crumbled pile of stone that used to be a structure.

The door to the next house opened, and several disheveled colonists ran from the inside, darting in the direction of the river, perhaps thinking better of their place of refuge. Neena watched them flee with a fading sensation of hope. She squinted through the spreading haze.

People walked like specters, covered in sand and debris. Some helped the wounded. Others staggered by themselves, looking lost and confused.

A figure in the haze coughed and waved their hands.

This one she recognized.

“Helgid?” Neena’s words were caught in her throat as she darted toward a familiar woman.

Helgid recognized her at the same time, moving toward her as fast as her old legs were able. They embraced in a moment that Neena wished meant the end of danger. Of course, it didn’t. Stepping back, Neena looked Helgid up and down, checking her for injuries.

“I’m fine,” Helgid reassured her.

Kai came up behind them, knife in hand.

“Is that the stranger?” Helgid asked, a realization flashing through her eyes.

“This is Kai. He’s helping me,” Neena said. The look in her eyes showed that they had no time for explanations. “Where are Raj and Samel?”

“I went back to your house to look for them, and for you,” Helgid said. “Nobody was there.” Panic flickered through her eyes.

“You weren’t together?”

“I went looking for you when I woke up. And then there was a meeting…” Too many thoughts ran through Helgid’s mind.

“We should get back to your house and make sure they aren’t there,” Neena said.

Helgid nodded.

They headed in the opposite direction, picking up as speed much as they were able to, slowing for Helgid. They wound through more broken houses and debris, stepping over scattered bedrolls and tattered laundry.

They came across fewer people. Neena figured they’d taken shelter, run across the bridge, or died. Her bad feeling grew worse as she looked around at the silent alley leading to the one in which Helgid’s house was stationed. It felt as if she’d entered a graveyard. More than one home lay in ruins. A few were ablaze, presumably from out-of-control cooking fires.

Dread took their feet faster as they hurried past them, to the spot where Helgid’s house should be.

A pile of wreckage lay in its place.

“By the heavens!” Helgid explained, hurrying to the rubble.

Frantic tears fell down Neena’s face as they knelt next to the large pile of debris, sifting through piles of cracked mud brick and scattered kitchenware, searching for her brothers. Her eyes flitted from place to place in the wreckage, certain that she’d find Samel’s reaching fingers, or Raj’s long, curly hair.

Kai took up next to her, flinging aside the mud-bricks and stones. They dug until their hands were sore and bleeding, their breath heaved, and more bricks lay outside the pile than within.

Nothing.

“I don’t see them,” Kai said, gasping for breath.

“Neither do I,” Neena said. It made sense her brothers would be elsewhere. It had to. “Maybe they went to the bridge.”

A voice shouted in the distance.

Neena spun.

Two small, familiar figures wound through the haze, spotting her and skirting around debris. They opened their arms when they got close, as if Neena might disappear.

“Raj! Samel!”

Neena collected them, squeezing them so tightly that she thought she might never let go. Stepping back, she appraised Raj and Samel. Samel was unharmed, but Raj’s clothes were bloodstained.

“What happened?”

“I’m not hurt,” Raj assured her.

“We have to get back to Darius,” Neena said, looking toward the cliffs. “If we stay here much longer, we’ll die.”

“Where is he?” asked Raj.

Rather than answering, Neena said, “Follow me.”


Chapter 63: Darius

Darius looked out from the mouth of the cave. Behind him, the mother and her children shivered and cried, holding on to one another for support. Fear coursed through his heart as he scanned the ruined colony. Many of the hovels on the eastern edge of the town had collapsed, their foundations ripped from beneath them. Dust rose like ash clouds. A few fires burned as buildings collapsed on untended hearths. Some people ran through the alleys, but most congregated near the bridge, or on the other side of it. The water that had served as a meeting place and a source of life had become a place to flee.

However, the colonists had made a mistake.

In their haste to make it to safety, they had unwittingly followed the leader’s rules and avoided the caves.

To them, the caves and the cliffs were an equally threatening place.

They thought they might be safe by the river.

But death waited on the other side, if the creature made its way across. Darius had no doubts the beast could tunnel beneath it. Or maybe it would jump the river as if it were nothing. Perhaps it would destroy every last soul who waited there, thinking they had found a place of refuge.

A whimper pulled his attention back to the woman and children. They met his eyes with fear, seeking comfort he couldn’t give. He imagined the fear that struck the hearts of the colonists, who had no idea that such a monster existed.

Even his preparation hadn’t staved off his terror.

Swallowing back those unhelpful emotions, he considered one of a few options. The logical part of him said he should take the family back into the caves. He wanted to save his old skin and find refuge in the rock formation. Perhaps they could wait it out until the beast left.

But he’d made a promise to Neena and Kai.

And he couldn’t stop staring at all those people across the water.

He couldn’t stop thinking of how they’d die.

Breaking his attention from the crowd, he unslung his bag filled with torches, food, and water, and handed it to the woman and her children. “If I don’t make it back, stay in these caves.”

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m going to help those people.” He paused to add, “I’ll be back.”

Before she could ask another question, he hobbled out of the cave with his cane.


Chapter 64: Thorne

Thorne clutched his spear and surveyed the carnage and destruction. The people left at the northern end of the colony were either incapacitated, dead, or wished they were. One man wandered around with a dazed expression, clutching the bloodied stump where his arm had been. Another grabbed his stomach to stop his insides from spilling out, impaled by something, or cut by falling stone. Everywhere he looked, people died, or limped on wounded limbs.

He looked up to the cliffs, where some of his Watchers had led some survivors to safety. After the initial attack, they’d collected whom they could, leading them up the long, winding path to the top of the eastern formation, where they were beyond the creature’s reach. He hoped. On the ledge, Thorne saw the first handfuls of people making it to the top.

But too many colonists had fled south, toward the river, or split off in other directions.

Looking around, he saw no healers.

Most were dead, dying, or fleeing for their lives.

Thorne swallowed and looked at the two giant holes in the ground, surrounded by dozens of dead, crushed bodies, or the staggering injured. He surveyed the remains of the platform that had once contained the men to whom he had pledged his loyalty.

The Heads of Colony were dead.

The thought was unbelievable.

He walked over to the gaping crevice and looked down, as if he might find a leader he could save. The only things he saw were blood, bile, and splattered entrails. The remainder of the tunnel was black and menacing. The creature had erased his leader’s existence in an eye’s blink.

Only one body remained.

Walking over to the pile of scattered boards, the only thing left of the platform, Thorne surveyed Wyatt’s crushed body underneath. The leader’s mouth hung open in a deathly grimace; his tongue lolled to the side. Dust coated his eyes and his blood-covered cheeks. A hollow feeling built inside Thorne’s gut as he listened to the screams from the southern portion of the colony.

Fear and anger warred inside his heart.

He wanted to shove his spear into the creature’s eyeless face and watch it bleed. He wanted to find its heart and pull it out for all those left in the colony to see.

But he knew stupidity would lead to death.

Three-dozen of his Watchers circled around him, gripping their spears and assessing the scene. Too many of their brothers had fled with the crowd, sought refuge elsewhere, or been up on the cliffs and never come down. Some were on the bottom of the eastern structure, guarding, but perhaps hiding now, or dead.

Only his bravest, most loyal guards were left.

“What should we do, sir?” asked one of The Watchers, pushing his words past trembling lips. He glanced over to the horizon, at the cliffs where the other Watchers brought survivors. “Should we follow the others to the cliffs?”

“Maybe we can head to the Comm Building,” suggested another.

Thorne clenched and unclenched his spear. The Comm Building walls would be thicker than any of the hovels, but the building wouldn’t be safer than the cliffs.

A long, wailing scream echoed from somewhere in the center of the colony, amidst a rolling clouds of dust. A hovel collapsed. Through it all, the eternal rumble.

Thorne’s hollow feeling became a rage.

Gideon’s words echoed through his head.

‘Preservation at all costs.’

Thorne had pledged his life to Red Rock, and failed.

Hiding wouldn’t save his people.

Pulling his determination into his face, he said, “We’ll save whomever else we can. We’ll find the beast, and kill it!”

Silence met his words. Fear lit the eyes of too many faces. In a long, loud shout, he said, “We will do our duty to our people! We will pierce the beast’s hide!”

Thorne stabbed the air with his spear, and then again, contorting his face in a way meant to inspire.

His men looked from him to the holes, and the crashed podium.

“Raise your spears!” he shouted, repeating the words of their Induction Ceremonies.

The Watchers thrust their spears into the air. Slowly, a hesitation became strength, as they picked up on his determination. Reciting from the oath he had taken with his men—the oath which all of his men took—he said, “Our lives, to save Red Rock! Survival at all costs!”

“Survival at all costs!” his men repeated.

“Kill the beast!” he screamed, his voice quivering with anger.

“Kill the beast!” The Watchers answered.

In a flurry of pounding boots, Thorne led his brave men through the center of Red Rock and toward the monster.


Chapter 65: Neena

Neena, Kai, Raj, Samel, and Helgid ran in a tight group toward the eastern side of the colony. Abandoned buckets, carts, and chamber pots littered the alleys. Hovel doors swung back and forth. The colony was lifeless, until they reached the end of an alley and saw something.

They stopped.

Shock hit Neena.

Looking out, she surveyed an unexpected scene.

An enormous funnel of people crossed the patch of desert between the bridge and the cave they’d left behind, running. Following the line of people to the back with her eyes, she saw what must be hundreds crossing the bridge, hurrying east and for safety. The flow of bodies looked like a second river. Parents carried children. Relatives helped the elderly. The other side of the bridge was empty, save the vacant Green Crops and an empty patch of desert.

“What’s going on?” Kai asked.

Neena scanned the moving crowd until her eyes stopped at a point to the left of the line, where a solitary man stood, directing them with his cane.

“Darius!” Neena said, feeling a moment of joy she hadn’t expected.

“Let’s go!” Kai yelled.

Without another word, they raced into the desert, traveling in a diagonal path to meet the people. Raj, Samel, and Kai kept up, but several times they slowed for Helgid, who couldn’t move as fast. Approaching the line, Neena heard a wave of panicked shouts and frightened cries.

What looked like a smooth procession from a distance was actually chaotic. Men, women, and children urged each other to move faster. People pushed to get ahead, or fanned outside the line and raced ahead of others. Looking ahead, Neena saw a bottleneck at the cave entrance. The round, black opening was the closest point of safety. There were other cave openings, of course, but they were father away.

The colonists wanted safety now.

Neena and the others ran until they intersected a spot in the middle of the line. Far ahead of them, Darius stood to the side of the line, calling out instructions.

“Keep moving! Help your neighbors!”

No one listened. People looked over their shoulders, cast each other aside, or refused to give up a step. Some stumbled and fell, shielding their heads from hundreds of running boots. Neena paused to help up an elderly man who had trouble getting to his feet. He thanked her with a breathless nod.

A rumble drew their attention to the colony. Neena turned.

Fear spiked inside her.

The beast’s ugly back came into view before disappearing again underneath an alley. Humps of dirt marked where the beast broke the surface and pushed layers upward, leaving ridged mounds in its wake. Houses crumbled and fell. Errant screams filled the air.

“It’s coming this way!” someone screamed, inciting a renewed panic in the line.

People pushed each other more violently. A few dropped their bags or spears, abandoning them. Neena’s heart pounded as she fought against a stampeding mob, each of whom measured their lives as greater than their neighbors’.

“Stay calm! Keep moving!” Darius yelled, from somewhere out of sight.

“Raj! Samel!” she cried, as the rush of people carried her brothers away. She picked up speed to get to them. An elbow hit her side. Neena lost her wind, doubling over. She staggered a few more steps, swayed by the crowd. Raj and Samel screamed her name, holding out their hands. In horror, she watched them tossed around, unable to control where they went.

A cry drew her attention behind her.

She turned.

Helgid fell. The old woman screamed as trampling boots beat the ground around her.

“Helgid!” she screamed.

From next to her, Kai shouted, “I’ll get Raj and Samel to the caves! Help her!”

Neena raced back for Helgid, grabbing her arm. The old woman cried out in agony, struggling to get to her feet. People swarmed past them, kicking up sand.

“Get back! Get away!” Neena shouted, but of course, no one listened.

Blinking the spraying sand from her eyes, she attempted to lift the old woman. Helgid shrieked in agony.

“My knee!”

Neena looked down, watching Helgid struggle. She’d either torn something or broken a bone. But that didn’t matter, because Neena wasn’t leaving her.

“Lean on me for support!” Neena yelled. “I’ll get you out of here!”

Draping one of Helgid’s thick arms over her shoulder, Neena muscled her up and led her a few staggering steps. More of the crowd raced past them. Neena glanced over her shoulder, watching the beast’s back push the ground upward less than a quarter klick away. It was coming in their direction.

Of course, it was.

The stampeding crowd might as well be The Watcher’s storm horns, calling it closer. Every panicked footfall was a lure. A person slammed into Neena, knocking Helgid’s arm from her shoulder. With a shout, she lost hold of Helgid.

“Helgid!”

Helgid tumbled weakly to the ground. Looking backward in the other direction, Neena noticed the majority of the crowd had passed them. Only a few people remained behind, helping the wounded. She no longer saw Darius, Kai, Raj, or Samel.

Were they in the caves?

She only hoped.

She glanced around frantically for anything that could help her.

Her eyes landed on a spear.

An idea struck her. If she could retrieve the weapon, she could use it to help support Helgid.

“Wait here!” she cried.

Crossing a few dozen steps to reach the spear, she hefted it, verifying it was intact.

“I’m coming!” she told her friend, turning back around.

A seam parted in the ground, fifty feet behind Helgid.

Moving fast.

Helgid looked at Neena, horror on her face.

“Neena!”

Neena ran at full speed.

In an instant, the world slowed.

Helgid’s face was a mask of panic, as she reached out for Neena.

The desert exploded.

A backlash of sand, blood, and dirt launched Neena backward through the air. Sand choked her scream. Somewhere in the haze, she saw the massive beast rise with Helgid, taking her away.

And then her friend and the beast were gone.

Neena landed hard on the sand on her back. A torrent of silt showered her. She struggled to breathe. Pain wracked her body. She spit blood and sand, closed her eyes, and raised her arms to protect her face. The spray seemed to last forever.

The sand settled.

Her ears screamed.

Helgid!

Cracking her eyes, she saw only dust and a gaping hole where the creature and her friend had been. Tears she had no time to process slid down her cheeks.

Her boots were sliding.

The sand in front of her had become an avalanche, pulling Neena toward the center of the beast’s empty hole. Primal fear stabbed her stomach. She dug her palms into the sand, searching for a handhold. But the sand slid too quickly. In horror, she felt her body sliding toward the abyss.


Chapter 66: Neena

“Neena!”

Hands grabbed on to her shoulders as someone took hold of her. The person slid her backward across the sand. A familiar voice called her name. Turning, she saw Kai through the hazy cloud of dust.

Neena pushed herself upward, stumbling across the sand away from the hole, as Kai draped her arm across his back. From somewhere close—too close—she heard the beast’s rumbling. She smeared blood and gore from her face and ran next to him.

“Don’t look! Just move!” Kai hissed at her.

Neena didn’t stop or turn around as she stumbled with Kai across the desert.

Through the dust cloud, she saw the mouth of the cave, three hundred feet away.

A cluster of people were still trying to fit through the entrance. Others staggered toward it, clutching their stomachs for breath, or helped by their loved ones.

Neena stuck one boot in front of the other, fighting against a wave of pain. More tears slid down her cheeks.

Helgid was gone.

She could still hear the woman’s blood-curdling shriek. She hadn’t even had a chance to say goodbye. It was as if the heavens had lifted her up and away. She forced away her grief. If she wallowed in it too long, she’d die.

The ground shuddered underneath her boots.

The cave was two hundred feet away.

A hundred.

Colonists waited at the threshold of light and dark, yelling for their loved ones who had almost made it, urging their helpers to hurry. Most were tucked in rows behind others to get distance from the desert and the monster. Neena figured there must be hundreds inside the cave.

They kept running as the last of the straggling people made it inside.

At any moment, the ground would explode upward and the monster would slice her and Kai in half, or a new hole would open up below them, sucking them under.

She and Kai ran faster, and then they were taking the last steps to the threshold, moving out of the sun and into relative darkness.

Soft sand gave way to hard stone.

The rumbling behind them stopped.

Neena wiped the last of the blood and sand away from her eyes as they fought for a position further away from danger.

She scanned the faces at the cave’s entrance. A young mother held her child close to her, staring with panic-drenched eyes. An elderly couple clasped each other’s trembling hands. Kai brought her deeper into the cave, threading past several more groups of stunned colonists and to a group of people she could hardly see in the darkness, until she felt their arms embracing her. Two tear-streaked faces looked up at her. Raj and Samel. She swallowed, feeling a relief she almost didn’t believe.

“Where’s Helgid?” Samel asked.

Neena didn’t answer. She couldn’t.

Her brothers hugged her tightly, burying their faces in her shirt. Together, they cried.

Somewhere in the darkness, Kai found her hand again. Looking to her right, she saw Darius in the semi-darkness, holding his cane.

“You’re okay,” Darius said, his voice cracking with emotion.

“I think,” Neena said, through her flowing tears.

A high-pitched noise ripped their attention back to the desert.

She and the others took a step through the crowd, getting a better view of whatever was coming.

“The monster is back!” someone hissed.

A few people gasped in shock, or fright. Others adjusted to get further back in the cave.

But it wasn’t the monster.

A cluster of men ran down the last alley between the hovels and the patch of sand, getting closer.

Staring at the oncoming people, Neena noticed their poised spears and their determined gait.

The Watchers.


Chapter 67: Thorne

“To me, men!” Thorne cried, racing out into the patch of desert, where the monster had traveled just moments before.

Clenching his spear, Thorne cast away his fright and summoned his anger. He thought of Gideon’s last, rousing words. He thought of Wyatt’s pale, tortured face.

Thorne didn’t have eloquent speeches. He had only his sharp spear, his will, and his men.

Running out to the first of the holes, he raised his spear and stared down into the crevice, searching for skin in that blackness, or a monster’s demonic eyes. He saw nothing but layers of dirt and an impenetrable dark. He followed the edges of the hole with his feet. At some point, the monster would rise again, and Thorne would thrust his spear hard and true.

Even if they couldn’t kill it, perhaps they’d shine a light into its primitive brain and ward it away.

He scanned the patch of desert between the cliffs and the hovels for movement. Shadows moved in the mouth of the cave. Some of the colonists sought refuge there. They looked to Thorne and his men for protection.

He couldn’t fail them.

Behind him, the breath of three-dozen searching, loyal men cut the air, as they formed an offensive line not unlike the ones in which they stood in front of the crowds, at every meeting.

A vibration shook his boots.

Thorne waited, scanning the ground.

Something moved far below him.

He recalled what he’d heard, or been told, about the creature. Noise drew it.

He lowered his palm toward the ground. His body language spoke his orders. His men understood with their eyes.

Stay still.

Slowly, he cocked back his spear, waiting for enough flesh to show that he could find a target. His men followed his lead, raising their weapons with equal determination.

Something moved below the surface. Or was it his imagination? Maybe the sand played tricks on him. Maybe the creature was gone. Perhaps it had fed, and moved on. It was a hope even he didn’t believe.

“There!” one of his men hissed, loudly enough to startle the others.

Three-dozen heads swiveled. Spears changed aim. A patch of sand lifted with a small breeze. Or had something else moved it?

Dirt and sand exploded underneath a group of his men, twenty feet away.

Blood sprayed.

Five Watchers shot upward and disappeared, as if they had never stood there at all. They screamed in a way Thorne had never heard from such brave men. The creature’s enormous bite ground the men’s flesh, severing their limbs and silencing them forever. Blood and flesh rained down on Thorne and his remaining men, knocking some of them over. Opening his eyes from the backsplash, Thorne saw a shadow large enough to block out the sun, coming toward them. It was too late to throw their spears.

Thorne dove to save his life.

Landing on his belly, he held onto his spear. He looked upward in time to see the creature’s body arcing over him. Sharp, spear-like protrusions lanced the air from the side of the creature’s shadow; thick scales protected its massive girth.

The creature flew through the air with a grace Thorne wouldn’t have imagined from such an enormous creature.

It landed with a thunderous crash. More sand splattered, as men were crushed beneath its body. Thorne closed his eyes and covered his face as the wails tapered off.

Opening his eyes, he saw a Watcher teetering on the edge of the creature’s first hole. Another raced toward the slipping guard, but not in time to stop the man’s slide and his plummet. The Watcher flailed his arms and fell. The other man backpedaled.

Thorne looked around, quickly counting his losses. Nine men had died.

“Get up!” he commanded his remaining men. “Raise your spears!”

The fallen men took to their feet and retrieved their weapons. Feeling the loss of their brothers, they looked around with new fear in their eyes, but no one balked at his order as they positioned between the two new holes the creature had punched in the ground.

Together, the men reared back their spears and waited. All fell silent, watching their feet.

Far below them, the creature tunneled.

They followed the underground noise, from the sand to the giant holes, and back again.

The rumbling stopped.

Thorne watched and waited, looking from his men to the sand.

Thorne noticed a dead man’s fallen spear nearby, covered in gore. An idea struck him. In a few quiet steps, he walked over to it, bent, and picked it up. Ignoring the slippery wet blood on its handle, he drew back his arm and waited.

His men watched him intently.

Picking a spot twenty feet from his men, in the center of the two holes, he launched it in a curved arc, watching it stick in the ground.

As one, his men and the people in the cave watched.

At first, nothing.

The breeze blew, ruffling their shirts and their hair, so they had to listen more closely.

The ground burst open.

The creature tore from sand to sky.

Watching it ascend, Thorne yelled, “Launch your spears!”

His men threw their weapons. Two-dozen spears spiraled through the air, heading for the creature. A few missed their mark, but most struck the side of its massive girth. Thorne squinted to see the damage to the rising shadow.

One by one, the spears fell to the ground, like kindling sticks thrown at solid rock.

None stuck.

He watched them land with a fading hope.

Maybe his goal had been a foolish dream. They’d never defeat the creature.

They’d never even wound it.


Chapter 68: Thorne

New fear struck Thorne’s heart—not for him, but for his men. He glanced over at the caves. Perhaps safety was the only option.

“There!” one of his men interrupted, pointing a finger at the creature’s still-rising body.

Thorne followed the man’s gesture. He shielded his face, as if that might help him see into the shadowy mass.

“I don’t see any of those scales in that spot!” the man shouted. “Maybe we can wound it there!”

Thorne and his men stared at the rising creature, watching a spot of sunlight glint off its underbelly. Thorne saw a smoothness that might be an injury, a missing scale, or a trick of the sun.

Or a hope that they desperately needed.

Scanning the ground, he located their fallen spears. “When it lands, retrieve your weapons!”

As one, they watched the creature’s eastern arc through the sky, until a boom hit the ground and a spray of sand shot upwards. The creature’s enormous tail gyrated around the hole, slithering into it. They shielded their faces and ran toward the spears. Thorne reached a weapon and hefted it, checking the end. The blade was dulled from impact, but it was still sharp enough to penetrate skin.

He hoped.

Thorne looked around, spotting another fallen weapon from a man no longer alive to use it.

With two spears in hand, he called his men into a new line. To their east were four of the creature’s holes. Steadying themselves, Thorne and his men listened to the rumble in the ground and planned their next attack.

“I’ll throw another spear,” he said, just loudly enough so that his men heard him. “When it rises, aim for that smooth spot!”

His men nodded. They understood.

Having made his stand, he reared back his arm and threw in a circular arc. His aim was true. The spear flew through the air and stabbed the sand with a thud. Moments later, the ground exploded.

The creature rose upward.

Thorne looked for the same spot in the creature’s hide, fearing they had imagined it.

It was there!

He launched his weapon at it. His men followed suit. Dozens of spears soared in the creature’s direction as the beast rose sideways.

This time, a few weapons stuck.

A screeching, cacophonous noise erupted from the beast’s mouth.

Something black dripped around the stuck spears and to the ground.

This time it wasn’t his men’s blood.

Creature’s blood.

Thorne’s hope grew as the creature writhed back and forth before breaking into a new hole, spraying more dark, inky blood over the ground as some of the spears fell out. Several of his men gave a triumphant cheer. And then they ran for the ground, searching for their spears. A few of the weapons had landed at the midpoint between the holes. Others were farther away, leftover from the first Watchers to die.

“Hurry and grab them!” he cried to his men, who didn’t need to be told twice.

Together, they collected the spears, finding enough to arm about half of his men. The armed ones formed a new line to the east of the holes, waiting for Thorne’s leadership, while those without spears waited further back, where they’d be safer.

A pride unlike any Thorne had felt in many years swelled inside him.

He’d trained his men well.

Forcing back his triumphant feeling, he focused on his mission. The beast might flee. But if it didn’t, they’d be ready. Rearing back his spear, he found a new place in which to plunge it.

A feeling of vengeance washed over him as he stared at the numerous holes around him, and the blood of his men. Too many had died today. No more.

Cocking back his decoy spear, he launched the weapon.

The tip hit the ground.

The sand burst open.

Teeth and an enormous mouth came into view.

The creature’s enormous body curved upward. Thorne’s men prepared their throws.

In an eye’s blink, he realized his mistake. The creature wasn’t coming sideways this time. It was coming at them.

The shadow curved upward and overhead, filling the sky above them and casting a darkness he feared they’d never escape.

“Run!” he screamed.

A few of his brave men launched their spears before turning to flee. Exploding sand drowned out more of his words as he urged his men onward, away from the beast’s massive body and out from under its shadow. Thorne curved to the west and away from the creature’s path. In his peripheral vision, he saw a few of his men doing the same.

But their head start was pointless.

Whether it was bad luck or the fate of the heavens, he’d never know.

The darkness grew thicker and wider.

The smell of blood and sand filled his nose.

Thorne’s body was pulverized underneath the Abomination’s weight, along with his men’s. His last thought was that they’d never reach the caves.


Chapter 69: Neena

Quiet pervaded the land outside the cave.

Red Rock stood silent, save the gentle ripple of the wind across the sand. To the southwest, the river flowed steady and true. The Green Crops fluttered.

The rumbling was gone.

Neena, Kai, Raj, Samel, Darius, and a few hundred others looked out from the mouth of the cave into the path of sandy desert between the cave and the shattered, eastern hovels.

The bodies of The Watchers lay everywhere. Those who weren’t eaten lay at odd angles. A few gnarled hands reached for a redemption they would never find.

Looking past the carnage and between the pathways, Neena saw only pockets of devastation. Houses lay in crumbles. Scattered belongings lay everywhere. Nothing moved.

It felt as if she and the several hundred with whom she stood were the only ones left.

They waited in terrified silence for so long that Neena’s legs cramped, and she could feel the roil of fear and hunger in her stomach. Eventually, the squawk of hungry birds overhead ripped everyone’s attention skyward. On their own, or in flocks, the scavenging birds landed to feast on the corpses. They pecked at the bodies, pulling sinewy pieces of flesh away and swallowing them in their beaks.

A memory came back to her.

“The animals won’t come out if the creature is close.”

Slowly, a few whispers circulated among the living.

“Is it over?” someone hissed.

People readjusted in the cave, holding their loved ones, waiting for an answer. The rumbles were a dark, distant memory.

“It’s gone, for now. But it will be back,” Kai said, loudly enough to be heard in the echoing cave.

A few around them turned to Kai, recognizing him as the stranger who they had feared. No one disputed him. How could they? Together, they’d survived the attack, or at least, they hoped they had.

Neena held her brothers tight. Their quiet tears had left them, leaving only tracks of grief on their faces. Looking out into the desert, Neena searched for a body she knew she’d never find. Helgid was gone. She closed her eyes and reopened them, wishing she could take back those final, fatal moments. She told herself she’d done everything to save her.

She couldn’t convince herself.

After a while of whispering and quiet conversation, some in the caves moved and stretched their legs. Looking over her shoulder, she saw the shifting shadows of too many people cramped into a tight space. None had wandered any deeper in the caves than they needed. They had no torches. They were afraid.

“What should we do?” someone asked, aiming their question in the direction of Kai, Neena, and Darius’s group.

“The caves are a place of safety,” Darius said. “We can stay here for refuge.”

“The caves are forbidden,” a woman whispered.

“They are only forbidden because the leaders tell us that,” Darius explained. “But today, they have saved us.”

“The beast can’t go through solid rock,” Kai told the people behind him. “If we keep quiet when we hear it, we will have a better chance at living.”

“How do you know?” asked the woman.

“It has attacked my colony for years,” Kai explained. “Too many of my people have died. We’ve learned from our mistakes.”

A few people looked around, processing the information, hugging each other. Some people relayed the message to others, who couldn’t hear from the back of the hemmed-in crowd. No one argued. After a while, new whispers reached Neena’s ears.

“My mother is missing. I can’t leave her out there.”

“So is my son,” whispered another woman from the back. “I need to find him. I cannot stay here.”

“The leaders will help us tend the wounded, and the dead,” said a third person. “They’ll put everything back in order. They’ll rescue us.”

“Like The Watchers did?” Someone waved a demonstrative hand toward the desert.

A man near Darius cleared his throat, turning to face the people behind them. “The leaders are dead. The beast crushed them. I saw it happen at the meeting.”

Silence permeated the cave as everyone absorbed a truth they had known, but were afraid to utter. A few women in the back of the cave burst into tears. A few children clung tighter to their parents. The finality of those words hung in the air for several moments, before a woman spoke.

“The leaders are dead, The Watchers are dead,” the woman said through her tears. “Our families are eaten or crushed, if we can even find them. What do we have left?”

Turning to the crowd behind her, wiping away her silent tears, Neena said, “We have us.”


Chapter 70: Neena

Slowly, some of the people dispersed from the caves, holding each other and walking out into the sand. Neena and Kai looked behind them at Raj, Samel, and Darius, who waited among a slew of others, watching from the entrance.

Each footstep came with the fear of a new rumble, but the beast seemed to be gone.

The area outside the cave was a nightmarish landscape.

The air smelled of blood and a foul odor she recognized from the desert. Among the bloodied bodies, Neena saw some of the clear, goopy substance that she knew was the creature’s bile. Among it was darker, blackish drips of blood that didn’t seem human.

“They wounded it,” Neena said incredulously.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen it bleed,” Kai admitted.

“But that didn’t stop the thing from killing them.” Neena swallowed.

Keeping a wide berth from the holes, one of which had almost caused her death, she looked over at the crushed, pulverized body of The Watchers who hadn’t been swallowed. The men lay in the desert, covered in blood. Some of their bodies were so pulped that she could no longer make out their features.

One body, she recognized.

Thorne’s body was so mashed that she could no longer discern limbs from torso. Only half of his face remained. She looked away, choking back nausea. She and Kai crossed the remainder of the desert, leaving the gruesome scene behind and entering an area that was less destroyed than others. They headed through the colony. The rest of the people walked behind them, following their lead, conversing in whispers.

A place of life had become a place of death.

More bodies laid everywhere. A man clutched his stomach in a dying grimace. It looked as if a piece of shrapnel had speared him. Arms and legs hung out from underneath piles of wreckage. Other colonists lay next to destroyed homes, covered by dust and debris. Some of the elderly seemed to have died without explanation. Their gaping mouths and wide eyes showed the fear that accompanied their last breaths.

More than one hole littered the ground, making some paths and alleys non-navigable, or turning some into piles of rubble. Neena and Kai skirted around them, looking for survivors among the dead. Some of the people fanned out to check on their loved ones, or continued on to other alleys.

In one half-broken house, they found a man who managed to survive unscathed. Moving on, they found a few more.

Maybe a horrific day would become a hopeful one. At least, Neena told herself that as they trekked through more destroyed hovels and littered pathways, leading the survivors.

They returned to the main path and headed north.

A line of uprooted dirt ran past the lines of fallen buildings. The creature had followed the slew of running people, or so she had pieced together, from what she’d heard and seen. Neena’s stomach bunched up as she looked down an adjacent pathway that led to Helgid’s house. She pushed away her mournful feeling.

Halfway to the Comm Building, one of the women with whom they’d split off approached them.

“There are some survivors in the leaders’ building,” the woman said, crooking a thumb over his shoulder. “Unfortunately, my boy wasn’t one of them.”

The woman smiled through her grief before continuing down another path, resuming her search.

Neena and Kai headed up the path and toward the towering structure.

The Comm Building stood tall and massive, rising above the wreckage around it. Not one of the walls had collapsed or cracked, at least that Neena could see. The sight filled her with hope. It was certainly better than despair.

Narrowing the gap, Neena had a moment of reconsideration.

What if The Watchers—or even the leaders—had survived?

The doors to the enormous building were open to a crack. People’s voices carried from inside. A few cried, while others talked in low tones.

Looking over at Kai, she said, “Stay here.”

Kai nodded.

She took the remaining steps on her own, until she was at the doors, parting them. The sun cast tentative beams through the dust clouds around the doorway. Inside, she found a few dozen people, tending to the wounded. Some of the colonists had managed to find their way into the building, but she saw no Watchers or leaders.

Her face lit up again when she saw a familiar face among the small crowd, tending to a man with a wounded arm.

Amos.

Spotting her, Amos rushed to his feet, hurrying to greet her.

“Neena!”

He embraced her, patting her back, before leaning back and appraising her. His weathered face seemed even more tired than usual, but he was alive.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Neena said, wiping some dirt away from her face.

“Thank the heavens,” he said. “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

“Nor I, you.”

Looking past her, a question crossed his face. “Where are your brothers?”

“They’re safe,” she said. “We made it to a cave on the eastern side of the colony. They’re among some others. A few hundred of us survived the monster’s attack.”

Amos nodded with relief and surprise, before an unspoken question bubbled to the surface. Neena’s eyes welled up. She didn’t have to answer it. Without a word, they embraced.


**




A voice echoed from the Comm Building doorway, distracting all inside.

A cluster of the people in the room walked toward the threshold, where a man stood, pointing. Neena and Amos followed the flow of people outside, joining Kai, who had come over to see what was happening.

“Up there! On the cliffs!” the man yelled. “I see others!”

Neena, Amos, and Kai stared up in disbelief. On the top of the eastern cliffs, gathered in the dying sunlight, a group of a hundred survivors stood waving their hands.

A small hope in Neena’s heart grew larger.

Maybe more people had survived than she thought.


Chapter 71: Neena

Neena and Kai walked back through the rubble and the wreckage. Returning near the pathway that led to Helgid’s house, Neena’s grief returned as she pictured the pile of stone and mud bricks through which they’d sifted.

Both Helgid and her hovel were gone.

And so were too many others—people she might’ve saved, if she had done something differently. Noticing the emotion on her face, Kai touched her arm.

“It isn’t only Helgid that I grieve for,” Neena said, shaking her head.

“Of course. Too many have died.” Kai lowered his head. He understood.

“Our warnings weren’t enough,” Neena said. “Maybe if we had said something differently, we could’ve convinced the leaders to do more than they did.”

“We tried,” Kai said. “They didn’t want to listen. Or maybe they weren’t ready to.” He squeezed her arm gently, checking on her.

Surveying one of the holes, she envisioned the monster that had sprung from beneath it, rending her people’s bodies in half, or swallowing them. No one had deserved a death like that.

She was angry. She wanted to lash out and make someone pay. The leaders were an obvious choice. But the leaders were dead.

Only her guilt lived on.

Looking at the remains of her ruined colony, a new desire struck her, until the emotion became so strong and so fierce that she couldn’t let it go.

Vengeance.

“What are you thinking?” Kai asked.

Forcing back her angry tears, Neena promised, “The next time that thing comes here, we will kill it, Kai. We will make sure it never hurts anyone again. I swear by the heavens.”


Chapter 72: The Man

The man clawed his tattered body through the darkness. His legs had no more sensation. Those parts of his body that he could feel, he wished he couldn’t. Searing agony shot through his torso and his face. Blood flecked his lips, rolled down his forehead, and dripped over the gaping socket where an eye had been.

Throes of pain threatened to pull him under, but he wouldn’t let go.

To stop was to die.

He pulled his wounded body over rocks, sand, and dirt, finding the will to climb upward. The darkness seemed to have no end, but he kept going until sunlight hit his face.

Reaching it, the man opened his good eye, pulled his crushed legs toward the top of a gaping hole, and let out a painful wail.

Boot steps hit the ground.

Someone had heard the man’s cries.

Hands grasped Gideon’s fingers, pulling him from the Abomination’s pit.
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Chapter 1: Neena

“I can’t believe it’s all gone.”

Neena stared out from the cliff on top of the eastern rock formation, surveying the ruins of Red Rock. Two weeks after the brutal attack, the sight of her destroyed colony still filled her with sadness and grief. The remains looked like an eerie, abandoned monument to her old life. About half of the houses were now piles of mud brick, destroyed during the attack, or toppled over in the aftermath. Even the Comm Building, once an indomitable symbol of strength, seemed like an inadequate place of refuge.

Dots of color spotted the landscape between the hovels—pieces of clothing, ruined bedrolls, or broken supplies. Too many of those distant objects were bodies.

Every so often, when the wind was right, the foul odor of the dead drifted to where the survivors were now sheltered, in the caves at the top of the cliffs. Each time they smelled it, they were reminded of the people buried underneath the rubble, lost until the animals got to them, dragging out their corpses and feasting on the meat. Watching a bird take flight from the top of a distant building, carrying something in its beak, Neena shuddered.

“Sometimes, I feel as if I am looking at a place we discovered, rather than a place we lived,” she said, her eyes searching the colony’s wreckage.

“Not all the buildings are gone,” Kai reminded Neena, waving at some of the intact hovels, standing among the fallen. “And neither are your people.” He motioned over their shoulders, to the entrance of one of the caves, where Darius and some four hundred remaining survivors waited for them.

“I know.” Neena nodded and reached for his hand. “It is easy to think of all we have lost, instead of all we have left.”

“One day the grief will sting less. I promise.” Kai took her hand and squeezed her fingers tightly. His touch filled her with warmth.

She turned and embraced him.

In the time Neena had know him, Kai had become familiar enough that she no longer saw the marks on his forehead, or the strange clothing he wore; instead, she saw the man who had risked his life to help her and her family. After several nights in the caves with him, sharing their grief and their loss, they had finally given in to their feelings and pressed their bodies together under the flickering glow of the fires. Neena was no longer surprised by her feelings for him. Kai was a missing piece to Neena that she’d never known she’d lost.

Even Raj and Samel had taken a liking to him.

Darius, for his part, had settled into the role of a knowledgeable guide, sharing his expertise of the caves on the cliffs with the survivors in a way that was never before allowed. A little while after the attack—after they had taken everything they could carry—he had even led the remaining colonists from their initial place in the low cave to a safer set of tunnels, joining the people who had survived high up on the cliffs of the eastern formation.

But even that didn’t alleviate the uncertainty of their future.

Their new place on the cliffs was as precarious as their old one.

New threats awaited the colonists in the deep, winding tunnels. They mostly stuck near the entrances, where they could light their fires, but a few times in the night, foxes or rats ran over or around the bedrolls they’d taken before leaving Red Rock. Once, a scared man fled a noise that awoke him, taking a misstep off of a high ledge and plummeting to his death. Even the guards at the cave’s entrance, posted to keep watch for animals, hadn’t been quick enough to save him.

“I don’t know how much longer we will have food to scavenge,” Neena said. “Even with the reduction in numbers, we are running out of rations quickly, and people are starting to realize that.”

“Things are going to get worse,” Kai agreed. “Hunger brings out desperate behavior in people. Despite the small trips The Watchers have taken for food since, and the spring Darius showed us in the caves for water, we need more to sustain us. We need a better plan than surviving day to day.”

Neena nodded. She let go of him and turned to face the overlook. “And we need a plan to kill the monster, too.”

Kai nodded. She couldn’t tell if he was humoring her, or agreeing. Of course, he believed the Abomination couldn’t be killed, even though she swore she’d slay it.

“In any case, I think your idea of speaking to them is our only hope,” Neena said. “Hopefully, we can come up with a plan to survive. All of us.”

They glanced over their shoulders, to where a few young Watchers lingered at the mouth of the cave. Most were young, inexperienced men, used to following Thorne and The Heads of Colony. The loss of those strong, imposing men had left a hole as big as the monster’s. Only Gideon had survived, and he was so severely injured, Neena suspected he would die at any moment.

Four hundred people—the last survivors of Red Rock—waited for Neena and Kai in the large chamber inside, where Darius had gathered them.

With a shudder, Neena turned around, praying that they were ready to face them.


Chapter 2: Neena

Neena and Kai stared around the dimly lit cave. Four hundred people occupied the space in front of them, clustered in groups. The people’s wild, nervous eyes were reflected underneath the glow of their torches. Their faces were dirty. A few coughed from the sicknesses that seemed to have come with spending so much time confined in tight quarters. They stood holding onto their blankets and bags, leaning against the auburn tunnel walls, or sitting on some of the rocks that jutted from the floor. They’d left the children in another cave to avoid exposing them to more frightening talk.

Neena was glad that they’d made that decision.

She swallowed and looked at the people who had once feared or disrespected her. Not for the first time, Neena thought someone else should be up here, and not she, Kai, and Darius.

But the people in this cave were all that was left, except for the children, the people tending them, and the healers, who kept to their posts deeper in the passage.

A meeting was overdue.

“Thank you for coming,” Darius said, waving his cane, placating the people with a smile, the way he had been doing since he’d settled them into the caves.

The people listened, but no one smiled back. They waited with trepidation that reminded her of the long while they’d spent in the cave together, waiting for the Abomination to leave, or, she assumed, the way the people who’d survived on the cliffs had waited. Neena looked to Kai, as if he might take the lead, but he conceded, “Go ahead.”

“As you know, our supplies are running low, or will be soon,” Neena said, finding her voice. “The Watchers have done their best to scrape up more food and get water from the spring, but those quick trips will not supplement us for long. We need to decide on a better plan moving forward.”

The people in the front rows watched her, judgment in their eyes. Their trust in her was new, and some were still questioning it. Amos stood in the front row, urging her on.

“We know there are more useable supplies in some of the houses in the colony, or in some of the ruins. Rather than sending the Watchers on smaller trips, we think we should organize a large expedition to dig up anything we might’ve missed before it spoils.”

“We are more likely to find bodies,” someone yelled, from the back of the cave.

A few mumbles of agreement went through the room.

Neena didn’t dispute the facts.

“The trip will not be pleasant,” she agreed, “but anything we can find will be of help.”

A palpable fear settled over the room, as people considered the reality of returning to the colony.

“Digging around the ruins seems like an easy way to get killed,” someone said. “What if the creature hears us and comes back?”

“We can keep guards on top of the cliffs to watch out for us,” Kai cut in. “We can take the same precautions that my people do while on the ground.”

People turned to face Kai. His markings were a never-ending reminder that Kai was still a stranger, from a colony whose existence they were still accepting.

“Your people have lived with the monster for generations,” remembered a woman. “But that doesn’t stop your people from dying on a regular basis.”

“For all we know, your people are dead,” muttered another person behind her.

Silence fell over Kai for a moment. “I don’t know for sure what has become of my people, that is true, though I suspect they are still there.”

“But you don’t know how to get back to them,” someone else recalled.

Kai chewed on that thought. “I was lost, as I told everyone. I’m not even sure I could find my way back, if I tried.”

Murmurs went through the crowd. A man with a thick beard grunted something to the person next to him. His friend’s agreement gave him the courage to redirect his frustrations at Kai.

Locking eyes with him, the man said, “You say there are thousands of your people, and yet, the leaders told us your group numbers a handful. Which is true?”

“The leaders told many lies, as we’ve learned,” Darius said, trying to keep order. “The monster is the biggest proof of that. Everything we’ve explained to you over the last weeks is true.”

“So, we are supposed to take your word for it?” asked the bearded man. “With Gideon unconscious, and no leaders alive to question further?”

More murmurs rose above the crowd. People looked at their neighbors, furrowing their brows. A few colonists sparked loud side conversations.

Feeling the crowd becoming unruly, Neena cut in. “The Watchers know the truth, as well.” She waved her hand at the group of forty young men who stood on the right side of the crowd, hoping her guess was accurate.

The men exchanged nervous glances, surprised to be called on.

For the past few weeks, the surviving Watchers had mostly remained quiet, going along with what Neena, Darius, and Kai said. Neena suspected that they were afraid to be roped in with the men who had obviously told lies. They’d had no issues with making scavenging trips, collecting water, or keeping guard on the cliffs, but she couldn’t guarantee their allegiance to anyone. Thankfully, The Watchers who had tried killing Kai—and the one who once held Akron’s knife—were dead.

But Neena couldn’t forget that the rest had once hunted for them.

After a long hesitation, one of The Watchers, a chiseled man with thick eyebrows and dark hair, Bryan, admitted, “It’s true. The leaders told us in a meeting that the colony of New Canaan numbers a few thousand.”

“So, they lied to us,” the bearded man said, to the whispers of some others. Pointing at Bryan, he said, “That means you lied.”

Bryan shifted uncomfortably.

Turning his questioning on The Watchers, the bearded man asked, “What else do you know?”

Reluctantly the center of attention, Bryan said, “The people of New Canaan were once a part of our colony. They were once a part of Red Rock.”

Gasps came over the crowd as people heard something unexpected and reacted. Even Neena and Kai listened, surprised.

“Generations ago, our people had a disagreement,” Bryan said. “The people of New Canaan broke off and settled elsewhere, while some people stayed here. The two parties had no contact.” Bryan sucked in a breath. “For a long time, they assumed each other were dead, until their representatives arrived a decade ago.”

“How did we not know about each other?” a woman questioned.

“That is not a question I can answer,” Bryan said.

“What happened with those representatives? Why were we not told about New Canaan then?” the same woman asked.

Bryan continued, “More disagreements plagued the discussions with the representatives, according to the leaders. So they kept their existence to themselves, until Kai arrived.”

“You mean the criminal,” the bearded man said quietly.

A few people picked up on the word, repeating it loudly.

Bryan overheard. “That is what they called him, though I can only relay what we were told.”

“And now Gideon is unconscious and unable to speak, and no one can ask him anything,” someone piped up. “All we have to rely on is the stranger’s word.”

Neena glanced over at Kai, who was suddenly the focus of attention again.

Kai shifted uncomfortably. “I have been honest about my past to anyone who has asked me. I hope I have proved trustworthy over these past few weeks.”

The people seemed unconvinced.

Hoping to draw the conversation back on track, Neena said, “We are regurgitating the stories and lies of men who are no longer around to tell them. None of those stories will feed us or keep us alive. We should focus on plans for the future.”

“You mean, plans this man is orchestrating,” the bearded man accused, pointing at Kai.

Neena disagreed. “That’s not—”

“Who are you to tell us what to do, anyway?” The man scoffed at Neena. “A hunter woman, who carries a man’s spear?”

A few in the audience chuckled. Others looked at The Watchers for guidance.

Trying to redeem himself, Bryan said, “We have always done our best by Red Rock. We have followed our oath. If everyone would feel more comfortable, we can lead the plan to get more food.”

He looked at the bearded man for approval, but he was surprised to find the man red-faced and angry. “So we are forced to decide between a criminal and a lying group of Watchers?” he spat.

Bryan opened and closed his mouth. He had no answer.

Arguments threaded through the crowd as the bearded man turned to his friends, riling them up. A few looked angrily at the Watchers, while others looked mistrustingly at Kai. The crowd was quickly becoming ugly.

Neena looked down at the knife at her side, wondering if she’d have to use it to defend her life.

Darius and Kai tensed.

A shout from the back of the chamber drew everyone’s attention. Far over the heads of the crowd, near the entrance to a long passageway at the end of the cave, a healer emerged. The light of his torch gleamed off his bald head as he said, “Gideon is awake!”


Chapter 3: Raj

“Samel! Where are you going?”

Raj peered past the light of his torch to the passage beyond, where Samel crept along the auburn wall. He glanced back at Raj guiltily.

“Neena told us to stay with the others in our cave,” Raj reminded him.

He looked to his left, where a group of others sat, tending babies or other young children.

Ever since they’d come up to the eastern formation, Raj and Samel had lived in the Right Cave, while most of The Watchers and their families lived in the Left. Other colonists lived in the Center Cave, where the adults were currently holding their meeting.

According to Darius, these three caves were the best suited in which to stay, because of their proximity to each other and their wide floors, good for sleeping. More importantly, the caves had fewer forks and passages, making them easier to guard from animals.

Looking back at the people in the Right Cave they were leaving behind, Raj’s eyes settled on one person: Adriana. His stomach fluttered. Adriana’s presence was one of the only things keeping him from being upset about missing the meeting.

He still remembered the feeling of relief he’d had when he saw her, after the creature left. While Raj and his family hid in the lower cave, Adriana had been up on the cliffs with a group of others, hiding out with the surviving Watchers and their families. Her safety was one of the good things that had come from that day. Ever since that fateful day with the monster, Raj had done everything he could to try and be close to her.

He wanted to take care of her, the way strong, hunting men took care of women.

And now Samel was getting in the way of that.

He needed to reel Samel in.

“Samel!” he called again, watching his brother take a few more creeping steps. “I told you to get back here!”

Catching up to Samel, he grabbed hold of his brother’s skinny wrist.

Trying unsuccessfully to pull his hand free, Samel asked, “Do you hear that?”

Raj quieted and listened. The auburn wall ahead of them extended for ten feet before curving. Raj looked for glowing eyes in the darkness, or another indicator that they’d encountered something they couldn’t handle. He saw and heard nothing.

All of the people they’d left behind were within yelling distance. They trusted the boys to stay close. The caves were dangerous, Raj thought, but they seemed less dangerous than staying on the ground in Red Rock with a monster.

Still, Raj had to be a different kind of careful in here.

“There,” Samel insisted, pointing out the noise again. “Do you hear it?”

Raj concentrated, until he heard a clicking sound somewhere around the bend. The noise was subtle, almost imperceptible. It frightened him, but it intrigued him, as well. A thought struck him: what if one of the young children had wandered off? He glanced behind him at Adriana again, noticing her soft skin and her dark hair. He might be hailed as a hero for bringing a young one back.

Before he knew what he was doing, he took a step with Samel.

Together, they crept along the smooth, red wall. Holding his torch higher, Raj saw no sand rats, or bats.

They rounded the bend.

The chatter of adults let him know they were still near others. Still, Raj’s heart pounded, and Samel’s wrist shook under his grasp.

The area past the torch light was pitch black.

The clicking came again—closer this time.

A dark shape, several times the size of Raj’s head, skittered in the opposite direction, just outside his torch light. Raj thought he knew what this was.

“A dust beetle,” Raj whispered.

“By the heavens!” exclaimed Samel.

Raj had only glimpsed a few of the curious-looking things. Most stuck to the bowels of the caves. Occasionally they came to the higher levels, but a sighting of one was rare, according to Darius.

“I don’t think we have much to fear from it,” Raj said. “Darius said they’re mostly harmless. A few people have even eaten them.”

“They can bite, though,” Samel remembered. “We might get a reaction.”

Raj nodded. He knew that was true. He was about to turn around when a new thought made him linger. Raj pictured the look on Adriana’s face if he brought back one of the strange, shiny creatures. What if he could catch it, and provide more food?

“You know how hungry everyone has been. Maybe I can try to kill it.” Raj looked over his shoulder, where some voices echoed.

Sam lingered a step even though Raj started moving. “I think you are trying to impress Adriana.”

“Adriana?” Raj said the word as if he didn’t know who she was.

“You want to show her you are a man by catching it. You want a story to tell.”

“I don’t care what Adriana thinks about it,” Raj said, hiding his motive. “I just want to catch it, so we can eat it.”

Samel furrowed his brow, unconvinced, but he followed. Letting go of Samel’s wrist, Raj pulled his knife. Together, they wound through the tunnel. Raj kept his eye on the beetle, which scurried faster. He’d been in this part of the tunnel a few times, when he was scouting with Darius and some others, or accompanying the hunters to catch sand rats, but he hadn’t been too far. The colonists mostly kept near the entrances of the caves.

Raj kept a tight grip on his torch, and an even tighter grip on his knife, as they pursued the dust beetle, getting farther away from the place where they held camp. The tunnel walls darkened, and the cave turned. They’d gotten close enough to see the dust beetle’s long, spindly legs sticking out from the side of its rounded shell when it suddenly changed direction, skirting from one side of the tunnel to the other. Raj cried out, nearly dropping his torch.

The creature was as wily as it was elusive.

Caught in the adrenaline of the pursuit, Raj ran faster, getting ahead of Samel. He didn’t realize they had taken another turn until Samel pointed out, “Raj! What if we get lost?”

Raj didn’t stop. Determination had gotten hold of him. He felt like a hunter, pursuing game in the desert. He wanted to be like all the burly men coming back from the desert, with full bags, full stomachs, and large smiles—a man Adriana would want.

The beetle scooted away from Raj’s reaching knife, clacking the floor as it ran faster. He caught a glimpse of the top of its head, and the incisors on its mouth.

Raj had only a few moments to consider whether he’d gone too far, when the dust beetle skittered toward a wall. Fearing he might lose it for good, he lunged and brought down his knife.

Raj’s blade struck the floor.

Metal sparked stone.

The beetle disappeared underneath a crevice to safety.

From somewhere out of sight, the clacking continued, farther away.

“Where did it go?” Sam asked, catching up to Raj, who lay on his belly, holding out his torch.

“It must be under here somewhere.”

Trepidation struck him as he extended his torch far into the hole. Scattered rat bones and feces littered the ground. The space was high enough that the creature could slip under, and perhaps just tall enough that he could crawl into, but Raj wasn’t foolish enough to try. Still, staring through the glare of the torch light, he couldn’t help but feel the sting of failure.

He’d failed to catch the beetle.

He’d failed Adriana.

Raj was about to pull out his torch when he spotted something else.

He froze. His mouth fell agape.

“What is it, Raj?” Samel asked nervously.

“I see something.”

“The beetle?”

“Something else.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.”


Chapter 4: Neena

Gasps rifled through the crowd. Almost everyone in the room turned, facing the healer who had made the proclamation about Gideon. In a moment, all interest was lost in the meeting. Sweat trickled down the healer’s face as he held his torch.

A few people stepped forward, swarming him and waiting for more information. Sensing the growing fervor of the crowd, the healer held up his hands, holding them at bay.

“Gideon’s awake and speaking,” the healer clarified, beckoning to the long, narrow passage behind him, “but he only came to consciousness a little while ago. Only a few people should visit him.”

People whispered, craning their necks to get a better view down the long, windy cave, even though no one could see Gideon from here. Hearing the leader’s name had instilled an instinctive order that no one could erase, taking away some of the peoples’ anger. The old hierarchy was as ingrained as their names. Gaining some confidence, Bryan and a few of his Watchers cut through the crowd, moving without impedance.

Slowly, some people turned back to Neena, Kai, and Darius, wondering what would happen next. Neena swallowed. No one had expected Gideon to live as long as he had. Neena certainly hadn’t expected to face him again—at least not in this life. But at the moment, she, Kai, and Darius were the most likely choices to speak with him.

Seeing the apprehension on her face, Darius said, “We should go with the healer.”

Neena nodded.

She, Kai, and Darius cut through the crowd, following the path of the smaller group of Watchers. All at once, she felt as if she were on the edge of the colony again, returning from that fateful trip to the desert with Kai. The people in the caves swiveled their heads to watch her. Wives held their husbands. She didn’t glance long enough at anyone to see the expression on their faces, but she sensed their ambivalence. Everyone had heard Gideon’s words on the day he’d told them to hunt for her and Kai. She hadn’t been there to witness it, but she’d heard the stories. Gideon had labeled her a threat, and the people had listened. Hearing he was awake had brought them back to those moments, just as it brought Neena back to shivering in the cell, thinking she might die.

The last time she’d seen Gideon had been in the Comm Building, right before he’d let her out. He’d threatened to kill her, if she spoke a word about what she’d seen in the desert. He’d called her delusional. A liar.

And now, she knew that he was the liar.

His lies had killed hundreds of people.

Anger replaced her fear. It was certainly better than feeling afraid.

“This way,” the healer said, motioning them down the passage.

Kai’s arm brushed hers. He seemed troubled, as well. Too many lingering questions seemed as if they’d died with the leaders and the veteran Watchers. For the past weeks, those questions had become secondary to the need to survive.

And now they might get answers.

They followed the healer’s flickering torch in front of them down the long, narrow passage, getting farther from the main chamber, as the echoes of the crowd faded out behind them. The red, sloping walls seemed to bear down on Neena, crushing her bones, robbing her of her last breaths.

They passed the first of two recessed coves branching from the main tunnel. Several people guarded the entrance of the first cove, holding spears and watching for danger, while some healers inside bustled among some bedridden people.

They headed to another, deeper cove, where two guards nodded.

Stopping just before them, the healer turned and faced the small group: Bryan, a few of his closest Watchers, and Neena, Darius, and Kai.

“As you know, we’ve separated Gideon, due to the extent of his injuries.” The healer motioned over his shoulder to the dark, shadowed portion of the cove. “We’ve given him the best care we can. His injuries are grave, though. I want you to know that.”

Neena looked over his shoulder and between the guards. Toward the back of the cove, near a wall, a shadowed figure lay in a bedroll, vaguely illuminated by some hung torches.

“Please keep the visit brief,” the healer instructed. “He doesn’t have much strength.”

Neena nodded and walked inside.

Instinctually, Neena, Kai, and Darius headed to one side of the bedroll, while The Watchers spread out by the other. The torches cast dancing shadows. The healer who fetched them hung behind, standing a few paces back and near the guards. The humid air reeked of medicines, soiled garments, and unwashed sweat.

For a long moment, no one spoke, or moved.

A single torch on the wall above his head illuminated Gideon’s stationary form, but kept his face in shadow. Neena traced the length of his body with her eyes, from his blanketed shoulders, to his arms, to his lower half. Only one limb occupied the space where two legs should be.

Her hand instinctively went to her mouth.

She shouldn’t be surprised.

She had known the healers had to amputate one leg.

But it was one thing to hear about, and another to look at.

Gideon’s survival seemed unthinkable. She’d seen the blood that spackled his face, and the crippled legs on which he’d dragged his battered torso from that hole. She’d heard his agonizing wails. The healer was certain that he’d never walk again, even before he’d made the decision to take one leg. Most were certain that he wouldn’t live. It had taken more than one man to lift Gideon the rest of the way and out into the open, where he’d collapsed for what she thought was the final time.

A cough ripped her attention back to his face. Slowly, Gideon slid an arm out from the blankets, covering his mouth. A few words croaked from his lips. The Watchers leaned forward, straining to hear.

“Where’s Thorne?” he asked in a confused rasp, taking his hand away from his mouth.

He turned to look between them.

Bryan traded a nervous glance with the others. “He’s dead, sir.”

“Dead.” The word hung in the air like an edict, or a pronouncement.

Bryan shifted uncomfortably under the dim torchlight. A few others wrung their hands.

“My Heads of Colony?”

“They’re dead, too, except for you, sir.” Bryan kept some distance, as if Gideon might leap from his blankets, grab him, and demand another answer.

Instead, Gideon hacked up phlegm. Neena couldn’t tell how much he understood. Sensing his distress, the healer returned to the bedside and grabbed a cloth, wiping the incapacitated man’s mouth. A groan escaped Gideon’s lips as he dealt with his pains. With care, the healer helped him find a more comfortable position.

“Just a few more moments,” the healer warned, again.

No one moved to leave.

They couldn’t.

Gideon’s new position revealed more of his face.

A few gasped audibly as they saw his condition.

Scars flecked Gideon’s cheeks and forehead. His broken nose was misshapen. Matted, gray hair hung over his one remaining eye, which rolled around, taking them in. In place of the other eye was a raw, membranous socket. Gideon wheezed through more phlegm, but he didn’t move, except to look between his followers, his people.

A few men looked away, out of deference.

“We were attacked,” Gideon said, seeming to recall something.

“Yes, sir,” Bryan said.

“How many of us are left?” Gideon asked.

Bryan swallowed again. Projecting confidence through his shock, he answered, “Four hundred, sir.”

Another Watcher said, “We survived and have been living in three caves on the top of the eastern cliffs. The Center Cave is where you are now.”

“The healer told me a little bit of that, right when I woke up.” Gideon nodded and coughed again. His eye rolled to Kai, Neena, and Darius. He opened and closed his lips without a sound. Neena couldn’t tell if he recognized them, but he certainly wasn’t condemning them.

She clenched her hands, prepared to ask one of many questions, or spout some hateful words. For two weeks since the massacre, during those long, sleepless nights, she’d needed an outlet for her pain.

Looking at Gideon, watching him drip drool, Neena felt only pity.

Gideon blinked hard, losing his stamina.

“You should go now,” the healer suggested, shooing them away.

Neena stepped back, letting go of the last of her unreleased anger. Even Darius seemed at a lost for words, as he hobbled along after The Watchers.

Gideon wasn’t dead, but he might as well be.


Chapter 5: Raj

“What is it, Raj?” Samel asked, bending down to see what had captured his brother’s attention.

Raj held a hand up, keeping his brother back as he stuck his torch deeper into the crevice. Farther inside the small passage, past the dirt, feces, and bones, something gleamed. Raj squinted and looked closer, but he couldn’t make out what it was. In an instant, he’d forgotten about the dust beetle. He stretched his arm a little farther, but retracted it.

His heart pounded.

He had the sudden fear of something grabbing hold of him, tugging him into the hole, and devouring him alive. Darius’s stories of the enormous carcass in the lower caves plagued his heart. He hadn’t seen those enormous bones, but the description was enough to instill a primitive fear. Pulling his hand all the way out, he studied the glint of whatever hidden object had caught his eye.

Whatever it was, it wasn’t an animal. He was sure of that.

And it certainly wasn’t the dust beetle.

He’d never reach the object from here. It was almost ten feet away. In order to get to it, he’d have to crawl in, exposing him to who knew what was in there. For all he was aware, he was seeing a trick of the light.

“What is it, Raj?” Sam asked again.

“It’s—”

A voice ripped his attention away.

Instinctively, Raj scooted back, while Samel looked in the direction from which they’d come. A cluster of women stood with their torches, facing Raj and Samel with stern expressions.

“What are you doing?” asked a skinny woman named Samara, who had been watching the children in the area they left.

Raj’s mouth fell open as he took to his feet. Guilt caught his words.

“You shouldn’t be wandering around this far alone,” she said curtly. “Neena would have our heads.”

A blush of shame reddened Raj’s cheeks. He lowered his torch, avoiding eye contact with the scolding woman.

Searching for an excuse worthy of leaving the group, Raj said, “We heard a noise down here. I thought one of the children had run off.”

“And you didn’t fetch us?” Samara asked.

“It was just a dust beetle,” Samel cut in, as if that might excuse their absence. “We saw it scurrying down the tunnel. We thought it might be edible.”

“You know better than to wander off without others.” Clearly anxious to leave, Samara insisted, “Come on. Let’s get back.”

She and the others waited for the boys to get safely ahead of them before falling behind. Raj and Samel walked quickly ahead, under the weight of the women’s angry stares. When they were far enough away to speak privately, Samel whispered, “What did you see?”

Raj started to explain and stopped.

The last thing he needed was his brother running off again.

“It was nothing, Sam. Just a trick of the light.”

“Are you sure?” Samel didn’t look convinced.

“It was a rock.” Raj shrugged. “That’s it.”

Samel watched Raj for a moment, but he nodded, satisfied.

Raj wasn’t.

He couldn’t get his mind off whatever treasure the crevice held. He wanted to crawl in that hole and find out what it was.


Chapter 6: Neena

“I wanted to hate him,” Neena said to Kai, as they walked down the long cave, carrying too many emotions.

“I know you did,” Kai said, touching her arm.

“I wanted to blame Gideon for everything that has happened, but it seems as if his own decisions punished him.” Neena shook her head. “Now, I can’t even tell if he knows who we are.”

Ahead of them, The Watchers walked in a tight group, glancing at each other. It felt as if they’d shared another tragedy, almost as impactful as the loss of their entire colony.

“His men would’ve killed us both, if they had found us in the caves that day,” Kai said with certainty. “Those were Gideon’s orders. And yet, we are alive.” He blew a long sigh. “In a way, I can’t complain. The life I have here is certainly better than the life I would’ve had in New Canaan, rotting away in a cell.”

“But that doesn’t mean we are safe,” Darius reminded them, shuffling behind. “If the monster doesn’t get us, starvation will. We have many problems.”

Neena swallowed. She could already hear the faint echo of the crowd they’d left behind. The tension from the meeting was palpable, and it drew closer with each step they took toward the main chamber. The crowd wanted answers. Any information they hoped to receive was buried behind Gideon’s sickly rasp, and in his battered, paralyzed body.

Her fear returned.

Gesturing to The Watchers, who spoke in whispers ahead of them, Darius said, “Our alliance was tenuous, even before any of this happened. But if we don’t come up with a plan together, we will have an uproar.”

Neena and Kai nodded.

Hearing the noise at the tunnel’s other end, The Watchers slowed. It seemed no one was in a rush to get back to the tense mob.

“Wait,” Neena called.

The young men looked over their shoulders. Bryan wiped some sweat from his thick brow, halting while Neena, Darius, and Kai joined his group. Together, they formed a new circle.

“We need to talk,” Neena whispered.

Bryan nodded. The other men huddled around.

“I don’t think any of us missed the ugliness emanating from that crowd,” Neena said, looking from one face to the next. “We are on the verge of a riot. We need a plan.”

The Watchers exchanged glances.

“The people in that room are having a hard time trusting us,” Neena said. “They’re having a hard time trusting anyone. But if we come in as a unified group, we are in a better position to convince people to listen. We need to work together.”

“But Gideon might…” a Watcher started.

Darius cut in. “Even if the people trusted Gideon, he is no condition to lead us.”

A few of the men nodded reluctantly.

Speaking up, one of The Watchers, a blond-haired man, said, “The people will have questions.”

“Eventually, we might get answers, but right now, those answers will have to wait,” Darius said. “The people in that cave need leadership. We need to convince them that an expedition into the colony is the first step. Do you agree?”

The Watchers’ eyes settled on Bryan. In Thorne’s absence, he had become the de facto leader of their group.

Bryan was noncommittal.

“Our first step is to scavenge the rest of the food, before it goes bad,” Neena said, reinforcing her earlier suggestion. “Afterward, we can come up with a long-term plan. Whether it is tending the crops or hunting in small groups, we’ll figure it out.”

The Watchers hesitated as the noises down the end of the hall grew louder. With every moment Neena and her group were away, the people grew more impatient.

“What about the monster?” Bryan asked.

“Maybe we’ll discover a way to kill it later on,” Darius suggested. “But for now, we need to keep our people fed, or there will be no monster to face.”

Bryan looked at his other Watchers, but no one disagreed.

After a long, exasperated sigh, Bryan nodded.

Neena opened and closed her eyes, feeling a small wave of relief.

“Now that we have a plan, let’s convince the others,” Darius said. “If the heavens are with us, we will have luck.”


**




The chamber quieted as Neena, Kai, Darius, and The Watchers returned. Even the people who had yelled or argued before were silent, waiting on the forthcoming news. Neena’s palms were sweaty as she looked among the faces of the people who had so loudly disputed them only a short while earlier. She recognized the bearded man among the first rows. It looked like he had changed positions so that he could face them again.

Breaking the silence, Neena said, “Gideon is barely conscious. As some of you might have heard, one of his legs has been amputated. He is paralyzed, and not speaking much.”

Her words sapped some of the anger from the room. The people watched her silently, covering their mouths.

“Though he was lucid for a time, it is difficult to tell how much he understands,” Darius said. “Like all of you, we have questions for him, but they will have to wait until his condition improves. There is a good chance he will never have his full awareness.” Clearing his throat, he continued, “Whether or not we get answers doesn’t change our dilemma. We need to keep ourselves fed.”

Darius looked over at Bryan, who shifted reluctantly.

For a moment, Neena thought he might not speak as their ally. But he made good on his word.

“We are going to organize an expedition to the colony, as Neena and the others have suggested,” Bryan said. “Among that expedition will be us Watchers, Neena and Kai, and as many volunteers as we can get. It will take more hands than we have to dig up the rubble and see what is underneath. And we will need Crop Tenders who are familiar with the plants, so they can assess them. From there, we’ll make future decisions.”

The room grew silent as people looked at their boots, or toward the ceiling. Of course, no one volunteered.

Darius looked among the crowd. “You are all afraid. I understand. But we need to act quickly, before the food down there goes bad. Kai will instruct you on the best ways to avoid the creature, should it appear. If you stick to his words, you’ll be safe.”

“We’ll make this trip as efficiently as possible,” Neena reiterated.

Among the scared, dirty, and hungry, no one murmured. No hands rose in the air to offer their help. The people were afraid of starvation, but they were even more afraid of the monster, and every day apart from the colony deepened their terror of it.

“It is not an ideal situation,” Neena tried. “But our inaction will lead to our deaths.”

She let the words hang over the room, staring from one face to the next, hoping to provoke a response. A few quiet conversations echoed and died. A few people shifted, but no one spoke up, out of fear of being nominated.

Finally, a man repeated, “Why can’t The Watchers take trips, like they’ve been doing?”

A few looked over at The Watchers, expecting them to continue taking the burden of danger.

“It would take a long time to do all the digging that is required,” Bryan reiterated, “and making one trip instead of several will reduce our risk.”

“With each moment we wait, the food is spoiling,” Darius reminded them.

Neena’s eyes roamed over the people. Eventually, her stare settled on the bearded man, who shifted uncomfortably. This time, instead of directing her speech at the crowd, she directed it at him.

“Do you have children, sir?” she asked him.

As one, the colonists swiveled to look at him.

“Yes,” the bearded man said, gruffly. “A boy and a girl.”

“Where are they?”

The question was rhetorical. Of course, everyone knew the children were in the Right Cave, where they were staying during the meeting. The man gestured to the eastern wall of the chamber.

“My brothers are there, too,” Neena said, looking from his face to several others. “Most of us left them there to protect them, so they do not have to bear the burdens of this discussion. All of us would do anything for the children in that room. But if we do not act now, they will die, just like we will. Instead of perishing in the mouth of the monster, we will all suffer slow, withering deaths.”

The bearded man looked at the ground.

“What is your name?”

“Ed,” the man said.

“You would do anything to protect your children, wouldn’t you, Ed?”

Ed nodded.

“It is for that reason that we must make this trip now.”

Feeling the intensity of the staring crowd, Ed dithered.

Putting all her persuasion into a question, Neena asked, “Will you go with us?” She arched her back, putting on the strong expression that gave hunters respect when they walked through Red Rock.

Sensing his manhood in question, Ed puffed up his chest. He stuck out his chin. Of course, he would go, when his other choice was to look weak in front of a woman.

“I’ll go,” he said.

A small relief flooded Neena’s heart.

“How about the rest of you? Can we count on more of you to help us?”

Feeling the need to reinforce his decision, Ed looked around the room, catching the attention of several of his peers.

After a long pause, one hand went up, and then another. A slow wave of hands appeared, as people drew strength from Ed and their neighbors.

“It’s settled, then. We’ll leave in the morning.” Neena blew a slow breath. One part of her plan was done. But that part might be the easiest.

The hard part was yet to come.


Chapter 7: Neena

“Neena!” Samel rushed over to her, embracing her in a tight hug.

Warmth went through Neena as she looked over his shoulder to find Raj also waiting. Elsewhere, Kai, Darius, and Amos greeted a few of the other people in the Right Cave. She looked around, watching some people trickle out to the ledge to return to the two other caves, while others stayed, rejoining their families.

Over the past two weeks, Neena had gotten to know most of the people in the Right Cave. Most were people who had followed her, Darius, and Kai into the cave on the day of the Abomination’s attack. A few were neighbors she knew from Red Rock. Others she was getting to know better.

They ate together, slept alongside one another, and woke at the same times. They shared the same stories and fears. They lived under the light of the same torches. In a strange way, they felt like a new, bigger family.

Neena missed the privacy of her family hovel, but she didn’t miss the long treks out into the desert, wondering when she’d see her brothers again.

“You’re back,” Raj said, taking Samel’s place and greeting her.

Raj patted her shoulder, but he didn’t hug her the way Samel did. It seemed that every time she saw him, he changed in some subtle way.

“We survived the meeting,” she said, smiling.

For a moment, she allowed herself to feel the relief that came with getting a task done, even though another, more dangerous one awaited.

“What happened?” Raj asked.

“I’ll tell you the plan over dinner.”

Neena unrolled a blanket, cushioning the hard floor. Over the course of weeks, the people had cleared out most of the rocks, sweeping them into corners so they wouldn’t hurt their backs at night. Raj, Samel, and Kai sat nearby, while Darius settled slowly on his bedroll, making fun of his own age. Amos sat among another group.

Neena noticed Raj looking over his shoulder a few times, glancing at a girl he’d met named Adriana. He’d been spending a lot of time with her.

She thought it was cute.

“So, what’s your plan?” Raj asked, unable to hold back his question any longer.

“Tomorrow morning, we will head to the colony and scavenge through the rubble to find what’s left of the food,” Neena explained, reiterating the meeting’s outcome. “Some of the former Crop Tenders are going to assess our Green Crops. Later, we’ll figure out how to tend them. Hopefully that’ll keep us fed for a while.”

Samel and Raj nodded, but she could see they were nervous.

Hoping to reassure them, Darius said, “Kai is going to meet with the volunteers and make sure everyone knows the precautions. Everyone will be safe.”

“What if the monster comes back?” Samel’s question hung in the air.

Of course, he spoke everyone’s deepest fear.

“We will be more prepared than last time,” Neena said. “We will have plenty of places to seek shelter, if we need to. And Kai will teach everyone how to stay quiet—even those who haven’t hunted before.”

Raj and Samel looked between Neena, Kai, and Darius. Neena didn’t need to hear their thoughts to know they were envisioning more death.

“Are you going, too, Darius?” Samel asked.

Darius smiled and shook his head. “I’m staying here.”

“With us?”

“I’ll mostly be keeping guard on the cliffs with some others, but I won’t be far.”

All around them, people dug into their meager stores. Some retrieved pouches of dried meat, while others sipped gingerly from their flasks.

Raj sat up straighter, clearing his throat. After a quick glance over his shoulder, he asked, “Can I come with you to the colony?”

Darius and Kai looked over at Neena.

“I want to see our old hovel,” Raj said, sticking up his chin and projecting bravery. “I’m old enough. I’ll listen to Kai’s rules. I’ll learn.”

Neena watched her brother for a moment. Long ago, she’d accepted her role as both a parent and a sibling. But that didn’t make saying ‘no’ any easier.

“It’s too dangerous,” Neena said, finally.

“But I can help. You said you needed more hands to dig in the rubble. During the last storm, I helped pull that woman out from underneath the bricks. I did as much as any of the rest of them. I’m strong.”

“I know you are. But we need you here.”

Looking over at Kai, appealing to him instead, Raj said, “I’ll be fine. I’ll follow Kai’s instructions. Won’t I, Kai?”

“It’s your sister’s decision.” Kai shifted uncomfortably.

“I’m sorry, Raj,” Neena said. “I can’t let you go.”

Seeing he was making no headway, Raj looked over at Darius. “Maybe I can help you on the cliffs. I have good eyes. I can spot a bird from a klick away. Even Samel knows it.”

Darius adjusted. He stroked his chin. He did anything but answer.

“I’ll make sure all of you are safe, with the others.”

Saving Darius from a reply that might cause some ill will, Neena said, “I don’t think so, Raj.”

“Is it because you don’t trust me to stand on the cliffs without falling?”

“No.”

A heavy silence followed. Picking up on her unspoken thought, Raj glanced at Samel.

“You don’t need to say it,” Raj finished, biting his lip. “You need me here to watch out for my little brother. You need me to watch out for him while everyone else goes off and does the dangerous, important tasks.”

Silence fell over the group.

All eyes hung on Raj.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Receiving no answer, Raj stood angrily, kicking the ground with his boot. “You always say that one day, I’ll be old enough to do the things you do. But that day never comes. I don’t think it ever will.”

“I—” Neena had no good answer.

“When will I be old enough to do something worthwhile? When I am married and gone? Maybe I’ll die before it happens.”

Without another word, he stormed from his bedroll, weaving around some other, sitting people, walking to the mouth of the cave a hundred feet away. Neena watched him stop and lean against the wall, backlit by the glow of the torches. A small gust of wind blew his curly hair behind him.

“Raj—” Samel called, starting to stand.

“Don’t bother him.” Neena reached out and kept him seated. “Let him have his time alone. When he cools off, I’ll go talk with him.”


Chapter 8: Raj

Raj stood at the mouth of the cave, turning a pebble in his hand. About fifteen feet of ground stood between him and the drop off, but he didn’t throw the stone over the edge, nor did he step out past the entrance. He knew better than to alert the monster, even if Neena didn’t think he did. For a while, The Watchers on the ledge regarded Raj closely, but soon, they accepted that he was in a mood, and left him alone. So did Neena, Kai, Darius, and Samel.

Until now.

“Raj?”

He turned to find Neena coming toward him.

“Is it okay if I stand here with you for a few moments?” Neena asked.

Raj didn’t reply, but he didn’t shoo her away, either. He looked at the pebble in his hand, running his thumb over its ragged surface. For a long moment, they stared out from the cave in silence, regarding the tops of the distant hovels.

“I’m sorry,” Neena said, finally. “For everything.”

Raj nodded, but he didn’t look over.

Neena struggled for the right words. “I guess I’ve been so occupied with my burdens that I haven’t had time to look at anyone else’s. That isn’t fair.”

Raj looked down at the stone.

“In a lot of ways, you’ve been Samel’s mother and father, while I’ve been out hunting. He appreciates it, and so do I.” Neena sighed and averted her eyes.

Raj bent, scraping the ground for another stone to hold.

“One day soon, we’ll go out in the desert and I’ll teach you to hunt, like Dad taught me.”

Breaking his silence, Raj asked, “When?”

“Once we figure out what the future brings,” Neena said.

Raj shook his head dejectedly. “You’ve said that more times than I can count. I don’t believe it anymore. And hunting wouldn’t be as important as helping with the monster.”

“I can’t let you do that right now. I wish I could give you a better answer.” Neena paused. “But you have to believe that things will change. Do you?”

Raj shrugged. “The monster will keep coming back. It will keep killing. It will pick away at those who are left, until we are all dead. And then none of your words will matter.” His voice cracked with emotion. Embarrassed, he cleared his throat, looking away.

Neena bit her lip. Once again, she was at a loss for what to say.

They stared over the ruins of Red Rock for a while, until Neena said, “We are going to figure out a way to kill the monster, Raj, and then things will change. We will do what Kai’s colony was unable to do. You just need to give us time. I swear by the twin moons.”

Raj looked at the ground.

“Look at me, Raj.”

Reluctantly, he turned toward her.

“All I’m asking is that you hang in there.” Neena reached out for him, before pulling her arms back with a sad smile. “I’m sorry. I forgot you were too old for hugs.”

Raj watched her for a long moment. He was still angry, and nothing she said had changed that. But if he didn’t say something, she would keep the conversation going in circles, and then he’d never be alone.

Hoping to pacify her, he reached out sideways, embracing her. “Thanks.”

He looked her in the eyes a little longer, hoping she’d get the hint and leave. Neena waited a moment, seemingly torn, before walking deeper into the cave. Raj reached for another rock, turning it in his hand until she was gone.


**




“Is everything all right?” Adriana looked at Raj with concerned blue eyes.

“I’m fine,” Raj assured her, sitting cross-legged and across from her.

“I saw you over at the edge of the cave. I was going to go over and check on you, but it looked like you wanted to be alone.”

Raj looked down at his flask, trying to act nonchalant. “I was getting some air. Sometimes it’s nice to have some time by myself.”

“I understand. It gets pretty cramped in here.” Adriana smiled.

Her beautiful face helped him forget some of his worries. Unlike Neena and the others, she treated him like an adult, or at least like a peer, even though she was a few years older than him. She held her flask with her pale, smooth fingers. Not for the first time, he thought about what it would be like to take her fingers in his. She caught his gaze, and he looked away, embarrassed.

“Did you hear about Gideon?” she asked.

Raj nodded. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about him anymore.”

Adriana sighed. “It is hard to fathom all the lies he told. If not for the things Neena, Kai, and Darius exposed, we would still know nothing.”

“So, you believe them?” Raj asked.

“It is hard to dispute anything, after what we all experienced in Red Rock,” Adriana said, furrowing her brow. “I’m not sure why some people question their stories. I think they are doing the best they can to lead us.” Her face flickered with worry as she looked at her bag, undoubtedly thinking of their limited rations.

Following her gaze, a different thought struck Raj.

Seeing his guilty expression, Adriana asked, “What is it?”

“I was just thinking of the keepsake you gave me. I’m sorry that I lost it.”

“You don’t have to apologize again. I’m just happy we both lived through that day,” Adriana said. She had never blamed him for losing the round, metal object, but each time he thought of it, he was ashamed. Of course, he hadn’t told her of the bullies who had taken it away. The details no longer seemed important.

“I wish I could get it back,” Raj said somberly.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Adriana assured him.

Smiling, she let go of her flask and reached over, touching his hand. Warmth surged through Raj as her smooth fingers graced his. His stomach clenched up in a way that he had rarely felt so strongly, in his ten years. He wanted to take her and hold on to her, the way he’d seen grown men and women do. Adriana deserved more than any of the others in the cave.

She deserved the best things.

All at once, he thought of a new solution to an old problem. He couldn’t get the relic back. But maybe he could make it up to her in a different way.

Before he could realize what he was saying, he offered, “I’m going to get you something else to replace the keepsake.”

“What do you mean?”

“Something more beautiful than you’ve ever seen.”

Adriana’s face brightened. “Like what?”

Raj smiled. “You’ll see.”

Watching Adriana’s face, he knew he had to present her with something that would make her expression happy forever. He couldn’t get his mind off the glimmering object in the cave. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he was going to find out soon.


Chapter 9: Gideon

Gideon opened his eye to pain. Waves of it washed through his body, from his head to his remaining leg. With a groan, he reached beyond his bedroll, as if he might find something to alleviate the awful sensation, even though the healer had already given him his herbs.

More than once, he looked down at the blanket, as if his missing appendage might reappear, even though he knew it was never coming back.

It was so strange. Sometimes, when he first woke up, Gideon swore he could feel his leg, or even his eye. He even swore he could wiggle his toes, or blink and restore his full vision, if he tried hard enough. Occasionally, he’d reach up and gently touch around the empty eye socket, verifying that he wasn’t in some bad dream, or he’d use the last of his weak strength to reach down and touch his missing leg. He wanted to snap his body out of its paralysis.

He wanted to stand and shake off what felt like an awful fall.

But the leg was gone.

Just like his eye.

Just like his colony.

Flashes of memory came back to him through his excruciating headache. He recalled that final gathering on the podium, with his people before him. When he closed his eye, Gideon could still see Wyatt’s grave face, and the panicked expressions of his other Heads of Colony. He recalled the rumbling that shook the ground, sending the people into a crazed stampede. He recalled the shadowed form of the monster coming toward him. And then he remembered a pain unlike he’d ever experienced.

The rest of the time was a blur.

He only had a foggy recollection of crawling through the blackness that felt like it never ended, pushing through the pain to get to the light, and then a faint memory of hands pulling him from the pit, after which he’d collapsed for the last time, before he woke up here.

If not for his instincts, he would’ve died in the monster’s dank hole, alone.

The healer said adrenaline had carried him.

Gideon thought it was stubbornness.

He was just like his father.

He blinked through another stabbing pain in his head.

The words of the healer and The Watchers echoed through his mind. The monster had destroyed everything he’d worked so hard to maintain. It had taken his father’s legacy and shattered it. If not for the beast, he would still be whole, and his people would have survived.

The monster had ruined both Red Rock and his body.

It had killed each and every one of his Heads of Colony.

Or was it the monster’s fault?

Gideon reconsidered that.

The monster was a creature, as instinctual and primitive as any of the other creatures that hunted or ate. For generations, he and his forefathers had had no trouble keeping it away. Another wave of pain washed over Gideon, so fast and so strong that he felt a shiver in his arms.

That pain solidified into two faces.

Neena and Kai.

Was it the monster’s fault, or theirs?

They’d brought the monster here.

They’d lured the Abomination to Red Rock and ruined his body. They’d brought death to his colony, after generations of peace. Maybe it was their fault, not the monster’s.

The more he considered it, the more he was certain.

If not for Neena and Kai, six hundred men, women, and children of Red Rock might still be alive. And the old man, Darius, who helped them, was at fault, too.

The suffering of Gideon and his people wouldn’t go unpunished.

The three of them would pay, and Gideon would restore Red Rock to what it was.

Riding out another wave of pain, Gideon closed his remaining eye, falling back asleep.


Chapter 10: Kai

The morning sun gleamed off of the faces of the seventy-five volunteers as they alternated their gazes between Kai and the destroyed colony below. Together, they stood in rows, on one of the only broad, flat surfaces on the edge of the cliff at the end of the eastern formation, a precipice preceding the long, winding trail descending to Red Rock. Neena and Bryan stood next to Kai; the remaining young Watchers filed behind. Off to the side, Darius, Amos, and a handful of other volunteers held The Watchers’ horns.

“Most of you are familiar with the warnings I’ve given in the cave, or from passing conversations,” Kai said, “but some of you might not have heard this information before.” He looked at a handful of widowed women standing among the men, holding the spears of their dead husbands, and some men beside them. “Those who hunt will know the best means to stay quiet. The rest of you should follow your neighbors’ lead.”

Beside him, Neena and Bryan nodded knowingly.

In more detail, Kai described how the creature attacked, things to watch for, and the best ways to react. “Once the creature surfaces, quiet will only go so far. If you are able to get into a hovel, you might have a chance at safety. Of course, there is always the possibility it will collapse, or the monster might burst through it.”

The volunteers lowered their heads. No one needed to remind them of those who died under gruesome avalanches.

Kai gestured for Neena to speak.

“As The Watchers have suggested, we will work in teams of five, scavenging through the rubble and looking out for one another,” she said. “We will fill our bags with as much as we can. The team of Crop Tenders will head immediately to the vegetables and assess them, take what they are able, and make a determination on the rest for later discussion.”

No one debated the plan they’d solidified in the caves.

They understood.

When Neena was finished speaking, Kai beckoned closer to the cliff’s edges, where Darius, Amos, and the other volunteers stood with the Watchers’ horns.

“We will use the horns in the way with which you are familiar. A single, urgent note means a severe sandstorm is coming; two mean a lesser storm.” He paused for emphasis. “Three, rapid notes mean the Abomination is near.”

The people murmured quietly. Hearing the name of the beast that had haunted their nightmares sent prickles of fear through them.

A short, tense silence fell over the group.

The time for speaking was done.

The time for action had arrived.

Kai sucked in a breath. “Does anyone have any questions?”

The people shook their heads, adjusting their bags.

Without another word, Kai gripped his spear and turned to face the long, winding path that descended from the safe, high perches where they’d been living.

Then he beckoned for the others to follow.
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Fear laced Kai’s eyes as he led the group with Neena. The Watchers followed in twos, reinforcing the marching pattern and motioning for the others to fall in line. Together, they and the seventy-five volunteers crept down the long, narrow pathway, holding their bags and their spears. Kai looked over his shoulder, up to the precipice. The people they’d left behind shifted nervously, horns at their sides. Darius stood in the middle, leaning on his cane.

Kai forced his attention forward, placing one careful boot in front of the other. A few hundred feet down the steep slope, the first of the crumbled hovels on Red Rock’s eastern side grew closer. The fallen piles of mud brick and stone looked as if they’d been that way for years, instead of two weeks.

They followed several turns, dipping behind walls of rock that temporarily barred their view of the colony, before passing them and seeing the colony again. The Comm Building rose high above the other structures, a constant reminder of the dead leaders who resided there, and whom had once ordered Kai’s death.

Kai blew a nervous breath.

He never would’ve predicted how his life was turning out. If not for his escape from New Canaan, he would’ve rotted in a cell. He would’ve never met Neena. The past few weeks had been a dangerous storm of coincidences and events, but there had been some good in there, too.

Over the past few weeks, Red Rock had become less and less strange. It wasn’t quite home, but it was the best home he’d had. And for that reason, he’d protect it. He’d do what he could to make the trip successful.

He moved instinctively closer to Neena, clutching his spear.

His arm brushed hers.

Continuing down the path, they passed several branching, dead-end trails that forked off from the main one, where The Watchers rested or relieved themselves, in normal times. A few times, they walked past old, spent torches. Once, they came across a flask that looked as if someone had dropped it in a place they couldn’t reach. Kai remembered some of the curves and landmarks from the way up, when they’d made that long, initial trek from Red Rock to the cliffs.

The last conversations faded. The tread of boots on rock, dirt, and sand became the only sound.

Following the well-trodden trail, Kai thought of the many Watchers who had used this path for generations. Those old, dead men felt like ghosts, watching over them, whispering warnings.

They walked for a long while, heading toward the empty patch of desert that separated the eastern cliff from the colony, a patch that instilled an ominous fear in all who followed.

Finally, they reached the sand.

Kai swallowed as he took the first steps off of hard ground, leaving the safety of the cliffs behind.


Chapter 11: Darius

Darius stared out over the ruined colony. The people crossing over the desert below looked like a line of insects, crawling toward the remains of Red Rock. He couldn’t make out every detail, but he knew Neena and Kai were in front. He kept his eye on the head of the line as they traversed the dangerous sand, feeling a tinge of guilt. He wished he were with them. But he knew that, logically, that would be a bad idea.

Leaning over to Amos, he said, “At least the heavens spared my eyes.”

Amos laughed—a nervous sound that echoed everyone’s sentiments. “If not for this old body, I would’ve gone with them, too. But we are with them in spirit.”

The men and women with the horns shifted anxiously. A few spoke quietly on the precipice while keeping an eye on the ground below. All kept a safe buffer from the cliff’s edge. Darius wasn’t fond of standing so close to the drop-off, but he wouldn’t let his friends out of his sight.

He’d already lost too many.

Like his good friend Elmer.

His eyes wandered to the section of homes on the eastern edge of the colony, where Elmer had lived. Those rubble-strewn, cracked homes reminded Darius of the time he’d spent with the survivors in the lower cave, when he’d watched the monster destroy them. Shortly after leaving the lower cave, before coming up to the cliffs, he’d found Elmer’s body. He still felt guilty for being unable to save his friend. Of course, he wondered how it could have gone differently.

Hopefully, Elmer was with his ancestors.

Akron’s parents were there, too.

After discovering Elmer, Darius had gone searching for the people with whom he had shared another loss, but they were dead and buried, as well. He’d never even had the chance to tell them about Akron.

He shook his head.

He still had questions about the boy’s death—things he wanted Gideon to answer. The Watcher who had held Akron’s knife was dead, as were most of the veteran Watchers. The young Watchers seemed uninvolved. But he still wondered who had given the command to kill Akron. Was it Thorne, or Gideon? And how much did Gideon know about that monster’s carcass, deep in the lower caves?

Did he know anything more about the miners?

Those answers—buried deep in Gideon’s injured brain—might give them hope for killing the monster in the desert, or give him closure about Akron.

Watching over the people below, Darius prayed that they’d be able to scavenge the food safely. Later, when Neena and Kai were back, he’d talk to them about confronting Gideon again.


Chapter 12: Neena

Neena’s heart pounded as they reached the end of the patch of desert at the bottom of the eastern cliffs. Before them were the first of the colony’s buildings. Looking up at the cliffs, she spotted the tiny figures on the horizon they’d left behind. All faced in their direction, watching with fear.

No one made a sound as they entered the colony, listening for rumbles, screams, or a horn that meant someone up above had spotted something. Walking the familiar ground gave Neena a shiver she couldn’t erase.

The fetid odor of death washed over the air, seeping inside her nose, gagging her. The stench was worse than anything they’d smelled from the cliffs, and it reminded her of all those she’d lost, buried or missing, food for the monster’s vile stomach. A few people behind her coughed, covering their noses with their hands to protect them from the smell. Neena pulled her shawl over her face.

Passing the tithing houses, they glanced over at the intact structures. The doors were shut and secured, just as they’d left them two weeks ago, when she and some other survivors had scavenged the last of the meat and vegetables before heading to the cliffs. The four hundred survivors were consuming those rations quickly.

Too quickly.

With a spear in her hand and a bag on her back, Neena walked next to Kai, past the storehouses, which had also been emptied, and down the main path of the colony. Without a word, ten Crop Tenders filtered past them, moving at a quick, quiet pace, heading for the river.

Neena watched them go with a shimmer of unease. Hopefully they listened to Kai’s instructions.

She and Kai kept walking, passing a handful of alleys, while the people behind them filtered into them. Neena glanced over her shoulder, observing a few Watchers stopping at a hovel on the path’s edge, quietly pulling aside the stones.

The devastation in the colony still surprised her. The stomping feet and screams of her people had thrown the creature into a frenzy. She recalled those first warnings Kai had given her in the desert.

Panic is the easiest road to death.

If not for the chaos, more people would’ve survived.

Three other volunteers accompanied her and Kai as they broke off down the fifth row. Together, they stepped carefully down the ruined pathway. Bones were strewn everywhere. Most were dug out by scavenging animals and picked clean. A few were wrapped in stringy garments, hiding last bits of blood and skin, awaiting scavengers’ mouths, claws, and teeth. Neena shuddered as a bird landed on the top of a collapsed hovel, opening and closing its beak on a scrap of a colonist’s flesh.

It felt as if the winged animals had claimed the colony.

At least the birds meant the Abomination wasn’t close.

Yet.

The three other colonists in she and Kai’s group moved for the first ruined building, and she went to follow.

A touch on her shoulder startled her. She spun.

“Are you all right?” Kai asked, his eyes filled with concern.

“I’m fine,” Neena answered quietly.

She looked away from the bones and up to the cliffs, high up on the horizon, where Darius and his group looked down on them.

“I know this is hard for you,” Kai said.

Neena took a shuddering breath. “I’ll get through it. We all will.”

They joined the other three volunteers, picking through the rubble of the first hovel. Some of the bricks had cracked off completely, while others were still stuck together. They moved as many bricks as they could alone, before helping each other carry the larger pieces. After a little while, they uncovered some cookware, some crushed clothing, and a tattered bedroll. Neena felt a sting of disappointment until one of the colonists hissed, “I’ve got something!”

She looked over to find a woman dusting off a small pouch of food. That small find gave Neena a big hope.

Together, they moved through the row of homes, both ruined and intact, uncovering several more pouches and a few flasks, which they tucked in their bags, slowly building a store. More than once, they uncovered bodies, skirting around them, holding in their nausea and their grief. A hard, solid pit lodged in Neena’s throat. She reminded herself that they were doing this for the people who were alive, and not for the dead.

Eventually, they returned to the main path and headed to a new row. Across the path, Bryan and some of his Watchers headed west. She noticed their bags looked heavier than when they came in.

A good sign.

Together with her group, they cleared several more alleys, working around the monster’s holes, before reaching an intact group of hovels.

“We should double-check them,” Kai suggested. “We might’ve missed something.”

Kai’s point was valid.

“We’ll check the northern side of the alley, while you check the southern,” the woman colonist offered, walking off with the two others.

Kai and Neena agreed. Together, they approached the closed door of an undamaged house. A scratching noise came from within. Neena stiffened. She held up her spear, looking from Kai to the door. Several times from the cliffs, they’d spotted roaming wolves wandering among the carcasses. Those feral creatures might provide an unexpected meal, but also an unexpected danger.

Kai took a few steps back while Neena grabbed the door, ripping it open.

She leapt back from the entrance.

Rats scattered inside, weaving around the abandoned belongings and hiding.

No wolves.

They walked inside, looking around at a few empty bedrolls. Those might be useful, but food was the goal of the day.

“Vegetables,” Kai said, finding a small pile by the hearth. Disappointment crossed his face. “They’re rotted and chewed. I see a few herbs that the healers might be able to use, though.” He tucked them into his bag.

Neena looked around the bedrolls, finding a few shirts near a wall that they could repurpose later.

Finished, Kai joined her near the doorway, ready to head to the next house.

A cry shattered the silence.

They broke eye contact.

A loud rumble echoed from farther away. Neena and Kai froze. It sounded as if the commotion was coming from the western side of the colony.

“Stay still!” Kai hissed.

Neena clutched her spear. Cries echoed over the continuing rumbling. Boot steps hit the ground. Flashes of the bloodshed and panic from all those weeks ago came back to Neena with such clarity that she felt as if she was living them again.

A loud scream rang through the air, so long and so agonizing that it stirred her into a step.

Panic is the easiest road to death.

“They’ll die, if they keep this up!” she insisted, taking another step for the door.

“And we’ll join them, if we go out there!” Kai grabbed her arm.

Looking out through the doorway, Neena noticed a colonist’s broken skull in the alley, staring at her with eyeless sockets. A particularly loud wail spurred her into action.

This time she couldn’t restrain herself.

Fighting her good sense, Neena broke from Kai’s grasp and slipped out of the doorway.


Chapter 13: Raj

Raj looked around at Samel, Adriana, and the others who sat in circles, nervously watching the cave’s entrance.

The absence of seventy-five colonists had put a dark atmosphere in the room, filling the people in the Right Cave with an unease that had surely spread to the Left and Center caves, where some of the volunteers also lived. Every so often, a group took up by the mouth of the cave, looking out over the colony, biting their fingers or shifting uncomfortably. No one spoke openly of the monster in front of the children, but it was on the tips of their tongues, and behind their glassy stares.

Raj noticed the mothers keeping their children closer, as if the monster might float up from the sand and snatch them from the caves. They matched their children’s steps. They watched the front of the cave, the rear, and all the places between. Even if Raj wanted to slip away and search for the object, he couldn’t.

Samel hung closer to Raj than ever. The atmosphere of the cave had crawled under his skin, too.

Raj couldn’t deny that he was worried about Neena, too.

He was angry, but worried.

Making his plan to dig out the gleaming object was easy, when he was staring at Adriana’s eyes and had no concerns about his sister, out in the open and exposed to the Abomination. Now, he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

He’d table his plan for later.

Finishing a conversation with Adriana, Raj asked her to watch Samel while he excused himself. All eyes watched him walk across the room. A group of three mothers hung near the cave, close to where he had stood turning rocks in his hands. They spoke in nervous whispers, pointing to the colony, while others watched their children. Raj’s pulse quickened as he joined them. Staring out over the cliff, he searched the remains of the distant hovels. A few specks moved in and out of the houses below, but he was too far away to identify anyone.

A few volunteer guards strode past the cave’s entrance.

Getting one’s attention, he asked, “Have you seen anything?”

“No. And you should stay back,” the man warned, as Raj leaned his head a little too far out into the open.

Raj looked right, catching a momentary glimpse of Darius and the others, who stood a few hundred feet past the Left Cave, on a precipice from where the volunteers had marched, holding their horns. If not for his talk with Neena, Raj would’ve been with them. He felt another sting of frustration.

“Do you see anything?” asked a woman standing next to him.

“No,” Raj answered. “It’s too hard to notice anything from up here.”

The worried woman shook her head. “It makes me nervous.”

Raj nodded, clenching his hands and unclenching them, wishing he were on the ground, or keeping watch from a better position than the sheltered mouth of a cave.

A rumble interrupted his thoughts.

Screams echoed from the distant ground below.

The guards on the ledge yelled to one another, looking from the ground to the cave. To Raj and the women, one of them said, “Make sure everyone stays inside!”

The guards took off down the ledge, heading in the direction of Darius. Inside the cave, women grabbed their children, or yelled for them to get near. Others burst into tears. Raj took two more steps outside the cave, noticing a stream of people far below, running in one direction. His heart hammered as he thought of Neena, down in the colony and in danger.

Forget her warnings and her rules.

Without second-guessing what he was doing, Raj turned to look back into the cave, found Samel and Adriana, and yelled, “I’ll be back!”

And then he was out of the cave and sprinting after the guards. His breath heaved as he ran along the fifteen-foot-wide ledge, sticking close to the rock wall on the innermost side of it, avoiding craggy, protruding rocks. None of the running men ahead of him looked back or stopped him. Something more pressing than a disobedient boy held their attention.

Raj wove along the ledge, eventually passing the Center Cave. He didn’t stop to engage the slew of women gathered at the entrances, nor did he stop at the Left Cave.

After a while of running, he was on the precipice where Darius and his onlookers clustered together. Raj weaved among the frightened people, bumping shoulders with several, before finally joining Darius.

“Darius!” he cried over the uproar.

Darius’s face was alarmed and filled with fright. “Raj! You shouldn’t be here!”

Looking out over the cliffs and to the ground below, Raj saw people pouring up the main path.

“What’s going on?” Raj asked frantically.

The look in Darius’s eyes gave him a sharp stab of fear. “I don’t know!”


Chapter 14: Neena

Neena and Kai hurried over the ground, weaving around scattered clothing and banged-up kitchenware. Looking across the alley, Neena saw the three other colonists who had accompanied them, holed up in another hovel, staring out the doorway, clinging to one another.

“Stay there!” she hissed to them.

They listened, but others did not.

Pandemonium had taken over the main path.

Men and women spilled out from some smaller alleys, or out of the hovels they searched. Kai and Neena raised their hands to stop the panicked people from running, but no one heeded them. Instinct was overcoming sense.

People barreled up the main path, intent on getting away from the threat and back to the cliffs. They tripped over one another, looked over their shoulders, or cried out their friends’ names.

To Neena and Kai, one of the young Watchers cried, “It’s coming!”

He jabbed a finger in the direction of the noise, before hurrying away from the bedlam. A flock of people followed his lead, carrying spears and half-full bags. One man dropped a sack of goods, abandoning it. Another tripped on a piece of rock, fumbling, before finding his balance.

All at once, the rumbling stopped.

Silence fell over Red Rock’s ruins.

Neena and Kai paused, waiting for another scream, or the sight of the monster, leaping from the ground and toward them. The fleeing people waited a few hundred feet up the path, startled by the sudden lack of noise. Neena and Kai looked down a tattered pathway toward the commotion, certain that the beast was in the midpoint of its attack, or that it was doing something that they couldn’t see or hear.

Nothing.

Down the pathway from where the noise emanated, a few doors of the intact hovels opened, and pale, terror-stricken faces peered out. Neena looked at Kai. She looked at the ground. Before she could ask a question, a man raced toward them from the end of the alley, breaking the silence. Neena held up her hands to tell him to stop shouting, until she heard his words.

“A building collapsed on top of some of our men while they were scavenging!” he screamed. “We need help!”

The man gestured frantically, before heading in the opposite direction. Neena and Kai rushed after him. Some of the people in the houses came after, their faces white and nervous, moving in a tight formation, holding their spears.

Near the end of the pathway, dust floated in the air, forming a dirty cloud over a newly ruined, larger hovel. It looked as if some enormous, omnipotent being had squashed two sides of the house inward with gigantic hands. The sides were gone; all that was left was an enormous pile of rubble in the lot’s middle. An agonized scream echoed from somewhere under the mess. Bryan and a half-dozen Watchers frantically dug through the piles of sand and mud brick.

Pointing to where the others dug, the man said, “Louie and Gary are underneath! They were caught inside when it fell!”

Without hesitation, Neena, Kai, and some others helped Bryan and his men, pulling aside the rubble and searching for the trapped colonists.

Neena pulled aside brick after brick, casting them behind her. Sweat drenched her clothes. Her hands stung. Each piece of the wreckage seemed heavier than the last. After working for a while, they found the first man. His arm was bent at an ugly angle; debris and dust covered his face. He screamed in pain as they carried him out from beneath a pile of bricks and brushed him off.

“It’s okay, Louie! We’re going to take care of you!” someone promised, helping him away from the wreckage.

Neena, Kai, and the others kept digging, focusing on another area that Bryan pointed out. They flung mud bricks aside with growing nervousness. Neena knew how quickly a person could suffocate. She knew how easy they could die from crushed lungs, or fatal, internal injuries.

They had almost dug to the ground when one of the men cried out, “I see a hand!”

They refocused their efforts in a new spot.

Neena threw bricks aside, scraping her hands on their jagged corners. Her sides cramped from stooping and lifting.

And then they revealed something.

Gasps and exclamations came from The Watchers as they exposed a lifeless, crushed body. After more digging and brushing off, they uncovered the crushed man, lifted him out, and carried him to flat ground. A piece of stone jutted out from the center of the man’s belly, staining his torso red. His mouth hung agape. Leaning down, Bryan and a few others checked for breath. They checked for the beat of his heart. They dabbed at his wound, cleaning off the blood, even though the man wasn’t moving or responding.

After a long while of frantically trying to revive him, a morbid hush fell over the onlookers.

One by one, The Watchers looked over at Bryan, shock on their faces.

“He’s dead,” Bryan said finally, standing, dusting off the debris from his clothes. He stared around at the others. The people wrung their hands, looking from the body, to Neena, to Kai.

An absent look overcame Bryan’s face. His eyes roamed from the body to the man with the broken arm, who gritted his teeth to contain his pain, before unleashing a wail.

Bryan’s faraway expression transformed to grief. He turned back to the dead man.

“Gary was my best friend,” he said, tears pooling around his disheveled face. “We took our oath together.” He shook his head, as if he might somehow erase the tragedy.

“I’m sorry,” Neena said, reaching out for him. The other volunteers and Watchers shook their heads, mumbling their condolences.

Bryan’s eyes went to the ground.

“I wish we could’ve reached him sooner,” Kai said.

Hearing Kai’s words, a new emotion took over Bryan’s face. Slowly, that emotion bubbled stronger. Returning in Neena and Kai’s direction, he curled and uncurled his hands, jabbing an accusatory finger at them. “This is your fault.”

He looked from one to the other, his anger mounting.

“Bryan,” one of his friends said, trying to grab him.

Bryan shook his friend off. “Get off me,” he barked.

Getting close enough that Neena saw the flare of his nostrils and the spittle on his lips, Bryan said, “Gary wouldn’t have been down here, if not for you. You are responsible…for all of this.” He motioned around to the ruined hovels, the destroyed colony. “The deaths of our families, our friends. You brought the monster here. You brought death upon our people!”

Slowly, Bryan’s anger spread to a few other men, who nodded as they looked from their dead comrade to the man with the broken arm, who could no longer contain his agony, and openly wailed.

Kai opened and closed his mouth, but said nothing. Bryan’s eyes roamed to the markings on Kai’s head, and back to his face. Fury flickered in his eyes.

“Stay the hell away from us!” he said, looking between Kai and Neena. “Both of you!”

Without another word, Bryan turned his back on them, returning to Gary’s dead body, while the others helped the broken-armed man to the cliffs.


Chapter 15: Darius

Darius stared down the winding path at the marching, incoming people.

“I see Neena!” Raj cried.

Darius followed his finger to where Neena trudged exhaustedly. Kai trailed behind her. The rest of the volunteers marched after, leaning on their spears, sweating, rounding the last corner before the precipice. Bags hung like second bodies from their backs, weighing them down, but somehow, they found the strength to ascend the remaining steps.

Darius swallowed as the first people reached the precipice.

No one had missed the commotion around the collapsed hovel. Some had even seen the structure fall, though it had taken a while to figure out what was happening. After lots of arguments and confusion, Darius had finally convinced everyone to stay put at the top of the cliffs.

Now he couldn’t hold them back.

People hurried forward, searching for their relatives among the first to arrive. A few skirted around Neena, finding their loved ones and holding them close. The marchers unslung their full bags, looking as if they’d been through a weeklong hunt, rather than a day’s trip.

“Neena!” Raj said, greeting his sister with relief. “You’re okay!”

Neena nodded grimly, but she didn’t answer. Even Kai stayed silent. They found Darius and formed a row in front of the incoming people, at the head of the precipice, turning to watch the others arrive.

“What happened?” Raj asked Neena.

A long moan from the back of the line cut off Neena’s response. All eyes roamed to the back of the group, where The Watchers helped a wounded man up the path, wearing a makeshift sling. Darius’s heart sank as he saw the lifeless body coming afterward, a body they’d all witnessed carried from the bottom of the cliffs. The man’s mouth was twisted in an unmistakable grimace of death. Blood drenched his shirt and pants. Bryan carried the man’s legs, while another Watcher held his arms. They held him with somber expressions. Recognizing him, a woman near Darius wailed and ran for him.

“Gary!”

Bryan’s face was solemn as the woman raced over, and he and the other Watcher set the dead man down. The woman buried her face in her dead husband’s chest, sobbing uncontrollably. A healer rushed over, verifying that the man was deceased before offering his sympathies.

“What happened?” Darius asked Neena.

“We tried saving him,” Neena said, her face downcast. “He was already dead.”

They watched helplessly as the woman mourned over her husband, and Bryan spoke softly to her. A cluster of Watchers gathered around the body, holding a quiet vigil, while the rest of the crowd looked on helplessly.

A few looked guiltily at the bags in their hands.

Those supplies had cost a man’s life.

After a long while of silence, The Watchers resumed their trek, heading in a line toward Darius, Kai, Neena, Raj, and the rest of the waiting onlookers on the precipice. The injured man came first, accompanied by a Watcher and the healer. Behind them, Bryan and another man picked up the deceased man again, bringing him toward the crowd. The grieving widow smudged away her tears.

Darius, Neena, Kai, and Raj parted. Confusion washed over Darius as The Watchers glared at him. Bryan’s face was the angriest.

“Bryan—” Darius started.

“Get out of my way,” Bryan said, making it clear that he would push past him, if he needed.

“My husband,” the widow said in disbelief, staring at Darius with absent eyes. “He’s gone.”

“I’m sorry,” said Darius.

Speaking only to the widow, and not Darius, Bryan said, “Don’t worry, Sherry, we’ll find a place inside to bury him.”

Without another word, Bryan and his Watchers stormed by Darius, Kai, and Neena, heading toward the Left Cave.


Chapter 16: Neena

“They haven’t come out all evening,” Neena said worriedly, looking at her dried meat without eating it.

Darius looked toward the entrance of the Right Cave, chewing his dinner. Every so often, one of the colonists walked over to the entrance, peering outside. No one had seen any signs of Bryan or his men since their return from the colony. Even The Watchers stationed in front of the entrance had taken a hiatus.

“We’ll need to post our own guards soon, if The Watchers don’t return,” warned Darius. “Someone needs to look out for animals.”

Neena glanced around at the people in her cave. After passing out the rations they’d collected in the colony, the colonists had fallen into a strange gloom. Even those who hadn’t been on the precipice had heard the news. They chatted, or played with their children, but most wore a mask of uncertainty, or grief. She spotted a few of the colonists who had gone on the expedition, explaining what had happened in more detail to the others.

Neena stared out the doorway, watching the amber light of the setting sun splash through the threshold. She couldn’t erase the memory of the blood-spattered, dead man from her mind, and of course, she’d never forget Bryan’s harsh words.

His thoughts echoed hers, when she lay in her bedroll in the cave, considering the lives lost on that day with the Abomination. A small, whispering voice in her head told her that she’d never outlive this new guilt, just as she hadn’t outlived her old, perceived failings.

“It’s not your fault,” Darius said, reading her mind. “You didn’t cause that man’s death, or the other man’s injury.”

“Maybe not, but they blame us for it,” Neena said. “You saw the looks on The Watchers’ faces. They hate us.”

“I’m not sure hate is the right word,” Darius said. “They’re angry about what happened. They want someone to blame.” Darius sighed. “This situation has affected everyone. We heard everyone’s frustrations in the meeting that day, and today’s death fueled the discontent.”

“I’m worried about the people in the Center Cave, too,” Neena said. “Has anyone talked to them?”

“I spoke with a few of them earlier,” Kai said. “I don’t think they’re angry at us, like the people in the Left Cave, but they’re worried.”

Darius’s face was painted with concern. “The food we scavenged today will help, but it will not last forever. Everyone knows it. They might’ve been able to ignore that reality before, but not now. And the death isn’t helping.”

Neena blew a long breath. She could hardly think about food when a man was dead, but she knew she had to. Looking over at Raj and Samel, who ate with Adriana and some others, she said, “I don’t see a future in these caves. The river is too far away, and so are the crops. Our resources are down there, not up here. It just feels so hopeless.”

Darius and Kai looked at her gravely, but neither disagreed.

“The people here want their homes—their colony—back. To do that, we need to kill the monster.”

Kai went quiet.

“I was thinking about something similar, while you were down in the colony,” Darius said, between meager bites of food. “I was thinking of all the questions to which we still don’t have answers. And that got me thinking about the carcass in the tunnels.”

Neena and Kai listened intently.

“Somehow, the monster that Akron found—the carcass—died all those years ago. Gideon and his men knew about it, because they covered up its existence. If that is the case, then there is a good chance Gideon has more information about it. Or maybe his forefathers did.”

“Clearly, Gideon knew about my colony,” Kai agreed, “and about the Abomination. But my guess is that he chose not to tell your people, because he didn’t know what to do about either of those things. Fear kept him silent.”

“Probably true,” Darius conceded. With a shrug, he said, “Thorne and his men certainly had no luck fighting the monster.”

“But they did make it bleed,” Neena reminded them.

Kai chewed his lip. “You have a point, Neena. My people have never done that.”

“Either way, Gideon might have some nugget of information that will help us,” Darius said. “I think it is worth talking to him again. Do you agree?”

Neena and Kai nodded.

“Maybe you can get some closure about Akron, while you’re there,” Neena suggested.

A faraway look crossed Darius’s eyes. “I won’t keep my hopes up on that end,” he said, scratching his stubbly chin. “But talking to Gideon is certainly better than sitting around in these caves, worrying about things we can’t control. I think we should get some sleep, especially after the day you’ve both been through. In the morning, we’ll head to the healer’s coves in the Center Cave and speak with him.”


Chapter 17: Raj

Raj lay in his bedroll, opening and closing his eyes. The flickering light of the torches drew his attention from one end of the cave to the other. Snores drifted over to where he lay. Almost all of the hundred and fifty or so people in the Right Cave around him were asleep, or so it sounded.

With Neena safe, other thoughts returned. For most of the evening, he’d chatted with Adriana, discussing the details of the trip to the colony. She was worried. They both were. He couldn’t take his mind off Adriana’s forlorn expression, when she heard about the man who died. Life had always been a short stay between birth and death, but it felt even shorter now, with so many new concerns.

Seeing that dead man’s face reinforced everyone’s fears.

Raj felt powerless. It didn’t help that Neena, Darius, and Kai wouldn’t let him do anything.

And that made him think about the few things he could control.

Raj couldn’t change any of the things going around them, but maybe he could change one little thing.

Maybe he could give Adriana a little bit of happiness.

Raj rolled over in his bedroll, looking secretly around the room at the bundled, sleeping forms. His eyes roamed to the cave’s entrance, where a few volunteers watched over the ledge. Their silhouettes faced in the opposite direction. Rolling the other way, he saw only one man watching the interior portion of the cave.

Raj stared at the man’s face in the backlight of the torch. A few times, the man adjusted, clearly boring of his task. Every so often, he sipped from a flask. He wasn’t as experienced as The Watchers. Raj knew how this worked. At some point, the man’s bladder would catch up to his boredom, and he would relieve himself.

He couldn’t stand in one spot all night.

Raj waited for a long while, until the man finally headed to a crevice in the wall to do his business. Figuring he had only a moment or so, he slipped from his bedroll and tiptoed to the wall, keeping to the shadows. At any moment, Raj expected a shout, or a hiss. The thought struck him that the man might confuse him for an animal, and attack him.

He scooted faster, holding the wall and his breath.

His heart pounded as he turned a curve, grabbing a torch from the wall.

Clear of the guard, a new fear struck him.

The plan to sneak down the tunnel had been much easier when it was in his head, and he was safe in his bedroll. Now Raj was alone. He hurried faster, following the path that he and Samel had taken earlier. His heart thudded in his chest.

The tunnel was deathly quiet as Raj slipped his knife from his sheath and alternated his gaze between the walls and the edge of his torchlight. At any moment, an animal might shoot out and attack, or a monster might take the opportunity to seize a child in the night.

He could be dead before he screamed.

A sharp jab of fear made him reconsider turning around, but the image of Adriana’s face drove him forward. He crept along the tunnel, keeping an eye on the next curve, hoping he’d remember where they’d discovered the crevice. What if he couldn’t find it again?

He should’ve marked it.

But the adults had scared him before he had the chance.

Frustration built as he followed the tunnel and studied the walls, seeing nothing familiar. And then Raj’s torch caught something he recognized: a protruding rock. He bent and scanned the floor. Was that a divot, from where he’d jabbed his knife?

It was.

Raj’s adrenaline kicked in harder as he located the crevice, crouched lower, and shined his torch where the dust beetle had scooted.

The gleaming object was still there.

He was at a crossroads.

He could turn around now and make it to safety—perhaps evading the guard and making it back to sleep.

Or he could get what he promised Adriana.

It wasn’t a choice, not really.

Getting on his stomach, Raj crawled into the crevice.


Chapter 18: Raj

Raj scurried like a bug into a hole, his heart beating against his ribcage. The smell of urine invaded his nostrils and his throat, making it feel as if he couldn’t breathe. Rat bones jabbed his shirt. Feces stuck to his clothes. All at once, he wondered how the dust beetle managed in the caves.

He couldn’t crane his neck. He couldn’t lift his arms. He certainly couldn’t turn around. Claustrophobia crept over him.

What if he got stuck and died before someone ever found him?

Commitment to his mission—to Adriana—pushed him on. The gleaming object was ten feet back, stuck underneath a small crevice in the side of the passage. Past it, the hole opened up. If he could get further, he could turn around, sit up, and catch his breath. He could find a better place to grab it. Sharp rocks protruded from several points ahead of him, but he avoided them, changing direction using his elbows and his boots.

His torch lit his way, but the sides of him were unknowns. He feared he might draw the attention of some menacing, cave-dwelling creature. The next feeling that he had might be teeth, clamping onto his leg, dragging him deeper.

Raj crawled within a few feet of the gleaming object.

Excitedly, he took hold of the end of it.

Having it in his hand made him forget his fear.

The gleam he’d seen was only the tip of the object.

The metallic, strange object extended about as long as his arm, going further back into the shadowy crevice. Raj tugged on it. The object loosened, but not enough.

Crawling a few more feet, he reached the widened part of the passage, got to his knees, and sat upright in the small cove. Raj looked around the small, open area in which he’d found himself.

It felt as if he was in some miniature fort, like the sand houses he’d built by the river when he was younger. The ceiling was high enough that he could almost stand. Farther ahead, past a small crevice, he saw only darkness.

With some more careful wiggling, he turned and was able to get the object free and in his hands. Raj set down his torch.

His mouth fell open as he studied the strange object.

A piece of metal as long as an arm comprised the object’s middle, while another, curved piece attached at the end in a half-moon. Thin pieces of metal ran between the two ends of the curved piece. Several smaller pieces and tubes jutted out from various parts of the object, along with carvings he couldn’t identify. On the bottom of the object was a handle. He held it out, trying to make sense of it, even though he’d never seen anything like it.

Whatever it was, it was larger and more awe-inspiring than even Adriana’s keepsake. More amazing than anything he’d ever laid eyes on before.

Raj couldn’t believe his fortune. His heart knocked as he looked from the object, to the passage where he’d soon crawl back. He needed to bring his find back. But that posed a problem. He couldn’t fit the object in his bag, and he didn’t think he could hide it in his bedroll. What if he brought it back, and someone punished him by confiscating it?

Raj hesitated.

His treasure might turn into a community possession.

Raj took one last, long look at the object. He needed to make a decision. As much as he wanted to bring the object back, he didn’t want to lose it. Following the only other option that made sense, he tucked it carefully back into its crevice. He’d leave it in the cove. When he returned, he’d tell Adriana, and no one else.


Chapter 19: Darius

Ambient morning light filtered through the cave entrance as Darius sat up, rubbed his bleary eyes, and looked around. The hundred and fifty people around him looked like cocooned bugs wrapped inside their bedrolls or blankets. Many slept with their heads covered, or their hands instinctively protecting their faces. Few things were worse than waking up to the scurrying feet of a rat, or the scuttling toes of a lizard. Darius knew that better than anyone.

Those lucky enough to have relatives shored up close to them. Those without relatives stuck close to the torches. It was strange waking up with so many people around, after spending so much time in the caves alone. The twist of fate wasn’t lost on Darius. Spooning some sleep sand from his eyes, he sat up and found his cane.

Neena, Kai, Raj, and Samel were still in their bedrolls, as were most other people, save the guards at the front and rear of the cave. Rising quietly, Darius picked a path through the sleeping colonists and headed to the entrance, where he could get some air.

One of the guards, a dark-haired man with a bulbous nose and dirty clothing, Salvador, nodded at him.

“Good morning, Salvador,” Darius greeted.

“Morning,” Salvador returned.

He walked out to the ledge.

Unlike later in the day, when the weather was hot enough to soak a person’s clothes with sweat, the morning sun was refreshing. Stretching out his weary limbs, Darius enjoyed its rays, thinking of those early moments when he used to do the same thing outside his hovel.

He looked sideways, along the winding, fifteen-foot wide ledge toward the Center and Left Caves.

And froze.

A hundred feet away, two guards stood at the mouth of the Center Cave, but farther down, two hundred feet away, a much larger gathering of people stood at the entrance to the Left Cave. Through the sun’s glare, Darius recognized Bryan, several of his Watchers, and the injured man from yesterday, cradling his broken arm. The Watchers spoke in quiet, conspiratorial circles. Of course, he couldn’t hear them from here.

Unease swept over Darius. The amicable part of him wanted to head down the cliffs and join them, but instinct warned him against it. He watched them for a while, until his presence caught one man’s attention. That person alerted others. Eventually, Bryan turned his head, piercing Darius with a disdain he could detect, even from here.

Darius let one hand off of his cane, raising it up in greeting, but Bryan turned away. One by one, the people around him filed back into the Left Cave and out of sight.


**




“Not one acknowledged me,” Darius explained to a concerned Neena and Kai, as they chewed their breakfast.

“Maybe we should go talk to them,” Neena suggested.

Recalling the angry stare he’d received earlier, Darius said, “I don’t think that would be a good idea—not while The Watcher’s death is so fresh.”

Neena gave him a pensive look.

“You heard the warning Bryan gave us yesterday,” Kai agreed. “If we approach them now, we might make things worse.”

“Maybe after some time has passed, we can talk to them,” Darius suggested. “Until then, we should keep away from the Left Cave. For now.”

Reluctantly, Neena agreed.

With their early breakfast finished, they doubled down on their earlier plan, heading out toward the Center Cave where they could speak with Gideon, after verifying that Amos could watch over a sleeping Raj and Samel. The morning sun climbed as they walked along the ledge. Thankfully, the gathering of people Darius had seen in front of the Left Cave earlier was gone. Only a few Watchers remained in front of the Left Cave, keeping watch as usual, while a few guarding colonists stood at the mouth of the Center Cave.

Approaching the Center Cave, Darius asked the men, “Have The Watchers been keeping an eye out for you?”

They shook their heads. “Not since before the trip. They’re only guarding their own cave. That’s why we’re out here.”

Darius nodded grimly as he, Neena, and Kai walked inside. It was the same for their cave.

They squinted as their eyes adjusted to the new darkness. Everywhere around them, people sat up, chatted, and nursed their flasks. Ed and a few other Center Cavers conversed. Darius, Neena, and Kai walked with purpose in their steps, greeting a few people they knew. From some casual conversation, they gleaned that everyone in the Center Cave had the same report: no one had seen much of The Watchers since the night before. It seemed as though they had given up on their responsibilities.

They headed down the long tunnel, toward the healer’s coves.

A nervous silence overtook them, and Darius redirected his energy to the questions he might ask Gideon. He still hoped he might get some of the answers he’d wanted for so long—perhaps even some answers about Akron, though he wasn’t counting on it.

They slowed at the second cove, which contained Gideon. The guards originally stationed there were gone. Seeing them coming, the healer bustled over to greet them.

“How is he?” Darius asked, looking past him and into the dimly lit room.

“He’s been slipping in and out of consciousness,” the healer said, smearing sweat from his brow. “I just fed him breakfast. I haven’t had a chance to shave him yet.”

“Is he up for speaking?”

“You can try,” the healer said, looking over his shoulder.

“We won’t bother him long,” Darius promised.

“If you need anything, my name is Jameson. I’ll be nearby.”

“Thank you, Jameson,” Neena said, before shuffling into the humid, foul-smelling room.

Gideon’s head turned slightly as he saw them approaching, revealing some bits of food stuck to his sprouting beard. His hands hung weakly over the blankets. He furrowed his brow, trying to place the people before him. Rather than walking on opposite sides of him, making him turn his head, they stayed on one edge of his bedroll.

Easing him into conversation, Darius asked, “How are you feeling?”

Gideon turned his head, rolling his remaining eye toward Darius. “I’m alive. That’s all I can ask for.”

Darius nodded, unable to help feeling sympathetic. “We were hoping you could answer some questions for us.”

Gideon looked between them, wincing in pain. It seemed as if he struggled to recognize them. At the same time, Darius couldn’t tell for certain, because the expressions that he knew so well were hidden beneath his mask of scars.

“We were hoping you could tell us more about the monster that attacked our colony,” Darius continued.

“The monster?” Gideon asked, furrowing his brow.

“The creature that killed our people in Red Rock,” Darius said.

A darkness crossed Gideon’s face. “Ah, the Behemoth.” He blinked his eye.

“The Behemoth? Is that what you call it?” Darius asked.

Gideon nodded. “I remember it landing on top of me. That was the last thing I saw before I woke up here.” He raised a weak hand, gesturing to his lap.

Darius nodded.

Unable to refrain from asking the question that was on all of their tongues, Neena said, “What did you know about this Behemoth before?”

Gideon started to speak, but seemed to lose his train of thought. A moment of despair crossed Darius. Hoping to keep Gideon on track, he said, “It sounded like you knew of the monster’s existence before it came.”

“We knew about it, but we had never seen one,” Gideon recalled. “Our hope was that those things were extinct, like all the other creatures who died long ago.”

“But Kai’s colony told you that one was alive, and so did we,” Neena said, unable to help her accusatory tone. “You knew that at least one lived.”

Gideon looked between them, having another confused thought.

Kai cut in. “The emissaries from my colony—New Canaan—told you about the creature, or we suspect they did.”

Gideon’s face sparked recognition. “They told us about the beast, yes.”

“Just like Neena and I did,” Kai said.

Gideon looked like he was pairing names with faces.

“And you knew about the one in the tunnels, too,” Darius insisted, pointing to the floor of the cave, toward the lower chambers. “You knew about the old carcass of the dead beast. That’s how you knew about the creature’s existence, right? That’s why you forbid people from traveling inside the rock formations?”

“Carcass? What carcass?”

An anger Darius had repressed for too long sprang to his words, as he found the courage to speak them aloud. “The dead monster in the cave. The secret you covered up. The reason that you had my friend Akron killed.”

If Darius had been in Red Rock, the accusation would’ve landed him in a Comm Building jail. But he wasn’t going anywhere, now. He clutched his cane and stood silent, shaking.

Even Neena and Kai fell silent, waiting.

Feeling the weight of the accusation, Gideon looked from one of them to the other. “Akron?” He adjusted under his blankets, looking from their faces to the cave’s ceiling, as if he might find an answer in the crevices. “I don’t know any Akron.”

Darius could hardly contain his frustration. “He’s the boy your Watchers caught exploring in the caves. They killed him for what he found. And then they covered up his body in the passage. You must’ve known about it.”

“I don’t know of any passage.”

“Thorne would’ve told you about it. Even if you didn’t see it, you would’ve known,” Darius insisted.

“Thorne tended many matters, as did I,” Gideon said, his eyes faraway. “It is hard to keep track of all of them.”

“But you were his superior,” Darius finished. “You would’ve known of this secret. You were complicit in Akron’s death.”

Gideon’s face solidified into certainty, only for a moment, before it faded again. “I’m sorry, but the accident seems to have affected my memory. I can’t remember.”


Chapter 20: Gideon

“Jameson.” The word croaked from Gideon’s mouth in a frustratingly quiet tone, as he listened to the fading footsteps of Darius, Neena, and Kai. Finding the strength to push another word past his chapped lips, he cried, “Jameson!”

He reached to the side of his bedroll, looking for something to knock over. He needed another way to get the man’s attention. Gideon tried sitting up, but the pain was so intense that he couldn’t move more than a finger’s grasp. He fell back to the bed, exasperated.

Finally, the man appeared by his side.

“What is it, sir?” Jameson asked.

No longer faking his confusion, Gideon said, “Get me Bryan and The Watchers.”

His eye fluttered. Without wanting to, Gideon succumbed to sleep.

“Get your rest,” Jameson whispered, as he drifted off. “When you awaken, I’ll get them.”


Chapter 21: Raj

Raj looked around the cave, eyeing the people eating breakfast. Shortly after waking up, Neena, Kai, and Darius had gone on another excursion, according to Amos. Raj wasn’t sure where they went, but he didn’t care. He had something else on his mind. Looking across from him to where Adriana sat cross-legged, he could hardly contain his excitement.

“What is it you had to tell me?” Adriana asked, growing impatient.

Raj shifted and looked over at Samel, who played in a circle with a few other boys, farther away.

“I found something last night.”

Adriana furrowed her brow. “Something?”

“In the caves.” Raj nodded discreetly toward the end of the passage, where one of the guards paced. “Down where Samel and I went yesterday.”

“You went there again last night?” Adriana asked. More than one person had seen them returning, after Samara and the others retrieved them.

“Yes, I snuck away while everyone else was asleep.”

Adriana’s face grew serious. “You could’ve been killed!” Her worry quickly turned into curiosity. “What did you find?”

“Something special. I left it in a secret place.” A conspiratorial smile crossed Raj’s face. “Remember I told you I was going to get you something?”

Adriana leaned forward, tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ears, intrigued.

Looking around, ensuring that no one was listening, Raj continued, “When Samel and I chased the dust beetle the other day, I saw something gleaming in a small passage at the side of the tunnel. Last night, while everyone was asleep, I snuck down there and pulled it out.”

Her eyes sparked with curiosity. “What was it?”

“Something so wondrous I can’t explain it, Adriana. Something grander than any of us has seen. You have to see it.”

Adriana opened and closed her mouth with eagerness. “But—”

“It’s not something I can explain with words,” Raj repeated. “You’ll have to see it for yourself.”

The flutter in Raj’s stomach returned, as he saw her excited expression, knowing that he had caused it. Her amazement certainly made him happier than any time he’d spent with his family, lately.

“How are we going to see it?” Adriana asked.

“Tonight, when everyone is asleep, I’ll show you,” Raj said. Looking around sneakily, he continued, “But you have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone. Not Neena, Darius, or Kai.”

Looking him in the eye, Adriana swore, “I promise.”


Chapter 22: Neena

Standing on the cliffs next to Kai, Neena traced the contours of the ruined houses below. Far on the horizon, some birds flew in a swooping pattern, rising and falling.

“Obviously we aren’t getting any answers from Gideon,” she said with despair. “Maybe not ever.”

She looked farther down the ledge, where Darius was already returning to the Right Cave. The conversation with Gideon had lowered his spirits. Or maybe it was the lack of answers, which seemed to have frustrated him.

“Talking with Gideon seems like a fruitless effort,” Kai agreed. “His memories are jumbled. Or, at least, it seems that way. We might never make sense of them.”

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“Our search for answers is our own.” Kai fell silent.

Neena looked right, but she saw no sign of Bryan or his Watchers. If not for the voices of the people in the cave behind them, and the few guards that stood quietly nearby, she might have thought they were the only ones left on the ledge. Or the planet. But that wasn’t true, because the monster was out there, and so was Kai’s colony. She sighed and turned her gaze back to the desert, searching between the tall, rocky spires.

After a long moment of silence, Kai asked her, “What are you thinking about?”

“I was thinking of your colony. It’s strange, knowing they’re out there somewhere.”

“It is strange for me, too.” Kai matched her gaze into the horizon. “I often wonder what they’re doing. I don’t have many people who might miss me. But I do wonder how my parents reacted when I left.”

Neena felt a pang of sympathy. “Do you think they went searching for you?”

Kai sighed. “My mother was in no condition to look for anyone. In some ways, I hope my father forgot about me. I wouldn’t want him injured or killed on a fruitless search.”

“Do you regret leaving?”

Kai considered, before meeting her eyes. “One thing is for certain: I don’t regret meeting you.”

He smiled and pulled her close. His warm skin reminded her of the nights they spent together, pressed even closer. He smelled like the must and dirt in the caves, but he had another scent, an alluring and foreign one that she’d come to appreciate. Now that she had him, she never wanted to let him go.

“Perhaps you will make it back to New Canaan one day,” Neena said, as they looked out from the cliffs together.

Kai shrugged. “I don’t think my people would want a criminal back.” Feeling a bit bad for dismissing her suggestion, he added, “Who knows? Maybe when we kill the Abomination, we’ll find them again, and they’ll hail us as heroes.”


Chapter 23: Bryan

Torches flickered on the wall as Bryan and six of his closest Watchers filtered into the dark, recessed cove, merging around Gideon’s bedroll. Even in the middle of the day, the caves always held the same sense of gloom. The smell of bandaged, healing flesh, urine, and feces filled the air.

Bryan focused on Gideon. The leader’s chest rose and fell with his labored breaths as he looked from one man to the next, settling his eye on Bryan.

“Thank you for coming,” Gideon said.

Bryan nodded. His heart beat faster, as it always did in the leader’s presence. He looked over at the six men beside him—his closest comrades, among the forty Watchers left. With them was Louie, his arm hung in a sling.

“I’m sorry about your arm,” Gideon told Louie sympathetically. “Jameson explained what happened.”

Louie bowed his head.

Gideon looked over at Bryan. “And I’m sorry to hear about our brother, Gary. Too many deaths have plagued our colony.” Gideon looked down at his paralyzed body under the sheets. “We’ve all paid a steep price.”

Bryan looked down at his boots. Many people blamed Gideon for what had happened, but no one could dispute the extent of his suffering.

“Have you buried him?” Gideon asked.

“We will do it tomorrow evening, after Gary’s relatives and widow have said goodbye.”

Gideon nodded. “Undoubtedly, you have heard some things from the others, in the time after the attack.” Gideon looked down at his folded hands. “It is my hope that I can clear these things up for you today. You deserve that much, at least.”

Bryan and his Watchers stood rigid, waiting. Unlike the previous visit, Gideon seemed alert this time.

“If I have one regret, it is that I was not beside you on the day the monster attacked, or in the days since. But I’d like you to know that the oath I swore means as much to me today as it did when I was a young man. Everything I’ve done has been for the good of our colony. Or at least, those were my intentions.”

Bryan and his men stayed quiet, waiting for Gideon to continue.

Gideon wheezed through a breath. “I suppose the question on everyone’s tongues is why I didn’t tell you about the monster.”

Bryan traded a glance with the others. Undoubtedly, the matter had stirred great debate.

“The veteran Watchers knew of this information. My regret is that I did not share it with all of you younger Watchers. For that, I take responsibility.” Gideon struggled to shift on the bed. His eye blazed with a determination his body no longer supported.

Reddening with embarrassment, Bryan turned away.

“It is okay,” Gideon said. “You do not have to feel pity for me. I have accepted my fate, such as it is.”

Bryan slowly returned his gaze.

Stepping into the room, Jameson asked, “Excuse me, sir. Would you like me to prop your head up more?”

Frustrated, Gideon resigned to the healer’s help. Once Jameson positioned him to his liking, he continued.

“On the day that I told you about the people of New Canaan, it was my hope that we would never see the monster,” Gideon said. “We prayed that we had eluded it, as we have done for several generations. It was my hope that I could avoid a panic that would seal Red Rock’s fate. That is what The Heads of Colony and I discussed. Perhaps I should have followed my instincts, over their suggestions.”

Bryan watched him, waiting for what came next.

“In the meeting we held a few weeks ago, I told you about the division of our First Generation. I told you of how those people fought and fractured. There was a little more to that story than I shared.”

Gideon sucked air through his suffering lungs.

“As I told you, the months after the ships abandoned the planet were tense ones. After a while of waiting for the ships to come back, and sending unanswered messages into the skies, the leaders of the First Generation divided into two factions, as I told you. The unintelligent leaders—those who later left and founded New Canaan—thought they might get Earth’s ships to return if they worked harder. And so they directed some miners deeper into the caves, like I said in that first meeting. Most of those miners died through sickness, starvation, or were lost, as I told you. But others died in the mouth of a monster, much like the one that now stalks our colony. That part is new to you.”

“We’ve heard about the carcass from the old man, Darius,” Bryan said, motioning vaguely toward the floor. “And we’ve heard about the piles of bones around it.”

“Jameson says that all of the colonists now know of it, as well. Is that true?”

Bryan’s eyes gravitated downward.

“Have you seen the dead beast?” Gideon asked, curiosity sparking in his eye.

“No.” Bryan shook his head. “According to Darius, it is deep in the formation’s bowels. He said it is too dangerous a journey. No one has seen it but him.”

“Interesting,” Gideon said. Something flashed in his eye that Bryan couldn’t read. “I haven’t been there in a long time. Unfortunately, the knowledge of how to get there died with Thorne. He knew the caves a lot better than me.”

Before Bryan could ask another question, Gideon continued, “Anyhow, the fracture between our First Generation’s leaders was already heated. And they were about to find out about the monster, which would make matters even worse. As I said, some of our miners were lost in the tunnels. Of course, their absence led to unrest among their relatives. And so both sets of leaders agreed to send out a small expedition of colonists to find them.” Gideon looked from one to the other of them. “By the time that small group of colonists discovered the cavern, both the miners and the enormous, hideous creature had perished, leaving a sickening mess of broken limbs, crushed bodies, and chewed flesh behind. Most of the dead miners’ bodies were so dismembered that it was hard to tell one from the next. Blood and bile soaked the ground. The people in the expedition guessed that the creature ate some of the people in the tunnel and spit them out, before others killed it, and then both the beast and the remaining miners died from their injuries. In any case, no one was alive to tell the tale of what exactly happened.”

Bryan’s eyes grew wide as he listened.

“The sight of those ruined, mangled bodies struck a fear deep in the hearts of the small expedition. You see, the colonists left on Ravar were workers, not fighters. They did not have experience with anything like what they found in those caves. The people who protected the miners—men similar to you Watchers—left with the ships, taking all their weapons, and anything that wasn’t secured in the Comm Building.”

Bryan was awe-struck. “They took all of their weapons?”

Gideon’s memories rolled to a far-off place. “Back then, the colonists had better weapons than spears. Or at least, it was rumored. According to the stories passed down from our ancestral leaders, in fact, those people had weapons we cannot fathom. In any case, those hardened people were gone and had taken most of the things of value, leaving only the workers and some of their leaders behind. The fractured First Generation had more problems than a cave full of dead people, whose relatives were waiting. The leaders had an abandoned colony on the cusp of panic. And they were barely holding it together.”

Bryan nodded his understanding.

“When the small expedition of colonists returned and relayed the story of the monster and the dead miners to the fractured leaders, the leaders grew scared. No one knew if more monsters might exist. No one knew what they could do about them, even if they did. Despite their conflicts, the feuding leaders agreed on one thing: no one should ever enter those caves again, or tell the rest of the colonists. It is an edict I have upheld until now, of course.” Gideon waved a weak hand at the cave around them. “Of course, we have been lucky enough to see no sign of those monsters for generations.”

A mixture of wonder and fear overtook Bryan.

“A year after the First Generation’s abandonment, the ships still hadn’t returned. Tensions grew worse. That is when the unintelligent leaders in the bunch formed a new plan—they would take half the colony and leave, seeking out a new settlement. Of course, our leaders knew that was a suicidal mission. They knew it was likely to end in death. So our First Generation fractured, as I told you.”

Gideon paused to suck in a breath before continuing.

“The two groups parted on such bad terms that they swore never to speak of each other again, and instilled that in the hearts of their people. They considered each other dead, and swore to forget about one another. The unintelligent leaders founded New Canaan, while our leaders stayed here and maintained Red Rock. Of course, we didn’t relearn about New Canaan until recently.” Gideon slowly wiped his face. “During all that time, our leaders protected the secret of the dead monster in the cave, thinking it would only lead to panic. Of course, that old secret no longer matters, because a new secret exists—New Canaan’s monster—and their problem is now ours.”

With much of his story told, Gideon leaned back, closed his eye, and reopened it.

“So no one knows for sure why the ships left us?” Bryan asked the question that had plagued most of the colonists since their earliest memories.

“Unfortunately, our answers are just speculation,” Gideon said.

Bryan shifted, “What do you believe?”

Gideon pulled a breath through his chapped lips. “I believe that the people who first settled here lost their use, and the ships decided we weren’t worth the trouble to collect. With each generation that passes, it becomes less likely that any ship will ever grace the skies of Ravar again.”


Chapter 24: Bryan

“Would you like a drink?” the healer asked, returning to Gideon’s bedside with a flask.

“Yes, thank you, Jameson.”

With Jameson’s help, Gideon reached out with a weak hand, took hold of the flask, and sipped.

Bryan looked at the other Watchers, each of whom wore a revelatory expression. Even Louie watched, enrapt. The information they’d heard had shifted most of what Bryan thought he knew. Still, he had questions.

When Gideon finished his drink, Bryan asked, “Many of us remember the arrival of the New Canaan emissaries a decade ago. Did they tell you about the monster?”

Without hesitation, Gideon admitted, “Yes.” He handed his flask to the healer. “If not for the monster, we might have gotten along. But as soon as we heard about it, we knew that we could not consort with them. So much back and forth travel would surely draw the monster, putting our people in jeopardy. Even their presence put us in peril, because the monster might follow them. And so we told them to leave, and never come back.”

Listening to Gideon’s explanation, Bryan could not dispute the logic.

“That worked fine for another ten years. And then it didn’t.” Gideon’s expression took a dark turn. “If not for certain…circumstances…we would not be in this predicament. Our people would be alive.” Gideon’s eyes flickered with malice. “I would be whole.” Gideon watched them closely.

“You mean, if not for Neena and Kai,” Bryan put together.

“Their reckless actions put us in danger. They brought death to Red Rock. And so did the old man, Darius, who assisted them. In my mind, they are all criminals.” Gideon’s voice grew stern.

Bryan’s skin prickled. Hearing those words reinforced the anger he’d felt in the colony; the anger he still felt now.

“It is obvious the hunter girl went into forbidden territory,” Gideon said. “That is the reason behind all of this.”

Bryan shook his head.

“The bloodshed of our colony could’ve been avoided,” Gideon said, picking up on Bryan’s displeasure. “I have no doubt about that. Perhaps some of our relatives would have lived their entire lives without meeting such tragic ends, if Neena and Kai hadn’t brought the monster here. They ended several generations’ worth of peace. They are responsible for everything that has happened to us—them, and the old man who defends them. All three have reduced Red Rock to rubble.”

Bryan clenched and unclenched his hands. Beside him, Louie shifted.

Gideon fell silent, closing his eye for a long moment, before opening it.

A growing rage built in Bryan, begging for release. He looked around, as if he might find Neena, Darius, or Kai next to him, providing an outlet for his anger. Of course, it was just he, The Watchers, and Gideon. Slowly, Gideon refocused on the group. Another realization dawned on Bryan.

“You are telling us this for a reason,” he said.

Once again, Gideon was transparent. “I heard from Jameson about the incident in the colony yesterday. I heard you are angry, like I am. Of all the people left in the colony, I knew that you, my Watchers, would feel the same way as me. And so I have a proposal.”

“What?” asked Bryan.

“I know that some people mistrust me. I understand the reasons for this. But I hope my explanation has proven that everything I’ve done has been for a reason. And now, it is my turn to ask a question of you.” Gideon turned from one man to the next, imploring them with his stare. “Do you trust me?”

Bryan looked at his Watchers, who in turn looked at him. In those long, awful days after the monster’s attack, overlooking the fallen colony, or listening to the tears of the widowed women and the orphaned children, it was easy to question how they had spent their years.

Certainly, they had all had doubts.

But here, staring at Gideon, Bryan felt a quiet strength rising through his weakness and flowing through his words. His body might be paralyzed, but Bryan still heard the man who had held the podium for as long as he had been alive. Gideon looked at them with the same expression of respect that he’d given them when they pledged their lives to protect Red Rock.

Bryan looked from his men to Gideon.

“I trust you,” he said.

Gideon’s eye blazed. “It is without question that our colony has suffered. It is without a doubt that we are fractured. We are tired and we are hungry, but we are alive. And the four hundred of us have a choice. We can hide in these caves, cowering from the monster, until our selfishness divides us all. Or we can find a way to slay it and reclaim our position in Red Rock. We will collect the pieces of our existence, muster on, and preserve what is left of our people. We will start again.”

Something stirred in Bryan’s heart. All at once, he was back in front of Thorne and his men, reciting his words. He was pointing spears with his brothers, learning the rules of the cliffs. He certainly had more faith in Gideon than any of the colonists outside, who had shown how quickly they would turn and cast aspersions. And he certainly trusted him more than Neena, Kai, or Darius, who had obviously caused Red Rock’s downfall.

“Our lives, to save Red Rock,” Gideon said, piercing them with his gaze.

“Survival at all costs,” Bryan and his men answered in unison.

“Come closer to me, my men,” Gideon said, waving them to his beside.

Bryan looked behind him, ensuring that no one else listened, before he got closer. An important moment hung in the air, escaping none of them.

Gideon raised a finger, jabbing it in the direction of each of the men around his bedside. “Each of you are my men, my leaders. And you, Bryan, will be my new Thorne. Together, we will reclaim Red Rock, and tear down these false leaders. We will restore order to our people. We will honor our oaths. And we will start again, just like our ancestors of the First Generation. You will be the leaders of a new era.”

Bryan nodded, feeling a power he hadn’t felt since his earliest days of youth. That power led back to anger. He couldn’t stop thinking of Gary’s crying widow, or the decaying, unburied bodies in Red Rock. He wanted vengeance, in a way he hadn’t fully realized until now.

“What will we do with Neena, Kai, and Darius?” he asked.

Seeing the anger burning in Bryan’s eyes, Gideon said, “They came to see me earlier. I told them nothing of value. Obviously, we all want justice for what has been done to our families, our friends, and to us.” He looked between his body and Louie’s arm. “But it is the wrong time to make a rash move.”

Bryan bit back an instinctual response.

“If we are to have any chance at destroying the monster, we need to get as many people as we can on our side, before we act,” Gideon said.

“And then we will get our retribution?” Bryan asked.

Gideon thought on it. “Perhaps we can solve both problems at once.”

“What do you mean?” asked Louie.

Gideon looked between them. “If what I’ve heard is true, people are starting to doubt Neena, Kai, and Darius, after what happened yesterday. We will use that seed of doubt to erode people’s confidence in them. We will tear them down until they have nothing left. We will sway the people’s opinion and rally them to our side, so that we can conquer the monster with a victory. We will alienate Neena, Kai, and Darius so much, that it will not matter what we do to them, because the people will not care about them anymore, once we rule again.” Gideon looked among them. “Perhaps the people will even punish them for us.”

A current of satisfaction coursed through Bryan, as he understood the implications of Gideon’s plan.

“By proving our strength and defeating the monster—by giving the people a victory—we will earn the trust of any lingering doubters,” Gideon said. “We will show them the strength of our oaths, and of the old regime. No one will care about the false leaders very soon.”

Bryan nodded, as his desire for justice became a realistic hope.

“Does the Comm Building still stand?” Gideon asked.

Bryan looked at the others. “Yes, sir. Yes, it does.”

“Then one day soon, we will have a better place to conduct business than a cave.” Gideon looked at them. “And you will have a new home.”

Bryan looked at the rest of his men and back to Gideon. A surge of pride swept through him, unlike any he’d felt since taking his oath.

“Will you reclaim Red Rock with me?” Gideon asked.

This time he didn’t focus on the others. He kept his eye locked on Bryan, awaiting an answer.

Bryan watched him for a long moment. “Yes, Gideon. We will.”


Chapter 25: Raj

Raj peered over the top of the bedroll and across the cave. He could barely contain his nerves or his excitement. His pulse pounded as he looked past the sleeping forms around him, scanning the area where Adriana lay. Since their earlier talk, she’d moved closer to his bedroll, telling her family that her sleeping area was too bumpy. Thankfully, they hadn’t questioned it. Paranoia overtook Raj when he saw no movement from where she lay. What if Adriana had fallen asleep and forgotten about their late-night tryst?

What if he had instructed her poorly?

Raj alternated his gaze between Adriana and the interior part of the tunnel, where the same guard kept his vigil. He waited for him to take a reprieve.

Eventually, he did.

Sneaking out of his bedroll, Raj crept quickly across the cave, signaling the shadow where Adriana lay. For a long moment, nothing happened. Raj’s heart grew icy, as he wondered if he would have to abandon his mission. And then he saw her silhouetted form, rising in the dark.

Raj hurried over to meet her.

The smell of her was sweet, or maybe it was the thought of sneaking out with her that made everything about tonight even more exciting. His nerves tingled as their arms brushed. Adriana’s face was tense under the flickering light as they scooted in and out of the shadows, following the wall, keeping far away from the guard, sticking to a route that was quickly becoming familiar.

And then they were down the tunnel, grabbing two torches from the wall and using them to light the way.

They looked over their shoulders several times, certain that the guard would run after them, or someone would spot them and shout, but no one came.

Taking the turn in the cave, Raj looked over at Adriana. Elation washed over them.

They’d done it!

They’d gotten away with it!

Adriana’s smile was the most beautiful thing he’d seen. Neither of them spoke as she slipped her fingers between his.

Together, they slunk down the tunnel.


**




“Under here!” Raj hissed, stooping and showing her the crevice where he’d been the night before.

Adriana scanned the small opening. “Are you sure we can fit?”

Raj swallowed and looked Adriana up and down. She was a few years older than him, and a little taller, but skinny. Getting on her hands and knees, she studied the passage.

“I think you can do it,” Raj assured her.

“How far back is it?” she asked.

“About the length of a small hovel,” he said. “You just have to keep crawling.”

For a moment, he thought she might reconsider, but she said, “I’ll go first.”

Before he could insist otherwise, Adriana was on her belly, worming underneath. Her hair swayed back over her shoulders as she crawled. A small embarrassment struck Raj, as he regretted not leading her. But her bravery deepened her allure. Raj waited until he saw the bottom of her boots before he followed. Sliding behind, he kept enough distance to avoid a boot to the face. Adriana’s breath echoed off the walls of the small crevice.

And then they were both sliding together.

Raj was so focused on the other end that he barely noticed the rat bones, or the droppings. All he thought about was seeing Adriana’s excited face on the other side.

They kept on until they reached the raised portion of the passage, where Adriana turned and helped Raj sit up. He spun, so that they both faced the other side, their knees touching.

His heart beat faster, as he realized the space was just wide enough for two.

“Where is the object?” Adriana said, her eyes darting around the small cave.

“Over here!” Raj said, getting back on his knees, reaching for where he’d tucked the gleaming treasure.

He shined his torch near it. It took him a moment to find it, but it was there. Raj set down his torch, using it to guide him as he reached into the crevice, recovered the object, and pulled it out. Adriana’s eyes widened as he proudly turned the metallic treasure.

After eyeing the object for a moment, she asked, “Can I hold it?”

Raj nodded. His hands shook as he handed it over.

Taking the object, Adriana’s eyes sparkled with wonder. “This looks like a handle,” she remarked, pointing to a thin piece of metal that jutted out from the bottom and near the back. “But I have no idea what these other pieces might do. And these metal designs on the side look so much more detailed than any of the carvings on the things we’ve created. What do you think it is?”

“I’m not sure,” Raj admitted. “But I have a few guesses. Maybe it is something the colonists left behind?”

“Do you think it is old?”

“It must be,” Raj said. “Darius said that the caves sometimes preserve things, like the old carcass he found. Perhaps it is even from the First Generation.”

His voice quavered as he said the words. Speaking his guess out loud seemed to make it real.

“That’d be unbelievable,” Adriana said. She watched the object with admiration, and more than a little excitement.

“I’ve certainly never seen anything like it. Have you?”

Adriana shook her head. Of course, neither of them had.

Raj’s stomach fluttered as he looked from the object to her face. Watching Adriana’s admiration, Raj thought this might be the best moment of his life. He never wanted to leave. His knees quivered as he touched hers. He hoped that she wouldn’t notice his shaking.

She turned to face him.

Before Raj could think twice about what he was doing, he leaned forward, and Adriana leaned, too.

Their lips touched. The press of her skin against his filled his body with warmth. It felt as if a piece of lightning had snuck from the skies and coursed through them, pinning them together. Raj wanted to hold their position forever.

They separated, breathing hard.

Their surprise melted. Raj’s eyes turned to the floor. He cleared his throat, sheepish.

Breaking the awkward silence, Adriana said, “Thank you for taking me here.”

“No problem,” Raj said.

He scratched his chin, as if he might find a rough patch of stubble, instead of smooth skin. He felt like a man coming home from the desert, or even a Watcher.

His heart soared.

Breaking the unreality of the moment, Adriana said, “We should probably get back soon.”

Raj forced himself to stay cool, as he turned his attention back to the object.

“So what should we do with it?” Raj asked.

Adriana admired the object in her hands.

“Perhaps you were right about keeping it secret,” Adriana said. “If we tell someone, we might get in trouble.”

“Or they might take it from us,” Raj agreed.

“I think we should keep it to ourselves,” Adriana said, smiling, looking back at the passage.

Raj’s heart leapt. Returning her smile, he said, “I think you’re right. It’ll be our secret.”


Chapter 26: Bryan

Bryan stood in the middle of the smooth, auburn cave, his six men gathered around him. After speaking with them for most of the day and into night, Gideon had grown tired, and slept. Instead of heading back toward the Center Cave, Bryan and his men had gone deeper, past the cove, finding a place where they could discuss their new plans.

Renewed fire lit The Watcher’s eyes. The loss of so many in their colony was a spear to their hearts, but the loss of their homes drove that spear deeper, boring a hole in the last of their humanity. Now, they had a hope to take those homes back and kill the monster.

“How should we tackle the problem of the Abomination?” Louie asked him.

“Do you think it is still around?” asked another Watcher.

“Having discovered so much food, I doubt it will leave quickly,” Bryan said. “Even if it leaves, we are no longer safe here, because it knows of us. One thing is certain: we should not rush into battle, like Thorne did.”

“Do you think we can defeat it?” asked Louie.

“Yes,” Bryan answered firmly.

Louie’s eyes blazed with faith. The broken-armed man couldn’t fight with his injury. But his belief in Bryan gave the others the strength to envision a victory. They leaned forward, hanging on Bryan’s next words. All at once, Bryan felt like Thorne must’ve, standing on the podium next to Gideon, or as one of The Heads of Colony felt.

They were gone, but he was alive.

Continuing with confidence, Bryan said, “We are in a better position now than we were before. Thorne and his men might’ve died, but they made it bleed. And we have heard Gideon’s story of the dead beast in the caves. We don’t know if it died at the miner’s hands, but the carcass is proof that these things can perish.”

“All of us saw the scales on the Abomination’s side, and those sharp protrusions,” one Watcher reminded him. “Those add to the creature’s formidability.”

Bryan nodded. “Yet Thorne and his men found a weak spot. The Abomination is made of soft flesh underneath, like any other animal in the desert. If the beast in the caves could die, so can this one.”

None of The Watchers argued.

They lifted their chins. Looking around, Bryan no longer saw a group of young, inexperienced men; he saw the future. The men around him—Louie, Rodney, Clark, Nicholas, Boyle, and Isaiah—were his closest comrades, and would help him lead the other Watchers, and his new people.

“So what should our first step be?” asked a Watcher with dark hair.

Bryan looked from one man to the other. “I think rallying as many people as we can is a good start, like Gideon said. Perhaps together, we can come up with a plan to kill the thing. At the same time, we will separate them from Neena, Kai, and Darius.”

“We already have the support of the people in the Left Cave, of course,” said Rodney. “Will we talk to people in the other caves, as well?”

“Let’s suss out some people in the Center Cave,” Bryan said. “Certainly, there are some sympathizers.”

“But how will we convince them to join our side?” asked Isaiah.

Bryan fell silent. He thought back to that initial meeting in the cave. He thought of the faces of Ed and some of the other colonists. They were scared, and they were hungry. But beneath their fear, he saw a willingness to be led. And they certainly wanted someone to blame. Perhaps a push in a certain direction was what they needed.

He needed to get them alone.

His men waited for an answer. For the first time, Bryan felt the pressure of a half-dozen Watchers, testing his mettle. His eyes wandered around the cave, to the walls, to his men’s faces, finally landing on Louie’s arm.

“I have a plan.”

“What are we going to do?” asked Louie.

“You’ll see.”


Chapter 27: Neena

Neena’s shoulder hung lower under the weight of the heavy water bucket as she returned from the spring. All around her, men and women grunted and tugged their equally heavy buckets back to the Right Cave. Torches lit the way in front and behind, splashing the tunnel with shadows, illuminating some of the twists and turns before they came upon them, or some of the branching caves. Neena’s stomach rumbled, even though she didn’t feel like eating.

Most of her night was spent between dreams and wakefulness, replaying those moments in the colony over and over again. She couldn’t get her mind off of The Watcher’s disdainful glances, or those bloodied, rotting bodies in Red Rock, for whose deaths Bryan had blamed them.

For most of yesterday and into the evening, her people had heard nothing from The Watchers, or anyone in the Left Cave. If Neena didn’t know better, she might believe they’d disappeared.

With The Watchers no longer around, they’d no choice but to get their own water.

If circumstances were different, Neena wouldn’t have minded, but each step was a troubling reminder of their problems.

Rather than dwelling on things they couldn’t control, Neena let her mind roam to the things Darius had found in the lower caves.

“What are you thinking about?” Kai asked, noticing her thoughtful expression.

“I was just thinking about the remains of that old carcass Darius found,” Neena said.

“Did you have an idea?”

“Every time we talk about it, I wonder if the answer to killing the Abomination might lie in what he told us.”

Kai scratched his chin on his shoulder. “He certainly had some interesting theories.”

“Do you think it is possible the impact of the wall injured that creature?”

“You could make a case that its impulses drew it to its death,” Kai said. “It is certainly a solid guess that the miners drew it with their loud banging.”

“Maybe its injuries were enough to kill it,” Neena said.

“The Abomination certainly avoids hard stone,” Kai said. “Or it felt that way, when we were in the desert avoiding it.”

Neena nodded. “Still, it is possible the miners killed that old beast, instead of the wall.”

Kai sighed. “With those people long dead and gone, I don’t think we’ll ever know the answer.”

Thoughts swirled inside Neena’s head. The situation with The Watchers was troubling, but the Abomination was like a recurring dream she couldn’t shake. She wasn’t sure if she would ever have a solution to killing it, but her brain nagged her to find one.

They fell silent, lost in their speculations, rounding a curve in the tunnel, following the passage back to the area they called the Right Cave. The people around them conversed quietly. Neena glanced at one of the long, dark passages to her right, recognizing a familiar outcrop of rocks. The sight of them gave her a sense of relief.

Spotting the last bend ahead of them, Neena frowned. “Shouldn’t we see the guard by now?”

“He was right next to that rock,” Kai said, pointing to where they’d left Robert, one of the guards.

Fear wormed its way inside Neena. She increased speed, losing some water on the cave floor. They were almost at the vacant rock when a person came rushing toward them.

Robert’s face was filled with angst as he rounded the bend.

“What’s going on?” Neena asked, her heart jumping.

“Something’s happening outside.” Robert gasped for breath.

“What?”

“I’m not sure, but Salvador said I should fetch you right away.”

Neena ran with her bucket, no longer concerned with spilling the rest of the liquid. Robert’s words filled her with dread. Seeing their panic, the colonists behind them rushed, too, filling the air with unanswered questions. They raced through the last bit of the tunnel’s curve, until people came into view. Relief struck Neena when she spotted Raj, Samel, Amos, and Adriana among the cave’s other occupants, safe.

Darius stood with two guards at the front entrance. Leaving their buckets behind, Neena and Kai raced across the cave to join them.

“What’s going on?” Neena asked them, when they reached the entrance.

Scratching his rounded nose, one of the guards with Darius, Salvador, said, “One of our people went to see some friends in the Center Cave, but they were gone.”

“Gone?”

“All except for a few guards at the front.” Salvador cranked his thumb toward the outside of the cave. “They won’t let us inside. I don’t know what’s going on.”

“Come on,” Kai said, heading out of the cave with Neena to see what was happening. “Let’s go.”

They edged out of the cave, drawing their knives and looking down the ledge. Farther along the long path, two men stood with their arms crossed at the entrance of the Center Cave, staring back at them. Two more men waited at the cusp of the Left Cave. Steadying her footsteps and her nerves, Neena walked with Kai toward the Center Cave. On the way, she glanced down at the colony, as if she might see a swarm of people occupying the broken hovels.

The colony was still deserted.

Noticing the defensive posture of the men they approached, she and Kai lowered their knives, but kept them ready. The men watched them with suspicion, and more than a little wariness.

“What do you want?” asked one of them, when they got within speaking distance.

“We came to see where everyone went,” Neena explained.

Instead of answering, the man glanced behind him, watching a third man emerge from the cave. Ed scratched at his long beard, eyeing them up and down.

“What’s happening?” Neena asked him.

“What do you mean?” He forced an innocuous expression.

“Where is everyone?”

“They’re away.” Ed smirked, wiping something from his beard onto his pants.

Cutting through his ambiguity, Kai asked, “Where did they go, Ed?”

“They’re at Gary’s funeral. You weren’t invited, in case you didn’t notice.” He turned sideways, making it clear that he blocked the entrance. “Bryan said to keep you away. I don’t think it would be a good idea to try and find them.”


Chapter 28: Neena

Neena’s heart was heavy as she walked back through the entrance of the Right Cave, Kai at her side. A hush fell over the people inside. Men and women held on to their relatives, waiting for her to speak. Even the children, who seldom ceased their noise, picked up on the changed atmosphere and stayed quiet. Finding Raj, Samel, Adriana, and Amos in the crowd, Neena couldn’t miss their looks of trepidation.

One of the women in the cave, Samara, spoke up and asked, “What’s happening?”

Neena swallowed. There was no point in glossing over the truth. “The other caves have gone to a ceremony for Gary.”

“And we weren’t invited?” asked someone else.

Neena shook her head. “It seems they have left without us.”

“Where are they?” said the same person.

Neena held up her hands, indicating she knew no more.

People hung their heads. Conversation spread across the small crowd, as people spoke with others, speculated, or expressed their concerns. Not one turned to ask her another question.

Failure stung her. Somehow, Neena’s goal of uniting the survivors had gone in the wrong direction.

Somewhere, things had gone very wrong.


Chapter 29: Bryan

Bryan looked out among the faces in the torchlit cave. Rows of people spread out across the wide chamber to which they’d brought them, covering the floor from wall to wall. The colonists of the Left and Center Caves were packed tightly enough in the deep tunnel that for a moment, Bryan wondered if they should have found another place to hold their meeting.

That thought quickly evaporated, as he saw the anticipation on the peoples’ faces. Despite the meeting’s grim topic, the air held an aura of importance. Perhaps it was the uniqueness of the setting, which felt much more intimate than any ceremonial procession they’d ever had outside. People bumped one another’s shoulders, vying for a better position, or peering past their neighbors’ shawls.

Bryan glanced next to him at the six Watchers with whom he’d placed his implicit trust: Louie, Nicholas, Boyle, Isaiah, Rodney, and Clark. All stood rigid, holding their spears, next to a body wrapped in a sheet. Behind them was a crevice in the wall where they’d decided to bury Gary’s body, once the ceremony was ended.

Gary’s widow, Sherry, looked out over the crowd. Her baggy eyes told the tale of a day and night with little sleep. A few of Gary’s relatives stood near her, wiping tear-stained faces.

“It was my hope that we would not have to gather together like this for a long time, but it seems the heavens had another plan,” Bryan began. Gathering the attention of all in the crowd, drawing strength from their energy, he continued, “Yesterday morning, we lost another of our brothers, a Watcher who was devoted to his colony, a dear friend.”

His words sent a shiver of emotion through the crowd. A few women openly wept. Nearby, Sherry bowed her head. Unlike that first meeting, when Bryan had received looks of mistrust and doubt, he saw only attentiveness.

Perhaps it was the power of the loss they’d shared, which brought everyone together.

“Gary has been called to the heavens to be with his ancestors, but he will not be alone,” Bryan said, his voice growing louder. “He will rest among those people who have come before him, who have given their lives so that those in Red Rock could survive.” People locked eyes with him, hanging on his words, nodding at the right moments, holding on to one another. Was this what Gideon felt, when he spoke at the podium? It must be. “Gary’s presence will forever be with us, as we make new memories in his name. As Watchers, we will honor his oath by carrying forward.”

Nods of agreement spread through the crowd. Beneath their mourning and their tears, he saw a group of people who had suffered too much. Perhaps it was their need for something to believe in.

They needed a leader.

Gideon was immobile, and too sick to address his people.

Bryan was the unifying voice.

Standing taller, feeling the power of the banded crowd, Bryan said, “We will hold our relatives and our friends closer, because of his loss. And we will not forget him, much like we have not forgotten those who perished in the previous attack.”

More people cried, as his words brought up fresh grief. That grief inspired anger, and a promise.

“Gary’s death will not be in vain,” Bryan swore. Looking next to him, catching Sherry’s eye, he beckoned for her to step forward. “Gary’s widow, Sherry, would like to speak.”

Smearing away fresh tears, Sherry looked into the eyes of those in the crowd. “Like most men here, Gary was a good husband. He was devoted to Red Rock. And like many of you, he was devastated when our colony fell.” Finding a new clarity in her voice, Sherry continued. “For almost his entire life, Gary spent his time between the cliffs and alleyways, keeping us safe and ordered. He cherished his relatives and his friends, as well as his time with his Watchers. Losing his colony was like losing a piece of himself. In fact, it was all he spoke of, since we came up here.”

Sherry paused, scanning the crying, observant faces.

“The night before he died, Gary was nervous about returning to the colony. But he was also hopeful. It was his dream that we should return to our colony—not just for a scavenging trip, but for good. Gary wanted that trip to be the beginning of something, not an end. In fact, before he left, he made me promise that if anything happened, I would carry that dream forward. That dream was not only for me.” Sherry stopped, looking down at her stomach. “Gary and I have a child on the way. Or, he did, before he died.”

Moving closer to Sherry, Bryan reached out, touching her shoulder. Sherry squeezed his arm.

“It is my dream that we keep his memory alive by fighting for our colony. It is my hope that we can return to Red Rock, like Gary wanted. Like our unborn child would want.”

A few murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd. Stepping backward, Sherry conceded the floor, rubbing her small, growing stomach.

“As Watchers, our vows have never felt stronger than today,” Bryan said. “Gary’s death is not a defeat, but an affirmation: we will rid Ravar of this monster. We will take back our homes, and our lives. We will fight, so that Gary’s death has meaning. We will fight so that all those lost lives have meaning.”

Slowly, tears segued to determination. A few people reached out and grabbed hold of their relatives’ arms, voicing their approval.

“The time for cowering in caves is over,” Bryan said. “It is time to secure a better future. Together, we can do it. With your help, we will defeat the monster and take back our lives. I need your help. Will you fight with me?”

A few fervent cries filled the air.

Then a few more.

Soon, those cries spread.

The loss of their relatives was a communal fire, burning within the colonists, waiting for an outlet. That fire spread from one face to the next, until all eyes blazed with the same fierceness.

“Will you fight with me?” Bryan asked again, raising his volume.

Even before he heard the response, he knew the answer.

They would.


Chapter 30: Bryan

The light of the torches at his bedside glinted off of Gideon’s scarred face as he appraised Bryan and his men.

“How did the meeting go?” he asked.

In a triumphant tone, Bryan spoke about the ceremony he’d put together, the speech he’d given, and the people’s reaction. While Bryan spoke, the spark in Gideon’s eye grew, enough that Bryan thought he might sit up, express his pride, and shake off his paralysis, if that were possible.

“So they believe in you,” Gideon reiterated.

“They are ready to fight the monster, or do anything else we deem necessary.” Bryan smiled.

Gideon nodded. Once again, Bryan felt worthy of his role. He felt taller than anyone standing around him.

“We have found common passages that allow us to interact without walking the ledges,” Bryan said. “Those will allow us a way to conduct business with the Center Cave without the prying eyes of Neena’s people. We will share our resources, and help each other collect water and trap animals.”

“A wise move, to cement your relationship with them,” Gideon said.

“What will we do about Neena, Kai, and Darius in the meantime?” Louie asked, looking between Bryan and Gideon.

Remembering Gideon’s warnings, Bryan said, “For all we know, the ways of the criminal are rubbing off on the others. We will keep an eye on them, so their poor decisions do not lead to the deaths of more people.”

“I know of a tunnel that leads to the Right Cave, from our trips to the spring,” Clark suggested. “There is a secluded part of the Right Cave where we can keep a post.”

“Perfect,” Bryan said. “We will keep an eye on them from there. And we will watch them from the cliffs. If anyone sees anything, report back to me.” Looking at Gideon, he said, “And of course, we will report any news back to you.”

A smile traced the corner of Gideon’s lips. Reaching out a weak hand, he placed it on Bryan’s arm.

“Good work, Bryan.”


Chapter 31: Neena

Neena looked around at the downcast, dirty people, chewing their meager rations. Every so often, a conversation ended in a stare, as people quieted and looked over at Neena, Darius, and Kai. She didn’t need to hear their words to understand their thoughts. They were nervous, and they were losing faith.

“How long have the people in the Center Cave been gone?” she asked Darius.

“No one knows,” Darius answered. “It’s possible they’re back already, but no one has seen them. And the guards are keeping everyone away.”

“I wonder what they said, or are saying, at that meeting,” Kai wondered.

Darius blew a long breath. “Bryan blames us for his friend’s death. Even if he doesn’t point to us outright, our absence will say more than any words could.” He paused. “He is putting a wedge between us.”

Darius had spoken everyone’s worries. More than once, Neena looked over to the mouth of the cave, expecting a group of Watchers to come barging through. With the new threat in the air, she, Kai, and Darius had instructed the guards to keep an eye out—not just for animals, but also for anyone who might harm them. Who knew if their vigil was enough?

Neena sighed. With each moment they were apart and isolated, her fear deepened. Sometimes, secret conversations were more menacing than obvious ones.

Voicing her fear, she asked, “Do you think Bryan might resort to violence?”

“It is hard to say,” Darius said. “But that might be the outcome. It is easy to hate the enemy we do not see. Speculation can lead to blame. And we all know that people are looking for someone to hold accountable for the deaths of their relatives. We are a human face to the monster.”

Kai sighed. “Whether we like it or not, our cave feels alone. Perhaps Bryan is trying to punish the people in our cave, out of his hatred for us.”

Neena fell silent, looking around the cave at the people with whom she had spent the last two weeks. Some able-bodied young men and women lived among them, but most were Crop Tenders, or tradesmen. A goodly number were mothers and children.

What if Bryan was trying to provoke a battle?

The idea seemed ludicrous; they were friends and relatives, after all. But she couldn’t help thinking the worst thought. She couldn’t fathom putting a spear in any of her people. Not unless it was a last choice. She pushed the notion away.

“My guess is that Bryan wants to blame us,” Darius said. “But if the others in this cave are with us, they might be considered complicit. Who knows what he is thinking? Anger makes people do irrational things.”

“It feels as if we are at a forked path,” Neena said finally. “We can isolate ourselves further, or we can try to make amends.”

“It is hard to know if Bryan will accept a truce,” Darius warned. “And no one can forget his threats.”

“Of course,” Neena agreed. “But going against the others—especially if Bryan has recruited the Center Cave—would be suicide. We are sorely outnumbered. The other two caves have Watchers, and more people. And of course, I have no intention of fighting our own people.”

Darius nodded. “Perhaps tomorrow, after a night’s sleep and a chance for everyone to cool down, we can approach Bryan and see if we can make amends.”

Neena nodded. “I think that is our best plan.”


Chapter 32: Raj

Raj sat cross-legged on the floor, staring across the small space between him and Adriana. Bands of light filtered in from the cave’s opening, playing off the walls and casting early evening shadows. Looking over her shoulder to where Neena sat with the others, Raj asked, “Are you worried about Bryan and his men?”

Adriana’s face was apprehensive. “A little. It troubles me that The Watchers didn’t invite us to the funeral.”

Raj nodded. “It seems like there is more to what is happening than what Neena is saying.”

“Every time we ask her anything, she goes quiet,” Adriana agreed. “Sometimes, it seems as if she keeps secrets.”

Raj agreed. More and more, it felt as if his sister held things back from them. Or maybe she simply thought they were too young for such important discussions. He felt a tinge of anger as he thought of that conversation they’d had outside the cave, after he’d stormed away. Neena’s words had obviously been pacifications. His anger quickly dissipated as he saw the expression on Adriana’s face.

“What are you thinking?”

A smile played across Adriana’s lips. “I was thinking about something we can’t do.”

Raj didn’t need her to explain, because he was thinking the same thing.

Raj’s pulse skipped as he followed her eyes to the entrance of the cave, where a handful of guards kept vigil. He looked in the other direction. Two more guards were stationed near the cave’s interior tunnel.

Ever since they’d returned from their trip the night before, they couldn’t stop talking about everything that happened, or the object. The object was more than a shared secret—it represented the time they’d spent together, and their affection. It was a ray of light in a dark cave that felt more like a prison than a home. And Adriana was at the center of that light. The touch of her lips and the smooth feeling of her hands were the only things driving Raj on, waking him up in the morning. They were the only things staving off the worry of what went on around them.

The thought of her kept him up at night.

He wanted more time alone with her, so he could get close to her again.

He wanted to kiss her again.

Raj looked behind them, to where the guards conversed.

Reaching over, playfully batting his knee, Adriana asked, “What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know,” he countered.

“You just had an idea. I could tell.” Adriana smiled again.

Raj could barely contain himself. Sneaking a look at the guards, he said, “I think we can do it.”

“Do what?”

“Sneak out again.” Raj’s breath quickened. “I have a plan.”


**




“That was a great idea, throwing that rock and distracting them,” Adriana said, barely containing her laugh.

Raj smiled. Even without his distraction, he was quickly learning the ways of the tunnel. The shadows were becoming more and more familiar—as if they were a third conspirator, helping to hide them.

Together, they snuck down the dark tunnel, leaving the two unaware guards behind and heading for the place where they’d shared their affectionate moment. Buoyed by his courage, Raj squeezed Adriana’s hand tighter. They picked up their pace until they were far enough away that they could whisper with less risk.

“Do you think it’s still there?” Adriana asked.

Raj smiled. “I’d bet tomorrow’s breakfast on it.”

Raj’s heart pounded as they wound with the tunnel, passing a few recognizable landmarks. Even Adriana seemed to remember the passage. They had just spotted the crevice when a noise echoed from further down the tunnel.

They froze.

Adriana’s grip tightened on his.

Raj stared down the passage, holding his torch higher. “It’s probably a dust beetle,” he whispered.

He listened for the telltale clacking that accompanied the creature’s passage. Instead, he heard something else.

Voices.

Pulling Adriana in the opposite direction, he said, “Come on!”

“No!” she whispered, tugging him to stay.

“What are you doing?”

Instead of answering, she tilted her head and listened.

“Who do you think it is?” she asked.

“Probably more guards,” Raj said. “It doesn’t matter. We don’t want them to catch us sneaking around, and telling Neena or your parents. And we certainly don’t want to call their attention to this area.”

Instinctively, he looked down at the shadowed crevice, where their object was hidden. Adriana took a few more steps down the tunnel, in the direction of the voices.

“Maybe we can spy on them,” Adriana urged. “It might be fun.”

“It’s too risky,” Raj warned.

Adriana looked back at him under the torch light. The expression on her face was the same one he recognized from when she’d talked about sneaking out. It was the same one she’d had when looking at the object. She wanted adventure. Against his better judgment, Raj took a few steps, joining her.

“They’ll see our lights,” Raj protested.

“We’ll leave them here,” she countered. “We’ll sneak down the tunnel a ways and see what we find. If it seems too risky, we’ll turn around and come back.”

“What if we run into an animal in the dark?” he asked.

“Most of the creatures in the tunnels are afraid of us,” Adriana said, gesturing down the tunnel. “It might be worth a risk.” Seeing the reluctance on his face, she asked, “Are you scared?”

She smiled, daring him.

Raj felt a sting of embarrassment. All at once, he was back in the passage, and she was crawling ahead of him. Everything inside him told him to turn back, but looking at Adriana, he couldn’t say no. Swallowing his fear, he bent down, leaving his torch on the floor next to hers.

“Let’s go,” he finally conceded. “But just for a little ways.”

They crept through the dark tunnel, winding through the last of the torchlight, until complete darkness surrounded them. At any moment, Raj feared something besides Adriana would slide past his body, or worse, brush his face. He didn’t know if he’d be able to stifle a reaction.

They stuck to what they hoped was the center of the tunnel, getting closer to the voices. Despite his fear, Raj couldn’t deny that being next to Adriana was invigorating. The touch of her smooth, silky fingers in his made him feel as if he could float, or fly. Sneaking around with Adriana was much better than stagnating in the tunnel’s living area, waiting for Neena to keep things from him.

They half-slid, half-shuffled, pausing when their boots bumped rocks. Once or twice, they scraped the side of the wall, until they saw torches blazing in the distance.

A stab of fear told him to turn the other way, but Adriana pulled him on, toward a curve in the tunnel, just twenty feet shy of four silhouetted figures. They got close enough that Raj could make out their visages.

Bryan and three Watchers.

Raj’s blood ran cold.

The men spoke in low voices. He picked out some words, but others were lost in the echo.

Adriana leaned forward, trying to listen better. Her hand slid from Raj’s grasp as she found the wall, inching another step. Raj opened his mouth to warn her, but thought better of it, and tried pulling her back instead.

His grab missed her arm, catching her shirt. Adriana lost her balance in her dark. She caught it, but not before a pebble skidded away from her boot, rolled a few inches, and stopped. The men ceased talking.

An unbearable silence followed.

The quiet was deep enough that Raj felt his heart pulsing behind his ribcage.

The men swiveled toward the bend. Raj closed his eyes, instantly regretting his decision to come here.

“What was that?” asked one of the men.

The Watcher shined his torch toward the place where they hid, taking a few steps. In just a few more steps, he’d be upon them.

“Go!” Raj hissed.

Raj and Adriana scrambled, trying to run, but without a light, they stumbled. And then four Watchers with torches were bearing down on them, pinning them against the wall with their knives. Raj recognized Louie among them. All at once, Raj understood the gravity of their poor choices. Their adventure had been a mistake—perhaps a fatal one.

“What are you doing here?” Bryan asked, from behind his other Watchers.

“We were just exploring,” Adriana’s voice shook, as she grabbed Raj’s hand.

For the first time all night, panic lit her voice.

“You were listening to us,” Louie accused.

“No,” Raj countered. “We just came down here to be alone.”

Bryan gave them a penetrating glare. So did his men. The Watchers looked them up and down, their eyes roaming from their faces, to their clasped hands, to their boots. Slowly, Bryan’s gaze went back to their hands. A smirk spread across his face.

“Maybe they’re telling the truth, after all.”

Louie smiled.

The others chuckled.

Stepping past his men, focusing on Raj, Bryan said, “You snuck out of the Right Cave to get away from the others.”

Shame reddened Raj’s face. Warding off his embarrassment, he said, “Yes.”

Louie and the others kept their grins.

“Wait a moment.” Bryan leaned closer. A new look crossed his face. “You’re Neena’s brother.”

Swallowing, Raj admitted, “Yes.”

“Does she know you’re down here?” Bryan asked.

Raj looked back down the tunnel from where they came, gauging the distance back to the others.

“No,” he said, a little too firmly. He raised his chin, projecting bravery through his terror. “I’m here by myself. I don’t need her permission.”

“How did you get past your guards?” Bryan asked.

“We stuck to the shadows,” Raj said, feeling a little pride through his fear. “We moved quietly so they wouldn’t hear us.”

Raj’s eyes flicked left down the tunnel, half-hoping someone had followed. He needed a way out of a dire situation.

“Impressive,” Bryan said, stepping back.

Surprised that his words might be working, or at least that the men weren’t hurting them, Raj continued, “There’s nowhere to talk in that tunnel, especially not this late at night. We heard voices. We came to see who it was. That’s all.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Adriana reinforced.

Raj looked for anger on Bryan’s face; instead, he saw respect.

“What are we going to do with them?” Louie asked.

Bryan stared at them for a long moment, deliberating.

After another moment of studying Raj’s face, he decided, “Let them go.”

Confusion washed over Raj as Louie and the other men relaxed their postures. Raj watched the men carefully. This must be some sort of trick. At any moment, The Watchers would attack and plunge their sharp knives into their bellies.

Testing his newfound freedom, Raj took a step sideways. Adriana stepped with him.

“We’re going to head back to our cave now.”

Bryan nodded, but he made no move to follow. Raj took another step, and another, until he and Adriana were at the edge of The Watchers’ torchlight. Raj was about to flee in the other direction when a thought struck him.

“Are you going to tell Neena?”

Bryan traded a look with his men. “Should I?”

Raj shook his head. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t.” He thought on it. “It would only cause unnecessary problems. I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

Bryan tilted his head, considering. “I won’t say anything.”

“Are you sure?”

“Consider it a favor.” Bryan kept his gaze. “Maybe one day, you’ll make a good Watcher. Get out of here. And forget you ever saw us.”


**




Raj and Adriana made their way through the tunnel, fighting through the blackness. More than once, Raj looked over his shoulder, certain that The Watchers would give chase, or think better of their promise. It wasn’t until they reached their abandoned torches that he allowed himself to feel relief. He looked over at Adriana. Gone was her look of fear.

In its place was a look of excitement.

They’d gotten away with something bigger than either of them expected.

A surge of pride bubbled up from Raj’s insides. He felt alive—more than he had on almost any other day.

“I still can’t believe he let us go!” Adriana shook her head. “I thought we were going to die in that tunnel.”

Raj opened and closed his eyes. “Me, too.”

“Did you hear what he said?” Adriana asked Raj, admiration on her face. “He said you’d make a good Watcher.”

Raj’s stomach felt lighter than air. “I heard him.”

They grabbed their torches from the floor. Once again, they looked behind them, but the tunnel was still empty.

“Maybe he was right, you know,” Adriana said, punching his arm with her free hand. “You are pretty stealthy.”

Raj smiled and looked away. He was too nervous to accept the compliment—at least, not now. Looking over at the crevice where they had originally intended to stop, Raj glanced back at Adriana.

“Do you still want to crawl under and see the object?”

Adriana considered it. “We should probably get back, before our luck runs out. Besides, we wouldn’t want to risk them seeing our hiding place.”

Raj agreed.

Together, they headed back down the cave, lightness in their footsteps.


Chapter 33: Raj

Raj lay in his bedroll.

Try as he might, sleep evaded him, like a dust beetle scooting just out of reach. He couldn’t stop replaying the events of the night in his head. He considered the different outcomes for the night. He could’ve been stabbed, or killed. And yet he was alive.

They both were.

Was Adriana awake and reliving their night, too?

He stared over at her bedroll in the dark, but he saw only the lump where her body must be, and the shadows of her relatives. Neena, Kai, Darius, and Samel were fast asleep. No one had any idea of the things he and Adriana had done.

It felt like he and Adriana lived in a secret, nighttime world.

For a moment, their world had almost imploded. But it hadn’t, because Bryan had let them go.

Raj thought about that. No one, not even Neena, had ever complimented him like Bryan had. Or, at least, not that he could remember. He couldn’t stop thinking of Adriana’s admiration, when she repeated what Bryan had said.

Maybe she and Bryan were both right, and someday he would make a good Watcher.

Those thoughts stirred inside him, until eventually, he was asleep.


Chapter 34: Neena

Neena awoke to the smell of cooking breakfast.

For a moment, while her eyelids fluttered and she savored the aroma, she tricked herself into believing she was in Helgid’s hovel. Closing her eyes, she envisioned the old woman’s pleasant face and her soft voice. She imagined the chores that awaited them for the day, and the talks they might have. It’d be so easy to melt into that dream forever. Wrestling herself back to reality, she opened her eyes and looked up at the high, auburn ceiling of the Right Cave.

“You slept late,” Kai said, smiling and leaning over her.

Holding up some sand rat, Darius said, “If I eat any more of these rodents, I might become one.”

Neena laughed, until responsibility took over.

“Where are Raj and Samel?”

“They’re over there,” Kai said, pointing across the cave, to where Samel played with some other boys, and Raj sat with Adriana. “They’re fine.”

Relieved, Neena departed her bedroll, raised herself to her haunches, and graciously accepted some breakfast from Darius. It was rare for her to sleep past the others. Too many churning thoughts must’ve pulled her into a deep sleep. She wiped some crust from the corners of her eyes. While chewing, she looked around the cave. The grim faces of the colonists showed that even a night’s rest hadn’t changed their outlook.

“Are we still planning on visiting Bryan today?” Darius asked.

Neena pondered that while she ate. None of her opinions had changed. “I still think it’s a good idea. Hopefully, some rest has given The Watchers some clarity.”

“Maybe the funeral eased some of their pain,” Darius agreed.

She hoped his words were true. Neena knew the calm that followed a procession, as people looked at their own lives and realized the brevity of their existence. There was no doubt that tensions had run high lately. But maybe they could take advantage of the temporary calm.

“Have you given any thought to what we will say?” Neena asked Darius.

“I think we should approach them as friends,” Darius said. “A few days ago, in that cave outside of Gideon’s cove, we worked together. And in the weeks before that, we got along. That gives me hope that we can get along again.”

It was a hope and a last resort.

“Regardless of our differences, we have much in common,” Kai agreed, gesturing around them. “We’re all dealing with the same problems.”

Neena thought on that a moment. “And obviously we share the biggest problem.” Recalling Darius’s words from the night before, she continued, “The monster is the biggest threat to all of us right now, not each other. Maybe we can do a better job of convincing Bryan we can work together—not only to survive, but to kill the beast.”

Darius and Kai agreed.

Of course, they weren’t the audience she needed to sway.

Her eyes wandered to the guards at the front entrance. Another question arose. “Do you think we should bring more people, or just go by ourselves?”

Darius blew a long breath. “Bryan’s issues are with us, not the rest of our cave. Bringing more people might escalate things. I think we need to reconcile our differences personally.”

Neena nodded.

“We’ll tell the guards, and maybe Amos, so they know where we are,” Darius said. “But other than that, we should keep the meeting to ourselves. We don’t want to worry anyone unnecessarily. Hopefully, when we come back, we’ll have good news to share.”

Neena looked around the room at the colonists, most of whom had become as close as family. Her eyes roamed to Samara, one of the young women with whom she’d had a few chats, and Salvador and Robert, two of the guards. In another corner, Amos talked among a circle of elderly folk. She felt a responsibility towards all of them, not unlike what she felt for Raj and Samel. They were scared, and they were losing hope, but she believed that she could turn things around.

Regardless of her positive thoughts, a pit formed in her stomach.

It felt as if she were going off on a week-long hunt, rather than a meeting in a cave.

With nothing else left to decide, Neena asked, “When will we go?”

“The morning always has a way of making things clearer, at least for me,” Darius said.

Neena nodded. It did for her, too.

“After we finish breakfast and clean up, we’ll head out,” he said.


Chapter 35: Raj

“How did you sleep last night?” Raj asked Adriana, a smile crossing his face.

“I kept thinking of our narrow escape,” Adriana admitted.

She smiled, grazing his fingertips.

“Me, too.” A familiar rush filled Raj’s stomach.

He looked around, past the people around them and toward the cave through which they’d snuck the night before. A layer of security existed in the daylight that disappeared in the dark.

With the scent of breakfast in the air and the sound of talking people, it was easy to forget about the dangers, or the risks. But he couldn’t get his mind off of the things that had occupied him before he slept.

“What are you thinking?” Adriana asked him. It seemed he could get nothing by her.

Raj smiled. “I was thinking about what Bryan said again.”

Adriana leaned forward. “About being a Watcher.” Her blue eyes brightened.

Glancing at the front entrance of the cave, where a few guards shielded their faces from the morning sun, he admitted, “Yeah.”

Adriana smiled. “It is a magnificent dream. I still think he had a point.”

“For most of my life, I’ve looked up at those men, wondering what it would take to be one of them,” Raj continued. “I’ve stared at these cliffs, imagining a life high above all the others, with a spear in my hand and the wind whistling in my ears. Being a Watcher seemed like the most important thing a person could be. And the caves seemed so magnificent.”

“And now we live in them,” Adriana said with wonder.

That thought gave him pause. Raj looked around at the people who sat amongst them, smelling of cave dirt and more than two week’s worth of sweat.

“It is strange that we ended up here,” Raj said, furrowing his brow. “Though towering over the colony is as grand as I thought it would be.”

Seeing something in his face, Adriana asked, “But?”

“Now, all I can think about is getting back to Red Rock.”

Raj laughed, and Adriana laughed, too.

“But of course we can’t, because of the monster.” Adriana’s smile faded.

Raj thought about that. Over the course of the last two weeks, the caves had lost some of their novelty. Looking around, he saw a tunnel filled with a hundred and fifty others laid nearly on top of one another. Living in a place like this made it almost impossible to be alone with Adriana.

He was frustrated.

For a long moment, Raj went quiet, while his mind wandered. After a long period of silence, he said, “Maybe being a Watcher isn’t the best dream.”

“What do you mean?” Adriana asked.

Raj spoke his half-formed thoughts. “In a way, we already are Watchers. We spend most of our time in the caves or on the cliffs, keeping each other safe, or looking out for animals. We make sure the children do not wander. We look out for each other, the way The Watchers used to look out for our people in the colony.”

“And now we even get our own water,” Adriana said.

Raj agreed. “With The Watchers no longer speaking to us, it’s almost like we no longer need them.”

“That is an interesting thought,” Adriana told him.

She reached for his hand again, taking hold of it. Her touch gave him the courage to speak a thought that he hadn’t yet shared.

“What if we could be more important than any Watcher, any leader, or anyone in this cave?” Raj asked rhetorically.

Adriana tilted her head, listening, as Raj solidified his emerging thoughts.

“What if we could share something that would make us more important than anyone Red Rock has ever known?”

Something registered in Adriana’s face. “Are you talking about the object?”

Raj nodded, swallowing. “Before I went to sleep last night, I was thinking of some of these same things, about being a Watcher. And that led me to wonder whether we might have something more important than we realize. If the object is from the First Generation, it could be almost anything.”

A sparkle crossed Adriana’s eyes as he talked about it.

“Both of us have speculated on what it might be,” Raj said. “But whatever it is, it is certainly more special than anything in this cave. It might even be the most special thing in Red Rock.”

Adriana agreed.

“What if we were to tell people we discovered it?” Raj asked, trying hard to quell his excitement. “We might be the heroes of our cave. We might be more important than any of these people. More important than anyone in the First Generation, or The Watchers.”

“It is certainly a tempting thought,” Adriana said. “But to do that, we would have to admit we were sneaking around the caves.”

“True,” Raj conceded. “But I think the wondrous object would make them forget about any punishment we might receive.”

“Maybe so.” Adriana sat back, thinking on it. A new objection hit her. “But we don’t even know what the object is. For all we know, it is some sort of ancient chamber pot.”

Raj smiled at her joke. Obviously the device, with its handle and intricate metal pieces, wasn’t a chamber pot. But it was funny to think about.

“We don’t what it is,” Raj admitted. “But I know someone that might.”

He looked around the room, his eyes stopping on Darius.

“If anyone knows tools and weapons, it is Darius,” Raj said. “He’s repaired spears that people never thought they’d throw again, or tools they never thought they’d use. He knows things that others don’t. If anyone can figure out what this object is, it is him.”

Adriana opened her mouth, closing it just as quickly. Her doubt gave way to excitement. “So you are thinking we should tell Darius first?”

“Maybe.” Raj thought about that.

“You’ve seen how close he and Neena are. He’d probably tell her, too.”

Raj deflated.

“What’s wrong?”

Raj went quiet a moment. The thought of being heroes was enticing. But for some reason, the thought of telling Neena gave him pause. He was still angry with her. Every time he looked at her, he thought of the childish way she treated him, and the embarrassing things she said in front of Kai and Darius.

“I know it has felt like Neena is keeping secrets lately,” Adriana said. “But I’m pretty sure you could trust her with a secret like this. She’s your sister, after all.”

“Maybe,” Raj said, staring off into the cave.

“You don’t think that’s true?” Adriana asked.

“Even if I could trust her, she doesn’t trust me,” Raj said.

Adriana was confused. “What do you mean?”

More embarrassment struck Raj. That embarrassment led to anger. He was tired of holding things back—from Adriana, from everyone. The words came out before he could stop them. “She treats me like a child,” Raj said through clenched teeth. “Every time I ask her to let me do anything, she puts me off, or doesn’t listen. She thinks I’m helpless, like one of the children who need to be herded by the river. She doesn’t understand all the things I’ve done, probably because she hasn’t been around to see them.”

Adriana bit her lip, watching him.

“I’d rather tell any of these people before her,” Raj said, waving an angry hand around the room.

Adriana fell silent a moment. She looked from Raj’s face to the tunnel behind them, where the secret object was hidden. Slowly, she reached over and put a hand on his knee. “Maybe this is your way to show her how valuable you are. Once she sees what you have, she’ll have no choice but to take you seriously. You can be a hero.”

Raj paused, thinking on it. “You think?”

Adriana nodded. “I do.”

Raj nodded. Some of his anger faded as he looked at Adriana’s soft smile, and her brilliant eyes. Maybe she was right. When he showed Neena the object, she’d be forced to respect him. He’d be the important person he was meant to be.

He and Adriana would both be heroes.

With his decision made, he stood.

“Are you coming?” he asked.

Adriana glanced over at her relatives, who sipped their flasks.

A new thought struck Raj. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

Adriana started to stand, before thinking better of it. “Maybe I’ll stay here. After you tell Neena, come back and get me.”

Raj felt a tingle in his stomach. Looking at her face, he couldn’t stop imagining another kiss.

“That sounds good.”

“But if you want to tell her now, you better hurry,” Adriana said. “It looks like she, Kai, and Darius are going somewhere.”

Raj looked where she pointed to find his sister and the two others headed off toward the front of the cave. Quickly, he stood, while Adriana stayed on the ground.

“I’ll talk with you afterward,” Adriana said, with a smile.

With a quick smile back, Raj hurried after them.


Chapter 36: Raj

Raj huffed as he ran toward the mouth of the cave, swerving around bedrolls, bags, and talking people. Neena, Kai, and Darius were already halfway to the entrance. If he didn’t move quickly, he’d lose them. Now that he’d made his decision to tell them, he wanted to divulge his secret now.

A group of young children laughed and clapped hands, blocking his path. Raj skirted around them, barreling into a colonist he didn’t see.

Massaging his sore shoulder, the man said, “Watch where you’re going!”

Raj opened his mouth to retort, but thought better of it. Soon, the man would respect him. They all would. He made his way through the cave, finally catching up with Neena, Kai, and Darius.

“Neena!” he cried, loudly enough to make all three of them turn around.

A few other people turned around, too. Raj hesitated as he found an unexpected audience. He swallowed, preparing words he never thought he’d say. Neena, Kai, and Darius glanced over their shoulders. It looked as if they had somewhere to be. Whatever new, secret mission they were on could wait. His secret was more important.

“What’s going on, Raj?” Neena asked.

Feeling the need for privacy, he hissed, “We should speak alone.”

“We’re heading somewhere,” Neena said. “Can it wait?”

“No.” Raj looked to Kai and Darius, imploring them. “It can’t wait.”

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

“No, nothing like that,” Raj answered.

“Is Samel okay?”

“Yes.” Raj swallowed under the weight of his secret. “I’ve found something that might help you.”

He waved his hand, beckoning them in the other direction, waiting for Neena and the others to accompany him to a spot deserving of such important news. He took a few steps. Hearing nothing behind him, he stopped and turned. All three of them stood in the same spot as before.

“We’ll be back in a while, Raj. You can tell us then, okay?” Neena said.

Darius looked at the cave entrance, his mind a dozen klicks away. Kai seemed likewise preoccupied.

“But—” The rest of Raj’s protest was stuck in his throat.

Before he could manage more words, they walked off in the opposite direction, intent on whatever mission had brought them out before.


**




“How did it go?” Adriana asked.

Raj kicked at the dirt beneath his boots. He stared at the ground. He did anything but look at her. His face stung with embarrassment. No one had listened to him—not even Kai or Darius.

His mission had failed.

“Did you tell them?”

“I—” Raj kept his head down in humiliation. He couldn’t answer.

He couldn’t fathom telling Adriana what happened. Instead, he wanted to bury his head in a hole and never come out.

“Raj?” Adriana asked, stepping toward him.

His face reddened. He didn’t think he could get many more words out. Before emotions took over, he satisfied her question with a croak. “Telling someone our secret was a mistake. I didn’t say anything to them. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

Clenching his hands, Raj hurried away toward an area of the cave where he could hide his face in shame.


Chapter 37: Neena

The sun poked over the top of the eastern formation, baking Neena, Kai, and Darius with its early morning heat. Still, Neena shivered as they walked along the fifteen-foot wide ledge toward the mouth of the Left Cave. They moved side by side without speaking, consumed by their thoughts and fears. Neena glanced over her shoulder, watching Robert and Salvador stand rigid at the mouth of the cave they’d left behind. The idea of speaking with Bryan and his Watchers seemed easier when they were sitting around in the Right Cave, surrounded by the people with whom they’d shared camp.

Now, if things went sour, Neena had only Darius and Kai on which to rely.

At Darius’s suggestion, they’d left their spears behind. Those long, pointed weapons might heighten the tension in a bad situation. Still, she wished she had something more than a knife as they first approached the Center Cave, where several guards lingered. Seeing them coming, Ed and two other men stepped out onto the ledge, making no effort to hide their unfriendliness.

Darius raised a hand in greeting.

None reciprocated.

Neena’s eyes flicked toward the steep, nauseating drop-off. Only a handful of steps separated them from a long, fatal fall. Neena had never been particularly afraid of heights, but she reconsidered that comfort now. She concentrated on putting one boot in front of the other, keeping a close eye on the first set of men toward whom they walked.

Passing them, Darius announced, “We’re going to speak with the people in the Left Cave.”

Ed and his men watched them with uninviting stares. No one responded. It had only been a day since Neena had set foot in the Center Cave to speak with Gideon, but it felt like much longer. The smell of smoke from the cooking fires and the charred scent of rat were innately familiar, but the people preparing those breakfasts felt like strangers, whose attitudes and demeanors she could no longer predict. Most were only silhouetted shadows further down the dark, craggy tunnel. All at once, Neena realized how Kai must’ve felt, approaching Red Rock. Ed and his men stood shoulder-to-shoulder, barring the entrance, as if Neena and her companions might try to get in.

“Is Bryan in his cave?” Neena asked, pointing toward the distant, Left Cave entrance.

“I wouldn’t bother checking,” Ed said, spitting on the ground. “He doesn’t want to speak with you.”

Ed’s response gave her a shiver.

“We were hoping to express our condolences for Gary,” Neena said.

“Those words have already been spoken at the ceremony,” Ed retorted. “What more could you have to say?”

His words reinforced the widening gap between them. Seeing that they were getting nowhere, Neena, Kai, and Darius continued along the ledge.

Neena scoured the mouth of the Left Cave. Sunlight splashed intermittently against the jutting rocks around the entrance, but too many crooks were obscured by shadow.

Neena swallowed as she saw three men lurking partway inside. It felt as if she and her companions were storming a protected hovel, rather than visiting their fellow colonists. When they came within twenty feet, The Watchers stepped out of the cave, standing alongside one another, holding their spears. Their rigid forms reminded her of their protection of the Comm Building, back when Red Rock was intact. She recognized the man in the middle as one of the men that had accompanied them on the scavenging trip, during which Gary had died.

Stopping ten feet shy of the defensive guards, Darius said, “We’re here to see Bryan.”

“Why?” asked the familiar Watcher, coldly.

Darius looked at Neena and Kai. He looked at the guard. “We’re here to offer our sympathies for your fallen brother.”

The guard held up a hand, keeping them at a distance.

“Didn’t you hear what Bryan said when he last saw you? He said to leave us alone.”

The other two guards stood, stone-faced.

“We did hear him,” Neena said, peacefully. “But we were hoping we might talk to him, all the same. Can you ask him if he will speak with us a moment?”

Unable to see inside the cave, Neena had another feeling of regret. She looked behind her, where Ed and his men unabashedly stared. Much farther away, Salvador and Robert were little more than silhouettes under the morning sun.

Were they to run for it, they would only make it a few steps before The Watchers put spears in their backs, if that was what they intended to do.

“We’d just like a few moments to speak with him,” Neena tried again. She stood straight, making it clear that they weren’t leaving.

After a long silence, the guard relented. “Let me check. But don’t expect an answer you’ll like.”

The guard disappeared into the cave.

They waited in uncomfortable silence with the two other, unfriendly men. A few birds squawked overhead, circling the peaks of the highest parts of the ledge, while Neena waited for the answer that would confirm the futility of their trip.

Finally, the first guard returned.

In a dry, emotionless voice, he surprised her and said, “Come in.”


**




Neena, Kai, and Darius walked slowly into the cave. Bands of sunlight gave way to torches, fires, and staring people. Neena’s heart beat faster as she surveyed a cave that she’d only been in a few times, in the few weeks she’d been here. The long, craggy walls of the cave could easily be mistaken for either of the other caves in which she’d spent more time.

The people were decidedly more hostile.

Thirty feet inside the cave, a line of Watchers stood guard, their hands rigidly on their spears. Others were positioned by the sides of the cave, or stationed near the walls farther back, standing cautiously in front of sixty or so women and children behind them.

The last conversations hushed. The women pierced them with hard glares. Neena felt like a spectacle, an object to be judged. She wanted to crawl out of her skin. She wanted to renege on a bad plan and head back outside.

Steeling her nerves, she waited.

For a long while they stood in silence—a hundred Watchers and their women and children, facing Neena, Daruis, and Kai.

Finally, heads turned.

Some of the people in the back of the cave parted.

Two people walked through the newly created gap, earning the attention of everyone who wasn’t already looking in their direction.

One was Bryan. The other was Gary’s widow. Under the silent stares of the rest of the crowd, they approached Neena and her companions, scrutinizing them.

Neena held her breath. She felt like a hunted Rydeer, sensing something in the wind before its death.

“I told you to stay away,” Bryan said curtly, stopping short of them.

A few of The Watchers near him and the widow shifted, adjusting their spears.

Darius took a polite step forward. “We came to apologize for your loss.” Directing a comment at the woman, he said, “We feel awful about what happened to your husband, miss.”

The woman shifted angrily. “My name is Sherry.”

Darius bowed his head. “I don’t believe we’ve met, Sherry. I’m sorry.”

“Save your words,” Bryan said stiffly. “None of them will bring Gary back. Nor will they revive any of the rotting people in Red Rock.”

“They won’t heal my arm, either,” Louie called from the shadows, glaring at them.

“Obviously, we cannot undo what was done, but we would like to pay our respects,” Darius said. “I’m sure that others in our cave would like to offer their support, as well.”

Exchanging a look with the widow, Bryan said, “Gary is already buried.”

Darius nodded. “So we’ve heard. Is there a place where his friends can visit?”

Bryan continued, “He is in one of the lower caves, where he will rest without the pointless sympathies of your people. His closest relatives and friends have already said goodbye.”

“I could’ve shown you a place to—” Darius started.

“We handled it fine,” Sherry interrupted.

Neena smiled sympathetically at the woman, but she received only a hateful glare in return. Sherry’s dirt-stained face was tracked with dried tears. Her eyes were piercing. Feeling the awkward weight of silence, Darius shifted, looking from Bryan to some of the others.

“Obviously, we’ve had our differences,” Darius began. “But we were hoping to make amends.”

Neena held up her hands apologetically. “Everything we’ve done has been with the best of intentions. I want you to know that. If we could take back the deaths of our people…”

Bryan’s face was hard. “Obviously, you can’t.”

“Of course not,” Kai said, drawing the attention of the crowd to him. “But perhaps we can prevent the deaths of anyone else.”

Neena took back over. “Over the past few weeks, we have worked alongside one another to find food and water, to survive. It is our hope that we can get along again. It is our belief that we can help each other avoid more tragedy. Perhaps we can even kill the monster together.”

Neither Bryan’s nor Sherry’s expressions wavered.

A long silence followed.

Finally, Sherry broke it.

“You caused my husband to die.” Sherry’s words cut through the room like a blade. She raised her arm, wiping spittle from her lips. A few men leaned forward, equal disdain in their eyes. “Because of you, we are up here living in these squalid caves like animals, scrounging for our meals in the dark. We are dirty and tired. More than half our relatives are dead. Your words mean nothing.”

Trying one last time for peace, Darius said, “Let us work together, the way we did before. We cannot guarantee safety, but at least we’ll have a better chance. Maybe one day, we can even return to our homes.”

Darius fell silent. Bryan and Sherry traded an unreadable look. A few of The Watchers in the room twisted their spears.

“If there’s anything we can do for any of you, let us know,” Neena concluded.

She waited with a hopeful expression, moving closer to Kai and Darius to show their solidarity.

“There is one thing you can do,” Bryan said. His face hardened. “Stay the hell out of our cave. The next time you step in here, we will consider it an act of aggression, and you will be dealt with accordingly.”


Chapter 38: Neena

Neena, Kai, and Darius hurried away from the Left Cave. The Watchers’ stares were like daggers in their backs. Bryan’s threats were no longer threats. They were promises.

Their hope for a resolution was gone.

“Everything I feared has come true,” Darius said.

With each boot step, Neena replayed the conversation, wishing she could change something, but of course, she couldn’t.

She had felt the futility of their words in each pair of cold eyes that watched them in the cave, and each jaded answer from Bryan and Sherry.

Their plan was doomed from the beginning.

They kept their heads down and their conversation quiet as they passed the guards at the Center Cave. Neena sensed Ed’s smug expression. A guard beside him chuckled.

Clearly, they sympathized with The Watchers.

One thing was certain: the Right Cave was alone.

When they were out of earshot, Neena told Darius and Kai, “We are one incident away from a battle, or death. We need to be prepared.”

“Unfortunately, I agree,” said Darius.

“So, what should we do?” Kai asked.

“I think it is time we had a serious talk with our cave,” Neena said. “The time for holding things back is over. If our cave doesn’t work together, we will all die.”


Chapter 39: Neena

With a spear in her hand and a heavy heart, Neena faced a new crowd in the Right Cave. The hundred and fifty people spread out before her, Darius, and Kai in a half-circle, watching them with fear-stricken eyes, their sallow faces showing the effects of their paltry rations and dirty conditions. An anxiety hung over the room, as a few people whispered amongst themselves, already guessing the topic of the meeting. The elderly watched with a reservation that Neena had only seen at the worst gatherings in Red Rock.

Not for the first time, she said, “Everybody, please listen.”

Eventually, the whispers tapered to silence.

“As you know, tensions are worsening with the other caves. It was our hope that we would mend things, but it seems that isn’t possible right now.”

“What do you mean?” asked a nervous woman from the front row.

“This morning, Kai, Darius, and I went to the Left Cave to speak with Bryan and resolve our differences.”

Murmurs floated through the room.

“Why didn’t you talk to us first?” one woman called out.

“We hoped to deescalate the situation, without putting anyone else in danger,” Neena explained. “We hoped to bring you good news.”

“And you didn’t think anyone else should accompany you?” the woman furthered.

More cries went through the room, as people agreed, or asked the same questions amongst themselves. Before the meeting grew unruly, Neena cut in, “It was not our intent to keep you in the dark. In fact, it was our hope that we would resolve this without further issue and report back to you. Unfortunately, that is not the case.”

With a pit in her stomach, she repeated what everyone knew about Gary’s ceremony, and how the guards had disallowed visitors from the Center Cave. Finally, she spoke of the meeting they had with Bryan earlier, and the threats he had made.

Some in the crowd were shocked.

Others seemed as if they expected the news.

“It is not a secret that Bryan blames us for the deaths of his friend and the people in Red Rock,” Darius said. “Unfortunately, he has decided to punish our entire cave.”

Ripples of unease spread through the crowd.

“We will talk with them again,” one man shouted, decidedly. “Certainly they will listen to the rest of us.”

“I wish that were possible,” Neena said. “But they have made it clear they do not wish to see anyone in the Right Cave again. In fact, I think it would lead to violence.”

“I have some friends in the Center Cave,” offered a woman. “Perhaps they will help us talk sense into the others.”

“Going to either cave would not be wise,” Darius said. “We do not know what kind of untruths they have been spreading.”

Speaking louder, he reiterated Ed’s harsh words, and the way his guards had blocked the Center Cave. A few people shook their heads, disbelieving, or not wanting to believe. Others backed instinctively away from Neena, Darius, and Kai, losing faith.

One woman called out, “They are clearly angry at you, and not us. How is that fair?”

A chorus of discontent spread through the crowd. Peoples’ faith was wrung out, and they were looking for someone to blame. Neena could see it in their exasperated expressions, and their brooding eyes. A few men and women talked loudly, raising concerns among their neighbors. Neena had seen how this worked. She knew how quickly a building resentment could give way to pointing fingers and threats.

Before those angry, blaming people could turn on them, she asked, “Do you remember the day we survived the Abomination?”

Her words stifled a few of the extraneous conversations.

“We survived, because we helped each other, and kept each other close.” Quieting the rest of the cave, she said, “As of this moment, we are all each other have. It is possible we will mend things with Bryan and the others in the future, but right now, we need to stick together. If we start arguing among ourselves, we will have chaos, just like that day with the monster, and more people will certainly die.”

People watched her silently, unconvinced.

“Give us the chance to fix this together,” she said. “Let us prove we can work as a group and survive. Let us stand united, the way we did that day.”

She couldn’t tell if her words were having an impact, until a new person stepped forward.

Amos’s expression was genuine as he turned to face the crowd. “Neena and Darius have always done things with the best intention. And so has Kai. I believe in them.”

Another person backed up his claim.

Samara’s tone was calm, as she reiterated, “On the day of the monster’s attack, I watched Neena, Kai, and Darius help many others to the caves. If not for them, many of us would be dead. I know they are trying to do right by us.”

Hearing Amos and Samara, the rest of the crowd reluctantly settled. Their bond seemed to have brought them together.

For now.

“Hopefully we’ll figure this out,” Neena took back over. “But at the moment, we have to protect ourselves.”

Returning to the current matter, Samara said, “Some of our friends and old neighbors are in those caves. Do you really think they would fight us?”

“That seems unfathomable,” muttered another woman.

Looking around at the mothers and children in the crowd, Neena said, “We should be prepared, just in case.”

People looked worriedly toward the cave entrance, where a few guards kept watch. Thinking of their fellow colonists as enemies felt paranoid and strange.

But people were quickly accepting it as truth.

“So what will we do now?” asked Samara.

Neena motioned for Kai to explain.

“We will increase the number of guards at the entrance,” Kai took over. “We will sleep with our spears and knives close, and our children, closer. We will get our water early, so we do not chance running into anyone else. And we will make every trip in groups.”

“We will keep enough people in the cave to ensure we are well-guarded,” Darius finished.

Husbands hugged wives. Parents clutched their young ones.

“Do you think The Watchers will ever come in here?” someone called out.

“It is not an unreasonable suspicion,” Neena said.

“That is why we will keep extra guards,” Darius reinforced.

“How about food?” one man asked. “How will we keep ourselves sustained?”

“We will keep hunting rats and scrounge whatever we can in the caves, to keep our stomachs fed,” Neena said. “But right now, safety is just as important.”

She looked among the worried and downcast faces. Her earlier plans about assessing the Green Crops and reclaiming the colony seemed like foolish dreams. With their enemies so close, scraping by seemed the only option.

Hoping to inject some optimism into the meeting, Neena said, “I have not given up on returning to our colony one day. At some point, we will fix our hovels and reclaim our homes. At some point we will kill the monster. We’ll just need to get through this first.”

Only a few faces showed any hope in that statement. Greater worries plagued them now, and everyone knew it.


Chapter 40: Raj

Raj stuffed his hands in his pockets. Days had passed since Neena’s meeting. Ever since then, he’d mostly stayed by himself. He smiled when appropriate, laughed when he had to, and answered questions people asked him. He ate his meager meals without complaint. He felt empty inside—not just because of the slim rations, but because of the pit in his stomach.

Neena had never asked about his secret again.

Perhaps she had never even listened at all.

Raj wanted to yell and scream at her. He wanted to tell her that she had missed something important, and that she should’ve paid attention. He’d never felt such bitter feelings toward his sister. But there was no way to express his rage without drawing the attention of everyone.

And so, he kept it inside.

He was repressed. Bottled up.

Worse than his stifled anger was his embarrassment, which prevented him from seeking out Adriana. He felt ashamed—not only for failing to do what they planned, but also for leaving their last conversation so awkwardly.

Many times, Raj saw her looking at him in the cave, but he purposely avoided her. He couldn’t speak with her right now. Raj felt like a failure, not like a hunter or a man. He felt like someone the planet had forgotten. His shame kept him away.

And that shame was Neena’s fault.

He thought he might hate her.

He wanted to prove his manhood. He wanted to show his sister that she was wrong for refusing his help and ignoring him. Of course, he couldn’t.

The atmosphere in the cave didn’t help his mood.

After several days with no interaction with the Left or Center Caves, some of the Right Cavers’ fear had settled into boredom. Other than the water runs to the spring, or the time they spent trapping and hunting rodents, they were confined between the same auburn walls. They were more cooped up than before, if that was possible.

Life became a grueling routine of waiting.

For what, no one knew.

In order to pass the time, some of the men started telling stories about the hunts they’d been on, or some of the worst sandstorms. Often, those boisterous tales contained a fabric of truth, but more often than not, they contained a bucketful of fabrication.

For a while, Raj joined the small crowds, but eventually, the repetitive stories bored him, and he bothered with them less. Now, they served one purpose: keeping people busy, so that fewer people noticed him. To his relief, Neena spent more time with Samel, leaving Raj to do his own thing. Perhaps she was giving Raj space. Or maybe she had forgotten about him again.

Good, he thought. Let her forget me.

Let everyone forget me.

“How are you, Raj?” Salvador asked, nodding at him from the ledge outside the cave.

“I’m okay.” Raj cranked a thumb behind him. “I think I’ve heard the story about the enormous Rydeer seven times.”

Salvador chuckled. “And I feel like I saved the drowning boy with my own hands.”

Raj looked out from the cave at the horizon, watching the last bit of sun sink beneath the opposite formation. It was nearly nightfall, and with it came a small chill in the air.

“Have you seen anything this evening?” Raj asked Salvador.

“Only birds,” Salvador said, gesturing to a few of the winged animals swooping through the sky.

Raj stared down at the distant side of the colony, watching the shadows claim the last of the hovels. Somehow, it surprised him to see the colony every time he looked at it. It was as if he expected the monster to come and swallow that, too.

Taking a chance, he stuck his head out a little further and looked right, along the ledge, toward the mouths of the other caves, where a few men guarded the entrances of the Left and Center Caves.

“Nothing new from the other cavers, either?” Raj asked.

Salvador shook his head. “After that meeting, it almost feels like there are invisible lines in the dirt between us. Every so often, we’ll catch each other’s gaze, but no one gets close.” Salvador fell silent. “It is as if we are strangers, now.”

An ominous fear washed over Raj. He looked left to find Robert retrieving his torch from the other side of the cave entrance. Mirroring the other guard, Salvador grabbed one for himself, and lit it.

For a long time, the three of them stood under torch light, observing and talking, until the sun disappeared behind the cliffs of the western formation, far away and across from them. Raj looked up into a starless sky. For a moment, he pretended that he was an official guard, instead of a young observer whom Salvador and Robert indulged.

He looked over his shoulder, glimpsing a few groups of people standing around the storytellers. His eyes gravitated to Adriana, who hung out in a circle with a few other girls. They laughed, chatted, and drew things in the dirt near a fire. The pit in Raj’s stomach tightened.

More than anything, he wanted to talk to her again. He wanted to speak with her the way he used to. He wanted her back.

But he felt shameful.

He wasn’t worthy.

He wasn’t a man.

That thought—and a budding defiance toward Neena—made him take a step forward, until he was almost level with Salvador.

Salvador didn’t seem to notice.

For a while, Raj looked out over the ledge, lost in his thoughts about Adriana.

A skittering noise ripped him to the present.

Raj frowned, looking right, along the pitch-black portion of the path. Farther down the ledge, some torches burned at the mouths of the other caves, where some men chatted in the distance. But this noise in the dark was closer.

“Did you hear that?” he asked Salvador.

Salvador froze, following his gaze.

The skittering came again. Robert moved in behind Salvador, investigating. They held their torches high, stepping in the direction of the sound. The light revealed a few feet of the ledge at a time, as they progressed along it.

In the shadows, something whined.

“Stay here,” Salvador warned Raj, clutching his spear.

He and Robert continued along the ledge, getting ten feet away from the entrance. Raj turned behind him. He looked at the guards. No one paid him any special attention.

Before he could second-guess himself, Raj crept out behind the guards, following on their heels. The open air gave him a surge of excitement. Raj felt alive, in a way that he hadn’t in a long time. He felt important.

Something moved in the darkness, just outside of the guards’ light.

“There!” Salvador hissed.

The whine came again. Followed by a growl.

“Wolf!” Salvador hissed.

The men took a reflexive step backward, raising their spears in defense, until animal paws beat the ground, heading in the opposite direction. The wolf was fleeing.

Overcoming their fear, the men gave chase.

The wolf was a threat, but it was also food.

Salvador and Robert hurried down the rocky ledge after the creature, getting farther from the Right Cave and headed toward the Center Cave.

Caught up in the exhilaration of the moment, Raj raced directly behind them, keeping in the light of their torches. His pulse hammered as he pulled his knife. He felt the way he’d felt in that tunnel, chasing the dust beetle, or the way he’d felt when he and Adriana snuck down the cave. Gone was his hesitation. In its place was a primal courage. Raj kept to the interior of the ledge, forgetting about the deathly height to his left. All he cared about was keeping up with the guards. He skirted along the path with Salvador and Robert, listening to the sounds of the fleeing animal.

More torches appeared, a hundred feet away.

The people from the other caves had picked up on the threat, and were reacting. Two or three batches of lights converged on the fleeing animal, simultaneously keeping it away from their caves, and trying to catch it.

Raj, Salvador, and Robert increased their pace.

For every boot step they took, it felt like the animal took twice as many lopes.

In frustration, Salvador said, “I can’t get a throw!”

All at once, the sounds of the animal ceased.

Salvador, Robert, and Raj scanned the ledge from left to right.

Raj kept his knife close; the guards wielded their spears.

The group of torch-carrying men in the distance got close enough that Raj could see their sweaty, dirt-streaked faces. He recognized a few of the Center Cave guards that he had seen in weeks past. They stared from the ledge to the cliff wall, also searching. The wolf seemed to be gone, but the wily, dangerous beast must be somewhere. Right?

Hit with a new idea, Salvador said, “Let’s search between the rocks! It must’ve gotten into a crevice.”

Following his line of reasoning, they crept toward the cliff wall, scanning the holes between the jutting crags. Raj stayed close behind Salvador and Robert, his breath coming in quick, ragged gasps.

Bending down to look into a deep, dark passage, Raj asked, “Do you think it’s in here?”

Robert spun.

A realization hit him. “You shouldn’t be out here,” he warned.

“I’m fine,” Raj protested.

“Your sister would have our heads,” Salvador agreed. “You should get back to the cave.”

“I won’t say anything,” Raj protested.

Making a split-second decision, Robert said, “I’ll take him back, Salvador.”

Raj’s stomach sank as Robert grabbed his arm and guided him toward the Right Cave. He looked over his shoulder, watching Salvador’s light merge with those of some other men. Groups of distant guards spoke words he couldn’t hear. For the moment, their rivalry was forgotten. Or maybe the thrill of the chase had consumed them—for now.

Renewed cries hit the air.

“Over here!”

Robert whipped around.

“I think I see something!” Salvador cried.

Indecision struck Robert for a moment. He looked between the men and Raj, before stuffing the torch in Raj’s hand. “Stay here! Don’t move!”

Left alone, Raj shivered.

He watched Robert hurry off in the dark.

A mild wind kicked up, coursing through his curly hair as he turned and backed up farther from the ledge. Staring toward the drop off, his fear rekindled. Shouts drew his attention back to where Robert had disappeared. Almost a dozen torches merged, so that he could no longer tell Robert and Salvador from the other cavers.

Nor could he tell if they had found anything.

Raj remained against the wall, watching the pursuit get farther away, before slowly winding back toward him. Several sweating, stubbly men passed by. Raj recognized one or two from the Center Cave. He nodded at them, but they only glared. For a moment, he considered sneaking around them, to the Right Cave, and to safety.

A voice ripped his attention right.

Raj tensed as a shadowy figure approached, just outside his torchlight. It took him a moment to identify the person.

Bryan.

“They’re letting you guard now?” Bryan’s voice was as intimidating as it had been in the caves.

Raj’s breath caught in his throat.

“Yes,” he finally croaked.

Once again, Raj felt as if he were back in the cave with Adriana, stumbling upon The Watchers. That time, Bryan had let him go. But what about now?

“Did you see the wolf?” Bryan asked.

Recalling the moment when he’d heard the disturbance, Raj said, “Yes. I heard it and pointed it out to the others.”

Impressed, Bryan said, “You have good ears.”

Raj’s glow relieved some of his nervousness. “Do you think they’ll catch it?”

“Eventually,” Bryan said with certainty. “Too many threats face us these days. Not many will get better, unless we act on them. That is something I wish everyone understood.”

Raj didn’t need him to clarify to know he was talking about the monster.

Raj arched his shoulders. Standing next to Bryan, he felt like more of a man than inside the cave. He felt like a real guard, instead of a boy playing pretend. Together, they looked at the horizon, watching the moonlight illuminate the silhouettes of several hovels.

“It almost feels like we could return to our homes, repair them, and live out our normal lives, doesn’t it?” Bryan asked, looking out over the colony.

Raj nodded. He’d thought that himself, a few times.

“One day soon, we’ll return to Red Rock. We’ll kill the monster.”

Raj didn’t know what to say to that.

Further away, men shouted and bustled, still searching for the beast.

“Good work spotting the wolf,” Bryan said. “I need to get back to the others.”

He placed a hand on Raj’s shoulder, and then he was gone.


**




“Raj!” a voice yelled from farther along the cliff.

“I’m right here!”

Raj looked up to find a light coming in his direction. Salvador and Robert were sweaty and out of breath as they shared the single torch, appraising him.

“Are you all right?” Salvador asked him, regaining his wind.

“I’m fine,” Raj assured them.

Grabbing his arm, Salvador and Robert led him back along the ledge. “Let’s get you back inside before your sister notices anything.”


Chapter 41: Raj

Raj glanced behind him at the mouth of the cave, where Salvador and Robert spoke with a few people near their posts. A handful of people had heard the commotion with the wolf, and gone to the cave entrance, but most were caught up with the storytellers. Thankfully, nobody seemed to have noticed Raj slipping back inside. He kept his head down and his eyes averted, walking deeper into the cave.

For the first time in days, pride coursed through him. Looking around at the people in the cave, he felt more important than he had the day before, more important than anyone standing inside.

Raj looked at where Adriana stood among her friends. The same longing overcame him.

For a brief moment, he contemplated approaching her and relaying all the things that had happened outside. But he hesitated.

The story might impress her, but was it a worthy enough tale to make him forget his embarrassment?

Raj wasn’t certain.

And that tied his tongue.

Still, it gave him a hope he hadn’t had before: maybe he was on the path to getting her back.


**




A night later, Raj lay in bed, occupied by his excited thoughts. After a full day and an evening of pondering the previous night’s excursion, he was still stuck on it. He kept thinking about the way the wind felt in his hair, or the way his heart pounded during the chase. They might not have caught the wolf, but Raj had spotted it, like a guard would. For a little while, Raj had been one of the important men.

Likewise, the talk with Bryan swirled in his thoughts.

For the first time, he felt validation. He had felt as if he were worthy of someone’s respect. Bryan hadn’t questioned his presence on the ledge. In fact, Bryan had treated him even better than Salvador or Robert. He had almost treated him like one of The Watchers.

More of Bryan’s conversation came back to him, like a dream returning in fragments.

“One day soon, we’ll kill the monster. We’ll return to Red Rock.”

Could that be true?

Raj tossed and turned, trying to work through his sleeplessness, but his thoughts wouldn’t let him. He thought of Neena, and the way she treated him. He thought of Bryan.

More importantly, he thought of Adriana.

After a long deliberation, he rose from his bedroll and made his way across the cave. The shadows seemed like they had waited for him since the last time he waded through them. He had learned them intimately. Too much of the night was already spent thinking and wasting time. He walked heel to toe, afraid that he was pushing his luck, until he made it past the guard.

He continued down the tunnel for a way, before lighting the torch he’d brought.

Raj held his breath as he traveled the same path along which he had taken Adriana. Passing the crevice, he looked at it only briefly, before continuing past the object.

Raj was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to find Louie and another Watcher leaning against the wall past the bend in the tunnel, in the same place where he’d first seen them.

Mustering up his courage, Raj approached the chatting men, his heart beating furiously. “I have something to show Bryan.”


Chapter 42: Sherry

Sherry sat alone in her bedroll. All around her in the Left Cave, people chatted, played with their children, or sharpened their spears. Some gathered in groups, consorting with some new comrades from the Center Cave.

For the past few days, grief had drenched her, like the wide, inexorable flow of Red Rock’s river.

But there was hope in there, too.

Hope that Gary’s death might mean something.

The ceremony for his passing had made her feel alive again. Vindicated. And so had speaking her mind to Darius, Neena, and Kai. That felt liberating.

Reaching beside her, she unsheathed a small, sharp blade and turned it in her hand, examining the gleam of torch light off of its surface.

The knife was a small gift from Gary. She recalled the day her dead husband had given it to her, after a long day on the cliffs. He’d traded one of his old spear tips to a gullible tradesman, convincing the man to part with the blade. That was a few months before Gary and Sherry had decided to start a life together.

Before they had gotten married, and he’d gotten her pregnant.

Sherry pulled up one of her sleeves, examining the old scars that resided on her arm. Each sideways mark reminded her of the moment she’d carved it. Those marks were from a weaker time, when she had trouble regulating her emotions. Before she had met her husband. Gary had been the mud that glued the wall of her life together. He was the one person who listened to her, no matter how scattered her thoughts became.

And now Gary was gone, and her mind threatened to spiral out of control. Without thinking, she moved the knife tip toward her scarred arm.

No!

She couldn’t let her convoluted thoughts win.

Not again.

She’d regain control, by making the people who had killed her husband pay.

She’d do whatever it took to get justice from Neena, Kai, and Darius.

Biting her lip, Sherry looked around the room, at The Watchers and people in the Left Cave, and some representatives from the Center Cave—her new allies.

She rolled down her sleeve and forced herself to replace her knife in its sheath. Her hands roamed to her stomach.

One day soon, we will have a better life, she told the baby. One day soon…


Chapter 43: Bryan

“Bryan?” Gideon blinked his eye, broken from his slumber.

Bryan’s eyes wandered among the flasks, roots, and herbs that surrounded his leader’s bedside. Elsewhere in the cave, Jameson prepared Gideon’s breakfast.

“We have news,” Bryan told him.

Gideon looked between Bryan and Louie, both of whom stood by his bedside. “What happened?”

“A turn that we didn’t expect.”

Gideon pulled himself as far upright as he could, groaning at his body’s aches. His mouth twisted in frustration. Through his pain, he listened.

“Last night, one of the Right Cavers came to us in secret,” Bryan reported. “He confided in us.”

“Who?” Gideon asked.

Bryan looked at Louie, and back at Gideon. “Neena’s brother, Raj.”

“Raj?” Gideon grew fully alert.

Without preamble, Bryan explained the interaction he’d had with the boy on the ledge, while chasing the wolf, as well as the interaction a few days earlier in the caves. “He approached Louie just before daybreak in the tunnels. He said he has something to show me tonight, when he can sneak out again.”

“What is it?”

“We don’t know, but he obviously thinks it’s important,” Louie said.

“He trusts you,” Gideon asked—a question, disguised in a statement.

“Yes.” Bryan smiled.

“I remember that boy.” Something sparked in Gideon’s eye. “I spoke to Neena about him, when I agreed to let her go. She was worried about him. He was sick, then.”

“He has since recovered,” Bryan said. “But I don’t think he likes his sister very much.”

“How do you know?”

“A few nights ago, we found him wandering in the tunnels with a girl. They snuck away together. When I asked if Neena knew where he was, I heard disdain in his voice,” Bryan said. “Rather than threatening him, or turning him in, I thought it might be better to gain his trust.” Bryan smiled. “I had no idea it would pay off in this way, or this quickly.”

Gideon’s lips curled into a smile. “Where one leads, others will follow.” The spark in his eye brightened. “You were wise to handle it that way. When Raj comes to see you, bring him here. I would like to see what he has to offer.”

“Will do, sir.”


Chapter 44: Raj

“This way,” Louie said, beckoning Raj down the tunnel, under the cover of a new night.

Raj’s heart beat faster as he looked down at the strange, metal object in his hands. Not for the first time, he questioned his decision to reveal his object to Bryan. But it was too late for regrets. He was going to make something of himself.

Finally.

He kept a careful eye on The Watcher he followed. It seemed that ever since he had shown up to meet him, Louie couldn’t stop looking at Raj’s device.

Swallowing through his fear, Raj asked, “Where are we going?”

“Where do you think? To meet Bryan,” Louie grunted.

A thought struck him. If the large man wanted to take the object, what would stop him? Clutching it tighter, he reminded himself that he trusted Bryan—or at least, he thought he did. Still, he needed to be careful. He hung back a few steps—enough that he could run and get away, if things went poorly.

Raj continued down the tunnel, following Louie through several more turns. It felt like they were headed north within the cliffs, but he couldn’t be certain. Neena would never allow him this far, that was for sure.

That thought rekindled his anger.

Forget Neena.

He was going to earn his respect another way.

“Don’t worry. We’re almost there,” Louie said, after a longer while of walking.

Their boot steps echoed through a wide chamber. Looking from side to side, Raj no longer saw the cave walls, or anything but darkness. Something crunched under his feet. He looked down to find small, scattered piles of sand. Boot prints marred some of them. It looked like some other people had been this way recently.

A torch fifty feet away captured his attention.

Bryan.

Raj swallowed as the familiar, dark-haired man approached within a few feet and stopped.

“You made it,” Bryan said, with the same easy smile that had earned Raj’s trust, both inside the caves on that night with Adriana, and outside on the cliffs.

Nervously, Raj asked, “What is this place?”

“We’ve been practicing throwing our spears,” Bryan said. In a pleasant tone, he continued, “With so much time in the caves, we are staying active. And of course, we are staying ready, for the day we kill the monster.”

Raj nodded. Hearing about one of The Watcher’s drills—and their plans for the monster—made his heart nearly leap from his chest. Having gotten farther into the chamber, he could smell the spent torches and the lingering aura of people’s sweat.

Bryan’s eyes riveted on the object in Raj’s hands.

Holding it up so that both Bryan and Louie could see, Raj said, “This is what I wanted to show you.”

Bryan’s eyes widened. Slowly, he moved toward Raj, holding up his torch. “Where did you find that?”

“In one of the caves,” Raj said proudly. “I was hunting a dust beetle, when I saw something gleaming in a passage. I crawled in and dug it out.”

Bryan’s face filled with wonder. He reached out as if to touch the object, before noting the possessiveness on Raj’s face. “Can I see the other side?”

Cradling the object, Raj turned it so the men could see its bottom. Bryan and Louie leaned closer, enrapt. Watching their reaction, Raj felt the same excitement as when he’d found it, and when he’d shown Adriana. Their astonishment reinforced the object’s importance.

“Can I hold it?” Bryan asked.

Raj hesitated. The object was his finding, his discovery.

Seeing the look on Raj’s face, Bryan promised, “You have my word that I will not take it from you.”

Whether it was the admiration in Bryan’s eyes, or the sincerity in his tone, Raj didn’t know, but all at once he was offering up the object. Bryan accepted the object as if it were a newborn baby.

“It’s incredible,” Bryan said, turning the object in his hands, running his hands up and down its metal surface.

“Isn’t it?” Raj beamed.

For a moment, he felt as if he had made the object rather than discovered it.

“What does it do?” Bryan asked.

“I’m not sure.” Feeling inadequate in his answer, Raj said, “I thought that it might be a tool. Or a weapon.” Raj looked back and forth between the two men. “Maybe even something from the First Generation.”

Bryan and Louie’s eyes sparkled. Speaking the words out loud furthered Raj’s excitement.

“Is this a handle?” Bryan asked, gently tapping the metal piece on the bottom.

“I thought it might be, but I’m not sure,” Raj said.

“So, what do you think it does?” Louie asked.

The question was rhetorical.

No one knew.

Turning the object around so that the half-moon faced away from him, Bryan gently shook the object. He turned it left and right. Nothing happened. After studying the device for a while longer, Bryan wondered aloud, “I’m not sure what it does. But I think I might know someone we could ask.”

Raj swallowed.

“Can we show it to another person?”

“Who?” Raj asked.

He looked between Bryan and Louie. Rarely had anyone asked his permission for anything. He knew what his answer would be, even before they said who it was.

Bryan looked between Louie and Raj.

And then they told him.


Chapter 45: Raj

Raj’s stomach roiled with nervousness. Gideon. Hearing the leader’s name instilled a primitive unease. Memories of the man came rushing back to him: watching the tall, authoritative man on the podium, or seeing him walk through the streets, always with an entourage.

And now Raj would be one of Gideon’s important people.

A hunter.

A Watcher.

Maybe even a part of that entourage.

What would Adriana think, when he told her?

Raj could hardly contain his excitement, as he followed Bryan and Louie into another, wider passage. Only his fear kept him in check.

Was this the Center Cave?

It must be.

He recognized the familiar, yet different, tone of the auburn walls. He had only been to the Center Cave a few times, mostly in those beginning days, when he’d helped others situate. Judging by the path they’d followed, he deduced that they’d entered from the back way.

In the distance was a small, dark passage.

A man guarded the entrance.

Bryan and Louie headed toward him.

The smell of medicines, herbs, and sickness reached Raj’s nose. He had never seen Gideon up close. And he certainly never thought he’d speak to him. Raj knew that he was fortunate, and yet his fear encompassed him.

Getting closer, he saw that the person he thought was a guard, was actually a healer.

“Jameson.” Bryan nodded at a balding man, who parted to allow them in.

The man’s eyes lingered on the object, but he made no move toward it, nor did he ask any questions. Inside the small cove, Bryan, Louie, and Raj headed for a single, occupied bedroll.

And then Raj was standing alongside the two Watchers, looking down on the leader to whom he had spent most of his life listening, and fearing.

He shivered.

Gideon’s scarred, disfigured face was fit for nightmares.

Wounds ran in every direction, obscuring the man’s familiar visage. Some of his grey hair hung over his eye, but other parts of his scalp were patchy and bald. One of his legs was missing. His arms were dirty and thin. Worst of all was his empty eye socket, filled with mottled, red skin. Gideon looked like a corpse, waiting for burial, rather than a man. With his one remaining eye, he fixated on Raj and his object.

“Raj.”

Hearing his name, Raj jumped. “You know me?”

Seeing the surprise on Raj’s face, Gideon explained, “Bryan told me you might be coming. He said you had something to show him.”

“He is our leader,” Bryan explained. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

Raj nodded through the lump in his throat. It made sense.

Pointing at Raj, Louie explained, “Raj said he found the object in the caves. He crawled in and pulled it out of a crevice.”

“Let him explain,” Gideon said, quieting his subordinate.

With Gideon’s encouragement, Raj explained the things he’d told Bryan and Louie, adding how he’d chased the dust beetle, and how he’d crawled in and retrieved the object. Gideon listened with a quiet intensity, his eye roaming between Raj and the device.

When Raj was finished, Gideon said, “You are brave.”

Raj’s heart soared.

“It is clear you have found something of worth.”

“I thought it might be,” Raj said, validated.

“Do you have any idea what it is, Gideon?” Bryan asked.

Gideon’s dry, cracked lips opened and closed. He leaned his head forward as far as he could, getting a better view, but weakness made him fall back on the bedroll.

With a quivering hand, he reached out. “Can you bring the object closer?”

Slowly, Raj placed the object on the crippled man’s lap. The smell of unwashed garments and sweat invaded his nose, but he didn’t falter, or back away.

“Do you think it might be from the First Generation?” Raj asked, unable to stop the words from spilling from his mouth.

Gideon didn’t answer. Instead, he scrutinized the object, finding the strength to grasp it. A spark of wonder flashed through his eye as he passed his hand along its surface, caressing the smaller pieces of attached metal, the half-moon at the end, and some thinner, metal bands connecting one end of the half-moon to the other.

Pointing out a few divots and dings, Gideon said, “Obviously, you can see the object’s imperfections. But it is wondrous. And certainly old.” Gideon couldn’t take his eye, or his hands, off of the device.

“Do you have any guesses as to its purpose?” Bryan asked.

Gideon stared at the object a while longer. Slowly, a memory surfaced.

“As you know, my father didn’t believe in wasting time on stories,” Gideon said. “He believed that dreaming led to dying. But my mother told a few.”

Raj, Bryan, and Louie leaned forward, listening.

“Seeing this object reminds me of one of the stories she told me—something that I haven’t recalled in many years.” Gideon’s eye roamed to the ceiling. “Like most of the colonists who spent time on such fictions, my mother was enamored with the idea of Earth’s ships. She was also enamored with Earth’s devices. Often, she spoke of the ways they communicated with other people in the ships. She also spoke of weapons they used to hunt animals.” Gideon paused, an almost-childlike innocence coming over his face. “According to my mother, the people from the ships had a weapon that took no force from the person wielding it—a device that could kill animals with one use, if it was used right. Perhaps this is one of those weapons. It is a guess, of course, but seeing the object reminds me of that story.”

Raj stared at the object with even more wonder.

A weapon. What he heard gave him goosebumps.

He couldn’t imagine how it might work.

“Have you tried using it?” Gideon asked.

Bryan shook his head. “We looked it over in the practice chamber. I shook it a bit, but I did not extensively test it.”

Louie backed instinctively away. “If it is a weapon, for all we know, it is dangerous.”

Caution took over Gideon’s face. “Perhaps we can take it to Lenny, then. He’ll study it and see what he makes of it.”

“The blacksmith?” Bryan’s eyes went to the floor. “He’s dead, sir, killed in the mouth of the monster.”

Louie traded a glance with Bryan. “Most of our tradesmen died when the monster arrived.”

A small frustration crossed Gideon’s face.

“We’ll test it,” Bryan said, looking confidently between Gideon and Raj. “If it does something, we’ll figure it out.”

Gideon nodded, satisfied. He looked from the object to Raj. A smile passed through his face, crinkling the corners of his mouth and bunching some of the scars on his face, as he asked, “Do you mind if we try out your object?”

“No, sir.” Raj still couldn’t believe he was speaking to the leader.

“This device might help us in ways we can’t fathom.” Gideon watched the device.

Raj couldn’t believe what he heard.

“You have done good work, boy. You should be proud of your discovery.”

Raj beamed, taking a step back and holding his object close.

“I look forward to an update from all of you.”
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“Hold it this way,” Bryan instructed.

He and Louie shifted the object back and forth, touching some of the grooves on the side. More than once, they stepped back, as if the object might emit some powerful lightning.

Or turn their bodies to ash.

Keeping his distance, Raj shivered.

Gideon’s words had inspired new admiration for the object, but also a heavy dose of fear. Raj couldn’t help thinking about the stories he’d told. Who knew what the device might do? Following Bryan’s instructions, Raj stayed on one end of the cave, holding his torch, keeping a safe buffer from where the other men tested his discovery. A part of him wanted to help, but another part was glad to watch from a distance. Despite his fear, he felt freer than he had in days. Weeks.

Gone was the lonely feeling that had plagued him for too long; instead he had a sense of belonging.

His hands shook with excitement. At any moment, they might expose a secret that would change his life. Maybe even everyone’s lives.

He watched, riveted, as Bryan and Louie carefully turned the object end over end. A few times, they set it down, cleaned it off, or inspected it for something they might’ve missed.

Raj watched for a long while, until the bottoms of his feet ached from standing, shifting, and repositioning. He looked back over his shoulder. How much time had elapsed since he’d arrived with the object? It felt like they’d kept at it for most of the night. A new fear washed over him: what if it was already daybreak, and someone had missed him?

Seeing the worry on his face, Louie looked from the object to the end of the tunnel from which they’d come.

“Maybe we should try again tomorrow,” Louie suggested.

“Can we hold on to the device for you?” Bryan asked.

Raj hesitated. “I’d rather bring it back with me when I return.”

Bryan watched him a long moment.

“I’ll come back tomorrow,” Raj promised, stepping over and reaching out his hands.

A strange look crossed Bryan’s face as he looked at the device. Bryan cradled it in such a way that he couldn’t take it back easily. Again, Raj wondered if he had made a mistake. What would he do if Bryan refused?

Slowly, Bryan handed it over.

“Tomorrow night, it is,” Bryan said with a smile.


Chapter 46: Bryan

Gideon pursed his chapped lips and appraised Bryan and Louie. “Are you certain the boy will bring it back?”

Bryan looked between Gideon and Louie. “The boy trusts us. We have done nothing to break that trust. He will return it to us.”

“I think he is trying to prove something to us,” Louie said. “I’ve seen the look in his eyes.”

“But you didn’t have any luck in testing it,” Gideon reiterated.

“We aren’t sure what the object does, if anything,” Louie said. “For all we know, the boy is more useful than his metal device.”

Gideon nodded. “You have a point. But even if the object doesn’t function, the boy’s trust can be a great asset. With his help, we can keep a closer watch on the Right Cave.”

“You’re right. The deal with Raj brings us little risk,” Bryan agreed. “With the support of the Center Cave, we have little to fear.”

Gideon nodded decisively. “Do everything in your power to keep the boy in our good graces. Hopefully, he will continue to provide use to us.” Gideon paused. “Who knows? Weapon or not, the boy might be the key to unraveling everything in their cave.”


Chapter 47: Neena

Neena, Kai, and twenty other Right Cavers rubbed their eyes and clutched their buckets. The light of their torches illuminated the winding tunnel, as they headed toward the spring. Despite some normal, lingering tiredness, Neena had slept better than usual the night before. It seemed Kai had gotten some better rest, as well. Gone were the bags under his eyes, and he walked with long, purposeful strides. The few days of relative peace had lifted everyone’s spirits.

Neena looked over her shoulder at the twenty people behind her. A mixture of men and women comprised their group. A few rows back, Samara smiled at her. Unlike the others, Samara carried two buckets instead of her torch, so she could provide extra water for her young ones. The others kept a brisk pace.

Neena clutched her empty bucket. At least it wasn’t heavy, without water splashing around.

Taking advantage of their lighter load, the Right Cavers curved with the tunnel, following Darius’s circular marks and chatting. Neena and Kai cast their torches ahead of them, leading the others around the last bend that gave way to the wide chamber and the spring.

She slowed as they rounded the corner.

Deeper in the chamber, torches burned.

Voices rang out.

The smooth walls of the chamber sloped upward, culminating at a ceiling almost as tall as a storehouse building. To the left was the solid part of the tunnel floor, continuing north. To the right was the spring.

Forty people stood at the spring’s edge, dipping their buckets in the water, quietly chatting. Neena tensed as she recognized Sherry, Ed, and some other people from the Left and Center Caves.

Neena’s people stopped short.

Noticing Neena’s group, the colonists at the spring ceased their conversations. Slowly, they removed their water buckets and migrated away from the spring, clustering behind Sherry and Ed.

Once again, Neena felt as if she had entered the Left Cave.

The tension in the air was thick and palpable enough that Neena could feel her heart beating in her ears. She swallowed.

“What are you doing here?” Sherry called across the gap between them.

The question was rhetorical.

Of course, everyone knew.

Struggling to maintain her cool, Neena called back, “We collect our water at this time.”

Sherry looked at Neena. She looked at her bucket. Slowly, she arched her back. She made a decision.

“Not today, you don’t,” Sherry said.

Next to her, Ed held his chin up in defiance.

Sensing the not-so-subtle threat in those words, Sherry and Ed’s group came toward Neena’s.

Neena stiffened. She looked behind her at the twenty men and women who waited, watching her reaction. Looking at the larger group of Left and Center Cavers, who outnumbered them, Neena knew they had no chance at winning an argument, and certainly not a fight. But they needed their water. Beside her, Kai dug his heels into the ground, steadfast.

Hoping to squash an altercation, she waited until they got close before saying, “We’ll wait our turn.”

“You heard what Bryan said about getting in our way,” Sherry spat, to the murmuring agreement of the forty or so people behind her. “Now, turn around and head back to your cave.”

“We won’t get in your way while you finish collecting what you need,” Neena promised.

“Leave.” Sherry’s face was stern.

Neena looked among the people in front of her, hoping to find a reasonable face among them, but not one met her eyes with kindness. Even those she recognized as former acquaintances neither smiled, nor broke his or her threatening composure.

Sherry’s eyes blazed with intensity as she said, “Turn around and go.”

Neena bristled. Forcing amicability into her voice, she, said, “We’ll head back a little way, and then come back.”

“We’ll be here a while.” Sherry’s face was stone. “We’re taking our time.”

A long moment of silence took over the two groups, as they waited for someone to yield. Before Neena could think of another way to handle the situation, a voice interrupted.

“We’re not going anywhere, Neena.” The words echoed off the walls of the cave, surprising all of them. Neena turned to find Samara stepping forward, clutching her two empty buckets. “My children need their water. We’ll wait right here until they’re finished.”

The atmosphere changed in the room. The people on both sides of the cave stiffened. Neena looked among her twenty people. Of course, some carried spears or knives, but mostly, they carried buckets. They’d come here for water, not an altercation.

Still, some of them looked as if they were ready to fight. They inched forward, clenching their fists. Too many days of nervous, confined anticipation had taken their toll.

Sherry stepped sideways, getting nose-to-nose with Samara. Her line of people shifted.

“Tell your friend to back off, Neena,” Sherry warned, her people pressing in behind her.

Neena opened her mouth to speak, but Samara interrupted.

“We have just as much right to this water as you do. We’re not going anywhere.”

A glimmer of violence crossed Sherry’s eyes as she heard Samara’s words.

“Darius found this spring,” Samara persisted, drawing strength from those behind her. “This is our water, not yours.”

Angry spittle flew from Sherry’s mouth. “Take another step, and we’ll see whose water it is.”

All eyes locked on Sherry and Samara.

Defiantly, Samara took another step.

With a cry, Sherry shoved her backward.

Pandemonium erupted.

Shouts filled the air.

People pushed, shouted, and swung. Water splashed everywhere. Colonists toppled in all directions, fighting for the upper hand, dropping their buckets, or using them as weapons. Neena scrambled back, dodging a screaming, charging woman. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ed swing, and Kai duck. A few people fell to the ground, victims of pushing hands.

A shriek ripped her attention right, where Sherry and Samara locked fingers, pushing each other back and forth.

And then Samara was falling back on her butt, Sherry was reaching to her side, and a knife was flashing in Sherry’s hand.

People on both sides fell back, as the altercation took a severe turn. A few people on the ground scrambled to get up. Others looked on with mouths agape.

Sherry swung the knife in front of her, advancing on Samara, a crazed expression on her face.

“Come on, you piece of filth!” she yelled at Samara. “Let’s see you threaten me now!”

On the ground, Samara scooted backward and away. Fear flickered through her eyes.

Sherry swung her blade again, nearly slicing Samara’s ankle, while the other Right Cavers ran forward, grabbing Samara’s arms and pulling her from harm.

“Get up and fight, you bitch!” Sherry shrieked.

She kept advancing, close enough that her next swing would surely cut flesh. Before that could happen, Neena yelled, “Stop!”

Her word echoed around the chamber.

Pulled from her maniacal daze, Sherry froze.

The rest of her group fell back around her.

“A bucket of water isn’t worth a life!” Neena yelled, looking from one side of the cave to the other. Hating the words she spoke, she said, “We’ll go, for now. This is over!”

“Neena…” Samara started, through the fear in her eyes, as people helped her to her feet.

“We’re leaving,” Neena said adamantly, looking among her twenty people. “Collect your buckets and follow me.”

A few hesitated, but most fell in line. Eventually, with the insistence of Kai, the others did, too. Keeping an eye out over their shoulders, Neena and the Right Cavers returned the way they had come.

“That’s right!” Sherry shrieked triumphantly. “Run away! This is our time to collect water now!”

Neena rounded the bend, ignoring Sherry’s cries.

Swallowing through the lump in her throat, Neena looked among her twenty people. “We’ll come back later. I promise.”
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Neena and her group walked slowly through the cave. The aftermath of the altercation was a weight in the air, pressing on each of their shoulders. They could no longer hear the voices of the Left and Center Cavers, but they felt the outcome of the argument in the empty buckets they carried.

“Did you see their faces?” piped up one man. “They treated us like rats running along their bedrolls, rather than people among whom they’ve lived.”

Spite filled Samara’s face. “They have no right to that water. They can’t do this.”

Grimly, Kai said, “They had us outnumbered two-to-one. If we’d kept fighting, we might’ve died.”

Samara’s bruised pride was written on her face. “And now we will die of thirst, instead.”

“We’ll return later,” Neena said. “We’ll just have to go in larger groups.”

“And if they’re there?”

“We’ll get our water,” Neena said resolutely. “Whatever it takes.”

“The next time I see them, I’m not backing down,” Samara promised.

Neena felt a similar anger, but she forced herself to say, “Just hold tight, Samara. I promise things will get better.”

She forced certainty into those words, even though she had none.


Chapter 48: Neena

“Neena,” Darius said, sensing something on her face. “What’s wrong?”

Neena looked behind her, watching the twenty people returning to their relatives with empty buckets. The tension of the encounter was written on their faces. They would tell others their story. And that story would spread like a sickness, weaving through the cave until everyone was just as nervous and angry. While Kai headed over to brief Amos, Neena stayed with Darius and continued explaining.

Darius listened as she told of the altercation with Sherry, Samara’s bravery, and the battle that almost led to bloodshed.

“At the time, leaving seemed like the best option,” she finished.

“I think you made the right choice,” Darius told her.

“But still, that is only a temporary solution,” Neena said. “What if we go back, and they are there again?”

Darius pursed his lips in worry. “Now that they have found a new way to threaten us, I don’t think they will relent.”

“So, what will we do?” Neena asked.

A din of nervous conversation spread around them. People looked at the empty buckets of water, or examined their flasks, ascertaining how much further they had to ration.

“The situation is dire,” Darius said, scratching at his stubble. “Anyone who didn’t know it before, knows it now.”

“Do you know of another place to get water?”

“There is another spring, much farther than the one I showed you,” Darius said. “But it would take as much as half a day to get there. Going back and forth wouldn’t be efficient.”

Neena looked around at the people in the cave. An idea she hated struck her. “Do you think we should move?”

Darius thought on it for a long time. “There are plenty of other caves here. But I’m not sure that would solve our problem, either. The Left and Center Cavers might see us, and they might follow us there, too, if they were intent on intimidating us. How long would it take for them to realize they could take over a new water spot, too?”

Neena shook her head. “It wouldn’t take more than a few days for them to scour the caves and find us, or notice the smoke of our fires, if they wanted to.”

Darius sighed, looking around at the people around them. “Moving would be another patch on the problem. I will not lie: we are at one of the lowest points I thought we’d reach.”

His gaze wandered to the ground.

“I saw the spark of aggression in our people’s eyes, as they went into this skirmish,” Neena said. “We were lucky to get away without any injuries. But if Bryan, Sherry, and Ed start something again, we won’t be as lucky. The fighting will be worse, and everyone will lose. We need a way to keep people together without resorting to violence.”

Darius shook his head. “We’ll keep thinking. Hopefully we’ll come up with something.”


Chapter 49: Bryan

Bryan gazed across the wide, rounded chamber—the same place where they had examined the strange object the night before. Now, two dozen torches splashed light over the dirty Watchers who stood with their spears, and the cloth-wrapped bags of sand at which they aimed.

“Prepare to throw!” yelled Louie, his voice echoing off the cave walls.

In unison, the thirty men reared back their weapons.

“Set, aim…release!”

The sweaty Watchers flung their spears.

Thirty long, sharp weapons arced through the air, headed toward the targets. Most found their mark, penetrating the dirty cloth and cutting to the sand beneath. Only a few fell to the ground before their mark, landing on the rock floor with a clang. The throwers looked from their spears to Louie, awaiting his feedback.

“Good!” Louie said decidedly.

While his comrades walked over to retrieve their spears, Louie walked over to where Bryan stood.

“Their skills are sharp,” Louie said, with a firm nod.

“They are experienced, as we know,” Bryan said, watching the men return to their positions. Looking behind him at the mouth of the cave, he asked, “How have the Center Cavers been doing?”

“Better than I expected,” Louie said. “Of the hundred and ten men and women that Ed brought us, many have innate ability. They aren’t as talented as our Watchers, of course, but they can hold and throw their spears.”

“Good,” Bryan said. “And we have most of the Center Cave in our ranks?”

“All except the elderly, some women, and the children. I will continue training them, so they can be prepared for the monster, or anything else we need,” Louie confirmed.

Bryan nodded confidently. Having so many people at his disposal was a boon. Together, they watched the men wield their spears and aim.

“Have you heard anything from the scouts you sent out to the ground to check for the monster?” Louie asked.

“Nothing yet,” Bryan said, “though we’ve had a few groups moving around covertly, doing their best to keep out of sight of the Right Cavers. They’re checking the desert and reporting to me regularly.”

“Perhaps soon, they will have an update,” Louie suggested.

“The Abomination is still around,” Bryan said, firmly. “I know it. And as soon as we have evidence of it, we will face it.”

They turned their attention back to the drilling Watchers, who flung their spears at the targets. A voice echoed from down the tunnel behind him, calling Bryan.

He turned, catching sight of a familiar person carrying a torch.

“Keep practicing,” Bryan instructed Louie. “I’ll catch up.”

Louie nodded, heading back to the others, while Bryan headed to meet the person farther down the tunnel. Excitement lit Sherry’s face when she saw him.

“I have news,” she said, her eyes flickering with intensity.

“What is it?” Bryan asked.

“This morning, we encountered Neena and some others at the spring,” Sherry said, dragging a hand across her sooty mouth.

“What happened?” Bryan asked, surprised.

“We sent them away without their water.” Sherry’s eyes were wild and enthused. “They tried resisting, but we fought them.”

“You did?”

Sherry told of the warnings she and the Center Cavers had issued to Neena and her people, how some of Neena’s people pushed back, and how they’d skirmished. She concluded with how she’d clawed and tore at one of the Right Cavers. Sherry’s eyes grew wild as she spoke of the knife she’d pulled.

“I wanted to use it,” Sherry said, clenching and unclenching her hands.

“But you have a child coming,” Bryan said with a frown.

“The child is fine,” Sherry affirmed.

“Still, you should be careful.” Bryan raised his chin and looked at her.

The last thing he wanted was for her to hurt her unborn baby. Still, he couldn’t deny the feeling of power that overcame him as he listened to her report. Standing in the dark cave, he felt like Thorne. No. That wasn’t right.

He was Thorne.

“Did any of my Center Cavers waver?” he asked, unable to refrain from another question.

“No.” Sherry’s smile was wide as she looked at him. “They all backed up Ed and me.”

Bryan nodded, smiling back. “They stayed true.”

“None of them questioned us, or you.” Sherry looked up at him. “It is because of your leadership that we will regain our colony. It is because of your courage that we stay strong.”

Farther down the tunnel, around the bend and in the chamber, Louie’s voice echoed, as he continued drilling. Sherry tugged a lock of dirty-blonde hair behind her ear. Standing together with her, listening to the thud of the spears in their targets, Bryan felt as if he were a younger man, practicing for his duties. He felt a nostalgic freedom that extended far beyond these cave walls.

Sherry’s eyes were equally nostalgic.

He took a step toward Sherry, and Sherry stepped, too.

All at once, their torches were on the ground and their hands were on each other. Sherry’s fingers were wild and feral as she pawed at his arms, pressed her lips against his, and pushed him back against the cave wall. Bryan flinched as her mouth moved to his neck, his chest, and his lower body, pleasing him, hurting him.

The story of the skirmish had sparked something in both of them that neither could deny. Or maybe it was the loss of Gary—Sherry’s husband, and Bryan’s best friend—that created a hole they both needed to fill.

Grief had turned to lust.

Feeling the scratch of her nails, Bryan positioned her so her back was against the wall, ripped her clothes away, and took her.

A strange, pleased laugh escaped Sherry’s mouth, as she tilted her head back and moaned. For a moment, he wondered whether Sherry had lost her sense.

But if she had, he had, too.

It wasn’t insanity.

It was victory.


Chapter 50: Bryan

“Raj!” Bryan said. A smile took over his face as he watched the boy enter the drilling chamber the next night with Louie, bearing the object. “You made it!”

Raj’s face was pensive, but excited, as he brought the object over. A long day of teaching the Center Cavers had tired Bryan out, but seeing the object in Raj’s hands gave him a new dose of strength.

“Let’s give this another try.”

Bryan received the object from Raj. A day away from the object had given him some new guesses. Putting his fingers in some of the grooves, he touched each of them while holding what he thought was the object’s handle, waving it back and forth. The more time they spent with the object, the more comfortable Bryan became with it.

Still, he had no luck in making it work.

After half a night without any results, Bryan looked over at Raj.

“I’m sorry, but I just don’t see us making any progress,” Bryan admitted. “Perhaps it is time we reported back to Gideon.”


Chapter 51: Raj

Raj tried pushing away his disappointment. Gideon would know how to get the object working. Surely, if anyone had an idea, it would be a wise leader like him.

He let that hope propel him as they returned to Gideon’s cove, circling around the battered leader’s bedside. Raj’s eyes roamed around the cove, landing on a bag filled with dried meats and herbs that the healer had started preparing. It looked as if the healer was in the middle of portioning the food before he was interrupted, and left.

“Do you have news?” Gideon asked, when they were alone.

His eye wandered between Bryan, Louie, and Raj.

“Unfortunately not,” Bryan said. With a heavy sigh, he reiterated the trials they’d performed, and the ways he’d thought to use the object. “Nothing has panned out.”

“Can I see it?” Gideon asked, reaching out again.

Raj gently placed the object in his lap. Gideon’s hands wandered over it for a long while. Again, his eye wandered to the ceiling. Raj waited for the revelation that would bring his old object to life. He waited for an idea that would turn wasted efforts into a victory.

A sigh escaped Gideon’s dry lips. “There is no doubt that the object is wondrous. Anyone can see that. But perhaps we are wasting our time.”

Raj’s face darkened. “What do you mean?”

“Too many times, I stared at the centerpiece in the Comm Building, wondering whether we might have some revelation about its use. But after so many years, nothing has surfaced. If not for the generations of men who circled around that piece of metal, taking inspiration from it, I might’ve melted it down years ago.”

Raj had heard of the centerpiece. Almost all the kids in Red Rock had whispered about it, though he had never seen it himself.

“My point is this,” Gideon said. “Sometimes the prettiest things are also the most unimpressive.”

A small, growing pit settled in Raj’s stomach.

“It is possible this object will serve a purpose in the future, but for now, it is about as important as any other piece of old metal. In a pragmatic way, some might argue that it would be better off melted down. At least then, we could make new knives and tips for our spears. Perhaps your object could serve a better purpose.” Gideon shrugged. “Of course, we would ask your permission before we did something like that.”

Gone was Gideon’s look of child-like wonder. In its place was decisiveness.

Raj slowly backed away with his object. Melted down? All at once, he wanted to run from the cave. He wanted to take back a stupid, silly idea and disappear.

They couldn’t melt down his object, could they?

It was his object, not theirs.

At the same time, they spoke his deepest fears. What if the object was an old, dusted relic, just like Gideon said? What if it would do more good in topping a dozen spears, or making as many blades?

Without the object, he’d be back where he began: a young, disrespected boy, with no clout, and certainly no more private, important meetings.

He wanted the feeling back from before.

He wanted to be important.

Like Bryan.

Like Louie.

Like Gideon.

Nausea overcame him as he thought of returning to Adriana as the same, pathetic boy who had run from her days ago.

He couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t.

“Wait!” Raj said, regaining the attention of the three men in the room. “I have an idea.”

Gideon, Bryan, and Louie turned, listening.

“It does seem as if we are wasting our time. But what if we could take it to someone who has a better chance at figuring it out? Someone who has experience with this sort of thing?” Raj looked from one to the other. “I think I might know someone who will help us look at the object. Someone who can figure out if it will work again.”

“Who?” Bryan asked.

“Darius.” Raj awaited their reaction.

“Darius? The old man from your cave?” Gideon looked from Bryan to Louie, an unreadable expression on his face. “He will not help us.”

Raj opened and closed his mouth. He wasn’t stupid. He knew the differences between their caves would surely prevent them from working together. But there must be another way.

“If anyone can decipher what the object does, it is Darius,” Raj continued. “He has fixed tools that no one thought would work again. He has repaired spears that seemed as if they would never fly. Let me tell him. If Darius can fix the object, you will be the first to know. I’ll come back and tell you what he says. I swear.”

“He will tell the others in the cave, and that will mean the end of us working together,” Gideon said, watching Raj carefully.

Raj thought about that. He knew Darius and Neena were close. It would be hard for him to keep a secret from her. But maybe there was a way around that. “Regardless of who finds out, I will make sure Darius is the one who works on it, and I will keep you posted on his progress. If the object turns out to be worthwhile, I will sneak the information—and the object—back to you.”

Gideon looked between Bryan and Louie.

“I will keep our relationship secret,” Raj promised. “Just give me a chance to prove it to you.”

Looking in the men’s eyes, he saw the same hesitation that Neena, Kai, and Darius gave him. But he couldn’t let it end. Not like this.

Putting on the most convincing tone he could muster, Raj said, “When I came to you, it was for a reason. My sister doesn’t believe in me. She won’t even allow me to go outside on the cliffs without supervision. Why do you think I offered to show you the object, when she has not seen it? Why do you think I am here?” Looking over at Bryan, he made an embarrassing admission. “When you saw me on the ledges, it wasn’t because I was guarding. I snuck out. That’s the only reason we came across each other.”

Silence came over the room. Clearly, they couldn’t deny the truth in what he said.

“I won’t enlist Darius’s help unless you want me to.” Filling the silence with a last plea, Raj said, “But please, let me try and help you. Give me a chance.”

He waited for the people in the room to shut him out, like everyone always did.

Surprise hit him when he heard a different answer.

“Okay,” said Gideon. “See what you can do. And report back to us.”


Chapter 52: Raj

Raj’s heart pounded with anticipation as he chewed his dried rat. For most of his breakfast, he’d tried telling Darius his secret, but every time he opened his mouth, it seemed Samel was hovering around him. Even when he could avoid Samel, Neena and Kai were there, conferring with Darius about an upcoming water trip, or the distribution of rations. It sounded as if Neena and Kai were going separately to the spring, meaning someone would always be left behind with Darius.

It seemed it would take a strike of lightning to separate them.

Frustrations.

After several failed attempts, Raj came to the same conclusion he had reached in Gideon’s cove: even if he told Darius to keep a secret, the old man would entrust Neena or Kai. But perhaps that was okay. He’d tell all three of them. All he needed was for Darius to work on the object, so that Raj could find out what it did, and bring the information back to Gideon, just like he offered.

Only one other snag existed.

Adriana.

Raj hesitated.

In his excitement to impress Bryan and Gideon, he’d forgotten the object was once their secret together. Raj looked across the cave, where she sat cross-legged. He ran his fingers through his hair. Adriana had once agreed that he should tell Neena, Kai, and Darius. And that’s what he was going to do.

So why did he feel guilty about it?

The answer wasn’t hard to deduce.

She knew nothing about his deal with Bryan and Gideon.

She couldn’t.

But maybe that was okay.

At some point soon, Raj would be a hero—not just of the Right Cave, but also of all three caves. And then Adriana would feel more strongly about him that she ever had.

When I’m a hero, I’ll tell her everything, Raj thought.


**




“Darius?” Raj asked, waiting until the old man slowed down and turned before he spoke again.

“What is it?” Darius’s smile cut through his wrinkles.

“Where are you going?”

“Your sister and Kai are speaking with the guard about our rationing,” Darius said, motioning to the rear of the tunnel, where Neena and Kai had gotten ahead of him. “I was going to join them.”

“Can I come?” Raj asked.

Darius looked back and forth from Neena and Kai to Raj.

Before Darius could reject his offer, Raj said, “I have something important to tell all three of you.”

Something you should’ve listened to before, Raj thought resentfully, but he didn’t say that.

Darius hesitated, before saying, “Come on. Let’s go.”


**




Neena, Kai, and Darius stood in the center of the tunnel, watching Raj.

“What was it you wanted to show us, Raj?” Neena asked.

Confusion crossed her face as Raj pointed at the small crevice in the side of the tunnel.

“What’s in there?”

“Something I found,” Raj said.

“What?” Neena furrowed her brow.

“A few days ago, when Samel and I explored, I came across something incredible,” Raj said. “I came back for it. It’s something you’ll never believe.”

Neena started to react, before he interrupted.

“It’ll be easier if I show you. Let me get it, and I’ll be right back.”

Before anyone could stop him, Raj slid underneath the crevice, ignoring the protests of the three people behind him. He made quick progress with his torch, worming his way to where he kept the object, and eventually back to where his sister, Kai, and Darius called for him.

“Raj! Where did you go? It’s not safe to—”

Neena stopped mid-sentence as she saw the object in Raj’s hands. Crawling the rest of the way from the passage, he dusted the device off and held it up for them to see. Their expressions changed from concern to wonder.

“By the heavens,” Neena exclaimed, taking a step back. “What is that?”

“I’m not sure. It was hidden inside the crevice,” Raj said proudly. “I found it.”

Darius shuffled forward, reaching out a wrinkled hand and touching it. “Remarkable.”

Raj looked from one of them to the other, savoring their looks of awe. Once again, he felt the same sense of importance as he felt when showing Bryan, or Gideon, or even Adriana.

But this time, he had a plan.

After allowing them to gaze at it longer, he said, “I wondered if it might be from the First Generation.”

Darius’s mouth hung open with amazement. “I’ve never seen metal with this type of curve. In fact, it has a different texture than almost anything I’ve worked on.”

“Do you think it might be a weapon?” Raj asked, leading them with his question.

“It is clearly not from any of our people.” Darius furrowed his brow. “Of all the things I have repaired, and even the discoveries I have made in these caves, or in the deserts, I have never seen something this intact. Maybe you are right, Raj. It could be a weapon. Or it could be something else.”

“Raj, be careful with that,” Neena cautioned.

Raj smiled through his anger. Of course, he knew the object better than any of them. “I’ll be careful, don’t worry,” he said. Biting his lip, pretending to be deep in thought, Raj carefully repeated what Bryan had instructed him. “When I looked it over, it seemed to me like this part was a handle. And that made me think that this other end might do something.”

Darius’s eyes traced the object as Raj described its parts. “That is certainly possible.”

“I guess the question is whether it will do something again.” Raj kept his voice curious; the way adults liked to hear children speak.

“That is a good question,” Darius said.

Raj hid his rising hope.

“Maybe you should take ahold of it, Darius,” Neena said protectively.

Raj nodded. If he hadn’t been playing a role, he might’ve argued, but instead, he passed off the object. Darius took hold of it carefully, turned it in his hands, and took a few steps back from the others, just in case.

“Do you think you could figure out what it is?” Neena asked Darius.

“It is certainly possible,” Darius said.

Looking back along the dark tunnel, Neena asked, “Do you think we should tell other cavers?”

Darius thought on it for a long moment. “I don’t want to give them hope, only to dash it later. There is a cove about a klick from here, about the size of a few hovels. Perhaps I can work on it there in secret, for now, until I can get a better understanding of what the object is, or what it might do.”

“But the guards might see it, or someone else might find you, while hunting rats,” Neena suggested.

Darius pondered that. “I’ll work on it at night, so no one will bother me. I’ll tell the guards I’m working on some tools. They shouldn’t question it.”

“Good idea,” Kai said.

Keeping his tone innocent, Raj asked, “Do you have tools up here, in the cliffs?”

“I have a few I brought to help with repairs,” Darius said. “That will give me a start in looking at it and cleaning it out.”

An aura of hope filled the room, as everyone gazed back at the object.

Seeing the looks on their faces, Darius tempered their expectations. “I am a practical man. I have seen many pieces of metal, and none of them have done anything but provide patches for our existing tools. Still, this is the most unique piece I have ever seen. I cannot tell if it is intact, but I do not see any parts obviously missing.”

“It would be incredible if you could fix it,” Raj marveled.

Looking over at Raj, Darius said, “In all my years in the caves, I have never found anything like this. It is an amazing discovery, Raj.”

Raj smiled, making no effort to hide his elation. “Thank you, Darius.”


Chapter 53: Bryan

“Keep your head up, sir,” Jameson instructed, putting the flask to Gideon’s lips and tilting it.

With effort, Gideon craned his neck and swallowed the water, while Jameson dabbed away at the water on his chin.

Bryan took a few steps back from the entrance.

“Bryan.” The word startled him enough to turn around. “You have news?”

Forgetting his embarrassment, Bryan took up by his bedside. “The boy has Darius working on the object.”

After the healer left, Bryan relayed what he had learned to Gideon.

“Excellent.” Gideon nodded. “I’ll admit that I am surprised by the boy’s loyalty.”

“It is fortunate,” Bryan said. “At the same time, I do not have much hope for the object. I think we should continue with our plans to fight the monster. As soon as we spot evidence of it, we will forge ahead.”

“Have you seen any signs of it?”

“I am still waiting on the reports from our scouts. They should be back soon.”

“How is the drilling coming?”

Bryan informed him on the activity of the Center Cavers, as well as their throwing prowess. “Some have demonstrated a surprising aptitude. In fact, I think we have enough people to triple our fighters.”

“Another bit of good news,” Gideon said, a smile teasing his lips.

“Another idea struck me, while we were preparing to fight,” Bryan continued. “And that makes me feel even more excited about our chances at success.”

“What is your idea?”

Bryan paused, putting a plan he’d been conjuring into words. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the old carcass in the caves, and the way that creature burst through the wall. A while ago, Darius suggested that the creature injured itself, while smashing through the rock in the tunnel.”

“We can’t prove or disprove that theory,” Gideon reminded him.

“But we know that the creature avoids stone. And we know that sound draws it.” Bryan paused, getting to the crux of his idea. “What if we could lure the monster out where we wanted it to go?”

Gideon’s face flickered with interest.

Demonstrating his intent, Bryan reached into his pocket and pulled out a single Watcher’s horn, turning it in his hand.

Gideon nodded, starting to realize what he was saying.

“My thought is that we could use our horns to bring it near the rock spires,” Bryan suggested. “We’ll station fighters at different points near them, use our horns, and lure it out. Before it gets to us, we’ll move, so that it dashes itself against the hard stone.” Bryan watched Gideon, selling his plan. “If we do it right, the beast will injure itself while we finish it off with our spears.” Bryan couldn’t help his smile. “We’ll use its instinct for sound to draw it to its death.”

Gideon cocked his head, following along. “And of course, we know it has a weak spot.”

Bryan agreed. “Fighting the beast outside the colony will minimize damage to Red Rock and reduce the risk to our men. Of course, we’ll have men in several formations, readying us to repeat the process, if we need to. What do you think?”

The cove fell silent, as Bryan’s words hung in the air.

“I think it is a worthy idea,” Gideon asked, after a pause. Ruminating on it further, he said, “In fact, I think it sounds like a promising plan.”

Bryan’s face lit with pride.

“How much more drilling do you need?” Gideon asked.

“No drill will account for experience, but given the time we have put in, our fighters are capable.”

“You say we have about two hundred people ready to go?”

Bryan nodded.

“In that case, it sounds like you are almost ready,” Gideon said. “Wait for the report from your scouts. If or when they confirm the monster is near, we will enact your plan.”


Chapter 54: The Watcher

The last rays of daylight faded from the sky, casting an ethereal glow over the desert sand and the enormous rock spires in the distance, as The Watcher waded through the desert. For the past few days, he and his companion had scouted for the monster in the desert, but they’d seen no evidence of it. Eventually, they’d volunteered to return to the cliffs, while some others stayed out, searching.

It was time to give Bryan an update.

He wished he had more definitive news.

Perhaps the monster was gone, like some of the more optimistic Watchers had speculated.

Getting closer to the colony, they passed between the first towering, massive spires, clutching their spears. The Watcher stroked his beard. Despite his lack of news, a part of him had enjoyed the feeling of trekking through the desert, with only the wind at his back and his spear at his side. It reminded him of his younger years as a hunter, long before he was a Watcher.

Plodding heel to toe, the two men scanned the desert, keeping to the beaten path, staying on course for the colony. The Watcher saw no prints in the sand. Of course, he didn’t. Over the past few weeks, the drifting winds had taken away the last remnants of the Red Rock hunters, just as it had taken away the prints of the scouts from their trip out. The desert felt abandoned.

Empty.

A gentle wind rustled The Watcher’s clothes, causing him a hint of nervousness.

A strange anxiousness hit him, as he looked into the horizon, spotting the cliffs far past the rock spires.

Deep shadows crept from the bottom of the rising, natural rock structures on either side of them, creating alternating bands of light and dark in their path. Despite the late hour, the temperature was still hot, warming their skin. Feeling a thirst, The Watcher reached down and grabbed his flask, tilting it toward his mouth.

And stopped.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the next swath of shadow.

The second Watcher froze.

About fifty feet away, something lay in the sand. The Watcher held a hand above his eyes, trying to make it out.

Hearts pounding, they headed for the dark shadow, their spears aimed. They got close enough to hear the buzzing flies and smell the stink of blood before they realized that it was something dead.

“By the heavens,” exclaimed the first Watcher.

“Is that the wolf we saw on the cliffs, before we left?” the second Watcher asked.

“I think.”

The wolf’s eyes stared vacantly into the heavens. Its tongue dangled through its yellowed teeth.

Only its head remained.

Lacerated, pink skin and tendons hung from its neck, which was jaggedly cut, and sitting at the cusp of an enormous, deep hole.

Looking farther, they spotted another hole, fifty feet away—a darkness deeper than anything they’d seen from the cliffs.

A primitive fear crawled through their hearts.

Turning to his companion, The Watcher swallowed. “The Abomination is back.”


Chapter 55: Darius

Four flickering torches cast wavering shadows over the small, dead-end cove as Darius worked at night. Taking a momentary reprieve, he cracked his weary neck and looked around at the craggy walls and the high ceiling. The small, humid cove wasn’t quite his hovel—and he was missing some of his tools—but at the moment, it was the best workshop he had. And he was far enough away from the other colonists to have his privacy, but close enough that he could reach them with a short walk.

Darius stared back at the object, which he’d propped up on a jutted, round rock.

He didn’t realize how much he’d missed his work until he was away from it. Working on a new project always gave him joy.

The object was fascinating.

A part of him was jealous. In all his years of exploring the caves, he had never found its equal. He felt like a young man, hearing stories of how his father pulled scraps of metal from the desert, back when there were such things to find.

And now he had a bigger story than his father ever did.

Thanks to Raj.

Dabbing a small amount of water on his rag, he worked the cloth over the object’s surface, carefully removing some old dust and dirt from the crevices. Not for the first time, he felt like a tradesman from the First Generation, working on some device that no one else could imagine. But he also felt a small fear. What if he triggered some strange, dangerous power?

Darius worked carefully on the object for most of the night, cleaning it until he found no more dirt or dust on its surface, or in its edges. He was almost starting to think it was just a spectacle to be looked at when he noticed a discoloration at the end of a tube-like piece of metal. The tube sat on the top of the main shaft. Darius frowned. With his thumb, he scraped away at the brown substance, removing it easily.

Not a discoloration. Dirt.

Darius kept cleaning the wedged debris, picking most of it out, revealing a thumb-sized hole that went far back into the metal shaft.

His heart pounded.

He felt as if he uncovered something special.

Darius held the object away, peering at the hole. Deep inside, at what looked like the tube’s end, a few other metal pieces seemed as if they were fashioned in a strange pattern. In fact, it looked like those pieces were newer than the rest of the object.

What if some ancient repair person, like him, had worked on it?

Or modified it?

Reaching out to the jutting rock, he found a thin, long knife that just might fit into the hole, sticking it inside as far as it could go.

At first, nothing happened.

And then Darius felt resistance.

He pushed a little farther, gently nudging something inside.

A click emanated from somewhere deep inside the object.

Darius’s old heart leapt in his chest.

What was that?


Chapter 56: Neena

“Neena!”

Neena looked up from the bedroll she was dusting off to find Darius striding toward her. Her brow furrowed. Rarely had she seen him move so fast. She looked around for Kai, who was across the cave, speaking with another group of colonists. Nearby, Raj and Samel smeared sleep from their eyes, waking up.

“What’s going on, Darius?” she asked, when he was closer.

Darius ambled with his cane in front of him, weaving around the last few bedrolls between him and her. “I think I made a discovery with the object,” he said quietly.

Neena immediately leaned close. “What is it?”

Sensing something important being discussed, Raj crept away from Samel and listened.

Darius looked around, ensuring that no one else eavesdropped. “For most of the night, I cleaned dirt and grime from the object, certain that it was too old to function. And then I uncovered a tube on top that contains some other, working pieces.” Darius regained more wind. “It seemed as if something fit inside the tube—almost as if someone had modified it. And so I took a knife and started poking around in the hole.”

“What happened?” Raj asked, spellbound.

“When I put the knife in a certain way, I heard a sound,” Darius continued. “And then the knife got stuck.” He paused, watching Neena and Raj carefully. “At first, I was positive I wasn’t getting it out, until I turned the whole device around and touched a smaller piece of metal on the handle. Something clicked, and the knife fell out.”

Taking an intuitive leap, Raj said, “You think something goes in the tube?”

Darius nodded. “Yes. But that’s not it.”

Neena and Raj waited.

“There is a small piece of metal on the side of the device, a bit lower than the tube,” Darius said. “After some cleaning and finagling, I was able to turn it.”

Neena and Raj hung on his words.

“It only turned an imperceptible amount, but I heard a winding noise. And then it got stuck. I think if I can fashion a tool for it, I might be able to wind it further.”

“What do you think the tube and the winding metal mean?”

“I’m not sure, but I have a guess.” Darius paused.

“What is your guess?” Neena asked, unable to stifle her curiosity.

“I’m starting to think the object propels something.”

“Propels?” Neena asked.

“Hurl something through the air, the way you might throw a spear,” he explained. “I’m not sure how it works, yet, but when I looked inside the tube, I saw patterns in the metal that seem as if they might fit something snugly. Obviously, the knife was not the right fit for the hole. But if I could fit something in there tightly, and wind that other piece, something might happen.”

“So what are you going to do?” Raj asked, waiting for another revelation.

“I have a few extra, damaged spears from Red Rock,” Darius said. “If I slim them down to about half the size, and put a metal piece on the handle end, I might be able to match the pattern in the tube. Once I fit one in, I’ll wind the metal piece, hit the part on the handle, and see what happens.”

Neena and Raj stared, unable to believe it.

“I think your initial thought might be right, Raj,” Darius continued. “This object could be more important than anything we’ve ever discovered.”

Raj glowed.

Neena couldn’t help her smile. “Whether this object works or not, it is certainly the best news I’ve heard in a long time.”

“This might be the hope we’ve been waiting for,” Raj piped up.

“We’ll see,” Darius said. A genuine smile crossed his face—the widest Neena had seen in a while. “You certainly came across something incredible, Raj.”

Neena regarded Raj. “I still don’t agree with you crawling under that dangerous passage, but I agree with Darius. And for that, I am proud of you.”

“Thanks,” Raj said.

Neena turned back to Darius. “Keep us updated. Let us know what you find out. Maybe this will be the thing that turns things around for the Right Cave. The heavens know we need it.”


Chapter 57: Bryan

Under the light of the rising sun, Bryan marched out onto the ledge, looking out into the desert where the two nervous, excited guards pointed.

“The holes were two klicks away,” the first Watcher reiterated, pointing past some spires in the distance.

“You’re sure the kill was recent?”

“Yes,” promised the second Watcher. “The blood wasn’t more than a day old. We think it might be the wolf we saw a few nights ago, but we can’t be certain.”

“Did anyone from the Right Cave see you returning?”

“We came back near the tunnels at the back side of the cliffs,” said the first Watcher. “That’s why it took a while to return. They didn’t see us.”

Bryan nodded. Even if the people of the Right Cave saw them, it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t do anything.

“We found some wolf tracks on the other side of its remains,” explained the second Watcher. “It looked like it weaved in a few directions before the beast caught it, but in the end, it didn’t matter. It died, just like too many others.”

Bryan scanned the empty desert, then the ruins of Red Rock.

He saw no sign of the vicious monster.

Still, he could sense it our there, lurking, waiting.

Fear wormed through his bravery. It was easy to talk about the creature when it was an idea, bandied about it in the cave, but it was a different thing to speak of it when the creature was close. Scanning the magnitude of Red Rock’s destruction reminded him of the creature’s power.

But he had faith in his Watchers and their training, just like he had faith in his Center Cavers.

And he had faith in his newfound plan.

So did Gideon.

Confidence built in his heart. His hard work was coming to fruition. Together, they’d take back their colony and kill the monster.

His most trusted men—Louie, Rodney, Clark, Nicholas, Boyle, and Isaiah—emerged from the Left Cave, taking up next to him.

“Gather our fighters,” he ordered. “It is time we informed them of our plan. Afterward, we’ll meet with everyone and prepare to act.”


Chapter 58: Raj

Raj glanced across the cave, watching Adriana. The way that things were going—if the object worked—Neena might unveil his secret to the rest of the cave soon. Neena was already speaking quietly in a corner with Kai. Who knew who else she would tell? He certainly didn’t trust her.

He needed to talk with Adriana before she heard the news secondhand.

He needed to take credit for his role.

Sweat moistened Raj’s palms as he walked in Adriana’s direction. His stomach turned in knots. He felt as if he were approaching Gideon, or Bryan, instead of a girl he wanted to impress. The nervous part of him wanted to turn away, head back to his bedroll, and give up on a foolish plan. But his heart could no longer stand their separation.

He finally had a good reason to talk with her.

Raj stuck his hands nervously in his pockets, trying to act casual, even though his heart hammered. He cleared his throat.

Noticing him coming, Adriana turned and greeted him.

“Hi.”

Raj’s eyes immediately flew downward. “Hi,” he answered.

Adriana moved from foot to foot. This time, she seemed awkward. She had obviously seen him avoiding her.

A long silence followed. Regret flooded Raj’s stomach. He considered walking away before he made a bigger fool of himself. But he’d crossed half the cave to reach her.

And besides, the same feeling from before had gotten stronger, standing so close to her. He could already smell the scent of her skin, which took him back to those exciting times in the cave. The thought of her soft lips kept him rooted.

“How have you been doing?” he asked.

“Okay,” Adriana said.

Another pause.

“What have you been up to?”

“I’ve just been spending some time with some new friends.” She looked over her shoulder, motioning toward where a few girls talked in a circle—and, to Raj’s dismay, a few boys.

“Oh,” Raj said. The awful silence settled over them again.

What if Adriana had forgotten the times they shared? The idea was silly—it hadn’t been that long, after all—and yet he couldn’t help his crushing doubts.

“I saw you’ve been hanging out with the guards a lot,” Adriana said, pointing toward the entrance.

“You noticed?” Raj’s face brightened.

Slowly, some of his fears melted.

“Of course,” Adriana said, a smile creeping onto her face. “I thought they might’ve given you an official post.”

Raj opened his mouth to clarify, before thinking better of it. “I help them, sometimes.”

“Have you seen anything important out there?” Adriana asked.

“Birds, mostly,” he said, adding, “But I saw a wolf, once.”

Adriana’s eyes widened. “Really? Is it still around?”

“We chased it away.” He looked over his shoulder, making sure no one listened.

“Have you seen the monster?”

“Not yet,” Raj admitted, adding, “Though I might, soon.” Suddenly emboldened, Raj said, “If it is out there, we might have a way to kill it.”

“Kill it? What do you mean?”

Leaning close enough to see the sparkles in her eyes, Raj said, “I told Neena, Darius, and Kai about the object. We think it might be a weapon.”

Disbelief crossed Adriana’s face. “Really?”

Raj waved a hand to where Darius stood, helping Samel with his breakfast. Telling a small lie, he said, “Darius and I spent most of last night working on it, trying to fix it.”

“A weapon!” Adriana was amazed. “What does it do?”

“Our guess is that it throws something, the way a man hurls a spear. But a smaller one. We hope to find out soon.” Raj looked deep into Adriana’s blue eyes. “You can’t tell anyone about it. Do you promise?”

Adriana’s expression was filled with awe. “I promise.”

“You are the only one who knows, outside of our small group.”

The results of Raj’s flattery were written on Adriana’s face. Once again, Raj felt how deeply he had missed her. His boldness grew, and he reached over and took her hand. She squeezed his fingers back. His heart leapt.

“I’m glad you came to talk to me, Raj.”

“Me, too,” Raj said.

They traded a smile.

Looking into her eyes made all those days of silence worthwhile. He was in another moment that he didn’t want to end.

For a second, he considered telling her the rest of his truth, but he’d wait.

Soon, she’d know who his true allies were, and she’d really respect him.

Soon, she’d really think he was a man.


Chapter 59: Bryan

Under the cover of the next evening, Bryan gazed upon the two hundred and fifty men, women, and children gathered before him in the Left Cave. The crowd was thick enough to fill almost every corner of the cave, from wall to wall. The audience stared at him unwaveringly, waiting for his speech. He’d already prepared his fighters.

Now it was time to inspire them.

The same power that coursed through him on the day of Gary’s ceremony reemerged. Only this time, it was stronger, thanks to the time that he and his people had spent working together, their drills, and their common goals.

Looking out among them, Bryan said, “Thank you for coming.”

Dozens of heads nodded, or waited. Most of the women and children had already heard the news. Others awaited confirmation.

“As some of the brave men and women in this chamber have told you, the time to fight has arrived.” Bryan steeled his expression. “The Abomination is here.”

He let the words ring out across the audience, ensuring that everyone felt the impact.

Looking around at all the dirty, watching faces, murmuring their approval, he pulled his strength. Too many days of hunger and fatigue had taught his people a lesson that words never could. They were tired and they were scared, but days of practice had made his fighters restless. They were ready to act and take back their colony. Next to him, Sherry lifted her chin, projecting equal confidence. He wished that she could join him in the battle, but of course, she’d wait here.

His Watchers shifted into a row, holding their spears in formation.

“Louie and my other Watchers have already updated those of you who are coming with us. Each of you is to play the role you are assigned. Those that stay behind will protect our children, and ensure they are taken care of.” He paused. “Those coming with us will fight as heroes, alongside me and my men.”

Confidence swept through the room.

“I have faith in each of you fighters,” Bryan continued, projecting his voice louder. “I know that you will give your best effort to rid Red Rock of this menace. Today we live in dark, dirty caves, as refugees, but tomorrow night, we will sleep in our old hovels as heroes.”

A ripple of excitement rose. Men and women clamped onto their neighbors’ shoulders, displaying their camaraderie.

Louie stepped forward, projecting his courage onto the crowd. “Tonight, you should get as much rest as you can.” He looked around at everyone, pausing before he made his pronouncement. “Tomorrow morning, we will march.”

People hugged their relatives and children as their first strands of hope in a long time solidified.

“Our lives, to protect Red Rock!” Bryan called out.

“Survival at all costs!” came the response.

The words inspired louder murmurs of approval. Faces of fear became hopeful smiles.

Gideon was right.

A new era was here.


Chapter 60: Darius

When darkness had completely fallen, Darius returned to his cove. Sweat poured down his face. His fingers ached. Still, he didn’t stop working. He felt as if he was at the precipice of something great.

With long, practiced strokes, he shaved down the edges of the broken spear, leaving skinny, wooden remnants behind. At certain intervals, he turned it, slimming down the sides to match evenly. A few cracks marred the spear’s surface—mostly toward the back, near the handle. But it was salvageable, for what he needed.

Taking it was a prescient choice.

Four other partially broken spears sat alongside the jutting rock, ready to be carved, if the first test proved effective.

Soon his dedication would pay off.

He hoped.

Finishing with the spear he was modifying, he set it down and observed his handiwork. The new weapon was about the size of an arm, but half as thick—a miniature spear. On each end were pieces of metal; on one side, the normal spear tip; on the other, a new piece of metal he’d attached, after hammering it into a crisscross pattern. It had taken a bit of work to fashion, but not too long, thankfully.

Holding the spear carefully, Darius picked up the device, so that the tube was pointed diagonally over his shoulder. With gingerly movements, he finagled the small, carved spear into the object’s tube and pushed it until he felt a familiar click.

He’d done it!

He’d matched the pattern!

Darius paused, breathing heavily.

Reaching over to his rock, he found the tool he’d shaped to go over the piece of metal on the object’s side, which he’d already tried, ensuring that it’d fit over the metal and make it turn.

The time for preparation was over.

The time for testing was here.

Holding the object at a distance, he looked around his makeshift workshop. The cove was too small for what he intended.

He needed a larger space.

Grabbing a torch, he made his way into the larger tunnel. Darius looked left and right. It was too late for anyone to be wandering around the tunnels. Just in case, he headed in the opposite direction of where the Right Cavers slept. A surge of youthful wonder passed through Darius as he adjusted the bag on his back, and the object in his hand. He felt like he was taking his first trips into the caves, exploring the tunnels with wide, wondrous eyes.

Or the way he’d felt, showing Akron around for the first time.

A sentimental pit took root in Darius’s stomach.

Akron might be dead, but his spirit was alive.

If not for Akron, Darius might not have discovered the carcass of the old beast, approached Neena, or helped her. He might not have led the survivors to the caves. Instead, they might’ve died on that day of the monster’s attack.

Instead, they were here, and Darius was testing a weapon that might change everything.

He reached up, smearing a tear from his weathered cheek.

Perhaps Akron’s death hadn’t been meaningless.

Maybe Akron could see him, wherever he was.

After heading down the tunnel a way, Darius stopped at a protruding section of rock on the wall, lit a second torch, and stuck it in a crevice. Then he returned in the direction from which he’d come.

Fifty feet away, he stopped and studied the wavering flame of his target, and the rocks behind it. Darius couldn’t tell if he was on the verge of a stupendous success or a monumental failure. But he was about to find out.

Sweat moistened his hands.

His heart pounded.

Slowly, he used his fashioned tool to turn the small piece of metal on the side of the object. A long, continuous winding sound echoed off the cave. The noise stopped. Something inside seemed to have locked into place. He set down the tool, held the strange object, and aimed at the flame jutting from the distant rock.

Holding it carefully, he took a breath, before depressing the small, metal piece on the handle.

A nearly deafening crack echoed off the cave walls.

The ensuing recoil nearly knocked him off balance.

Darius grabbed the air, barely saving himself from a fall. He fumbled the object in his hands. Far in the distance, another crack echoed down both ends of the tunnel.

The distant torch flickered and went out, pitching the opposite end of the cave into darkness.

Silence reigned.

Darius found his breath. He looked down at his body, as if he might have sustained some awful injury, but he was intact.

He looked at the object in his hand.

The miniature spear was missing.

Grabbing his cane, Darius thrust it in front of him and rushed down the tunnel with his torch. His body coursed with nerves and excitement. His hands trembled. Still, he gripped the object as if it might fall from his hands, or someone might snatch it. Closing the gap to the spot where he’d aimed, Darius shined his own light around, studying the rock wall. All he saw was jagged rock, in an array of sizes and patterns.

And then he saw it.

Just past the extinguished torch, the missing spear sat embedded in the wall, its carved end jutting out. Somehow, it had penetrated the rock. Miraculous!

But that wasn’t it.

Darius looked down.

Sitting on the cave floor was a pile of newly broken rocks.

He looked back and forth, as if someone might be tricking him. But no one was here, except for him and the object.

Darius looked at the object for a long moment, questioning what he knew was real.

Never in his life had he seen something move so fast, or so true.

Never had he seen a spear fly without human effort, and damage stone.

Incredible!

The object was extraordinary.

Reaching down, he tugged the wooden end of the spear until it came out. The spear tip was blunted, chipped.

A strange power filled Darius, as he held up the broken spear and examined it, before looking down at the pile of debris.

His mind returned to Akron. If only the young boy were here again, to witness this discovery.

Darius smiled.

“Unbelievable,” he whispered.

He’d head back to his cove, shave down the rest of the spears, and do a few more tests.

In the morning, he’d tell the others.


Chapter 61: Raj

Raj peered out from the shadows where he hid. His heart thudded with excitement. His eyes roamed from the object in Darius’s hands, to the miniature spear he’d retrieved. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be here, but he couldn’t miss Darius’s test.

Raj almost couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed.

The object was even more incredible than Darius had said!

It had pierced stone!

Cloaked in a dark corner of the cave, Raj watched Darius place the carved spear in his bag and head back into his cove. For a moment, nostalgia hit Raj, as he recalled walking next to Darius during those first days in the caves, listening to his incredible stories.

Then he thought of Neena’s protective words, and the way Darius and Kai had shunned him. Not one had listened to him when he’d first tried mentioning the object. Not one of them had treated him like more than a child.

Raj had seen enough.

It was time to report to Bryan.


Chapter 62: Bryan

Bryan’s boots echoed off the walls of the healer’s cove. Gideon looked up, appraising him.

“The time is here,” Bryan said. “We are ready to march and defeat the monster.”

Gideon’s pride was written on his face.

“But there is something else you need to know.” Bryan paused. “A development that might solidify our victory.”

This time, Gideon was surprised.

“I just learned something else of great importance,” Bryan told him.

With a confident tilt of his chin, Bryan relayed the details of his conversation with Raj. Gideon listened with renewed wonder. When Bryan finished telling his story, Gideon leaned back in his bed, appraising him. He lifted a weak hand, scratching his face. If Bryan didn’t know better, he might’ve swore he had a tear in his eye.

“Unbelievable,” Gideon whispered. “You will collect the weapon before you go?”

“Yes. I will test it beforehand, so I can be assured it works as Raj says,” Bryan said.

“You know where it is?”

“Yes, Raj has instructed me where Darius has hidden it.”

Gideon shook his head in disbelief. “It is almost as if our ancestors have guided us.”

“I think they must have,” Bryan said.

Gideon shook his head, reflecting for a moment. “Too much horror has befallen our people. Too much death has scarred Red Rock. But now it seems the heavens have blessed us. Between our peoples’ determination, and this weapon, we will win.”

“The next time we speak, we will be in the Comm Building, just like we promised,” Bryan swore.

Bryan stood tall. He felt as if his body and mind worked in tandem, as if the heavens had created him for this purpose.

He’d never forget the crowd of his people, hanging on his every word, or their grunts and cries, as they threw their spears.

The colonists had experienced too much tragedy.

But soon, they’d make memories of triumph.

He was the new Thorne—the bringer of freedom, who would lead them to the monster’s defeat and return them to their homes. Looking around the cove, he felt as if his ancestors were here with him, empowering him to a victory.

“I suppose this will be the last time I see you, until the deed is done,” Gideon said.

“Yes,” Bryan said. “We will leave at first light.”

“May the oaths of our forefathers guide you,” Gideon said.

“Their hearts make us strong,” Bryan answered reflexively.

A lump filled Bryan’s throat. All at once, he felt as he had in that first meeting with Gideon, swearing his oaths alongside his brothers. That memory reinforced his determination.

“No matter how difficult things become, you must account for those who do not have your faith,” Gideon said. “You must march them forward, and not let them stop, until they succeed.”

Bryan nodded. He knew.

“I will do my best to lead them,” he promised.

“Are you the only one of your men awake?” Gideon asked.

“Most of my men are getting a last night’s rest,” Bryan answered. “Those few who are up are watching from the cliffs, preparing last provisions, or verifying our spears are ready. All except for one.”

A noise drew Gideon’s attention to the cove entrance, where a familiar person stepped out from the shadows. Raj waved nervously, revealing the horn in his hand.

“Raj has expressed his desire to help us, so we are taking him with us.” Bryan smiled.

“Bryan has given me a part in the march. He said I’ll help lure the monster, so we can kill it.” Raj smiled innocently.

Satisfaction took root in Bryan’s stomach as he saw the gleam in Gideon’s eye.

“Good luck to you both.” A smile stretched Gideon’s scarred face. “I know you will not fail.”


Chapter 63: Bryan

Shadows enveloped Bryan as he paced the dark tunnel, running checklists. He thought of his men, making their preparations, under his direction to Louie. He thought of the supplies they’d packed. More importantly, he thought of the end result of their plan, when they’d liberate themselves from lives of darkness and misery.

Things would be better soon.

He was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to find Sherry approaching him, finding him in one of the secluded areas of the cave, where they held their trysts.

“Bryan!” she exclaimed, making her way over and wrapping her arms around his neck. Her lips were warm and soft against his, as she pushed him into the shadows. “I wish you weren’t leaving.”

“I’ll be back soon,” Bryan reassured her. “And then everything will be different. Once we kill the monster, things will take a different turn for our people. You’ll see.”

Impatience flickered in Sherry’s eyes. Tracing circles around her stomach, she said, “I wish we’d already defeated the monster, so we could discuss other things.”

Bryan didn’t need for her to spell out what she meant. She wanted vengeance.

“I’ll make sure Gary’s death was not in vain. You will have your revenge. Don’t worry.”

“When?” Sherry’s face was filled with doubt.

“Soon,” Bryan promised. His assurances felt inadequate. Or maybe it was the look in her eyes, which made him feel like less of a man. “I promise.”

Sherry broke his gaze. “It just feels like they’ve gotten away with what they did to Gary. What they did to all those people in Red Rock.”

Anger swelled in Bryan’s stomach. “They will not get away with it forever,” he swore. “Once we have our victory, we’ll return to find justice for our fallen brothers and sisters. For Gary.”

Sherry backed away slowly.

Before she could get farther, he reached out and took her hands, pulling her back toward him. “They will get what they deserve.”

“They’d better,” she whispered.

Without another word, Sherry pressed her lips against his. Her warm mouth reminded him of the victory he would taste when this was over, and the promises they’d whispered in the dark. They kissed for several moments, holding one another, before falling back into the shadows.


Chapter 64: Neena

Bones.

Teeth.

Blood.

Neena rolled underneath her blanket, protecting her face from a faceless monster that threatened to chew her flesh, spill her blood, and spit out her bones. The creature hovered over her—not a living thing, but a carcass—a skeletal creature with no eyes, yellowed bones, and hundreds of sharp, spear-like objects sticking from the inside of its hollow body.

Almost everyone she knew had perished.

And she was next.

Uncovering her face, she reared back her spear and aimed at the nightmarish beast. Its massive body blocked out most of the sun. Before she could release her weapon, something struck her.

Neena screamed as gray, sticky bile rained over her. She held up her hands, but the thick substance was inescapable, seeping inside her orifices, suffocating her. She cleared enough of the thick goop away to see the creature again.

It rose from shadow, opened its enormous mouth, and exposed its teeth. Inside its blood-drenched maw, a slew of familiar people screamed.

Samara. Roberto. Salvador. Raj.

“No!” she shouted.

More bile washed over her, finding its way down her throat, choking her. Before she drowned, she let out a gurgling scream, so long and so loud that it robbed her of breath.

Neena opened her eyes to find Amos standing over her worriedly. “Neena, wake up! Something’s happening!”

She sat up and looked around, shaking off her nightmare. All around her, people fled their bedrolls and ran toward the cave entrance. Others sat up, grabbed their children, or woke their relatives. She looked quickly to her right, locating her brothers’ sleeping forms under their bedrolls.

“What’s going on?” she asked Amos.

“I don’t know!” he answered. “Whatever it is, it’s happening outside!”

To her left, two other bedrolls sat empty.

“Where are Kai and Darius?” she asked frantically.

“I don’t know that, either. I’m sorry.” Amos looked as fearful as she felt. “I’ve been trying to wake you for a while.”

“Stay here with my brothers!” she cried.

Amos hastily agreed.

Still groggy, Neena grabbed her spear and ran toward the mouth of the cave, heart hammering. Several panicked people knocked into her, flowing in the same direction. She readied her spear, certain that they were under attack, but she saw no one fighting.

What was this?

People gathered their children in their arms, speaking hurriedly. Others pointed to the mouth of the cave, where half the people in the Right Cave had already woken and gathered.

What was happening?

It felt as if the entire cave had gone mad. Maybe the entire planet. Neena raced through the cave, bumping into people who fought to get around her, finally reaching the entrance.

A cluster of her people stood at the cave’s mouth, blocking her view and her path.

“Excuse me!” she yelled, working her way through them.

With effort, she made it to the edge of the growing crowd. All around her, people occupied the space closest to the rock wall, keeping away from the drop-off, while pointing and staring. She found a spot on the crowded ledge, her eyes flying to the source of their attention.

Far down the ledge, past the mouth of the Center and Left Caves, a massive line of people marched two by two from the wide precipice at the end of the cliffs. Farther down the cliff, she caught sight of other marchers, appearing and disappearing between pieces of jutting rock, assumedly heading to Red Rock. The line must contain two hundred people.

The people in the Left and Center Caves! she guessed.

Catching the attention of a skinny, dirty woman next to her, Neena asked, “What’s happening?”

The woman turned toward her, wild-eyed. “I’m not sure, but my husband thinks they’re going to fight the monster!”

Neena’s eyes shot back to the precipice. She couldn’t see every detail from a distance, but she saw enough. She recognized the posture of some of the men at the tail of the line. Watchers. Long spears bobbed at their sides; bags jostled on their backs. They marched with a rigidity she’d only seen at the most important processions. She looked for Bryan, but couldn’t find him. Perhaps he was at the head of the line.

Two at a time, The Watchers in the line’s rear paired off and joined the others, lessening the number of people on the precipice. Her eyes riveted on two people leaving the rest of the crowd, taking their turn, merging into formation.

Neena jumped.

Fear thrust like a javelin through her stomach.

It couldn’t be.

Starting on his march, holding a spear and what looked like a horn, was a small, unmistakable figure. Raj. Raj held his head high, his curly hair blowing behind him, joining another man and leaving the cliffs.

Confusion mixed with her alarm. How could he be there, when he was inside, asleep? The world felt like a spiraling hole in the desert, churning deeper.

“Raj!” she screamed, to no effect.

Of course, he couldn’t hear her.

Her heart felt as if it might explode with panic.

This couldn’t be happening. She must’ve awoken to some new nightmare. Her only thought was to prove it wrong.

In a panicked spin, Neena pushed her way through the crowd, racing back into the cave. She blinked as her eyes adjusted from the morning light back to darkness. Stumbling past some others who ran in the opposite direction, pushing past a few more, she finally made it back to where Amos stood by their bedrolls. A panicked expression lit his face, as he pointed to the ground.

Neena’s heart dropped as she saw Raj’s empty bedroll, filled with rocks.

Tears spilled down Samel’s face as he stood next to it, saying, “Raj is missing, Neena! He snuck out!”

No. This couldn’t be happening.

“I’m sorry, Neena!” Amos cried. “I tried looking for him! He must’ve snuck away!”

Neena spun again, looking back toward the entrance. For some strange, inexplicable reason, Raj was really outside. He was leaving with The Watchers and the others.

This wasn’t a nightmare—it was an awful reality.

She had to get to him. She had to bring him back. Somehow, she had to stop Raj and—

“Neena!”

She spun, barely maintaining her balance as someone crashed into her.

Kai!

“Kai!” she shouted, clutching him back. “Where were you?”

“In Darius’s cove!”

Emotion bubbled in Neena’s throat. She opened her mouth to explain what was happening—to tell Kai everything—but he cut her off.

“I don’t know how to say this, Neena,” Kai said, horror on his face. “But Darius is dead! Someone killed him!”
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Chapter 1: Neena

“Darius is dead?”

Repeating the words stabbed Neena like a thousand, tiny knives. She looked around the empty, middle part of the cave, standing alongside Kai, Amos, and Samel. In the short time they’d spoken, nearly all of the hundred Right Cavers had abandoned their sleeping places and gathered at the cave’s entrance. The pungent odor of sweat and fear hung in the air, emanating from their scattered bedrolls, blankets, and bags. Only a few, terrified mothers remained nearby, clutching their children and alternating their gaze between Neena and the commotion outside.

Neena hardly saw them, or heard the noise.

Her attention stayed on Kai.

“What do you mean, he’s dead?” she repeated.

“I found him in the chamber where he was working. Someone slit his throat,” Kai said, eyes wide. “He was on the floor, near where he was fixing the weapon. His tools were sticking out of him. Blood was everywhere.” Kai looked around, as if an attacker might be waiting in the shadows to kill them next.

“By the heavens,” Amos whispered, wrapping a protective arm around Samel.

“Whoever did it impaled his belly and his legs with his chisels and knives,” Kai added, gripping his spear. “I’ve never seen something so gruesome, or so malicious. But that wasn’t all. They stole the weapon.”

“They stole the weapon?”

“It’s gone,” Kai said. “Someone must’ve taken it. I assume it was whomever killed him.”

“Why were you there?” Neena asked, confused.

Kai blew a frantic breath. “I woke up and found his empty bedroll. Normally, he’s back by daybreak, so I went to check on him. When I arrived, I found him dead, and raced back here.”

Once again, Neena felt as if she lived a nightmare. She looked from Kai to Amos, processing too many horrific truths.

Nothing made sense.

And yet it did.

Bryan’s violent threats, Sherry’s sneering face, and Ed’s smile flashed before her. Maybe this was the end result of her choices.

The end result of everything.

She took a step, ready to run down the tunnel to Darius, even though it was too late to help him. Kai stopped her.

“Darius is dead,” he said, grabbing her arm. “There’s nothing we can do for him. But I heard you saying something about Raj. What’s going on?”

Her earlier panic returned.

Raj.

“Raj is marching off with The Watchers,” she said frantically. “He’s headed down to Red Rock.”

“What? Why?” Kai looked over to find Amos pointing at Raj’s bedroll, where a pile of rocks lay.

“I’m not sure why, but he snuck out with the Left and Center Cavers, who are headed down the trail. We need to get him back!”

Neena stepped toward the cave entrance, ready to scream warnings—ready to get the attention of everyone—until Samel crashed into her.

“Neena!” Samel called, spilling frightened tears. “Don’t leave!”

She met his eyes.

“I don’t want you to go,” Samel said, wrapping his arms tightly around her.

Neena swallowed. Her brother’s presence reminded her that he was safe, but Raj was not. “It’s going to be okay, Samel. Stay with Amos and don’t move until I come back!”

And then she was off with Kai.

Neena’s spear shook in her grasp. Her heart pounded. She couldn’t stop thinking of Darius, lying on the sandy, rock floor, covered in blood.

Impaled with his own tools.

That fear reinforced another.

What if Raj was next?

Together, she and Kai raced to the edge of the crowd, scanning the shadows. Reaching the back of the crowd, Neena grabbed peoples’ shoulders, spinning them around and working her way through them.

“They killed Darius! They have Raj!”

Loud, frightened chatter drowned out her warnings. Those who heard her looked at her as if she were mad. Others scanned behind her, uncertain where the threat was coming from. They were never going to rally in time. She had to do something.

Breaking through the crowd, she and Kai found an open place on the ledge, scanning the cliffs. Far below, about halfway down, a head of curly hair bobbed out of view.

Raj!

He’d just disappeared behind a high wall of rocks bordering the trail.

They had to get to him.

“Come on, Kai!”

Neena and Kai raced along the ledge, heading away from the crowd and toward the precipice that lay beyond the other entrances of the caves. Her brother was more than three hundred feet below—even farther, by way of the ledge.

“Raj!” She cupped her hand over her mouth, screaming.

Her heart thudded wildly.

Too many things were starting to become clear.

She knew Raj had been going through things. But she had no idea of the extent. If not for the pile of rocks he’d left in his bedroll, she might’ve believed someone had snatched him. But he had clearly left on his own. Whatever the reason, Neena had to stop him.

She and Kai ran along the ledge, contending with loose rocks and sand, sticking close to the cliff wall. A few dozen women and children stood among the craggy rocks at the Center Cave, trading their attention between the marchers and Neena and Kai. Neena looked at them as they ran by. On more than a few faces, she saw sneers.

Did they know what was happening?

She didn’t stop to ask.

They continued past, focused on the distant Left Cave a hundred feet away.

A few shadowed women and children poked their heads out, but most stayed inside. Neena kept her spear ready. Down the cliffs, Raj was still out of sight. The high wall of rock had engulfed him and the others. She didn’t know what she’d do when she reached the marching line, but she had to do something.

Neena increased her speed, shouting for her brother.

She stumbled as something hard struck her in the temple.

Pain stopped her.

Stars blurred her vision.

Too late, Neena turned toward the entrance of the Left Cave, where a shadowy figure stepped from the darkness, moving fast and throwing another rock. More pain struck her cheek. She held up her hands and her spear, too late to ward off an unexpected barrage of stones, which pummeled her stomach and her legs.

“Don’t let them reach our men!” Sherry snarled from the entrance, her voice loud and unmistakable. “Get them!”

Through the pain, Neena saw more women step out around Sherry.

Sherry’s vicious screaming incited another attack.

Neena held up her hands and her spear, trying to block her face, but she couldn’t avoid the deluge of projectiles. She cried out as a few well-placed stones caught her in the stomach, and her head. Beside her, Kai suffered a similar onslaught.

“Neena!” he screamed, ineffectively blocking his body, trying to turn and retreat.

She tried to do the same, but a well-aimed stone struck her in the ankle, pitching her off balance. And then Neena was on her stomach, fighting for wind.

Angry women ran toward her, screaming and shouting.

Neena groped frantically for her lost spear, but the women stomped her hands into the dirt, whisking away her weapon. Pain seared her fingers.

“Get off me!” she yelled, through a mouthful of blood.

She managed to roll onto her side, catching a glimpse of Kai falling over, surrounded by a flurry of women.

And then she was surrounded, too.

The world became a mob of vicious, uncaring faces, spitting, screaming, and kicking. Sherry’s voice was the loudest.

“This is for Gary!” she yelled, through gritted teeth, raising a boot over her head and stomping.

Neena’s chin hit the ground; she bit her gums. Blood spurted inside her mouth.

It felt as if she was in a dark tunnel, shielded from the light.

She fought to rise, but failed.

She had only a moment to wonder whether Kai was dead, and then the black took over.


Chapter 2: Bryan

Commotion drew the attention of the marching line.

Bryan glanced over his shoulder, joining the staring eyes of two hundred men and women, all of whom looked up the windy trail, trying to see past the craggy, bordering rock walls. He shifted from side to side, but he couldn’t see beyond the obstruction of jagged stone. He and his important men strode quickly down the trail, looking for a better view.

“Over there!” Louie called, motioning toward a gap a little further down, where the rock had crumbled away.

Bryan and the others jogged toward the break in the wall, taking turns looking upward. A few hundred feet above them, near the mouth of the Left Cave, a few dozen women surrounded someone. Shouts and screams drifted down from where they gathered. It appeared the women on the ledge were attacking someone, but it was hard to tell exactly what was happening, from here.

Panic rippled through the marchers. A few of them stepped to the side of the trail, looking back up it, but their views were blocked.

“Hold your positions!” Bryan shouted, keeping his people in place.

Rodney, Isaiah, Clark, Nicholas, and Boyle watched him.

“We expected this might happen,” Bryan told them quietly, “but I was hoping we’d have more time.”

“Do you think someone found Darius?” Louie asked.

“Either that, or they found Raj gone,” Bryan determined. “In any case, we instructed our women what to do. They are following their part of the plan.”

Bryan looked farther up the stretching line. The people craned their necks, murmuring.

“The good news is that no one else is joining the scuffle,” Louie said, peering up at the cliffs. “The Right Cavers are afraid.”

“The commotion is contained,” Bryan agreed.

Bryan recalled his conversation with Sherry, whom he’d left in charge. At all costs, he’d told her, the line must march unimpeded.

At the same time, he’d told her to keep the baby safe.

Still, he worried.

He’d seen the spark in her eyes. It was the same spark he’d noticed when she returned from the spring. He looked for her amidst the skirmish, but he couldn’t pick her out. Still, he was almost positive she was there, fighting for him alongside the other women.

Bryan looked back at the long line of people he’d recruited. Fear knitted their brows. They shifted, clearly losing some of the courage they’d gained on the way down. They were justifiably anxious, but if they turned back now, they’d never find their courage again.

He glanced down at the weapon in his hand, which he’d taken from Darius.

The monster was close.

He knew it, by his men’s reports.

The last words he’d spoken with Gideon came back to him.

“No matter how difficult things become, you must account for those who do not have your faith. You must march them forward, and not let them stop, until they succeed.”

The Right Cavers posed no threat.

The time to fight the beast was now.

“Listen, people!” Bryan shouted, drawing the attention of everyone within earshot. The closest men and women swiveled to face him. “Our women are heading off those who might interfere with us, just like they promised! Let us show them that their efforts are worthwhile! Let us slay the monster, and reclaim our colony!”

Slowly, people regained their courage, passing the word to others.

Raising his voice to inspire, he yelled, “Let us show them we are worth fighting for!”

The same brave fire he’d possessed in the cave chamber coursed through him. People arched their backs and lifted their chins. His important men shored up next to him. Those who’d broken from their lines returned to their two-by-two formations, clutching their spears or horns.

“Now is the time of our victory!” Bryan shouted, gaining volume. “Let us make our ancestors proud! Let us make our women proud!”

A cheer spread out through the line, as people heeded his words, thrusting their spears in the air.

Together, they marched.


Chapter 3: Raj

Worry plagued Raj’s heart. He struggled to see over the rock wall, but try as he might, he couldn’t get a clear view of the cliffs. He wished he were a giant, like the stories in which he believed when he was younger. But those were just stories, and he was a man now: a big, strong man, marching with a fearless army.

Despite his attempts to be brave, guilt pricked his stomach.

Was Neena involved in the skirmish? Was Kai, or Darius, or Samel?

A reflexive anger washed over him.

If it weren’t for Neena’s lack of faith in him, perhaps things could have gone some other way. Maybe they’d even be fighting the monster together. But he’d gone too far to turn back now.

She’d made her decision, and he’d made his.

He swallowed as he recalled Bryan’s last inspiring words. Bryan had stood in front of the crowd in the chamber, while holding up the weapon for all to see. In the early hours of the morning—after Raj had provided him with the weapon’s location—Bryan had retrieved the object, bringing it back to the chamber so Raj could demonstrate it. He’d even let Raj pierce stone with it. That was before he’d explained Raj’s role in the attack, and reiterated his job with the horn. Raj had been upset at first, until Bryan had convinced him of how crucial his part would be. Without Raj and the other horn blowers, Bryan had said, they wouldn’t be able to slay the monster. Now, Raj was excited for his job.

All the pieces were in place to defeat the monster.

All that was left was to execute them.

“You heard what Bryan said,” said a round-cheeked man next to him, pulling him from his thoughts. “Stay focused.”

Raj nodded, struggling to keep pace.

“The monster is here now,” the man reiterated. “We need to do our part in killing it.”

Raj looked around him at the ten others carrying horns—five in front and five behind, marching in the line’s middle. Even the gravity of their role didn’t stop his worry.

“The women are protecting us,” said the man, with the same restored confidence as the others around them. “Our ancestors have blessed us.”

Raj nodded nervously.

“You’re Raj, right?” asked the man.

Raj looked over at his companion, whose underarms were soaked with sweat. “Yes.”

“Have you ever hunted anything, Raj?”

“Mostly just rats,” Raj said, adding, “But I hunted a wolf and a dust beetle once.”

“And now we’re going to battle a monster.” The man whistled softly. “Probably the biggest creature anyone has fought in our lifetimes.”

Fear stabbed Raj’s stomach.

“You’re a brave boy to join us.” The man’s smile revealed his yellowed, stained teeth. “I’m a little rusty with a spear, but I’ll battle the ugly thing, if it turns out they need reinforcements.”

Raj smiled back through his worry. He refocused on the tall, bordering rocks next to them, but he still couldn’t see anything above them. Recognizing the man from the colony, he asked, “You’re a Crop Tender, right?”

“Yep, I’m Eddie,” he said.

Raj let two fingers off his horn and awkwardly greeted his companion.

“I used to live in one of the houses near the water.” The man pointed to an area they couldn’t see through the rock wall.

Raj envisioned the faraway river, and the distant rows of Green Crops at its southern edge. As brave as he wanted to be, he’d do anything to be there now, celebrating the end of the battle, rather than heading into it.

“Maybe when we’re heroes, they’ll let us relax while the others do the hard work.” A small, nervous laugh escaped from Eddie’s mouth.

“That’d be nice,” Raj agreed.

“Of course, we’ll have to rebuild our homes first.”

Raj stared over the heads of the other marchers, glimpsing a sliver of the colony. Nostalgia washed over him, as he remembered saying goodbye to his old home with his siblings, right before they’d come up to the cliffs. Raj only had a few moments to collect his belongings before they’d headed off, leaving the place where he’d spent most of his years behind. The prospect of returning gave him a warm feeling in his stomach, and another pinprick of fear.

He wondered if his old house had weakened in recent weeks and tumbled, like too many others.

His thoughts returned to Neena, Darius, Kai, and Samel. He was still worried they were involved.

Neena had treated him poorly. He couldn’t deny that.

But he felt bad for Darius, who had fixed up the weapon, only to have it stolen. And he certainly felt bad for Samel, who would be upset he was gone. He swallowed his guilt and put on a hard face.

Darius and the others wouldn’t complain when they had their homes and their colony back. And Raj’s bravery would be a huge part of that.

The noise above grew quieter, as they got farther away. Raj breathed nervously.

Soon, everything would work out.

And then Raj would be a person to admire and thank, rather than a person to ignore.

Wiping away his sweat, he struggled to keep up with Eddie.


Chapter 4: Samara

“Neena!” Samara yelled frantically from the Right Cave. “Neena!”

The ledge outside the Left Cave had become a vicious circle, filled with dust and screams. The crazed, kicking women swallowed up Samara’s view of Neena and Kai. All she heard were her friends’ agonizing groans, echoing along the ledge and back to the Right Cave. The other Right Cavers covered their mouths, stepped back, or shielded their children. Some screamed for Neena and Kai. Of course, no one rushed toward the ugly mob. They were terrified.

Finding Salvador and Roberto among the crowd, Samara said, “We have to stop them, or they’ll keep beating them until they’re dead!”

Salvador’s and Roberto’s hands shook on their spears.

Catching the attention of a dozen others, Samara said, “Come on! Let’s go!”

She took a determined stride, but no one followed.

“Neena and Kai helped us when we needed it!” she pleaded. “It’s our turn to help them!”

After another step, a handful of men and women broke from the rest.

Before they could second-guess their bravery, Samara led the small group down the ledge, wielding their spears. They kept away from the treacherous drop, paying no attention to the faraway, marching line.

Samara’s heart pumped furiously, but the footfalls of her companions gave her the strength to push on.

Ahead, a cluster of women and children drifted from the Center Cave, trying to get a better view of the spectacle, or perhaps thinking of joining it.

Before they could turn thoughts into action, Samara screamed, “Stay back!”

Her followers screamed with her.

Their shouts startled the Center Cavers, who retreated into their cave, thinking better of entering the fray.

Samara pointed her spear in front of her, hurtling past the Center Cave with Salvador and Roberto and reaching the area where her friends were surrounded, creating a frontal offensive line.

Hearing a new source of commotion, a few people at the edge of Sherry’s circle turned. Surprise struck them when they saw Samara, Roberto, Salvador, and a dozen others charging at them. They skirted away, avoiding the ends of their spears. A few dropped the rocks they still held in their hands, retreating.

“Get away from them!” Samara snarled, waving her spear from side to side.

She, Salvador, Roberto, and the others thrust their weapons. The less tenacious of the women quickly dispersed, like children caught sipping the family soup. Others backed against the cliff wall. Only half a dozen underlings scooted behind Sherry, refusing to yield. Sherry’s eyes blazed with triumph as she stood in place, admiring her handiwork.

Samara gasped as she saw Neena and Kai’s fallen figures.

Blood and dirt covered their bodies. Their clothes were ripped and torn. Neena lay on her stomach, motionless, while Kai lay on his back, his limp hands over his face.

Neither moved.

“What did you do?” Samara yelled, her anger mounting.

Sherry smirked. “I gave them what they deserved.”

“Get back, or I’ll stab you,” Samara snarled, without hesitation.

Sherry pulled her knife. Her gaze flicked from Samara, to Roberto, to Salvador, and the dozen armed men and women behind. Instead of stepping back, she stepped forward.

To the women behind her, she said, “Come on!”

She arched her shoulders, making it clear she was ready to fight, until she realized not everyone followed.

One or two of her women stood united behind her, but the others had stepped backward. They glanced at the cave, where their children watched.

These were mothers, not fighters.

Begrudgingly, Sherry retreated, keeping a hateful eye on Samara. “This isn’t over.”

Getting the attention of her followers, Samara pointed at Neena and Kai. “Come on, let’s carry them back!”

A few Right Cavers moved forward, carefully picking up Neena and Kai’s limp bodies and shuffling them back along the ledge toward the Right Cave, while Samara, Roberto, and Salvador guarded.

When she was far enough away that no one could attack them, Samara gave Sherry a hard stare, before turning and retreating with the rest of her group.


Chapter 5: Samara

“We need a healer!” Samara yelled through the gaping crowd, while her helpers carried Neena and Kai’s lifeless bodies through the entrance.

She immediately realized the pointlessness of her cries. The healers were all deep inside the Center Cave, inaccessible. For all she knew, Sherry had twisted those people against them, too.

Samara hurried next to Neena and Kai. All around them, the Right Cavers gasped and pointed, reluctantly moving out of the way for the people carrying their fallen comrades. Children fought for a space alongside their parents. Their faces showed their helplessness. They wrung their hands, or shuffled nervously.

Samara felt a wave of regret. She knew the risks of moving injured people, but at the time, she knew that she needed to get Neena and Kai away from Sherry.

Finding a spot where she could pull two bedrolls close together, Samara said, “Over here!”

When the bedrolls were adjusted, the helpers gently set Neena and Kai down. Neither had their eyes open. Neither stirred.

“Are they breathing?” Samara asked frantically.

She leaned down to Kai first, but she heard and felt nothing.

The crowd murmured and leaned closer.

“Get back!” she yelled.

She put two fingers on Kai’s neck, checking for the beat of his heart, the way she’d seen healers do, but she couldn’t tell if she did it right. She searched for his breathing, but the commotion made it hard to hear anything. Finding a rag and a flask, she dabbed at Kai’s bloodied face. He surprised her with a cough.

“He’s still with us!” she cried, to the gasps of some people around her. “Kai? Can you hear me?”

He answered in a rasp. Rather than demanding an answer, she instructed, “Stay still! Don’t move!” Samara looked sideways, where Amos had taken a spot over Neena.

“How’s she doing?”

“I can’t tell if she’s breathing!” Amos shouted. Standing up, looking more nervous than she’d ever seen him, he said, “Everybody back! We need more room!”


Chapter 6: Bryan

Pride filled Bryan’s heart as he led his two hundred people down the cliffs, approaching the empty patch of desert leading to the colony’s northern edge. Earlier, through a break in the wall in the path’s border, he’d seen the Right Cavers scooting away with their fallen companions. Whatever happened was over.

No more distractions.

It was time to fight.

Clutching his weapon, he scanned the colony’s remains. Pride mixed with his courage. Rather than dwelling on the devastation, as too many did, he envisioned a stronger line of buildings, and the new regime he’d put in place. He envisioned the fresh construction of hovels they’d build once the monster’s blood was taken and its holes were backfilled with dirt and sand. He imagined a slew of new homes so well put-together that they’d withstand even the harshest storms.

The creature’s scales would be their walls.

The beast’s jagged protrusions would rise from the roofs like trophies.

Its meat would fill their bellies.

That last idea was a good one.

If the beast were made of flesh, killing it would solve more than one problem. Its dried meat would feed plenty of hungry colonists. Those who survived—his heroes—would have a buffet fit for The Heads of Colony. Maybe they’d even consume it at the building’s large table, overlooking Gideon’s round, rusted relic.

The New Generation.

A confident smile spread across his face as he glanced behind him at his line.

His people walked in a steady progression, curving with the trail, neither stopping nor slowing. Most were already thinking past the skirmish on the cliffs.

They were ready to fight.

Catching the eyes of Isaiah, Boyle, Rodney, Clark, and Nicholas, he felt another surge of pride. The Watchers were well trained, and they’d spread their knowledge to the others behind them, so that all might succeed.

No one—not even Gideon—had led a march as united, or as strong. In fact, this might be the biggest force anyone had ever seen. What the colonists lacked in experience, they made up for in numbers.

If anyone had a chance at defeating the monster, they did.

Conversation behind him drew his attention. Louie hurried alongside the closest marchers, making last-second preparations and drilling them. His face was confident as he strode the last few paces to reach Bryan, adjusting his sling.

Louie was injured, but he was still useful.

“How are they feeling?” Bryan asked.

“The people are ready,” Louie said with a firm nod. “A few are nervous, but none questioned what we are about to do.”

“None of them turned back?” Bryan asked.

“Not that I can see,” Louie affirmed.

Bryan nodded gratefully.

Louie’s gaze wandered to the device in Bryan’s hands, and Bryan’s eyes roamed there, too. In the earliest hours of the morning, before the sun had crested the eastern cliffs, he’d tested it. The device was incredible. The small spears it shot had penetrated stone, just as Raj had showed him. He’d even instructed some of his closest Watchers to carve a small, extra stash, using Darius’s spear as a template. He looked at the bag on his back, where the tips of those sharp, extra weapons stuck out.

“The weapon will definitely pierce a monster’s flesh,” Bryan said assuredly.

“I believe it,” Louie agreed.

“Still, its power is limited,” Bryan admitted. “It can only fire one small spear at a time. And it will take time to wind the crank, like Raj showed us.” He looked down at his pocket, where he had stashed Darius’s constructed tool. He looked back at the line. “Is Raj still with the others?”

Looking back along the marchers, Louie found a group of ragtag men and middle-aged, childless women in the center, whom had volunteered to join them. “Yes. He’s ready for his duty, along with the other horn blowers.” Louie’s smile stayed on his face. “They are excited for their roles. I have prepared them to become heroes.”

“Disposable heroes,” Bryan corrected with a smile.

Louie’s smirk matched his own. “May the heavens bless them.”


Chapter 7: Samel

Tears flowed down Samel’s face. Leaning as close as he dared to Neena, he said, “Neena! Wake up!”

Next to her, Amos looked on in panic. Shaking, he put two old fingers on Neena’s neck, before turning his ear toward her lips. He switched his attention to her chest, searching, but not finding anything.

About half the cave had fled their positions at the cave’s entrance, switching their attention to the new spectacle. The smell of so many sweaty bodies in a confined space made Samel feel like he was going to gag. People spoke loudly, reeking of rat meat and soup. But he wouldn’t leave his sister.

He felt sick to his stomach.

Neena’s face was caked with blood and sand; her clothes were ripped and torn. Her hair was sweaty and splayed at all angles. Scrapes and cuts littered her arms and legs.

Snaking a hand past Amos, Samel found his sister’s fingers and squeezed.

“Give me some room, Samel,” Amos said. “I’m going to try to get her breathing.”

Reluctantly, Samel scooted away, while Amos bent toward her mouth, pressing his lips against hers. After a few, rigorous exhalations, he used his weathered hands to push on her chest. He repeated the procedure numerous times, while Samara fought to keep back the ogling crowd.

“Nothing’s happening,” Amos said helplessly, as if someone might have another idea. “I can’t revive her.”

“We need a healer!” Samara yelled.

They looked around, as if someone might help, but no one stepped forward. Even if Samel were instructed to run for someone, he wouldn’t know where to go. The Center and Left Caves felt as ominous and dreaded as the Comm Building.

The other cavers would never help his sister.

They’d done this to her.

A realization older than his years washed over him: this might be a tragic moment that would change his life, like Mom or Dad’s death.

Neena was dead.

Samel was alone.

Samel laid his head on Neena’s chest, tears blurring his vision. Sobs wracked his small body. Neena was one of the last people he had, and now she was gone.

A gasp drew his attention upward.

Neena’s eyes fluttered.

A surge of hope sparked in him, so fast and so unexpectedly that he shot upright, looking at his sister.

“Neena?” he cried. “Are you awake?”

“I—” Neena’s eyes rolled back and forth for a moment, before appearing to focus. “I hear you. Is that you, Samel?”

Neena’s voice was weak and strained, but she was alive!

Alive!

Samel’s tears turned hopeful. He leaned over, hugging her, telling her how much he had missed her, and how he had thought she was gone. Neena smiled through her obvious pain, dripping blood from her lips.

“Give her some room!” Amos called.

Neena groaned loudly, losing her strength. “I have to—”

“Have to what?” Samel asked.

She didn’t answer.

She closed her eyes, and then she was under again.


Chapter 8: Raj

Raj swallowed as the path took its final curve. Far ahead, dozens of Watchers took their first steps onto soft sand, stepping out from the last of the cliff’s shadows. All walked in the careful manner that Bryan had explained, heel to toe. The baking sun showed no mercy, beading their heads with sweat and scorching the sand.

Soon, it was more people’s turn to leave the cliff path. Raj steeled his nerves as one pair of men after another entered the desert patch leading to the colony.

One marching step.

Then another.

That’s all he had to do, for now.

He had to be strong. A hero.

He felt as if he was heading for the edge of the cliff, rather than a flat patch of land. And then he was upon it. Raj glanced at his boot, as if the ground might disappear beneath it, and a gaping mouth might swallow him whole.

His heart slammed against his ribcage.

He took the step.

Raj walked the way Bryan had demonstrated, soundlessly, deliberately. It felt as if he were traveling to some strange, foreign land, rather than back to his colony.

When he was far enough away that retreating wouldn’t be easy, he turned and glanced behind him.

All conversation in the line had ceased.

People looked straight ahead, holding their horns, or toting their spears. Raj turned and glanced at Eddie, who met his eyes. Their time was almost here.

They waded through the desert until they reached the edge of the trail at the eastern corner of the colony, passing the tithing and storage buildings. The structures looked dirtier than before, but mostly familiar.

The smell of death invaded his nostrils.

It was impossible to ignore the odor of decay consuming Red Rock when it was all around Raj, nor could he ignore the destroyed hovels. Gaping holes scarred the ground between them, where the colonists used to carry their buckets.

The line’s leaders wove north up the hunter’s path, between the tall rock spires that bordered the trail. The gigantic, reddish formations rose straight into the air, towering high above the line on either side, a few hundred feet apart. The first formations were about the width of a few people, but as they moved on, the spires grew wide enough to fill the foundation of a hovel. Raj looked up their smooth sides, remembering how he’d fantasized about climbing up them, back when he was young and foolish enough to believe that were possible.

To do that, he’d have to be a giant.

Or a spider, with long, sticky legs.

Now, those formations would help them defeat the monster.

They passed between a dozen pairs of spires—a tiny line of men, dwarfed by the heavens’ creations.

And then The Watchers assumed the positions that Bryan had instructed.

Bryan and his Watchers fanned in two directions, twenty in each group. One group positioned themselves to the left of the western spire near the path, creating a horizontal line at a buffer from the stone, while the other stood near the eastern spire, forming a similar pattern.

Raj and the eleven other horn blowers split into two teams of six, standing thirty feet in front of their respective spires.

The rest of the marchers divided themselves between Bryan’s teams.

When they were finished, nearly a hundred men were in place in long, single lines near each of the spires with Bryan’s Watchers. Bryan stood in the left group.

Raj scanned the desert with a growing unease as he waited. His hands shook on his horn.

The wind stirred, kicking up the top layer of sand and whistling around the rock spires in front of him. His comrades on either side of him shifted. No one was safe from the monster, but standing where they were now—about to blow their horns—Raj realized the horn blowers’ peril. It felt as if he and his companions were on the other side of a wide, bottomless chasm.

But this was their important duty.

That’s what Bryan had told them.

He looked over at Bryan, waiting for a signal.

The sun disappeared behind the clouds, turning the sky charcoal grey, dulling the silhouettes of the twin moons and sharpening his fear. Next to him, Eddie looked as if he might soil his shorts. The other four people in their group—two men and two women—waited with wide eyes, their horns quivering.

Bryan raised a hand.

As one, the six people in his group put their horns to their lips.

Raj and his group steadied their breaths.

Bryan’s hand came down.

Raj blew with all his might.


Chapter 9: Samel

Long, sonorous notes echoed from somewhere outside, filling the Right Cave with their single-pitch song. The crowd at the entrance riled up even more, speaking in frantic tones. Slowly, the sound faded, as the horns dropped off one by one. A forgotten fear struck Samel’s heart.

His brother was outside.

Getting to his feet, he started for the crowd.

“Samel! Where are you going? It’s not safe!” Samara cried after him.

He didn’t look back, nor did he heed Amos’s cautionary cries. Neena was unconscious, but at least she was breathing.

No one was looking after Raj.

Samel ran until he was at the back of the gathering, standing on his toes. Too many bulky bodies blocked his view. Using his small size to his advantage, he scooted wherever he found an opening, weaving past fearful mothers, frightened children, and sweaty men. Eventually he found the open ledge, taking up next to two older boys. The scrawny kids watched the desert with awe, and more than a little fear.

“What’s happening?” Samel asked them.

Neither answered.

He followed their eyes to the desert.

Far below, in the middle of the hunter’s trail, north of the colony, two long lines of people stood on either side of a pair of spires. A small group of people was tucked into the shadows in front of the enormous structures. He watched the group on the left raise something to their faces. Horns.

The same, melodious noise filled the air again.

The people around Samel stared.

No one could look away, because everyone knew what was coming.

“They’re calling the monster!” came a whisper.

Samel’s heart pounded with empathetic fear. He felt as if he were among those in the desert, luring the beast, instead of safe on the ledge. From up so high, he couldn’t tell men from women, and he didn’t see Raj, but he knew his brother must be down there. The marchers stood rigid in the desert. Slowly, the horn notes faded.

He looked along the rest of the ledge. Even if he were courageous enough to take the path to the cliffs, the people in the other caves would hurt him, like they’d done to Neena and Kai. Frustrated tears fell down his cheeks.

Holding a hand to his heart, Samel said a silent prayer.

Maybe Raj would get lucky, and the monster wouldn’t come.

Maybe the beast was far enough away that it wouldn’t hear, or it had left for some other part of the planet.

His hope died.

A few hundred feet past the spires, a seam split the desert, veering toward the waiting people.

No…


Chapter 10: Raj

Raj lowered his horn.

Silence greeted him.

And then something happened.

About fifty feet away, Bryan shifted in the desert, reacting to a growing rumble.

Two hundred waiting people tensed.

Panicked murmurs filled the air.

Raj looked out into the desert.

What he saw made his knees buckle.

Two hundred feet away, the sand creased.

In the time they’d blown their horns, the sun had returned, shimmering the desert with its heat, revealing the true horror of what they faced.

The ground caved and fell inward in front of them.

It felt as if some strange lightning was splitting it open.

But this was much worse than lightning, and everyone knew it.

Raj’s heart hammered. His roiling stomach made him feel like he might vomit, or collapse. Instead, he waited, repeating Bryan’s instructions in his head.

“Stay in place. Do not move until the last moment.”

It was easy to imagine bravery, when standing in a cave full of others. But it was another to stand in front of horror and face it with two rigid feet.

The rumble increased to a deafening pitch.

Raj’s heart and mind shrieked at him to flee—to get far away from the caving sand and retreat—but he couldn’t fail Bryan. They had to keep their courage, until the last bit of time, when they’d…

“Run!” someone screamed.

Raj didn’t need to be told twice.

He and his group turned and dashed over the sand, heading for the rock spire. Raj kept his eyes on the distant stone. He didn’t need stories of heroism to motivate him.

Move, or die!

The five horn blowers around him huffed and sweated, stuffing their boots in and out of the sand, racing against certain death. The rumble was loud enough that for a moment, Raj thought he might go deaf, or keel over from fear. Someone’s shoulders grazed his. Someone else shouted something he couldn’t hear. The world became a frantic mess of screaming and panic. Raj kept his eye on the smooth, red stone, praying to the heavens that he made it.

Twenty feet.

Fifteen.

He was almost there.

He was about to curve around it when something distracted him.

Raj turned in time to see Eddie stumble and fall.

Eddie’s horn flew from his fingers as he landed hard, turning over and over, coming to rest ten feet behind the others. He regained his footing, but panicked, and ran toward the line of Watchers instead of the spire.

“Eddie!” Raj cried.

If Eddie kept going that way, he’d ruin the plan. Not only that, he’d die. He was moving in the wrong direction.

Defying his good sense—just for a moment—Raj stopped and took a single step back, calling his name.

The sand exploded.

Raj hurtled through the air, his arms and legs flailing. His face stung from the blinding, pelting sand. The world turned black and chaotic.

A last agony hit him, so hard and so fast that he couldn’t help his cry.

He’d made a mistake, and now he and Eddie would die together.


Chapter 11: Bryan

“Fall back!” Bryan yelled.

Instead of emerging and leaping toward the rock spire, the creature diverted, following the path of the dim-witted horn blower and erupting from underneath the surface in another direction.

Now it was rising over the line.

Dammit!

The monster’s rising body blocked out the sun, casting a long, ominous shadow. Blood and bile spewed from something it chewed. Its protrusions unfolded from its side, piercing the air, promising death to all who came near. If they didn’t flee, dozens of people would be crushed or impaled.

“This way!” Bryan shouted over the beast’s primordial sounds, hoping someone might hear him.

A few foolhardy men took aim, throwing their spears even though the plan was fouled, but too many people veered farther west into the desert, descending into chaos.

Their agonizing cries were cut short as the beast landed, driving them into the ground.

Shouting at the hundred or so in his group, trying to reorganize, Bryan said, “Get to the spire! Follow me!”

The screams of the injured echoed through the air, but there was nothing anyone could do for them at the moment. He and the survivors fled in the direction of the spire, hoping to put it between themselves and the monster, and he clenched his powerful weapon, running.

The beast soared in and out of the ground again, prompting a chorus of new screams, catching the slowest runners.

Sand sprayed Bryan’s back. An ear-splitting boom rang out behind him. Sucking in a winded breath, he looked over his shoulder, in time to see another caving hole. A hopeless feeling shook his boots and his heart.

Still, he didn’t quit.

He ran, heaving, until he and the other survivors of the western line reached the back of the spire—the only point of relative safety.

A few dozen people stood around him, stock-still.

Looking across the desert, he surveyed the eastern horn blowers and Watchers, who hadn’t moved. Panic gripped them.

Letting one hand off the weapon, he cupped his mouth and shouted, “Blow your horns!”

The scared people did nothing. They were terrified, and the sight of so many crushed, or eaten, froze them.

“Do it!” he insisted.

Putting their fear into their lips, the second group finally obeyed, blowing long and hard. A rising tide of sand lifted near the beast’s last hole as it changed direction, heading southeast and toward them.

The second line of spear-throwers readied themselves, moving north to compensate for the beast’s incoming angle. The horn blowers adjusted, too.

From his new position—out of range—Bryan watched the beast break the surface and soar into the air. Its massive, circular body reminded him of some of the cave grubs, only on a grander scale. In a strange, abstract way, the beast was majestic.

But it needed to die.

The horn blowers blew their note again, waiting for the moment to run.

The creature reached its peak height, arcing over the horn blowers, who took the cue and fled.

Its angle changed.

Changed?

No!

The beast’s body twisted and convulsed; its scales shifted. Instead of crashing directly into the rock, it grazed the side of it, creating a small avalanche of rock. The horn blowers had dispersed too late. The monster slammed back into the ground, taking four with it.

A few of The Watchers in the eastern group chased behind, hurling their spears at its back, but they plunked uselessly off its scales.

Two surviving horn blowers screamed, running across the desert in the direction of the cliffs.

The beast followed underground.

Bryan looked at his decimated followers, and those fleeing toward the eastern formation. The second diversion had failed.

The strategy was lost.

Worse, the horn blowers had blocked off their retreat.

Finding Louie’s face among the survivors, he traded a panicked look. They could stay, reform, and cobble together a plan. Or they could accept a temporary loss.

“What are we doing?” Louie yelled.

Bryan looked at the horn blowers and the monster, and then over his shoulder.

Motioning toward the survivors in his group, and those farther away, he shouted, “Grab whom you can among the injured and follow me to the colony!”

Together, they fled.


Chapter 12: Samel

Hands tugged Samel back from his new perch on the ledge, leading him back toward the Right Cave.

“We have to get back inside, Samel!”

Samel resisted Samara’s pulling.

All around him, people stared anxiously at the scene below. The area near the spires had turned to chaos. Bodies lay everywhere. Holes filled the desert around the spires, marring the landscape like enormous, monstrous eye sockets.

Addressing the crowd, Samara said, “It’s too dangerous to be out here! Everyone get back inside!”

She raised a hand, pointing to the mouths of the other caves, where their enemies still lingered, watching. Slowly, the crowd headed inside.

But not Samel.

He couldn’t move.

He was riveted.

Choking on his tears, he raised a shaky finger.

“Raj is still out there!” he cried. “He might be hurt, or...or…”

“I know, Sam!” she said. “But it’s too dangerous to get to him right now!”

The last of the people bumped Samel’s shoulders, while heading for the relative safety of the cave.

Samel dug his heels in the ground, ignoring Samara’s pulling hands. “We can’t leave him!” he protested. “He’ll die out there! He needs our help!”

Samara looked over the ledge. Her face formed an expression he had seen too many times. It was the same face people wore at the processions, after a loved one had been buried. “We can’t do anything now, but we will, Sam, later. I promise.”

Samel fought for several moments, but finally, he let Samara guide him, tears flowing down his face. The sight of those people lined up in the desert gave him a cold, dark feeling he remembered from the first day of the monster’s attack. He’d been terrified. But that day, he’d had his brother with him, and now Raj was out in the desert with the awful beast.

Samel couldn’t allow himself to think of his brother’s death. He hardly felt his legs moving, or Samara’s tight grip on his arm as she led him inside. He felt numb, as if someone had dipped him in the river before the first rays of morning sunshine.

In front of them, men, women, and children bustled deeper into the cave, looking over their shoulders with fright. Samara stopped at the cave entrance, calling out instructions.

To Salvador and Roberto, she said, “Get as many guards at the front and rear entrances as you can! The rest of you keep in the middle with the children, away from the tunnel’s ends!”

Salvador and Roberto obeyed, shoring up men or women, who guarded the entrance and the rear of the cave, clutching their spears and knives. The rest hung in the cave’s middle, speaking worriedly. Samel caught the eyes of a younger child, who peered out from behind his mother. Too many kids didn’t know what was happening, and that translated to panic. Fear’s grasp was contagious.

Smearing fresh tears away, he looked up at Samara.

“Where’s Neena?” he asked.

“We moved her and Kai to a safe spot by the wall.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine.” Samara hesitated. “She’s asleep again.”

Samel couldn’t stop his thoughts from racing. Was Neena going to die? And where was Raj?

“It’s going to be all right, Samel,” Samara said, grabbing his arms. “I promise we’ll figure all this out. We just need some time.”

He looked into her eyes, wanting to believe her.

Despite her reassurances, Samel didn’t see how it could ever be all right again.


Chapter 13: Bryan

“To the Comm Building!” Bryan mouthed, keeping the remainder of his followers quietly moving.

Men and women hurried, or hobbled, soundlessly down the center path of the colony. The looks on their faces were much different than the line he’d led down from the cliffs. Courageous postures had turned to panicked slumps. Chatter had turned to silence. A few people carried broken spears, or bags, but many had lost them. None of that mattered now, as much as survival.

He directed them faster, past the tithing and supply buildings and between the broken houses in the alleys on either side. A mass of people followed, creeping over the ground.

They passed by some of the wreckage he recognized from earlier trips to the colony. Piles of mud brick littered the former alleyways. More bones were dragged out and picked over. The smell of rancid death clung to his nose, reminding him of their fate, if they didn’t find cover.

A lone, circular roof towered in the distance.

Bryan and his people veered toward it.

Soon they approached the back of the annex, and the wide, circular path that looped left and right around the Comm Building. Making another split-second decision, Bryan swerved right, avoiding a few piles of scattered mud-brick. Soon they rounded the corner of the towering structure, glimpsing the threshold.

And then they were at the front entrance.

“Open the doors!” Bryan mouthed.

Louie, Clark, Nicholas, and Isaiah stepped ahead of him, approaching the large, shuttered doors that led into the Comm Building. The enormous group of people behind them waited, shoulders slumped, faces painted with fear. No one spoke, or moved.

Slowly, The Watchers inched open the doors, releasing a whiff of stale air from the building.

The structure smelled of weeks of dust and disuse, and the last few meals that The Heads of Colony must’ve eaten. Bryan held his breath and moved through the threshold, verifying that no predators had gotten inside, before waving for the others to enter.

Two by two, the survivors advanced through the entrance. A few women limped with tears in their eyes, carrying their spears. Bryan glanced at a man with a bloodstained stomach, who winced as two others ushered him through. And then they were all inside, closing the doors, putting the braces in position, and shutting out the carnage outside.


**




Bryan looked around the dimly lit Comm Building. All around him, men—and the few women who had marched with them—held torches, quietly tending to the wounded, or sipping their flasks nervously. Some lay in pained heaps on the floor, while others situated themselves in the rooms formerly occupied by the veteran Watchers. More guarded the doors, lurking among the shadowy, yellowed animal skeletons hanging on the wall.

The rumbling and the screaming had stopped.

Still, no one spoke.

They were safe, for the moment, but Bryan wasn’t foolish enough to believe the creature was gone.

Walking through the structure, he located a few of his men gathered near the center table. Bags, supplies, and spears lay haphazardly on its surface. Under the glow of the torchlight, Louie, Clark, Nicholas, and Isaiah awaited his instructions.

Leaning close to Louie, Bryan whispered, “Where are Rodney and Boyle?”

Louie shook his head.

Bryan blinked hard, feeling a pang of despair that he hadn’t expected. “How many of our group survived?”

“I’m not sure,” Louie answered quietly, looking around. “We grabbed whom we could among the injured. Most of the casualties were the horn blowers, of course. But we lost some Watchers and some others in the line. I think Rodney and Boyle were among them.”

Bryan blew a slow breath. Ever since they’d reached the Comm Building and safety, all he could do was review what had gone wrong. The monster was savage and unpredictable, operating on primal instincts. But his people should have listened more closely.

The horn blowers should have listened more closely.

He couldn’t accuse the dead, but that didn’t stop his rage. He kept remembering the moment that first horn blower had strayed off course. Everything had gone to pandemonium after that.

“Our thought to use the unintelligent ones as bait failed us,” he said with an angry sigh. “We’ll have to retool our plan.”

His failure stung. They were supposed to be using this room as a victory chamber, not another squalid cave. A few of his men looked at the strange device he held. He’d never even had a chance to use it.

“At least you kept hold of the device,” Louie said, with a grateful nod.

It was a small miracle.

Louie fell silent, looking around the room at the men and women, and Bryan followed his gaze. A few of the injured agonized quietly, afraid to make noise. Others paced nervously. A few women cried, or held onto one another. The man with the bloodstained stomach suffered in a corner, lying prone on the floor.

Death hung over the room like a vaporous cloud.

The irrational part of Bryan wanted to rush outside, lure the monster, and try killing it again. But that would certainly lead to more deaths. Instead, he looked toward the door, where his Watchers stood nervously, holding their spears. Another row of people behind them looked from wall to wall, listening for rumbling. Bryan glanced up at the ceiling, tracing the rounded contours of the dome. He’d been in here on numerous occasions—always during the meetings of The Heads of Colony—but never for an extended period of time. Only the unmarried Watchers lived here. Still, the structure had always struck him as impenetrable. More than one time during a storm, he’d wished he’d been here, riding it out.

If only he could be assured that the walls could withstand the monster.

Seeing the frustration on his face, Louie walked closer. “What’s our next move?”

Looking around the room at all the tired and the wounded, Bryan grew resolved.

“We’ll stay here so our people can rest and recover. We’ll mend our weapons. And then we’ll figure out another plan.” His voice grew hard. “One thing is for certain. We’re not heading back to the cliffs until the monster is dead.”


Chapter 14: Sherry

Sherry fought her way through the cave’s dark shadows, her heart slamming against her chest. She couldn’t forget the things she’d seen in the desert: the monster, the screaming, and the chaos. Nor could she forget the skirmish on the cliffs, which had filled her body with adrenaline.

She glanced behind her, listening to the voices behind her fade. Soon, the quietness of the cave swallowed up everything but her footsteps.

Winding with the cave’s turns, she found her way past the first cove, shining her torch into that first, empty recess. The injured people once staying there no longer convalesced.

Only the second cove was occupied.

Sherry approached quietly, greeting Jameson, before stepping into the foul-smelling room. The oppressive air reminded her of the important man inside.

“Gideon,” she whispered, taking up by his bedside.

Turning his disfigured face toward her, he adjusted his blankets and said, “Sherry.”

Sherry swallowed. Of course, he had expected Bryan. But she had to prove to him that she was an ally, and not just the woman behind the man he trusted. “I came to update you on what has happened.”

Gideon’s eye rolled on her. He opened and closed his chapped lips, awaiting more details. If she’d been in an alley in Red Rock, he might’ve ignored her, but now she had his full attention.

“Is the beast dead?” he asked.

Sherry felt a sting of failure for Bryan. Hoping to compensate for what might be considered disappointing news, she said, “Our people fought the monster bravely. They lured it with their horns, threw their spears, and tried killing it, but the beast was unpredictable. It crashed into the side of the rock spire, killing some and wounding others. It caused an avalanche that forced them to flee.”

“Where’s Bryan?”

“Alive,” Sherry said with relief.

“How do you know?”

“His weapon made him easy to spot. I followed him with my eyes after the monster attacked, and saw him valiantly leading the others to safety in the Comm Building. They regrouped.”

“A blessing,” Gideon said, nodding. “And where is the monster now?”

“No one has seen it since the attack,” Sherry said, “But I fear even the people it consumed did not sate it.”

Anger welled up in Gideon’s expression. “It will not leave easily, after tasting more Red Rock flesh. The Red Rock traitors have caused more bloodshed.”

“We have begun punishing them,” Sherry reported.

“You have?”

Gideon listened intently, while she detailed the attack she’d led on Neena and Kai. Pride took over her face as she told how their people carried their limp bodies away.

“The Right Cavers are scared,” Sherry affirmed. “Especially now that Darius is dead.”

A smile wrinkled Gideon’s scars.

Feeding off his satisfaction, she said, “I think we’ve taught them a lesson that words never could.”

Gideon reveled in the news, before his smile faded. “They are weak, but ultimately, we want the rest of the Right Cavers on our side. Do not forget that. A colony is no colony without people to fill it.”

Sherry refrained from a response.

“What are Neena’s and Kai’s injuries?”

“I am not sure,” Sherry said. “Though I would like to find out, so I can finish what I started.”

“Perhaps they are dead,” Gideon said, a strange expression taking over his face.

Impatience made Sherry scratch the scars on her skin. “I do not know for sure, but I will find out, so I can end them, if possible.”

Gideon thought on it for a long moment. “Leave them alone, while we wait for things to settle. All things will come in time.” Gideon watched her for a moment, ensuring she understood. “How are the people in the Left and Center Caves doing?”

“We’ve consolidated the women, children, and elderly into the Center Cave.”

“A good idea. All are safe?”

“All are safe.”

“Another boon.” Clearing phlegm from his throat and swallowing it, Gideon said, “Keep your guards posted, and keep an eye on the Right Cave, just in case. In the meantime, I have faith that Bryan will do what he promised. Where one plan fails, another will arise. He will kill the monster and lead us to victory. I am sure of it.”

Sherry nodded. An unexpected tear fell down her cheek. Too many emotions had followed the monster’s most recent attack. It felt as if she and the Left and Center Cavers lived in some dark, primal hell, waiting for the last jab from misery’s knife.

But soon, they’d be through the suffering and into the light.

“Leave Bryan to his work,” Gideon told her, watching her dab her tear away. “Once the monster is dead, he will take care of everything, and our colony will return to glory.”

Sherry nodded, moving for the entrance.

She had no arguments, but her mind was already running new scenarios. She couldn’t help her burgeoning anger. She was through sitting around and waiting. She was ready to take action. Gideon had his goals and plans.

She had hers.


Chapter 15: Raj

Pain burned throughout Raj’s body.

He blinked and groaned, certain that he was dead, or food for a foul creature.

It felt as if someone had flung him from the top of the cliffs.

Or dropped him from the top of a spire.

Dead.

I must be dead and dreaming.

It wasn’t until he felt the sand in the corners of his eyes, and the taste of it in his mouth, that he thought he might be alive. The hot sun beat down on his back, sticking his shirt to his skin. A light wind blew up and over him.

He was on his stomach, near where the attack happened, covered in sand.

Raj lifted his head, dripping stringy drool. Slowly, he wiggled his fingers and toes. His body was stiff, sore, and swollen, but his appendages worked. He raised a hand and wiped away his spit, ridding himself of some of the dirty paste. Raj squinted, but the glare of the sun prevented him from seeing clearly.

Slowly, he pulled himself into a crawling position.

And froze.

Where was the monster?

He paused, lifting an achy hand to shield his eyes. Long shadows stretched between the mammoth rock spires, crisscrossing the desert. The stone structures rose like giant’s legs. About a dozen feet away from Raj, a cavernous hole plunged to darkness.

He saw no sign of the hideous creature.

No sign of anyone.

He shuddered.

Memories of his comrades’ screams, and their hasty, running feet, rushed back to him with such clarity that he instinctively backed away. The last thing he remembered was trying to help Eddie, before he flew through the air, assumedly to his death. His eyes riveted to the hole again, watching for signs of teeth or scaled skin. He crawled about ten feet and stopped, his knees and palms stinging from the friction of the sand. He held his gasping breath.

The world was silent save the wind.

Raj turned east, spotting another hole in the distance. A person’s broken spear lay near it. On another side lay an abandoned bag. A desire struck him, so hard and so fast that it overtook his thoughts.

Water.

Choking on the pasty sand, he crawled in the direction of the bag, praying it contained a flask. Thirst consumed him. He could think of nothing more than liquid.

Praying the monster didn’t detect him, he moved quietly and quickly. Soon his hands were fumbling with the bag. He kept an eye on the hole while he rummaged through it.

A few rags.

A spare shirt.

There had to be water. There had to be—

A flask.

Raj held it up, gently shaking it. Half full. Thank the heavens! He uncapped it and drank, using a little to clean out his mouth, spitting quietly before drinking some more. He blinked again, relieved, but weak.

The quiet bothered him.

Two hundred people had marched down to the colony. Was he the last one alive? He looked past the hole and around him, certain he’d find his comrades searching for him, but he saw only more broken spears. Raj fought the glare and looked up to the cliffs. It felt like late afternoon, maybe evening. In a few shadows by the entrance of the Right Cave, he thought he saw silhouettes, but he couldn’t be sure.

Maybe he was the last person alive on the planet.

Whatever the case, he needed to get away from here.

Carrying the flask, he crawled away from the hole. He needed to find The Watchers.

Something brushed his hand. Raj cried out and spun, facing whatever reached out for him.

A severed arm, half-covered in sand.

Crooked fingers reached out from the body-less appendage. The rest of the person was nowhere in sight.

Raj stifled his panic and backed farther away, spinning and looking around. More body parts lay in his path of travel. A bitten-off leg. An unraveled string of intestines. Ten feet away, a severed head appraised him with glassy eyes.

In horror, Raj recognized the person.

Eddie.

Raj couldn’t control his emotion.

Smearing frightened tears, he stumbled to his feet and found the strength to walk. Fear and adrenaline carried his legs. He hurried away from the holes and the bodies, searching for someone—anyone—who could help him, using the spires to hide, in case the monster was near. He looked up to the cliffs again, but this time the shadows only looked like crevices in the rocks.

What if all the others were really dead, and this was his hell?
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A few dozen steps later, the soreness in Raj’s legs worsened. He stumbled, weak and thirsty. It felt as if the sun had dried out his body and his mind, sapping him of strength and clarity. He held up the flask, sipping greedily, but stopped. His survival instincts kicked in.

He knew it was dangerous to drink too much, too fast.

Dehydrated or not, he needed to be careful. Blinking against the sun’s dying glare, he maneuvered around a few more scattered bodies, heading in the direction of the colony.

One man lay on his back, his body flattened, his tongue lolling from his crushed face. Another man’s jawbone protruded through his cheek. With a shudder, Raj recognized Boyle, one of Bryan’s men.

Be quiet, or you’ll be next.

If this wasn’t a dream, or hell, then the monster might lurk nearby.

Shielding his eyes, he weaved between the spires, walking heel to toe, passing in and out of the shadows of the rock formations. Every so often, he rested. More than once, his legs threatened to crumple. He was starting to think he might collapse when he saw something.

Boot prints.

Lots of them.

The prints were obscured, partially covered in sand, but he could just make them out. He studied them through his weakness. More than likely they led to the cliffs, which he’d never reach.

To his surprise—and his hope—they headed in a single direction: to the center of the colony.

Steadying himself, Raj followed them.


Chapter 16: Bryan

Something crashed against the doors.

Heads turned. The Watchers jolted, holding up their spears. A few of the men put their weight against the braces. Bryan had been right to question the integrity of the building.

The monster was here again.

“Hold still!” he mouthed.

All around the room, men and women stifled gasps, or held on to one another. The wounded looked frantically from where they lay, to the entrance, probably praying for their ancestors to save them. They wouldn’t make it more than a few steps before the monster devoured them.

The noise ceased.

Bryan held his weapon, aiming it at the middle of the doors, where no men stood.

The clatter came again. Harder this time.

The people in the room jolted once again.

It wasn’t until they heard a thin voice on the other side of the door that a few in the room exhaled.

“Bryan? Louie? Are you there?”

The survivors looked from the door, to Bryan, and back again. The bang came again—not the shudder of an incoming monster, but the bang of a person.

Making a decision, Bryan raised his chin. “Open the doors.”

Two of his Watchers lifted away the braces, carrying them a few steps back, while others slowly opened them. Dust floated near the entrance, shrouding the person who stood there in the dying light, panting.

Raj’s face was cut up and scratched; his clothes were torn. He reached out, stumbling for someone to support him.

Bryan traded a look with Louie, before directing The Watchers. “Help him inside. Quickly.”


Chapter 17: Neena

Neena walked aimlessly through a long cave, feeling her way through the infinite blackness. Voices surrounded her, speaking quiet, indecipherable words. Sometimes she recognized Samel. Other times she recognized Amos, or Samara. No matter how far she traveled, it seemed she could never reach them. Every so often, she bumped a jagged wall, injuring a hidden bruise. Her head throbbed. Occasionally she collapsed, before finding her footing again.

She was doomed to wander her lightless prison, a prisoner of the darkness.

She followed the cave for what felt like an eternity, fearing monsters at every crevice, until the wall disappeared underneath her touch. Neena reached and grabbed, but found nothing.

The tunnel around her spun, so fast and so wildly that she almost fell.

And then she was awake from her confusing dream.

Neena’s gaze solidified on a face. Amos stood above her bedroll with worry.

“Neena?” he asked, seemingly not for the first time. “Can you hear me?”

Neena tried to answer, but her lips were dry, stuck together. He offered her the flask of water in his hands. She gripped it, but her fingers were stiff and sore, and her head hurt even worse.

“Let me help,” he said, assisting her.

Water dribbled down her chin and onto her neck. With a cloth, Amos wiped it away.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better,” she said, reflexively.

A spear of guilt worked through her. She wanted to sit up, shake off her injuries, and resume her life, even though she could barely keep her eyes open.

“Take it easy,” Amos said. “You need your rest.”

“I—”

“Neena, please.”

All at once, she remembered waking up several other times and asking Amos the same question. He’d given her herbs and drink. She’d tried getting up, but he’d stopped her, saying that she needed to take it easy. Light flashed behind her eyes, making her dizzy again.

“How long have I been out?”

“A few days,” Amos said. “Your head was injured. I think you’ll be all right, but you need to rest, or you’ll never recover.”

Hearing his voice reminded her of the others.

“Where are Kai, Raj and Samel?”

“Samel’s across the cave. And Kai has been here most of the time, keeping watch over you.”

“Raj?”

Amos didn’t answer.

“I’m not resting, if he’s not here,” Neena refused. “I’m getting up and I’m—”

She sat up quickly—too quickly—and the room spun. Her vertigo reminded her of that dark tunnel where she was endlessly walking, and then she was back in it.


Chapter 18: Kai

Days after the brutal attack on the cliffs, Kai huddled in the back of the Right Cave on his haunches, sharpening his spear. Every so often, he turned the weapon, working on a new side. He paid little attention to the sharp edge, or the rock he slid it against.

The bruises on his arms and legs were a constant reminder of the attack he and Neena had suffered. Every ache and scab reminded him that the culprits had suffered no consequence.

They also reminded him of Neena’s condition. While Neena had been rendered unconscious, he’d awoken the next night, injured and angry. For the past few days, he’d kept an eye over her, along with Amos.

Now he was taking a rare moment alone.

He couldn’t stop thinking of Neena, Darius, and Raj.

Every so often, Kai glanced down the long tunnel he guarded. The light of several torches beat back the shadows, but too much of the area beyond them was as dark as his thoughts.

He was nervous, and he was angry.

He wanted revenge for everything that was done to him, and his comrades. He wanted to charge down to the Left Cave—or to the colony—and pay Bryan’s people back for what they did.

Footsteps from behind ripped him from his thoughts.

“Are you okay?” Samara asked, approaching him.

The question was rhetorical.

“I’m tired of feeling angry,” Kai spat. “I’m tired of feeling like we failed.”

Samara sighed, sinking down to the floor next to him. “I understand.”

“I want to take revenge on those pieces of waste.”

Samara bit her lip, feeling similar frustration. “I know you feel guilty for not finding Raj.”

Kai lowered his head to the bloodied bag by his feet. Shortly after he’d woken up—against the other Right Cavers’ warnings—Kai had slipped down to the colony alone, searching for the missing boy. At the time, he had insisted the others stayed put and safe. Even if he had a larger group with him, it wouldn’t have mattered. All he had found were bodies.

Bodies, and the bloodied bag by his feet.

Raj’s bag.

Noticing his gaze, Samara reached over and touched his arm. “I’m sorry.”

“For all we know, he’s alive,” Kai insisted.

Samara was quiet a long moment, before she spoke. “We all saw the devastation from the monster’s attack. Too many on the ledges saw the horn blowers fall. And you said you saw Raj carrying one of the horns, when he marched down from the cliffs.”

He didn’t need her to make the logical assumption.

Kai gritted his teeth. He’d already heard about how the monster had savaged the people by the spires, killing the horn blowers and others. He’d heard about the people fleeing through the desert, seeking shelter.

All that had happened after he was attacked and unconscious.

The Right Cavers had seen nearly two-dozen people die before Samara had ushered them inside, and of course, he’d seen the bodies, when he’d been down there. The guards had kept an eye out for Raj and reported back to him, but they’d been preoccupied. They couldn’t have seen everything.

“Someone’s in that Comm Building. I saw some people going in and out when I was down there,” Kai said. “There are people who escaped the monster’s attack.”

“But even more people could’ve been eaten without a trace…” Samara said, trailing off.

“I won’t believe Raj is dead until I have proof. And neither will Neena, when she wakes up. I won’t give up on him.”

Samara sighed. “So what are you proposing? Even if you convince more people to go down there with you, the Left and Center Cavers outnumber us. I said I’d go with you, and I will, if that’s what you want, but there needs to be a reason.”

“Isn’t Darius’s death enough?” Kai threw down his spear and knife. “We haven’t even buried him. We put his body in a crevice several tunnels away, afraid that someone might creep up and attack us. He deserves better. No one gave him a ceremony. And Neena had no time to grieve.”

“Maybe when things settle down, we’ll give him a proper burial…” Samara touched his arm.

“I don’t want a meaningless procession,” Kai argued. “I want Raj back, and I want to pay Bryan back for what he’s done.” He ripped his arm away from her and slammed his fist on the cave floor.

Samara fell silent. For a long while, they sat without speaking, until Kai turned toward her, ashamed.

“I’m sorry, Samara,” he apologized, reaching for her. “It’s not your fault.”

“I understand how you feel, because I feel the same way, too.” Samara shook her head. “I want to charge down there myself and pay them back for the hurt they caused. I want to teach them that they can’t get away with this. I want to make sure they never do it again.”

Kai’s eyes blazed. “Every time I check on Neena, I get furious all over again. I can’t take another day of looking at her like that. We should’ve been ready for Sherry’s attack.”

“You were focused on Raj,” Samara reminded him. “The attack was underhanded.”

“And yet it doesn’t matter, because now we’re trapped in here, and Raj is missing or dead, and Darius’s body is stuffed in a crevice in a cave.” Kai clenched and unclenched his hands. “Maybe Bryan was right. If I’d never come back here, all of this could’ve been avoided.”

Another silence fell over them. This time it was Samara’s turn to break it. “You helped all of us, when we needed it. No one has forgotten what you, Neena, and Darius did.”

“But we couldn’t help Raj.”

“Maybe you still can.”

Kai turned toward her, feeling a glimmer of hope in his dark mood.

Samara looked as if she was working through a suggestion. “Let’s say you are right, and Raj is alive. If so, he’s in no immediate danger. He’s safe in the Comm Building, along with the others.”

“With Bryan, you mean,” Kai said angrily.

Samara considered that. “If Bryan didn’t hurt him before, there’s no reason to think he’d hurt him now. Raj marched down with Bryan and his men of his own volition. That means we still have time. Maybe we can still get him back safely.”

Kai picked up his knife and his spear and stood up, ready to turn hope into action.

“Wait,” Samara said, stopping him with her hand. “Not now.”

“When, then?”

Kai took a step away, but Samara leapt up and elaborated. “Let’s plan something better than charging down there. Let’s figure out a way to determine the truth without throwing our lives away.”

Kai shook her off, but she watched him in earnest.

“Neena would want both you and Raj to be safe. She wouldn’t want you to end up like Darius.”

Kai opened and closed his eyes. He sighed.

“Give us some time to think of a better plan,” Samara pleaded. “Together, we’ll come up with something.”

Reluctantly, Kai settled back down. “Okay, but I’m not waiting much longer.”


Chapter 19: Neena

“Neena?”

Neena’s eyes fluttered and came into focus. Slowly, she processed the person leaning over her.

Kai.

Kai’s eyes were filled with concern as he bent down and asked, “Are you okay?”

He reached over, tucking a strand of her hair behind her ear. Perspiration dotted the strange markings on his forehead. Those once-foreign marks gave her a familiar sense of home.

“Kai?” she whispered.

“Yes, it’s me.” His concern turned into a smile, when he heard her recognition.

“Are we still in the caves?” Neena asked.

It felt like she’d been underwater, and was just surfacing.

“Yes, we’re still here,” Kai confirmed.

“Why do I feel so tired, even though I just woke up?”

“It’s because of the medicines Amos has been giving you,” Kai explained. “That, and the head injury you sustained.”

“They pelted me with rocks…” Neena’s confusion found its way to anger, as she looked around at the groups of people sitting near the middle of the cave. “They pelted you, too.”

“I’m fine,” Kai assured her, waving a hand up and down his body to prove it. “But I was worried about you. You took the brunt of the attack. For a while, I thought you might be…”

“Dead?” Neena asked, sitting up. “I’m fine.”

“Careful,” Kai warned, gently settling her back down. “You don’t want to rush things. The last thing you need is to aggravate your injuries.”

Slowly, Neena moved her arms and legs. They were stiff, but not broken. That gave her the resolve to sit up again. A sudden, dull ache in her side made her reconsider.

“It’s your rib,” Kai said, noticing her wincing. “I think it’s bruised. Amos has been watching you carefully. Can you breathe all right?”

Neena tested a breath. The sensation was a little shallower than normal, but she could take air. Telling another lie, she said, “I’m fine.”

Neena gently removed the blanket from her body, looking down at her ripped clothes. Holes in her shirt and pants revealed the scabs and bruises she’d felt, but hadn’t seen, until now. Her pain reminded her of the conversation she’d had with Amos, during her lucid moments.

“Where’s Samel?” she said, looking around for him.

“He’s with Adriana, across the cave.” Kai motioned to a circle of people about fifty feet away. “He’s safe.”

“But Raj is gone,” she remembered.

Kai didn’t answer. His expression jarred her fully awake.

“I tried to find him, Neena,” he said. “I searched for him, after the monster attacked. I didn’t find him, not yet.”

Neena refused to believe those words. “Where is he?”

“My hope is that he’s in the Comm Building.”

“The Comm Building?”

“That’s where Bryan and most of his followers ended up,” Kai said. “I’m sorry, Neena.”

In a gentle voice, Kai explained the events that had happened while she was out. Neena listened with growing concern as Kai told of the Abomination’s appearance, Bryan’s men scattering, and how they’d sequestered in the Comm Building. He elaborated on his attempts to find Raj.

When he was finished, he went quiet.

“Raj is still with Bryan,” Neena repeated blankly.

“That’s what we hope,” Kai said, looking away. His expression gave her more worry, instead of reassuring her.

“Do you believe that?”

“I want to,” Kai said, clenching and unclenching his fists. “I feel awful that I didn’t find him, Neena. But if he’s alive, we’re going to get him back. I swear by the twin moons.”

“You’re damn right we are,” Neena said, pulling past her pain. “And we’re going to do it now.”


Chapter 20: Neena

“Neena, wait!” Kai called, trying to stop her from standing.

Instead of listening, she rose, scanning the cave floor next to her blanket. On the ground were her bag, her flask, and her spear. Ignoring Kai’s protests, she bent down and retrieved her things. She’d been lying down for too long.

“What are you doing?” Kai asked.

“What do you think I’m doing?”

A few of the Right Cavers looked up from the circles where they stood or sat, startled to see her on her feet.

Maybe they’d counted her dead.

It felt as if she had been dead.

But now she was alive, and she was going to make everything right. She was going to find Raj and pay these people back for what they’d done. Ripping open her bag angrily, Neena searched for her knife, which was no longer at her side, and had presumably been taken off her while she healed.

“You can’t do this,” Kai protested.

“Why not?” Neena asked, eyes blazing. “Am I supposed to leave Raj down there to die?”

“Of course not,” Kai said, battling his own emotions.

“Should I wait until they stab my brother and leave him in the desert for us to find, along with the rest of the bodies? Just like they did to Darius?”

“No, but we’re in the middle of coming up with a plan,” Kai said.

Neena looked up to find Samara coming toward her, an empathetic expression on her face.

“Neena!” she exclaimed. “You’re awake!”

“I am,” Neena said, “and I’m going to get my brother. Are you going with me, or are you staying here?”

A voice from across the cave interrupted her. She looked up to find Samel rushing toward her, his eyes wide with disbelief. Without a word, he crashed into her, squeezing her tightly. His quiet crying dampened some of her anger, but not enough of it. Behind him, Amos was already shuffling as fast as his old legs would allow, narrowing the gap. Looking at his creased, worried face, Neena remembered his vigil over her.

Slowly, more people in the Right Cave surrounded her. Some people patted her back gently, or said encouraging words. Their expressions showed their relief. A few women whispered to one another, thanking the heavens that she was alert and alive.

“Samara and I have been working on a plan,” Kai said, taking her arm again. “Let’s figure this out, before we rush to our deaths. These people need us. All of them.”

Neena opened and closed her eyes.

“Okay,” she said. “But I don’t want to waste any time.”


Chapter 21: Sherry

Sherry stared at the circle of dirty-faced women who sat on their haunches, untangling the snarls from their hair, or picking the grime from beneath their fingernails. A few sipped gently from their flasks, while others looked at the ground.

Studying their faces, she recalled how some of them had fled, after that first altercation. Their weakness sickened her.

Sherry was tired of feeling as if she’d performed half a job. Every night when she closed her eyes, she saw the wrinkled smile on Gideon’s face, after she’d told him what they’d done to Neena and Kai. Despite his satisfaction, he’d told her to leave the fighting to the men.

That inflamed her.

Unable to contain her anger any longer, Sherry said, “For the past few days, we’ve wasted time in our cave, when we should be acting. We need to show our men that we can take care of our duties. We need to make them proud.”

A few women nodded, but no one responded verbally. Ever since the attack on Neena and Kai, Sherry had had trouble convincing her women to do anything more than keep an eye on the Right Cavers from a distance. The altercation on the cliffs had scared them. It was easy to cast away fear when it was a dozen against two, but it was another to face a row spears.

They were mothers, worried about their children and their men.

“Bryan and the rest of our men are down there, preparing for another battle, while we huddle in our cave,” she said in frustration. “We need to prove our worthiness. We need to find out what happened to Neena and Kai.”

“What can we do?” A woman shrugged. “The Right Cavers are tucked safely away with guards at the entrances. It is not as if we can barge in and confirm that Neena and Kai are dead.”

Sherry’s face curdled. “So we should stay and do nothing?”

The woman furrowed her brow. “The men instructed us to protect them while they marched. We’ve already done that.”

“And that is good enough for you?” Sherry snapped.

She looked around at all the nervous, tentative faces in the room. A raven-haired woman, Jodi, spoke out. “I’m sorry, Sherry, but we’re worried about our men. For all we know, they were wounded in the desert. It’s hard to think about much else.”

A few women closed their eyes, wiping away emotional tears.

“For all we know, our husbands are dead,” whispered another woman.

“And that is exactly why you should be furious at Neena and Kai,” Sherry snapped. “They are responsible for all of this. We can’t let them get away with it.”

The group quieted.

“I’d rather check on our men,” said Jodi.

“We can’t go down to Red Rock,” Sherry reminded her. “Bryan was very clear about that. We need to stay up here and protect our children.”

“So you’re suggesting we stir up more trouble and get them killed?” Jodi rebuked.

A murmur of agreement echoed through the group.

“It’s been days since we’ve seen anyone but the guards at the Right Cave,” Jodi went on. “The Right Cavers are keeping to themselves. They aren’t bothering us, even after what we did to Neena and Kai. And that means we shouldn’t bother them.”

A blonde-haired woman named Tanya agreed. “The monster is a bigger priority than the Right Cavers. It’s down there, killing and wounding our men, while we’re up here. How can you expect us to focus on your vendetta?”

“Vendetta?” Sherry’s eyes blazed, as she drilled the women with a stare. “You think I am only doing this for Gary?”

Tanya quickly averted her eyes.

“Neena and Kai are the reason for our emotional pain.” Sherry shook her head. “First, they bring the monster here. And now our men are down there fighting it, while they hide in their cave. Your husbands might die, because of what they’ve done. And yet, you do nothing.”

The women fidgeted guiltily.

“Once our men return, they’ll deal with the Right Cavers,” Jodi said resolutely.

“What if our children are dead by then?” Sherry asked.

Silence met her ominous statement.

Gathering everyone’ attention, preparing the lie she’d saved for this moment, Sherry said, “Apparently you haven’t heard the rumors.” She lowered her eyes.

“What rumors?” Jodi asked.

The women glanced at one another, their unrest growing.

Building on their fears, Sherry continued, “The Right Cavers planned to rob us after the scavenging trip they took with Bryan.”

Nervous conversations grew among the women, who looked wildly around, as if someone else might be in the cave.

“They planned to sneak into our caves while we were sleeping, and ferret away our rations,” Sherry continued, over the commotion. “Of course, our feud happened first. But it could easily happen now.”

“Where did you hear that?” Jodi asked.

“One of The Watchers told me.” Sherry shrugged. “He wasn’t completely sure, but he was pretty certain. He saw them sneaking around a few times. And we all saw the way they looked around, when they supposedly came to reconcile with us in the Left Cave.”

The women’s eyes grew wide.

“They were clearly staking us out.”

“Are you sure?” asked Tanya.

“Perhaps you’ve forgotten who lives in the Right Cave,” Sherry said. “Kai is a criminal. For years, he lived in a jail cell, before escaping. And now Neena shares his bedroll. They are both untrustworthy. And now we’ve attacked them. Who knows what other plans they’re making?”

Watching the women squirm and wring their hands, Sherry knew her lies were working.

“Think about it,” Sherry said. “We’re alone up here, without our men. We’re hungry. So are they. There are more of them than us. What happens when they realize our food can be theirs? How long until they take advantage of that?”

Loud, panicked side conversations started among the women.

Feeding their worry, Sherry said, “Did you see the way the Right Cavers looked at us on the cliffs? They shook their spears at us as if we were rats, crawling along the ledge. They treated us like the dung beneath their boots. They were angry then, and I imagine they’re even angrier now. It won’t take much for them to hurt us or our children.”

Biting her lip, Tanya looked around at the others. “Let’s say you’re right, and they plan on attacking us. What can we do? They have a hundred and fifty people, while we only have a hundred. We aren’t practiced with spears.”

“We won’t be any use to our children, if we die,” said another woman.

“We might not be able to fight them head on, but we can let them know we won’t be victimized,” Sherry said. “We can strike first, and give them a warning.”

“We already did that on the ledge,” Tanya argued.

“But that didn’t stop them, did it?” Sherry asked, looking around at everyone. “They had no trouble running down here with their spears, did they?”

The din of unrest in the cave grew.

Silencing everyone, Sherry asked, “Have you ever seen a wounded animal in the desert?” She looked around, ensuring that she met every eye. “It only takes time before a predatory animal descends on it, pulling its flesh from its bones. If we do nothing, we’ll suffer the same fate. We need to prove we’re strong. We need to stay one step ahead of them.”

Fear cemented in the women’s eyes.

“The Right Cavers know our numbers,” Sherry persisted. “They know the layout of our cave. We need to prove that we are the wolves, worthy of snapping back. We need to ward them away before they come for us and our children.”

For the first time, no one argued. Fright was a powerful motivator.

Sherry tucked her hair behind her ears, before solidifying her appeal. “I know that you are worried for your lives and your children’s lives. But we need to warn away the Right Cavers. Maybe we can find a way to do it without risking ourselves physically. Maybe we can send them a clear message to stay away.”

The women nodded, hanging on her words.

“What do you propose?” Jodi asked.

“I’m not sure, but we’ll figure it out together.” Meeting the eyes of each of the people in the group, Sherry let her gaze linger on Tanya and Jodi. “I’ll need all of your help to do that. Are you with me?”

Feeling the pressure of the others, Jodi and Tanya exchanged a glance, before nodding and agreeing.

“It’s settled, then.” Sherry smiled proudly. “Let’s make our plans.”

A warm feeling spread from her heart to her extremities.

Her words were effective, just like Bryan’s had been. She was a leader.

A person worthy of respect.

Sherry’s revenge was in motion. She’d break down the Right Cavers until they had no spirit left. Once their misery was at its peak, she’d get her hands on Neena and Kai, and give them what they deserved.

She could already feel the look of adoration on Bryan’s face, when she told him that Neena and Kai were dead. He would praise her. Exalt her.

Love her.


Chapter 22: Raj

Raj walked through the Comm Building, weaving around the groups of people on the floor, who spoke quietly, or catered to the wounded. His shoulders sagged. Occasionally he felt a sting of pain, but most of those aches were minor, compared to the pain in his heart.

Ever since he’d arrived back at the Comm Building, the marchers had treated him strangely. A few times, Raj struck up conversations with them, but most of those conversations ended in awkward silences. More than once, his approach triggered a whisper or a look of disdain. It took him a while to realize what was going on.

They blamed him for the attack’s failure.

They didn’t accuse him outright—perhaps because he was a child—but they’d outcast him. He had tried to help Eddie, but since Eddie had died and he had survived, he had therefore become the face of their loss. The fact that he was Neena’s brother didn’t help his case.

Even the leaders barely glanced at him.

Raj had gone from a hero to a fraud.

Weaving around his comrades, none of whom looked at him, he blinked back tears. Memories of the mangled bodies and limbs in the desert plagued him.

A few times in the past few nights, he’d awoken from nightmares, searching the torch-lit room. More than once, he’d stifled a cry, certain that the monster rose above him. Whenever he thought about seeking comfort in another marcher, embarrassment made him crawl back to the ratty bedroll someone had given him.

The Left and Center Cavers weren’t talking to him. Eddie was gone. And of course, Raj’s family was still up on the cliffs.

Raj was alone.

Hanging his head, he walked past one of the Comm Building walls, staring up at the strange, ancient animal skeletons, his only friends. He traced the yellowed edges of their skulls, fighting another tear.

Staring at those old remains, he recalled Darius, telling him stories about the carcass in the tunnels.

Where was Darius now? Was he awake, and thinking of him?

The last time he’d seen the old man, it’d been from the shadows while Darius tested the weapon. That was before Bryan stole it, and brought it back to the Left Cave. According to Bryan, stealing the weapon had been easy—Darius hadn’t been there.

Thinking of Darius brought needles of nostalgia to Raj’s heart.

For a moment, he considered leaving the Comm Building, heading back to the cliffs, and reuniting with him, as well as Neena, Kai, and Samel, but they probably hated him, too.

Nobody had looked for him.

They probably thought he was dead.

Wandering aimlessly around the main room of the Comm Building, he scanned the Watchers’ quarters, which extended off the main chamber. Inside one of them, Bryan sat on the edge of a bed, thinking through something.

Bryan hadn’t spoken to him in days.

Still, watching him, Raj couldn’t forget all those nights they’d spent together in the caves, discussing the relic, or making plans to kill the monster. He recalled the look of respect Bryan had given him when he’d shown him the weapon, or how he’d complimented him for sneaking out with Adriana. Raj had never felt so important.

Better memories drove Raj toward Bryan. He held his breath, praying he’d find a way to return to the leader’s good graces.

Entering Bryan’s room, Raj stuffed his hands in his pockets, waiting to be noticed. Bryan said nothing.

After a long, awkward pause, Raj said, “Are you making new plans to kill the monster?”

Bryan nodded, scratching his stubbly chin. Bags ringed his eyes. Raj knew he’d been awake for long hours, contemplating things, usually behind closed doors. He’d seen him holding many private conversations with his important men.

“Our plans failed, because of you and Eddie,” Bryan said bluntly.

Shame reddened Raj’s cheeks. “I’m sorry about what happened in the desert. I tried stopping him…”

“But you failed.”

“If I could make it up to you, I would.” The words felt inadequate, even as he spoke them.

Bryan was silent.

Steering the conversation away from his failure, Raj asked, “Do you have any new plans to share with us?”

Bryan looked at him, perhaps deciding what to divulge. “My Watchers and I are considering ideas. When we solidify our plans, we’ll inform everyone.”

Raj waited, hoping Bryan might elaborate, but he didn’t. Instead, Bryan’s eyes roamed to the strange device on the bed next to him, and his bag.

Trying to regain his usefulness, Raj asked, “Do you have enough small spears for the device?”

Bryan’s eyes stayed on his belongings. Inside the bag, Raj saw a handful of the extra spears that The Watchers had carved the morning before they left.

“I think we have enough,” Bryan said. “Darius’s template was easy enough to follow.”

“He’s always been good at carving,” Raj said. “He showed me how, you know. If you ever need anything, I can help you.”

Bryan looked up. A strange expression crossed his face. In a sharp voice, he snapped, “Would you mind leaving?”

Raj looked around, startled by Bryan’s change in tone. “I’m sorry. If you need anything, I’ll be out with the others.”

He walked from the room, his head hanging, leaving Bryan behind.


Chapter 23: Bryan

Bryan’s mind snapped away from the leaving boy. Watching him go, memories flooded back to him. All at once, he was back in Darius’s cove, trying to take the weapon. Bryan’s original intent had simply been to snatch the device.

Things had gone very differently.

Until now, he’d tried pushing those images from his mind.

Now they came flooding back.

He recalled how he, Louie, and Ed had advanced into the small tunnel, finding Darius alone, working on one of his small spears. The device was next to him on a rock. At first, Bryan had asked the old man for the weapon, but Darius had refused.

And so Bryan had stepped forward, asking more insistently.

A shout of defiance escaped Darius’s lips.

That shout triggered a recollection.

All at once, Bryan had remembered being back outside that hovel in the colony, listening to Gary’s final, agonizing screams. Thoughts and reality blurred together. Before Bryan knew it, he was pushing the old man to the ground and drawing his knife. Darius’s kicking and flailing reminded him of Gary fighting the falling rubble. His cries reminded Bryan of Sherry’s heaving sobs, when she found out about her husband’s death.

Blind rage took over.

Unable to stop himself, Bryan had slashed Darius’s throat.

Instead of raising his sympathy, each gurgled scream from Darius triggered more of Bryan’s emotion, and more traumatic pain. The gushing blood from Darius reminded Bryan of the stone protruding from Gary’s stomach when they finally pulled him out of the rubble. Darius’s tattered clothing reminded him of Gary’s.

All Bryan wanted was for the pain to stop.

A slew of tools on the surface of the rock in the cove beckoned him, and so Bryan had picked them up, using them one at a time, quelling his inner torment. Each stab hushed more of Darius’s gurgles. And then all of Darius’s tools were sticking out of him, and Bryan was kneeling over a dead man, panting.

Realizing what he’d done, he’d looked over at Ed and Louie.

They’d watched him with emotionless eyes.

Neither had condemned him.

Instead, they’d seemed satisfied.

“Let this be a lesson to the Right Cavers,” Louie had said firmly. “Maybe they’ll think twice before following us.”

Ed had agreed.

Darius had forced Bryan’s hand, or at least, that’s what Bryan told himself, in those moments of self-doubt, or when memories of that bloodied night came back to him.

Blinking away those images, he forced himself back to the present. None of the marchers in the Comm Building knew what had happened that day, except for Louie, Ed, and Sherry, whom he’d told before he left, but Bryan couldn’t think about that now. When the time was right, everyone would stand by his side.

They’d follow him, like they’d followed him down from the cliffs.

His gaze wandered elsewhere through his open doorway, where people huddled and spoke in low voices. About half of them sat cross-legged on their bedrolls, sharing their worries, or counting the supplies they didn’t lose.

Walking over to the round, center table, he perused a stack of broken spears with Louie.

“The people are anxious,” Louie reported.

Bryan sighed. No one needed to tell him about the growing feeling of unrest.

“They want to return to the cliffs,” Louie continued. “They’re worried about food and water. And they miss their relatives.”

Bryan wrung his hands. Too many tears had been shed for the fallen, or the injured. The attack had sapped the marchers’ courage. They, too, blamed the horn blowers, but that didn’t stop people from their guilt, or their worry.

“They want to bury their dead, and report back to their women and children, who certainly miss them.”

“It’s too dangerous to bring a large group back to the cliffs,” Bryan said. “We can’t risk another march.”

“If we stay quiet…” Louie started.

“It will only take one fool to do what that horn blower did and cause chaos,” Bryan said, quietly, looking over at where Raj hovered near the other end of the table. For the past few days, the boy had been like a rat searching for table scraps, skulking around the others.

He’d outlived his usefulness.

Turning the other way with Louie, he lowered his voice.

“How many supplies do we have left?”

“We’ll run out soon,” Louie said. “As you know, we only brought enough for a few days. And we lost some during the monster’s attack.”

Bryan clenched his fists. They’d hoped to defeat the creature in short order, and therefore, had left most of their provisions on the cliffs for their women.

“Perhaps a few of us can return, inform our relatives of what is happening, and check in on them,” Louie suggested. “Our scouts can bring back supplies.”

For a moment, looking around at all the bedraggled people, Bryan considered it. But then he thought of his promise to Gideon, and the inspiring words he’d spoken to Sherry. He’d promised her a better life. He’d promised it to all of them. And now he’d spilled blood for their cause.

“What will we tell our women? That we failed?” A surge of anger washed over Bryan as he thought about admitting defeat. “That we marched down here, only to have more people killed for nothing? I won’t do it.”

“Surely, they already saw what happened down here,” Louie said.

“They saw us fall, but next time, they will see a victory,” Bryan promised. Gesturing at some Watchers stationed around the table, he said, “Arrange for a dozen of our most trusted men to go out into the colony to scavenge. Have a dozen others go down to the river, to collect water and any crops they can find.”

Louie nodded.

“In the meantime, I will keep working on our next plan,” Bryan said.


Chapter 24: Neena

Neena glanced at the two-dozen people around her, who sat perched on rocks, or cross-legged. Kai, Samara, Amos, Roberto, and Salvador sat the closest. She flinched at a needle of pain from one of her many, crusted wounds. With some time to settle down from her initial, emotional outburst, other, buried pain had set in.

Looking around at all the faces around her, she kept expecting to find Darius among them. Of course, he was dead, and she’d never see him again.

Darius’s loss was a pressing weight, hovering over all of them.

Blinking back some tears she hadn’t had a chance to process, she wiped her face and asked, “Where did you put his body?”

“In a tunnel a ways from here,” said a woman, beckoning toward the back of the tunnel. “Kai found a smaller cove for him. We covered him with rocks the best we could.”

Neena blinked hard. Looking past the group and toward the rest of the cavers, she asked, “How did everyone take the news?”

“We protected the children from it, and whomever else we could,” Kai lowered his eyes, through his emotional pain. “Of course, no one could stop talking about it for days.”

“Nothing like this has ever happened in Red Rock.” Samara blew a long breath. “Nobody could bear to keep his tools, after how they’d been used. So we laid them to rest with him, along with his cane. I cleaned up the cove where he worked.”

“And I carved a circular marking on the wall of his resting place. “Kai’s eyes welled up.

For a long while, they sat in silence, remembering their lost friend, blotting their eyes. Each quiet sob from the women was like a jab to Neena’s heart. Thoughts of vengeance mixed with her sorrow. But of course, they had other things to consider.

“When the time is right, we’ll give Darius a proper burial,” she swore. “Or maybe even a procession. But right now, we need to focus on getting back Raj.”

Those who were crying smeared away tears. Others nodded.

“If we don’t act, Raj might be killed next,” she added.

A tense silence returned. The others looked up, ready to listen.

Pushing away her sorrow, Neena put on a stern face. “What is your plan?”

Kai and Samara traded a glance, deciding who should speak first. Samara started.

“As we’ve discussed, rushing down to the Comm Building and looking for him would be a recipe for death,” Samara said. “They have two hundred armed people. We have only a hundred that might be able to fight, out of our hundred and fifty. Too many of us are old, inexperienced, or have children to tend.”

The others agreed.

“So, what are we thinking?” Neena asked.

“My guess is that Bryan’s people are holed up and dressing their wounds, preparing for the next attack on the monster,” Salvador said. “With a group that large, they’ll need provisions. And that means they’ll come out again soon. At least, some of them.”

“That is our opportunity,” Kai said. Taking the next logical step, he added, “Assuming they don’t all come out at once, we might be able to get a small group alone.”

“We can leverage that,” Samara said, tilting up her chin.

“How?” Neena asked.

Samara traded a glance with Kai. “Our thought was that we could ambush one or two people when they go out for supplies. If our logic holds, they’ll split up, and we’ll have an opportunity. We’ll confront a few of them, pull them into a hovel, and find out if Raj is in the Comm Building.”

“What about Sherry’s women?” Neena frowned.

“We’ll use the lower caves and sneak down at night, so they are less likely to see us,” Kai elaborated. “We’ll stick close to the hovels in the colony. We’ll bring only a small group, so we’ll be agile.”

Neena fell silent. Thinking about the Left and Center Cavers brought back a slew of angry, painful memories. Neena couldn’t forget Sherry’s attack on the ledges. More than once, she’d entertained the notion of confronting Sherry and her women, but she forced the thought away. Raj was the important issue now.

Returning to the current matter, she said, “With any confrontation, we risk a disturbance. We might draw more people, or the monster.”

“It is a risk,” Kai admitted. “But if we confirm whether Raj is alive, it will be worth it.”

Neena blew a breath. Of course, she’d do anything for her brother. “Let’s make the hopeful assumption that Raj survived. What would our next step be?”

“That’s where Samara’s leverage comes in,” Kai said. Looking around at the others, he continued, “If Raj is alive, we’ll bring the ambushed people back to the Comm Building and offer a trade.”

Sensing some hesitation among the others, Samara added, “Our intent is not to harm them, of course. We’ll disarm them and avoid conflict. But that will give us bargaining power.”

A small silence fell over the group.

“What if Bryan won’t give Raj up?” asked a woman with short, dark hair. “Will we make good on our threats?”

Kai and Samara looked at one another, before Kai finally answered, “We’ll do what we have to do to make sure Neena’s brother is safe.”

The woman breathed nervously. “So we’ll do what they did to Darius.”

“Or what they did to us,” Kai said, looking at his bruises. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

The woman chewed on her thoughts for a moment, looking around at the others. Not for the first time, Neena saw hesitation. Everyone was happy to see Neena alive, but they were worried. Thoughts of Darius’s death were fresh on their minds. And, of course, everyone had witnessed what happened on the ledge.

“What if we trade our ambushed men for Raj, and Bryan’s group attacks us afterward?” the woman with dark hair asked. “Who’s to say he will honor our agreement?”

More silence.

“Perhaps we bring our kidnapped marchers with us,” Samara suggested, after thinking about it. “We’ll release them when we get to the top of the cliffs. They’ll return, and we’ll stay here with Raj. That will give us security.”

“Or we’ll provoke a battle with two hundred people that we can’t win,” the woman mumbled.

The people on the fringes of the circle shifted uncomfortably. A man with shaggy gray hair blew a long breath, looking around at the others, before saying, “I’m not disputing the importance of finding your brother, Neena. But we’ve already seen the way Bryan’s people treat us. Everyone will reap the consequences of our actions. What if confronting them brings death to us all?”

A few people murmured, looking behind them at their relatives elsewhere in the tunnel, who tended the children.

“Anything we do carries a risk,” Kai said. “But this is the safest plan we can think of.”

The group sat in silence. Looking at their concerned faces, Neena couldn’t help but think they were right.

What if they were discussing the very thing that would get them all killed?

“There is another thing no one has considered,” Amos said, breaking the quiet. “What if Raj doesn’t want to return?”

Everyone turned toward him, listening.

“Clearly, Raj made a choice to sneak out and leave us behind,” Amos elaborated. “And obviously he told Bryan about the weapon. What if we go to the trouble of ambushing these people, and Raj refuses to go with us?”

The group looked at Neena. It seemed like her question to address.

“As much as I do not want to believe he would do that, it is possible,” Neena said, hating her admission. “Clearly, Raj harbored deeper feelings of resentment than I realized. Maybe Raj is alive, and he doesn’t want to come back. And if that’s the case, I don’t know our recourse.”

Angry tears stung her eyes. She looked away from the concerned group to Samel, who sat elsewhere in the cave.

What if she died in the process of finding Raj, and left him alone?

Or what if Raj was already dead, and she was chasing a ghost?

Impossible questions.

Sitting forward in the dirt, the dark-haired woman said earnestly, “All I’m asking is that you consider your actions, Neena, before you make a rash move.”

Neena blew a long sigh, before she conceded. “I’ll mull it over tonight and commit to a plan in the morning.”


Chapter 25: Bryan

“Bryan,” Louie called.

Resting his uninjured arm on the jamb of the doorway, he peered into the quarters where Bryan sat ruminating.

“What is it?” Bryan asked.

“I’ve gathered a group of our stealthiest Watchers, like you asked,” Louie said, motioning behind him. “A dozen will search for food, under my direction. A dozen will go with Ed to secure water and Green Crops.”

Bryan nodded.

“I have concerns, though,” Louie said. “It’s getting dark. We’re less likely to spot what we need under torch light. And if the monster arrives, it’ll make for a dangerous scenario.”

“Agreed,” Bryan said. “Leave first thing at dawn. And return as soon as you have enough to fill your bags.”

“Will do, sir.”


Chapter 26: Neena

Neena sat in her bedroll, staring at the ground. Conversations rose and faded around her, but she barely heard them, nor did she pay attention to the people bringing back rats from their traps.

“What are you thinking?” Kai asked.

Neena grappled with her thoughts. “I understand why people are so hesitant to act. I understand they think that we might be killed.”

Kai sighed. “I understand it, too.”

Neena shook her head. Breaking her gaze from the floor, she said, “We’ve already jeopardized everyone by bringing the monster here. How can I ask them to risk their lives again?”

Kai stroked his stubbly chin, just as conflicted.

“Something else is weighing on me,” Neena said. “Something we only talked about a little bit.”

Kai watched her carefully. “What is it?”

It took a moment for Neena to muster the words, and even longer to say them. “I keep thinking about what Amos suggested, about Raj not wanting to return. And that leads my thoughts to darker places. Obviously Raj told Bryan about the weapon. But what if he had a part in Darius’s death?”

Her words felt like a betrayal to Raj.

“I don’t think he did,” Kai said, reaching over and touching her arm.

“How can we be sure?” Neena asked, not wanting to believe the words she spoke. “I had no idea that Raj was leaving. Who knows what other secrets he held?”

Kai considered it a moment, before answering. “I don’t know your brother as well as you do, but I don’t think he would hurt Darius.”

“I want to believe that, too,” Neena said, fighting back a tear. “But his actions shook me. It’s hard to fathom that he would leave his family behind. He must really hate me. And that makes me wonder what else he could do.”

Kai shook his head. “He’s a boy, Neena. He’s struggling to find his place on the planet. I know exactly how that feels.” Kai trailed off, finding more words. “At one time, I was as young and as lost as he was. I made stupid mistakes, and even bigger mistakes later, when I went to jail. But now I am here, and those mistakes matter less. And that makes me think that Raj can get past this.”

“I hope,” Neena whispered, wiping her eyes.

Kai scooted closer to her, and she found his arms, holding him tight. Together, they surveyed the rest of the cave, watching people speak in smaller circles. Every so often, someone looked over at her and Kai, obviously worried.

An undeniable resolve washed over Neena.

“No matter what my doubts are about Raj, I won’t leave him down there,” she said, firmly. “If he is alive, I will get him back, even if I have to do it myself.”

“I’m coming, too,” Kai promised.

Neena squeezed him tighter. “I knew you’d say that.”

They held each other tight.

“Bryan’s anger is with us. It always has been,” Kai said. Drawing a long, nervous breath, he added, “Perhaps this is the safest choice for our people.”

“We brought the monster here,” Neena agreed. “We angered The Watchers. And my brother is the one missing. It is our problem to solve.”

A strange calm washed over Neena. If this was the way their lives would end, then at least they’d do everything they could for Raj.

“Perhaps we are better off not telling the others,” Neena said. “We don’t need them feeling pressured to endanger themselves. We’ll get a little rest. After we’ve slept a while, we’ll tell the guard, and go.”


Chapter 27: Raj

Raj sat in a quiet corner of the Comm Building, chewing his dried meat. After speaking with Bryan, he’d retreated to his bedroll, where he’d stayed. His hope was that if he blended in with the others, they’d forgive him. The shadows seemed like his only friends.

He couldn’t stop replaying his conversation with Bryan in his head, or the way he’d dismissed him. Bryan clearly didn’t want his help, nor would he discuss his plans.

And he certainly didn’t want to talk about Darius.

Raj’s eyes wandered the room miserably. For most of the day, he’d watched Louie and Ed counting their remaining supplies, sharpening their spears, and readying empty bags.

It didn’t take a genius to see that they were preparing for a scavenging trip. One look at the tired, hungry faces around him supported that. Raj’s eyes roamed to the other people in the room. Almost everyone was focused on the important men who spoke in curt, confident tones.

Unlike Raj, The Watchers were men of respect, worthy of looking up to.

Raj felt a pang of envy.

He wanted to feel the same way as before. He wanted to be strong and admired, not a castaway boy.

He’d give anything to walk among The Watchers again, or to feel as important as he had when he’d first crawled into that passage and discovered the strange device.

No one—not even they—could’ve done that.

A small sense of pride came over him.

An idea struck him, so hard and so fast that he had to stop himself from getting up.

Maybe that was it. Maybe this was a way he could redeem himself.

Gaining his courage, he tucked away his food pouch and slowly rose, finding Louie. At the moment, he was directing some Watchers.

Raj weaved around a few surprised people, who looked up, startled to see him leaving the shadows. He was halfway to Louie when the large man broke from conversation, heading toward Bryan’s quarters.

Raj halted.

He stared inside the room where Bryan sat, looking as intimidating as he had earlier. He wasn’t ready to go back in there.

Not again.

When he woke up, he’d find a quiet moment with Louie.


Chapter 28: Adriana

Adriana lay in her bedroll in the Right Cave, drawing circles in the dirt. Guilt festered in her heart. Ever since Neena had regained consciousness, she and her closest comrades had been discussing things in quiet circles, always out of earshot, always away from the children. The few times Adriana had interjected herself, they’d dismissed her, shielding her from the conversation.

She felt useless. Frustrated.

Ever since Raj had taken that final march down to the colony, she could think of little else. She sensed his absence every time she looked over at his wrinkled bedroll, or in the pile of rocks that still remained. She felt it in every sad, vacant stare from Amos, or in the constant worry that rang in Neena’s voice.

Adriana didn’t know if Raj was alive, or dead.

She felt like it was her fault.

She hadn’t known about Raj’s plan to leave with The Watchers, but somehow, she felt responsible. She’d seen the gleam in his eyes after he met Bryan. She knew how Raj respected him. She should have pieced things together.

Puzzles were always easier to solve after the fact.

She heaved a long sigh and returned to her drawing in the dirt. Without thinking about it, she’d created two people: her and Raj. She couldn’t stop thinking of the adventures they’d had together, their conversations, or their kiss.

She didn’t think she’d miss him this much.

Raj could be stubborn, but he’d interested her in a way that few boys had. Sure, he’d kept a huge secret from her, but his last conversation felt like an apology. And she’d never forget the way he’d tried helping her grandmother.

Could he really be dead?

Adriana left her finger in one spot in the dirt, sick with grief. She thought of what she’d seen in the colony the other day—the gasps of the crowd, and the screams of Bryan’s people in the desert. It certainly seemed that all the horn blowers were dead. And Raj had been carrying a horn.

That should’ve convinced her of the answer she feared.

But it hadn’t.

Adriana couldn’t stop thinking about Raj sneaking around the caves, avoiding the guard’s detection, keeping his weapon a secret. She couldn’t stop thinking about how he’d outwitted them all.

If he was that resourceful, there was a chance Raj was still alive.

And if he was alive, Adriana would find him.


Chapter 29: Adriana

Adriana looked across the cave at her sleeping parents, watching their stomachs softly rise and fall under the glow of a nearby torch. At the moment, they were deep in slumber.

She looked to the end of the cave, where the guard leaned against the wall, scratching his beard.

Adriana wasn’t stupid. She paid attention.

She studied things.

Like Raj, Adriana knew some of the tunnels, and where they led. Whenever Darius or the water collectors travelled their routes, she’d listened carefully, and asked tactful questions. She knew of a tunnel that carried people out to the desert patch, close to the river. That path was longer and more circuitous than the ledge, but of course, she couldn’t take the shorter route, without running into more guards and Sherry’s people.

If this guard spotted her, she had an excuse.

Bladder shy.

That’s what an old woman had once said, when heading to a more private section of the cave to do her business.

Waiting until the guard was occupied, Adriana rose quietly and snuck toward the interior tunnel. Her heart bounded. She followed the wall, sticking to the shadows, until she reached the curve in the tunnel.

She passed the guard.

Nobody yelled, or noticed her.

She kept on, waiting until the tunnel was pitch black before sparking her torch.

And then Adriana was alone.

Lizards and rats skittered away from her. The smell of their droppings filled her nose. It seemed the small critters had gotten even more curious, with so much human activity. Her boots disturbed their waste, or accidentally kicked a few rotten carcasses. She stuck to the middle of the passage, avoiding dark crevices that made her nervous.

Halfway down the tunnel, she realized that the air had gotten thicker.

Adriana held her hand to her mouth, stifling a cough.

Holding her torch high, she spotted a splash of light around the upcoming bend. Not a light.

A fire!

Panic struck her as billowing smoke headed in her direction. The smoke curled down the tunnel, getting worse. This wasn’t a campfire, but something worse. This time Adriana was unable to refrain from coughing. Something bad was happening.

Something more urgent than her mission.

She had to warn the others!

Turning, Adriana raced back to her cave.


Chapter 30: Neena

“Fire! Fire!”

Neena opened her eyes to smoke. Glancing upward, she saw a thick, gray cloud floating above her. Her heart pounded frantically. She looked over to find Adriana and a guard racing into view, cupping their mouths and screaming.

“Everyone out!”

Their words were like Watchers’ horns, creating instant alarm.

A hundred people sprang from their bedrolls, casting aside blankets and fumbling for their children. They coughed, batting away the thickening smoke while heading for the exit. Neena looked left, frantically finding Samel, Kai, and Amos, who were already on their feet.

“What’s happening?” Samel cried.

“I’m not sure, but we need to go!” Neena said. Grabbing Samel’s hand, she yelled, “Cover your mouth and stay close!”

Samel pressed his other hand over his mouth, stumbling after her, while Kai and Amos followed, bleary-eyed and confused. Neena pulled her shawl over her face, fearing that the smoke would invade her lungs and stop her beating heart. All around them, people raced through the haze, bumping into one another. The cave felt like a place of death that no one would escape. Too many people rushed in the same direction, and their panic was causing them to get in each other’s way.

Smoke stung Neena’s eyes.

Dizziness overtook her.

With a cry, she stubbed her foot on a bag, nearly tripping. In their haste to leave, they’d had no time to pull on boots. Neena could no longer see more than tumbling bodies and thickening smoke.

Looking over her shoulder, she found Adriana and the guard through the haze, shouting at a few disoriented people.

“The fire is further down the tunnel! You need to go outside, on the ledge!”

Passing a few dying embers, Neena had a moment to confirm that their cooking fires weren’t the source of the smoke, before reaching the cave’s threshold.

A hundred people poured out of its mouth, clasping shawls or shirts over their mouths, gasping for air. They grabbed their children close, keeping them away from the ledge. The night sky illuminated their silhouettes. Only a few were quick-witted enough to bring torches, or spears.

The rest were barefoot and unarmed.

Finding a place near Kai, Amos, and Samara, Neena huddled under the light of a neighbor’s torch. Shouts and cries filled the air, as people searched for their missing relatives. The pouring smoke blotted out most of the light from inside the cave, making it difficult to see. Neena folded her arms, fighting off the nighttime cold.

Spotting the shouting guard, Neena grabbed him and asked, “Where’s the fire?”

Red-faced and sweating, the man huffed, “Adriana saw smoke coming from the other direction of the tunnel! She alerted me!”

“Adriana told you?”

“Yes. She was going to the bathroom,” the guard said, obviously angry with himself for not finding it first. “I should’ve spotted it.”

Neena nodded, listening to more.

“When I went around the corner to check what she found, I saw a huge fire burning, and people fanning the flames toward our cave! Someone started it on purpose!”

“What?” Neena asked incredulously. “Who?”

The guard didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

Neena’s gaze roamed along the ledge. Through breaks in her people, she spotted a group of women with torches standing at the mouth of the Center Cave. Neena couldn’t make out everything, but she saw enough. At the forefront of the women, holding her head high, was Sherry.


Chapter 31: Sherry

Sherry’s allegiant women clustered around her, hugging one another, or patting each other’s backs, congratulating each other. Sherry’s eyes riveted far along the ledge and to the two people at the front of the crowd.

Satisfaction made her temporarily forget her emotional pain.

Neena and Kai were alive, but they were miserable. Their postures showed their confusion, and their terror. Staring at the scattered, panicked Right Cavers, she couldn’t help her elation.

“We did it!” cried a few of the women, squeezing one another.

Wiping some soot from her face, Jodi said, “Everything worked exactly as you planned, Sherry. We drove them out!”

Sherry rubbed her stomach. Her only regret was that she couldn’t join her women in that tunnel, lighting the fire and fanning the flames.

She wanted nothing more than to see Neena’s anguished face up close.

Soon.

“What now?” asked Jodi, when some of the celebration had died down.

“Hopefully our warning is clear,” Sherry answered. “Even still, we’ll keep a close eye on them. We’ll ensure that they are not a threat.”

Jodi nodded with satisfaction.

Sherry’s revenge wasn’t a hope, but a certainty.

She’d beat Neena and Kai down, the way they had done to her. She’d strip them of the safety they took for granted. She’d make them feel the piercing pain of loss and guilt that she felt each night, before she went to sleep, thinking of Gary. The Right Caver’s misery would become a venomous poison, taking root inside them and spreading to one another. Soon, they’d hand them over to her.

And then she’d kill them.

A small discomfort made Sherry look down at her small, growing belly. She rubbed it in a circle.

“What’s wrong?” Jodi asked, noticing.

“Nothing,” she said with a smile. “The baby must be kicking. Apparently, it is as excited as I am.”


Chapter 32: Neena

Belching smoke poured from the cave, filling the air with its odorous fumes. Through the haze, Neena watched Sherry and her cohort file back inside the Center Cave, until no one was left. Despite their absence, the light of their torches showed they were still near the entrance, watching.

“Do you think they’re going to attack us?” Kai asked.

“If they wanted to attack, they would’ve it already.” Neena seethed. “They’re toying with us.”

“Ignorant pieces of waste,” spat the guard.

He stepped forward, prepared for a fight, probably still upset about his perceived failings. A few Right Cavers who had managed to grab spears gripped them more tightly, anticipating trouble, but no one emerged from the Center Cave, nor did they emerge from the Left, which seemed to have been vacated.

After a while of watching the ledge, the Right Cavers relaxed, but only slightly. Neena turned her attention to the cave, watching smoke fill the air and sky, and then to the other end of the ledge, which ended in just a few feet. The only way down from the cliffs was past the Center Cave, or through their own, smoke-infested home.

“What are we going to do?” Kai asked, eyeing the rattled Right Cavers.

Half-dressed and shivering, they looked at each other for answers. Only the guard and a few of his comrades seemed ready to battle. Most of the Right Cavers were weaponless. The children were crying and cold. And the elderly—and a bunch of others—were already wheezing from the smoke they’d inhaled.

Neena gritted her teeth. The illogical part of her wanted to join the guards, rush down the ledge, and reclaim the last of their dignity. But her instincts told her that would be a bad idea.

“They’ve smoked us out of our home,” Neena reiterated. “All our possessions—our bedrolls and our bags—are inside. And so are most of our torches. Most of us don’t even have spears, or boots.”

“They probably counted on that,” Kai said.

“We should pay them back,” the guard persisted, clenching and unclenching his fists. “We should make sure this never happens again.”

“I’m not sure we’re in the condition to march down and confront them,” said Salvador, clutching his spear.

Looking down the ledge, Neena pictured herself and her people inching along it, sharing a few torches, and even fewer spears. Some might fall to their deaths. Others might retreat, or perish in a pointless battle. Could they really fight Sherry and her women?

Neena questioned her fantasy of revenge.

How many children were in that cave? Three dozen? Four? And most of the women were mothers. Sherry’s people had clearly incited an attack, but how could she and the Right Cavers kill a slew of women in front of their offspring? Would any of her people actually do it?

Neena couldn’t imagine it, as much as she wanted to believe she could.

Nor could she imagine leaving their own children and infirm unprotected.

More anger settled in her heart.

Sherry knew what she was doing.

Neena shook her head in frustration. Whatever game this was, the Right Cavers had clearly lost.

With no other logical options, Neena said, “Let’s wait until the fire burns out, and then we’ll go inside and assess the damage.”


Chapter 33: Neena

Neena peered into the murky tunnel. Most of the small cooking fires by the entrance had died out, leaving the rest of the Right Cave to smoky shadow. Through the gloom, she saw a few of their scattered bags, bedrolls, and flasks.

Sherry and her women were nowhere in sight.

Holding up a torch and a spear, she beckoned for the dozen people behind her to follow. Kai, Roberto, Salvador, Samara, and eight others walked in slowly, shawls tied around their mouths, spears pointed in front of them.

The odor of fire and smoke was pungent enough that they could smell it even through their fabric barriers. Every so often, one of them coughed, drawing the nervous attention of the others. It appeared that the inciting fire had died out. Turning behind her, Neena checked on the people on the ledge, who waited with hesitation, and more than a little fear. Every now and then, they shone their lights in the direction of Sherry’s cave, making sure no one followed.

Treading softly, Neena’s group continued, skirting around their loose possessions. Blankets lay tangled in messy heaps. Clothes were scattered everywhere. It felt as if they walked into a ruined colony, as tattered and destroyed as the one down in the desert.

Avoiding flasks that could turn an ankle, and bags that could cause a fall, Neena and the others traveled deeper into the cave, reaching the curve where the guard had been stationed, before heading toward the source of the fire.

Wispy smoke hovered near the ceiling.

Neena led with her spear, half-expecting Sherry and her cohorts to leap out, but she saw and heard nothing.

“Where was the fire?” Neena asked the guard.

“Farther down, I think,” he said, his voice muffled through his shawl.

Keeping a tight formation, they continued with the turn, until someone cried out, noticing something. On the ground ahead, charred and melded, lay a heap of broken spears and rags. Digging through the embers, Neena found a few pieces of kindling that had escaped the flames, and some larger sticks. Further down the tunnel, they found some discarded blankets that were used to direct the fire.

Other than those scorched remnants, the tunnel was empty.


Chapter 34: Neena

The hundred and fifty Right Cavers shifted on the ledge, clinging to one another, nervously watching the children. A few of the injured people coughed, while others dusted dirt from their clothes, or rubbed their eyes.

Voicing the question on all of their minds, Samara asked, “What now?”

Neena looked around at her people. Almost the entire night had been spent fleeing the fire, standing on the ledge, or inspecting the cave. They were chilly, they were miserable, and when the sun came up, they’d bake. Succumbing to fatigue, some already crouched on the ledge, or leaned against the wall.

Looking toward the Center Cave, Neena saw only a few faint lights. She couldn’t see anyone, but she sensed Sherry’s people watching. Always watching.

Anger roiled inside her.

“The cave is dangerous, with so much smoke,” Neena said. “The fire’s fumes will linger for a long while, making people sick. We can’t stay there now.”

As if on cue, someone coughed.

Beckoning to a few people behind him, still struggling for air, Kai worried, “We have about a dozen or so people with issues. They need a place to lie down and rest.”

“And obviously, we can’t stay here on the ledge,” Neena said.

“So, should we move?” Samara asked.

Neena thought on it. “I don’t see that we have another choice.”

“Where will we go?” asked Roberto.

Kai scratched his chin, working through something. After a while, he recalled something. “When we were first settling in the caves, Darius told me about a few other tunnels, farther back in the formation. One of them had a small spring. It is a bit of a journey, but we could stay there temporarily until our cave completely airs out. And we’ll eliminate the risk of running into Sherry’s people at the spring.”

“That’d be a blessing,” mumbled another woman.

“Are you sure you can find it?” Neena asked Kai.

“Darius told me the way to get there,” Kai said. “His marks are still on the walls, from his days of exploring.”

Neena blew a breath. “We’ll have to keep the smoke of our torches to a minimum, since we won’t have an entrance.”

“And we won’t want to attract Sherry’s people,” Kai added. “That means we should avoid cooking fires. We’ll have to rely on our dried rations.”

Neena shook her head. Those rations were already running low. But what else could they do?

She sighed. “I don’t see another option.”


Chapter 35: Neena

Strapped with their bags and belongings, the hundred and fifty Right Cavers marched behind Neena, Kai, Samara, Roberto, and Salvador. They’d stationed their strongest men and women in front and behind, who kept an eye on any branching tunnels. Despite leaving the location of the fire, the smell of smoke came with them, in their bedrolls, blankets, and clothing. Each whiff fueled Neena’s anger.

Just as they’d suspected, about a dozen people had inhaled an unhealthy amount of it. Their coughs carried throughout the line, reminding everyone else of the fire’s toll. The thought of Sherry’s people being so close, undetected, fueled a flame in Neena’s belly that scorched worse than anything their enemies had burned.

She put her anger into her steps, hoping to leave those people behind.

Walking in a tight group, they curved through the tunnels, deserting the place where they’d spent the last few weeks. The Right Cave wasn’t home, but it was the closest thing they had. And now it was violated. Ruined.

Neena couldn’t imagine ever going back.

The children wiped their faces, smearing frightened tears and keeping close to their parents. The elderly hobbled along. For a while, coughing was the only sound, as they followed Darius’s marks. Each of those etchings on the wall reminded Neena of her dead friend. One day, she swore, she’d bury him.

After traveling a long while—and hearing no signs of danger—they allowed themselves to speak in whispers.

“Our plans to find Raj will have to wait,” Kai hissed, leaning close to Neena’s ear.

Neena fought the sick feeling in her gut. “Each step brings us farther from the Comm Building. If anyone comes out, we won’t be able to see them.”

“Unfortunately, true,” Kai agreed.

“As much as that angers me, I can’t imagine leaving these people behind right now—especially Samel. We have to take care of our injured and make sure they are protected, before we can leave.”

Kai nodded.

Too many obstacles.

Neena blinked her tired eyes. A night of anxiety and missed sleep was already taking its toll. Thoughts clouded in her mind, taunting her with a lack of answers.

After a while of thinking and walking, she asked, “How far do we have left to travel?”

“Only a half a klick, I think,” Kai said. “Once we settle everyone down, we’ll figure out our next steps. It’s all I can think to do.”


**




For a while longer, they followed the caves, traveling deeper into the formation’s bowels. Neena recognized a few tunnels from when she, Kai, and Darius had fled. Others were new and decidedly ominous. They followed the faded marks—some that were easy to spot, others that required keen observation—without pause. Once they walked single-file, squeezing through a passage that was barely wide enough to admit one person.

They didn’t stop, or rest.

After journeying for some undeterminable length of time, they came upon the large chamber that Kai had decided on. Neena scanned it from wall to wall. The tunnel was wide enough that they could fit most of them in a large area, while keeping in view of each other. Long, crooked rocks hung from the ceiling, which stood at the height of a few people standing on top of one another.

But too many crevices worried Neena.

High in some of them, she heard the flap of bat’s wings, as they reacted to the intruders. A few, skulking rats skittered away, not used to seeing humans. Neena shuddered.

She felt the same way she had when they’d first entered the caves. They were new, and that made them feel more dangerous.

“I don’t like this,” she said to Kai, unslinging her bag and setting it down.

“I don’t, either,” Kai admitted. “But we have water here.” He pointed at the small spring, which was located near one of the walls. “Hopefully, our stay here will be temporary.”

After situating Samel in a spot near the middle of the room, Neena walked to the sides of the cave, shining her torch around. Some parts of the wall were as black as the darkest sky; others were reddish, or brown. In a few places, Neena saw cracks on which they’d have to keep an eye. Thankfully, this section of tunnel had only two ends to guard, with no nearby branching tunnels. In that way, it was similar to the Right Cave.

When she was done with her walk-through, she returned to Samel and Kai, helping Samel unfold his bedroll.

“Amos is tending the people who suffered from the smoke,” Kai reported.

Neena looked over toward the center of the chamber, where Amos shuffled around tiredly.

Noticing her gaze, Kai said, “He’s exhausted, like we all are. A night of fleeing, standing on the cliffs, and traveling has depleted everyone’s strength. Regardless of what happens afterwards, we need rest.”

Neena couldn’t imagine sleeping, after what had transpired. And she couldn’t stop thinking about Raj. Still, she felt her eyes closing, and her muscles aching. She looked nearby, where Samel laid down on his bedroll, unsettled.

Instinctively, Neena’s eyes went over to the guards.

“They’ll let us know if they see anything,” Kai said, urging her to her bedroll. “Let’s sleep. If we don’t, we’ll be no good to anyone.”

Neena reluctantly agreed.


Chapter 36: Neena

Neena lay in her bedroll, fitfully turning. This chamber was decidedly bumpier than the Right Cave. Every so often, she reached underneath her, removing a rock, or smoothing out her bedroll. Whenever sleep gently tugged at her, her mind resisted, luring her back.

For a long while, she tried to turn off her tumbling thoughts, until something made her abandon them.

A voice, hissing her name.

She looked up to find Adriana crouched near her.

Studying the girl’s grimy face under the light of several hanging torches, Neena whispered, “Is everything okay?”

Adriana bit her lip.

“What’s wrong?”

Adriana looked sheepishly over to where Kai and Samel quietly slept. “Can we talk?”

Neena rose from her bedding, motioning Adriana over to the cave wall, where they could whisper. Adriana followed guiltily.

“What’s going on?” Neena asked.

Adriana fumbled for words. “I was just thinking about the fire. Every time I close my eyes, I imagine the thick smoke.”

“That was a brave thing you did, alerting us to it,” Neena complemented. “We would’ve suffered greater tragedies, if you hadn’t been so alert.”

“Thanks,” Adriana said, averting her eyes. “I can’t forget about those women, wafting the fire in our direction. The image of what the guard told me won’t leave my mind.”

“I understand,” Neena said, and she did.

“Too many children are sleeping restlessly.” Adriana looked over at Samel, who slept clutching a fist-sized rock that Neena had seen him take from Raj’s bedroll, before they left. She was worried about him. Hell, she was worried about all of them. Sensing that Adriana had something else on her mind, she said, “You look as if you have something else to tell me.”

Adriana hesitated, glancing back at her sleeping parents. “Yes.”

Whether it was the guilty look on Adriana’s face, or her wavering tone, Neena could tell it was something private. “Whatever it is, I will not repeat it, if you don’t want me to.”

Leaning closer, ensuring that no one else heard, Adriana asked, “You promise you won’t tell my folks?”

Neena watched her. “I swear.”

“I wasn’t going to the bathroom when I saw the fire. I was looking for Raj.”

Neena felt a jab of emotion.

Adriana looked at her boots in shame. “I snuck past the guard, thinking I might head down to Red Rock and find him. It was a foolish idea. I don’t even know if he’s alive…but I can’t stop thinking about him. I feel guilty that he left.”

Neena watched her a long moment, fighting off tears. She reached over, squeezing Adriana’s arm.

“You had nothing to do with it.”

“But I did…” Adriana’s voice trailed off.

“What do you mean?”

After some coaxing, Adriana relayed the story she’d obviously come to tell. Surprise hit Neena as she heard about Adriana’s trip with Raj to see the weapon, their run-in with Bryan, and Raj’s distant behavior. “I had no idea about his plans. If I had known he would march down with Bryan, I would’ve stopped him.”

Tears welled up in Adriana’s eyes. Reaching over, Neena pulled her into a hug. “It’s not your fault, Adriana. There’s nothing you could’ve done.”

Adriana resisted the hug. “Maybe if I had told you, we could’ve figured out Raj’s plan and stopped him together.”

For a moment, Neena considered that possibility. But obviously, they couldn’t change anything now. Thinking about what Kai had said earlier, she said, “Raj was going to make his own choices. There was nothing we could’ve done to stop him. I’m convinced of that.”

“Do you really believe it?” Adriana asked.

“I do.” Neena paused. “When I was talking to Kai earlier, he said some things that made sense. Everybody makes mistakes. I just hope we can help Raj, before it’s too late.”

“You’re not mad at me?”

“No,” Neena said. She hugged her again, holding her longer. “As soon as we settle in here, we’ll figure out a plan to get Raj back. I promise.”

Adriana nodded. “I’m worried about Sherry, too.”

“We all are,” Neena admitted. “We might have to tackle that issue first, before we get Raj. But we’ll figure it all out when we wake up. I swear.”

Adriana closed her eyes hard, reopening them. Watching the pain in her face, Neena fought the lump in her throat.

“Just promise me you won’t do anything foolish like that again. Okay?”

“I promise,” Adriana said.

“Now get some rest, and I’ll do the same.”

Adriana scooted back to her bedroll near her parents, while Neena returned to her sleeping area.

Neither noticed the two women who secretly watched them through a crevice in the cave.


Chapter 37: Raj

Raj woke and rubbed his eyes, looking up at the hard, domed ceiling. All around the Comm Building, people groaned, rousing from another difficult night’s sleep. They were achy, and they were tired. Their stomachs were empty. Of course, no one had expected to be in the same place for so long.

They’d hoped for their hovels.

Looking over at the braced doors, Raj wished he could see the sun, the silhouette of the twin moons, or the cliffs, towering high above them. He couldn’t tell the time of day in here.

In any case, he was glad to be awake.

Looking over to the round table, he noticed a group of Watchers talking and collecting their bags.

His intentions from the night before came hurtling back.

He needed to find Louie.

He scanned the enormous main room. Luck was with him—the door to the large man’s quarters was closed. He could position himself in such a way that he could have a quick discussion, before the man became otherwise engaged.

Wiping the last of his sleep from his eyes, Raj rose to his feet, weaving around blankets, bags, and sleeping people, headed for Louie’s quarters. A few people watched him with disdain, but he ignored them.

If his plan worked, they wouldn’t look at him that way for long.

Raj had just reached Louie’s quarters when the door swung open, revealing the large, lumbering man. Louie’s face was creased with tiredness. His clothes were rumpled. He winced and adjusted his cast, surprised to find Raj standing in front of him.

“What are you doing here?” he grunted.

Raj swallowed his apprehension. This was his moment.

Waving a skinny arm at the gathering men, who flanked the Comm Building table, Raj said, “I was hoping I could go to the colony with you.”

Louie looked at him. He looked at the men. “You want to go on the scavenging trip?”

Putting on his bravest face, Raj said, “Yes.”

He waited for the rejection he knew was coming. He had an argument prepared. Louie looked Raj up and down, scowling at his appearance, as if he might’ve stepped on some rat dung. Or maybe he’d stained his clothes. Nope. Raj’s clothes were clean. To his surprise, Louie laughed.

“What is it?” Raj asked, after an awkward pause.

“You want to go out with the men?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your place is here, among the others,” Louie said, gesturing toward a group of scraggly women.

“I can be of much greater help out there than in here,” Raj insisted. “I can get into crevices no one can reach, like I did when I found the weapon.”

“We need people who can lift up heavy stone, not horn blowers who run the wrong way.”

Raj forced away tears. “I’m quiet. You know that I am.”

“Our best men are going, not our weakest.”

“And I can be one of them. I swear.” Raj swallowed the lump in his throat and stared up at Louie. “I can be just as brave as all the others.”

He searched for the kindness he’d seen in Louie’s face, back in the chambers when they’d tested the weapon, but the large man looked away, uncomfortable. A voice distracted them both.

“Louie!”

The big man turned, seemingly grateful for the interruption. Bryan came their way, giving orders to a few passing men.

“What’s the problem?” he asked in a stern voice as he approached.

“No problem, sir,” Louie said. He waved a dismissive hand. “The boy was just asking me a question.”

“What?” Bryan inquired.

Feeling the pressure to answer, Raj said, “I want to go on the scavenging trip.” All at once, his arguments crawled back in his throat. His mouth felt dry and pasty. He forced himself through it. He couldn’t give up. Not now.

Putting on an earnest face, Raj regained his courage. “I’m small. I can reach things that others can’t. I won’t get in anyone’s way, but if you need me to crawl in after something, I’ll retrieve it. I’ll find rations no one else will. If you let me go on the scavenging trip, neither of you will regret it.”

With his case made, he waited. Louie barely looked at him, but to his surprise, Bryan seemed like he was considering. Raj capitalized on the silence for a final plea.

“Let me make up for what happened in the desert. I swear that I won’t fail you again.”

Bryan glanced over at the men in the center of the room. He looked back at Raj. For a long moment, he scratched his chin, wading through some thoughts. Instead of responding to Raj, he spoke to Louie.

“Keep the boy close. Don’t let him wander. If you find you have no use for him, send him back here, and he’ll clean our dung buckets.”

“Yes, sir,” Louie said.


Chapter 38: Raj

Raj adjusted the empty bag on his back. Pride filled his belly. Two-dozen men walked around him, holding spears, following Louie’s and Ed’s directions as they walked away from the Comm Building. Raj’s gaze wandered around the wide, dusty path that circled the enormous structure, and to the closest hovels and alleys, which sat at a large buffer.

In the weeks without the stomping boots of the colonists, the sand had taken over, piling in every corner, blurring the lines between paths and alleys. It dusted the tops of the intact buildings, coating the wreckage of the fallen hovels. It wormed its way into every crevice, covering most of the things they hoped to find.

Still, they couldn’t fail.

Nearly two hundred hungry mouths counted on them.

Raj was nervous and scared, but he was excited, too. Once again, he was useful.

He had another chance to prove himself, and he wouldn’t toss it away.

The men split into two groups—Ed and his followers traipsed down the main path, heading in the direction of the river, leaving Raj, Louie, and the others to search for rations.

Together with Louie, Raj’s group curved around Comm Building on the wide path, heading north, passing the jutting annex and getting to where the path straightened. While they walked, Raj’s eyes wandered up to the cliffs. Squinting, he made out the openings for the three caves. He saw nobody at the mouth of the Left and Center Caves, nor did he spot the Right Cavers, as he’d secretly hoped.

He did see smoke drifting from the Right Cave entrance, though.

They must be cooking breakfast.

Not for the first time, he pictured his family inside, eating their rations. No one had come after him yet. A pang of sadness temporarily overrode Raj’s pride.

He quickly pushed it away.

Movement drew his attention back to the group. For a moment, he feared it was the monster, coming to snag them, but it was six men breaking off down one of the alleys, contending with debris and scattered belongings. Louie beckoned Raj and the others left, toward another alley.

Raj followed them on quiet feet.

A few birds flapped their wings overhead, scaring them, but they meant the monster couldn’t be close.

Sticking near Louie, Raj followed the large man into the first hovel in the alley, while the others broke off. To both of their surprise, they found a few pouches of dried meat, untouched. That finding inspired them to continue. They scanned the next hovels, locating a few spears, passing them to the other men.

After a while of scavenging, they fell into a rhythm: Louie pointed out things, and Raj grabbed them, filling their packs. Once they completed their alley, they returned to the main path, where a few Watchers rummaged through a collapsed hovel.

The broken stones were piled as high as a man. It took a moment for Raj to determine the men’s goal: in the center of the rubble, beneath a crevice, protruded several pieces of fabric.

Raj looked at Louie, and back at The Watchers.

Catching the glimmer in Raj’s eyes, Louie nodded.

This was his chance.

The men stepped back, allowing Raj to crawl into the small space. Despite his fear, he kept on, uncovering blankets and cookware, handing them to the men so they could appraise them. Buried deeper were a pouch of meat and another spear. Raj tugged them free and brought them out, handing them to the grateful group.

Pride surged through Raj, as he got to his feet and dusted himself off. The men nodded at him, respect in their eyes.

For the first time in days, Louie looked pleased.


**




Raj, Louie, and the rest of their group headed back down the path, carrying their bountiful loot. Every so often, they looked over their shoulders at the desert, listening, but the monster didn’t come.

They met Ed and his men at the center of the colony. It seemed the second group had had equal luck. A few patted the flasks at their sides, or motioned to full bags. In another man’s arms, Raj saw a handful of Green Crops.

Success.

They were approaching the end of the straight path, coming to the spot where it curved around the Comm Building annex, when Raj saw something else: an object, poking from the sand.

With Louie’s approval, he headed toward it, keeping his footsteps even. Raj bent, brushing off two ends of a long, skinny object.

A sharp tip graced one end.

The rest of it was long and smooth.

Pulling back, he avoided a dangerous prick from the creature’s quill.

For a long moment, he and Louie studied their incredible discovery. Raj had never seen anything so strange, or so fascinating. The piece of the beast looked as if it was made of some combination of muscle and bone. One side was definitely sharp, but the other side—where it had broken off—was jagged. Leaning down, Raj imagined it protruding off the side of the incredible beast.

The quill was intriguing, but it was also fear inducing.

“Leave it,” Louie mouthed, and the group moved on.


**




Raj huffed a sigh of relief as he and the others returned to the Comm Building, laying out their spoils. The trip had been safe and expedient. Their combined provisions should last a few days, filling the stomachs of the hungry.

More importantly, no one had disturbed the monster.

Proudly, Raj spread his recovered items on the table, ensuring that everyone saw. Unlike before, the people in the room watched him with relief, perhaps even admiration. Looking over at Louie and Ed, who patted each other’s backs, he joined them in a huddle.

“We did it,” he said happily.

They nodded, congratulating each other before acknowledging him.

“It was a successful trip,” Louie agreed.

“I’m glad I was able to fit in that collapsed hovel,” he said, reminding them of his usefulness.

“You’re a regular explorer,” Ed said with a smirk. “Just like your old friend Darius.”

They snickered and looked at each other, sharing some joke Raj didn’t understand.

And then they turned away.


Chapter 39: Bryan

Bryan stood in his quarters, cracking his neck. Footsteps drew his attention. He turned to find Louie coming toward him.

“The trip was successful?” Bryan asked.

“Yes,” Louie reported with satisfaction. “We scavenged enough food for a few days. The water was no problem. But Ed’s group had to dig deep for the Green Crops. It’s probably the last time we’ll find anything suitable for eating.”

“I expected as much,” Bryan said. “When this is over, we’ll plant a bigger bounty than the last. We’ll harvest so much that our bellies will be eternally full.” He looked at Louie a moment. “But first, we must focus on today.”

“Of course.”

“I assume you didn’t see the monster,” Bryan surmised.

“We kept quiet and away from the area of attack, as you instructed,” Louie said. “We didn’t see it. But we did find one of the creature’s quills on the way back, buried in the sand. The sharp end almost poked Raj.”

Bryan listened to the details of the account, as well as the specifics of the recovered food. When Louie’s report was concluded, he turned and headed back into the main room with the others. Bryan stared at the ceiling, the particulars of the mission swimming through his head.

He couldn’t stop thinking of something Louie had said.

An idea was on the edges of his mind.

Hopefully soon, he’d solidify it.


Chapter 40: Sherry

Sherry walked through the Center Cave with her head held high, weaving around the clusters of women and children, all of whom paid attention to her. A few awaited her directions, as if she might pass along a task, or an important message.

It felt as if she were born for this role.

She smiled.

Earlier, she’d seen Bryan’s men far below on the ground, making a scavenging trip. She didn’t recognize many of them, but one figure had stuck out: a small, identifiable person. Apparently Raj was still alive. The fact that Neena’s brother had survived was a minor irritation. She’d deal with it later.

Still, the sight of the men brought a much-needed burst of morale. It kept her women going in their times of doubt.

Reaching the back end of the cave, she moved toward two approaching women. Tanya and Jodi’s faces were lit with excitement, as they hurried over. Her two biggest doubters had turned into her biggest supporters.

Ironic.

“What did you find?” she asked.

“We followed the Right Cavers, like you asked,” Jodi said, huffing for breath. “We reached the new chamber where they are located.”

Describing it, Tanya added, “They can no longer see the daylight. They have no access to open air, or visibility to the Comm Building.”

Sherry smiled, as she pictured them living like rats, nestled in their decrepit burrow. Everything was going perfectly.

“How far away is this cave?” Sherry asked.

“It is a ways travel,” Jodi said. “They are deep underground. They have a spring, however.”

She listened to Jodi and Tanya describing the path to get there, and the crevices in the walls through which they’d spied.

“What are they doing?” Sherry asked.

“Most are clustered in the center of the chamber. Some are sick from smoke. Others are resting. It didn’t seem as if they were doing much, other than recuperating.”

Sherry felt a burst of vindication. But vigilance was needed. “As a precaution, I’m going to have some of the women block off one of the passages further down, in between our tunnel and theirs, so they cannot easily access us.”

“A good idea,” Tanya agreed.

“In the meantime, keep an eye on them,” Sherry said. “Report back to me if you see or hear anything. I’ll arrange for some other women to relieve your shift before evening.”

Jodi and Tanya nodded, their heads held high.

A young, brown-haired boy rushed over, hugging Jodi. “Mom?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Are you coming back to play with me soon?”

“I’ll be there soon,” Jodi said. “Mommy has to take care of some duties first.”

The child nodded, disappointment in his eyes, and then the women started back to their post.


Chapter 41: Neena

With their backs to the spring, Neena, Kai, Samara, Salvador, and Roberto faced the Right Cavers, who sat in nervous circles, watching them. A few held their children, while others tended to the injured. Every so often, a cough punctuated the room, as someone dealt with the residual effects of the smoke. Looking out among them, watching Amos move from one wounded person to the next, Neena bit her lip.

“What should we do now?” Roberto asked.

The people in the audience shook their heads in dismay.

Surveying the tired and the pained, Neena said, “It seems as if we are fighting a war on two ends. We have Sherry’s women to contend with, and we have Bryan’s marchers. And of course, we have the problem of Raj.”

“Obviously, Bryan’s people aren’t here at the moment,” Kai reminded her. “But Sherry’s people are.”

Unable to contain her frustration any longer, a woman called out, “First Sherry attacks you on the ledge, and now she does this. Who knows what else she’ll do?”

Motioning toward a coughing woman, a man spat, “Look at what the fire did to my wife! She can barely breathe.”

Commiseration rippled through the crowd.

“Sherry deserves punishment for what she’s done!” someone yelled.

More time in the dank cave had deepened their misery, just as it had deepened Neena’s. Looking around at her people, who voiced their anger to their neighbors, she felt a pit of resolve.

“Maybe it is time we show her she can’t do it again,” Neena suggested.

Those with injured relatives nodded vehemently, clenching their fists.

Looking around at her upset people, Neena said, “I agree with you. Sherry has no intention of stopping. She has driven us to a choice.” She paused for emphasis. “We can sit here and wait for things to get better, or we can take the upper hand. We can show them we’ll no longer tolerate what they are doing to us.”

“What are you suggesting?” asked one woman.

“We confront them.”

Samara lifted the spear in her hand, showing her solidarity.

“We attack?” a man questioned.

“A coordinated threat might be all we need,” Neena said. “But yes, we should be ready to fight, if it comes to that.”

The people in the circle looked at one another, gauging each other’s reactions.

Sharing their confliction, Roberto said, “I can’t picture stabbing a cave full of mothers in front of their children.”

“Neither can I,” Neena said. “But we have to do something. If we don’t take a stand, they’ll continue this treatment of us, and then our children will pay. We have to stop what they are doing.”

The group turned to one another, contemplating the ramifications of her suggestion. Uncertainty had ahold of them.

“Even a few dozen of us, armed with spears or knives, will make them reconsider their actions,” Neena continued. “Who knows? Perhaps this will be the moment that staves off later violence. It is time we stood up for ourselves.”

Some of the hesitant people regained their courage.

“We’ve seen the price of our inaction, in Darius’s blood,” Neena said. “We’ve seen it in the attack on me and Kai. And we’ve seen it in the way they smoked out our cave. The more we accept this treatment, the more we will receive it.”

A few nervous breaths drifted across the cave.

A woman spoke up. “Let’s say we confront them and succeed. What happens when Bryan and his marchers return? We might pay for our decision later.” She clutched her children.

Neena sucked in a stale, damp breath. The odor of smoke from her clothing and the stench of bat droppings revived her anger. “Let’s say Bryan’s people aren’t killed by the monster, and they return. How long do you think it will take for them to find us in this cave, if they want to? A day? A week? Sooner or later, they’ll come across us, and then we’ll no longer have a decision. We’ve seen what they did to Darius. What makes you think that won’t happen to us? Why not surprise them now, when the choice is in our hands?”

A few people rose to their feet, ready to take a stand.

Inspired, Neena pressed on. “We’ll show them that we are more than weak people, waiting for their next hurled rock, or torch. We’ll show them that we’ll defend ourselves.”

A murmur of excitement went through the room.

“How many are with me?” Neena shouted.

She looked around the room. A dozen hands went up, and then a few more. So did Kai’s, Roberto’s, Salvador’s, and Samara’s, until almost fifty hands were in the air. Their unity brought warmth to her heart. It was certainly better than fear.

It was time to turn bravery into action.

“It’s settled then,” she said, before anyone could disagree. “Let’s sharpen our spears and knives. When we’re ready, we’ll march to the Center Cave.”


Chapter 42: Samel

Samel looked around at all the people in his cave, who readied their spears and knives, their torches, and their bags. Neena seemed to be everywhere at once, giving directions, speaking with Kai, or preparing her weapons. At the tunnel’s ends, a few guards relayed instructions to their replacements.

Neena’s meeting increased Samel’s anxiety. He understood her reasons. Sherry was a vile woman, capable of unspeakable violence. And the rest of Bryan’s people were just as dangerous.

Still, he couldn’t help but think that Neena might be marching off to her death.

He couldn’t stop thinking that he might end up alone.

No more Neena.

No more Raj.

What would he do?

Fighting off tears, he reached inside his bedroll, retrieving the rock that he’d salvaged from Raj’s bedroll, before leaving the Right Cave. The fist-sized stone was a small memory of his brother. Thankfully, Neena hadn’t hassled him over it.

Turning the rock in his hand, he pictured himself and his family back in their hovel, sharing a nice, happy meal. One day, this would all be over, like Neena had promised, and he and his brother would be reunited.

The more he tried believing that, the more his wishes turned to awful memories.

Monsters. Fire. Screams.

Samel’s breath heaved.

His heart beat frantically. Panic took over.

Roaming to the nearest wall, he leaned his head against it and squeezed the rock, hoping to calm down.

When would this ever be over?


Chapter 43: Raj

Raj swigged from his flask, looking across the room. Unlike before, he no longer lowered his head, or wished to be invisible. After returning from his trip, he’d helped The Watchers pass out the new rations to Bryan’s grateful men and women. No one had turned away from him while receiving a dried piece of meat, or a flask full of water. A few times, he’d even received a pleasant smile, or a thank you.

Raj felt helpful again.

Important.

Setting down his flask, his gaze roamed to the circular table, where The Watchers congregated. Riding his newfound acceptance, he walked across the room and joined them. Ed was among them, sliding a particularly large blade against a rock.

“Would you like me to help?” he asked Ed.

“Do you know how to sharpen a spear?” Ed asked curiously.

“I’ve done it before,” Raj said. “They say I’m pretty good at it.”

With a shrug and a smile, Ed conceded, “It’s better than standing there staring at me.” He handed Raj a spear. “Here. Take it.”

Raj took the spear, finding a sharpening rock and getting to work, while Ed and some Watchers did the same. For a while, they worked together, grunting and smiling, speaking of the successful trip, or the enormous procession they’d hold once the monster was dead. Every once in a while, Raj added a joke, to a chuckle.

Despite the men’s apparent friendliness, something bothered him.

He couldn’t stop thinking of the smirks on Louie and Ed’s faces when they jested about Darius. Something dark lurked beneath those smiles. Everyone knew they didn’t get along with the Right Cavers, but it seemed like they held a secret.

And that reminded him of Bryan’s odd behavior while they talked about the device, and the spears.

More and more, Raj’s thoughts were growing uneasy. It felt as if something was buried beneath the surface of Bryan and his closest men, some subtext he didn’t understand. Raj wasn’t sure what it was yet, but he was going to figure it out.

Finished with his spear, he handed it back to Ed.

“Should I sharpen another?” he asked.

“Sure, kid,” Ed said.

Raj took the next weapon, working on it.

“What are Bryan’s plans for the monster?” he asked, hoping to get more information.

Ed cracked his neck, sharpening his own weapon. “He had an idea he said he’d share with Louie soon.”

“Do you think we’re almost ready to fight?”

“If we’re lucky,” Ed said. With a grunt, he added, “I hope this is over soon. I’ve got a few women I wouldn’t mind seeing back in the caves.”

A man nearby laughed.

Raj turned the spear in a circular pattern, performing his duty efficiently.

“You weren’t lying,” Ed said. “You are pretty proficient. Who taught you to do that?”

“Neena, originally,” Raj said. “But Darius taught me a better method.”

Immediately, Ed looked away. The same, strange feeling filled Raj’s stomach.

Swallowing—doing his best to keep an even tone—he tested his awful theory. “I’m not as good as him, though. Maybe someday Darius can teach you, too.”

Ed glanced over from his spear, his smile fading. The look in his eyes solidified everything that Raj had feared.

“I don’t think he’ll be teaching anything to anyone, soon.”


Chapter 44: Neena

Neena walked through the chamber, overseeing the Right Caver’s final preparations. Since the meeting, they’d sharpened their weapons, filled their flasks, and packed enough rations to make the trek. They’d prepared their fill-in guards, instructing them to stay vigilant.

Still, too many uncertainties lived in her heart.

Would they take Sherry’s people by surprise? Would the women fight, or would they stand down? Looking around at the people with whom she’d travel, she wished she could see the end of this day.

But worse things would happen, if they did nothing.

She was convinced of that.

Instinctively, Neena looked toward the ceiling, wishing she could see the sky. This deep in the formation, she had no idea whether the sun was full, or the twin moons were visible. That added to her unease.

Looking past the people who spoke with their relatives, or adjusted their bags, she found Kai.

“All our marchers have at least one weapon,” he reported. “And we have enough to arm those we leave behind.”

Neena nodded gratefully. “Has anyone backed out?”

“They are nervous, but they are ready,” Kai said.

Neena nodded. “Soon, this will be over.”

“I hope,” Kai said.

“I’ll do a last check with the guards, and then we’ll leave.” Neena completed her last task, ensuring they were prepared, before returning to her sleeping area.

It was time to start the conversation with Samel that she dreaded. She sighed and closed her eyes, mentally preparing herself for an emotional talk.

Samel wasn’t at his bedroll, nor was he near the wall where she’d last seen him, holding the rock.

Panic struck her heart.

Racing over to the spot where he’d been, she shined her torch into a deep, dark crevice.

The rock he’d taken from Raj’s bedroll lay on the ground.

Samel was gone.


Chapter 45: Samel

Samel kicked and flailed against the people who held him, to no avail. One person carried him backward, arms snug under his shoulders, hand clamped over his mouth, while the other carried his legs. It felt as if they’d pulled him away some time ago, though he couldn’t be sure. All he knew was that he could no longer hear the Right Cavers, and of course, he couldn’t see Neena, Kai, or Amos.

His heart slammed against his ribcage.

One moment he’d been leaning against the cave wall, the next these people’s hands were on him, stifling his cries and pulling him through a dark crevice.

Who were they?

Why wouldn’t they let him go?

At first, he thought two monsters had grabbed him, rather than two humans. If not for their ragged breathing, whistling past their teeth, or their sweaty clothing pressed against him, he might’ve believed that.

His captors wound through more caves than he could count, bumping into walls. The world around them was dark. Samel couldn’t tell where he was headed, or how far he’d gone. Of course, he couldn’t ask through the hand pressed against his mouth. After a while, they set him down.

One of them restrained him, while the other lit a torch.

Samel blinked, his eyes adjusting to the sudden light.

A scraggly, blonde-haired woman leaned close, holding a knife under his chin. Her lips curled back into a sneer. “Do anything stupid, and we’ll cut you. Understand?”

“Yes,” Samel whispered.

He recognized the dirty woman standing in front of him. She was from the Left Cave, though he didn’t know her name. He blinked, as if she might realize she’d made a horrible mistake, but her eyes held no sympathy.

“No screaming, no fighting,” whispered the woman holding him. “Got it?”

He said he understood.

“I’m going to walk next to you while Jodi leads you along, so we can go faster,” the knife-wielding blonde said, motioning to the other woman, Jodi. “Try anything, and we’ll stab you.”

And then the hand was off his mouth, and Jodi was next to him, tugging his arm. He glanced over, catching a glimpse of her dark hair and her nervous, darting eyes.

They walked forward—Jodi herding him, the blonde lighting the way beside them. Thoughts catapulted around Samel’s head. He desperately wanted to run, or scream, but the thought of a knife piercing his flesh filled him with terror. Instead, he followed his strange captors through the winding tunnels, praying at every fork that Neena would arrive with her spear and rescue him.

No one came.

They traveled for what felt like a good part of the night, taking several branching tunnels, as if they were trying to lose someone.

Maybe Neena? he thought.

Every so often, his captors peered nervously over their shoulders, searching for pursuers. And then they came upon on a tunnel that was long and narrow.

Risking a whisper, Samel asked the women, “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see soon enough,” the blonde lady hissed.


Chapter 46: Neena

“Samel!” Neena screamed into the crevice.

Fear snaked around her heart. With a knife in one hand and a torch in the other, she stepped inside the narrow passage, frantically leading with her torch. For the first ten feet, the twisty, jagged rock opening was barely wide enough to fit her, but farther down, it widened.

“Samel!” she yelled again, peering into the darkness.

In the time she’d discovered Samel missing, a handful of people had congregated behind her, hurriedly searching. Almost everyone had heard her panicked cries. Those who hadn’t had quickly been alerted.

“Do you see him?” Kai asked from her heels.

“No!” Neena said desperately.

Her awful feeling worsened as she squeezed through the crevice, hurrying toward the wider portion of the passage, where the air smelled even staler. Something squished under her boot. Neena looked down to find a half-rotten rat carcass, crawling with insects.

The sight of the dead animal intensified her fear for Samel.

How long had it been since she’d last noticed him? Amidst her preparations, she hadn’t paid close enough attention. The only thing of which she was positive was that he wasn’t in the chamber.

The others stuck close to her heels. Their solidarity would’ve impressed her, if she had time to acknowledge it.

Neena moved faster. The passage curved for a while, thinning and widening, before emptying out into a larger cave. Entering the new tunnel, she looked left and right, but could only see as far as the edge of her torchlight.

She’d warned Samel not to stray. She’d warned him to stay close. Why had he come here? Nothing about his disappearance made sense.

“Samel!”

She took another step, but quickly stopped. Had he gone left or right? She studied the ground in both directions for any indication he had been here, but she saw no boot prints or scuffed gravel. The floor was too hard.

This part of the cave system was foreign to her.

A few dozen Right Cavers emptied out around her, calling her brother’s name, joining the search, while the others hung back in the main chamber with the children.

Standing among those in the cave, Kai said, “Let’s split up! Neena and I will take a group left. Samara, you lead a group right!”

They agreed, splitting their parties into a dozen each and continuing.

Neena and Kai led their group left down the unfamiliar passage. Those with torches shone them in all directions, illuminating the cave’s ruddy walls, its craggy ceiling, and its firm ground. With more space to maneuver, they moved at a faster clip, getting farther from where they’d entered.

They traveled for a while into uncharted territory, with no sign of Samel, until they reached another fork.

Dammit.

Neena shone her light in the direction of each new tunnel, searching for clues. Nothing. Each moment without her brother deepened her fear.

What if something else lurked in these tunnels, and had taken him?

Her knowledge of the Abomination made anything seem possible.

“A few of us will go this way,” Kai suggested, pointing left down one of the new tunnels. “Why don’t you go the other?”

Neena hated the idea of dividing the group further, but what choice did they have? She rushed ahead with three men at her side, searching the new tunnel’s fissures and shadows, alert for threats, combing the passage.

And then she saw something.

Just ahead, wedged between some craggy rocks on the wall, was a thin piece of fabric. Neena’s heart leapt in her chest as she rushed over and removed it, finding a knife jabbed through the center. She took out the blade and held up what looked like the sleeve of a shirt. Not just any shirt.

A boy’s shirt.

Samel’s.


Chapter 47: Neena

Within moments, the others had heard Neena’s cries of discovery and come running. Those who hadn’t were quickly rounded up and summoned. They stood rigid and close, clutching their torches and their spears, their eyes reflecting her panic.

“She has him,” Neena said in a quivering voice, holding up the sliced piece of Samel’s shirt. “Sherry is sending us a message. She wants us to know what she’s done.”

She glanced around at the shifting crowd, who looked anxiously in front of them and behind.

“What if this is a trap?” Kai asked. “She might be leading us this way for a reason.”

A murmur of panic went through the crowd.

“For all we know, they left this here and went in another direction,” Samara piped up.

Despite the possibility of that statement, Neena couldn’t shake the idea that Samel might be just up ahead.

“If Samel is alive, I have to reach him,” she insisted. “If something happens to him, I’ll never forgive myself. Let’s keep going!”

Rallying her people, she led them in a tight formation down the cave, holding their weapons. They called Samel’s name, scanning the crooks and crevices, checking behind them. Every so often, a Right Caver bumped into a neighbor, causing a brief, panicked stir. The sweat and footsteps of a few dozen people in such a small area gave Neena a claustrophobic feeling. She wanted nothing more than to get out.

Too many horrific possibilities plagued her mind.

What if Samel’s kidnappers had hurt him?

What if the shirt sleeve wasn’t a message, but a taunt, and they’d killed him instead of doing whatever else they planned?

If Sherry had harmed him in any way, Neena would make her pay. She’d ram her spear into her throat and make sure she never hurt anyone again. Her wrath wouldn’t end until the woman was dead.

They scoured the tunnel for a long while, moving as quickly and quietly as possible, reaching another fork. This time, Neena couldn’t help herself. A frustrated cry escaped her lips.

Another branch. Another choice.

Neena took a step, ready to divide everyone and plunge down another tunnel, until Kai stopped her.

“Neena, wait!” he said, grabbing on to her.

“We have to hurry!” she shouted. “We have to—”

“We don’t even know where we’re going,” Kai said, doing his best to restrain her. “What if this is a trap?”

Neena tried ripping her arm away, but Kai kept hold of her.

“For all we know, they didn’t come this way at all, like Samara said,” Kai warned. “We might get lost.”

“These tunnels aren’t marked, like the ones we took to get to our chamber,” added a man. “We could die before we ever find Samel.”

Neena’s frustration was at a boiling point. The group waited, looking at her.

“What do you want to do?” a woman asked finally, fright in her voice.

Kai let go of Neena’s arm.

Silence permeated the tunnel.

All eyes remained on her.

Looking at all the people around her, Neena resolved, “We’re heading back to our chamber, taking the tunnels to the Center Cave, and marching on Sherry. We’re getting Samel back.”


Chapter 48: Raj

Raj lay in his bedroll, clutching his knife in his shaky hands. Ever since his conversation with Ed, he’d been unable to concentrate on anything. He hadn’t eaten. He’d barely slept. The Comm Building felt like a place of monsters, rather than a place of friends. His eyes darted around the torch lit room, where most of Bryan’s people slept. Every so often, a cough punctuated the silence, startling him, or someone’s conversation disturbed him. Each hushed whisper made him paranoid. It took every effort to finish the spears he’d started sharpening, say goodnight to Ed, and hurry back to his bedroll. The times he’d tried sleeping, he’d failed.

His heart thudded wildly.

He couldn’t believe what he thought he heard.

It didn’t take a fool to understand Ed’s implication. The more he thought on it, the more Raj was certain that Darius was dead. Flashes of memory circled through his brain—Ed’s smug expression, Bryan’s strange demeanor, and Ed and Louie’s private joking. Those clues felt even more obvious now.

Bryan had told him Darius wasn’t in that cove when he retrieved the weapon, and he’d believed it.

Or maybe he’d wanted to.

An angry, confused tear fell down Raj’s cheek. Bryan had lied to him. Of course, he had. He hated Darius as much as he hated Neena, Kai, or the rest of the Right Cavers.

As much as he hates me, Raj thought miserably.

If Bryan came across Darius, things would’ve gone really badly.

He couldn’t stop thinking of the old man’s kind face, sharing stories of his travels, or the way he’d helped Raj and the other Right Cavers to safety.

Whatever had happened to Darius, it was Raj’s fault.

Raj let his tears flow. He deserved to feel the pain. Peering around the room at what felt like strangers, regrets flooded him. If he’d never marched down here, Darius might be safe and asleep in the Right Cave. And Raj might be there, too, next to his friends and family, instead of lying in a den of people who’d never quite accepted him anyway.

His anger toward Neena was a consuming, blinding rage.

He shouldn’t have succumbed to it.

Those memories led him to think of another.

All at once, he was back on the ledge outside the Right Cave with Neena, after he had lashed out at her. Despite his foolish behavior, Neena had apologized to him.

She’d never treated him poorly like these others. She’d always been there at the end of the day, smoothing out their arguments, ending their disputes with a hug or a kind word. She’d never condemned him, like these people had.

To Bryan and his people, Raj was an annoying rodent, constantly proving his worth.

His family loved him.

Maybe living in the Right Cave hadn’t been so bad, after all.

Unable to dam his falling tears, Raj shook under his blankets.

This is my fault, he thought. I’ve made an awful mistake, and now I’ll never be able to take it back.

The question was, what would he do about it now?


Chapter 49: Bryan

“Louie,” Bryan whispered, motioning quietly through the doorway of the large man’s quarters.

Louie immediately sat up from bed, looking over at him.

“Were you sleeping?” Bryan asked.

“No, I was just dozing.” Louie wiped his eyes. Whether it was the look on Bryan’s face, or the time they’d spent together, he deduced something important was on his mind. “What is it you need?”

Bryan couldn’t hide his enthusiasm. “I need you to arrange another trip out to the colony.”

Louie rose. “Of course.”

In a confident voice, Bryan gave his orders. “I need you to go to the edge of the desert, to the place where the rock spires crumbled from the monster’s body. If my hope is correct, you will find more of the creature’s quills, just like the one you located the other day.”

Louie refrained from voicing a question.

Continuing his instructions, Bryan added, “I’ll also need some tools from the blacksmith’s shops.” Bryan informed him of which tools they’d require, making Louie repeat them back.

“Is that all, sir?”

Looking at Louie’s arm, Bryan made a decision. “Perhaps Ed and a few Watchers are best suited for the task. Let’s keep the group small. We don’t need any unnecessary risks.”

Louie nodded. “I understand. I’ll relay your instructions to Ed, so he can prepare his men for the morning.” Watching Bryan at the doorway, he finally voiced his question. “Are we almost ready to fight the monster?”

“We are close,” Bryan said with a smile.


Chapter 50: Louie

“Ed.” Louie peered down over Ed’s bedroll, stirring him.

“What do you need?” Ed asked, grunting awake.

“Bryan needs you to go back out into the colony first thing in the morning. He has a job for you.”

Ed watched Louie with curiosity and trepidation.

“Remember the quill we found in the colony, near one of the broken dwellings?” Louie asked.

“Yes,” Ed replied.

In a hushed voice, Louie passed along Bryan’s requests.

Ed furrowed his brow. “We only saw one quill.”

“Bryan has an idea where you can find some others,” Louie said, telling him the location.

“Okay,” Ed affirmed. “I’ll do my best.”


Chapter 51: Sherry

Sherry paced the dark, empty section of the cave. Her thoughts tumbled over one another. Each glance at the walls brought her back to happier memories in the shadows with Bryan, falling into his arms, venting their frustrations. When she closed her eyes, she could still feel his touch, hear his whispers, and imagine his embrace. She yearned for those tingles of pleasures and pain.

Their trysts felt as if they’d happened months ago, instead of days.

Digging her nails into her hand, she tried replicating those feelings, to no avail. Frustrated, she grabbed the torch and thought about scalding herself, until she saw a light in the distance.

Immediately, Sherry pulled her knife.

Voices and boot steps echoed off the walls.

A flickering torch moved closer.

Sherry headed in the direction of the noise, walking until she saw three silhouettes coming around a corner. Tanya and Jodi’s faces were covered in dirt and grime. In between them was a child.

“What’s going on?” Sherry called.

She moved toward them at a hectic speed, stopping short as she recognized whom they herded. Sherry blinked, as if she might be imagining a miracle.

But Samel’s whimpering proved that he was real.

The boy’s face was dirty and scratched. One shirt sleeve looked as if it had been cut, or torn. He looked at Sherry as if she were a ghost, or a monster, coming to torment him. All at once, Sherry’s pining for Bryan was forgotten. Relishing in the boy’s panicked expression, she slowly held out her knife, resting it beside his nose.

“Please don’t hurt me,” he whispered.

Ignoring his pleading, Sherry asked Tanya and Jodi incredulously, “How did you get him?”

“We found him by a crevice in his cave,” Tanya said, prodding the boy’s bare arm with a knife. “We grabbed him while no one was looking. We had to.”

“What do you mean?” Sherry asked.

Tanya exchanged a glance with Jodi. “The Right Cavers are planning to march on us.”

“They had a meeting,” Jodi continued. “We couldn’t hear everything, but we heard enough. They’re coming for us.” Jodi swallowed. “We were worried about what might happen to our children. And then we saw Neena’s brother, lingering near a crevice. We saw an opportunity. We grabbed him and ferried him back here, so we can stave off their attack.”

“If we hold him among us, perhaps we can keep our children safe.” Tanya looked wildly over her shoulder. “We left a piece of his shirt tucked in the wall with a knife through it, so they will know we are serious.”

Silence overtook the cave. Sherry looked from Tanya to Jodi, to the quivering boy. If not for the gravity of their discovery, she might’ve been angry.

“If they are coming, we need to get ready,” Sherry said resolutely, pulling her knife away from Samel’s face.

A prickle of fear and excitement coursed through her. She looked past Jodi and Tanya, prepared for a barrage of incoming lights and people, but the tunnel was dark.

Jodi’s face wrinkled with emotion. “They’re going to hurt us,” she worried.

“No, they won’t,” Sherry said with a grin. “Now that we have Samel, we’re in a far better position. You have done good work.”


Chapter 52: Sherry

Commotion rippled through the Center Cave. One by one, heads turned, ceasing their private conversations and turning in the direction of the rear passage. Whispering turned to exclamations. Children tugged at their mother’s shirt sleeves.

No one could miss the coming spectacle.

Sherry proudly marched Samel through the middle of the cave, stopping when she’d reached the middle of the crowd. All around her, people gasped and pointed, looking between her and the frightened, bedraggled boy. Tanya and Jodi stood a few steps behind, looking hastily around.

There was no point in holding anything back.

“The Right Cavers are on their way here,” Sherry announced, to the Center Caver’s startled reactions. “They are coming to face us. We must prepare.”

A few handfuls of women rose to their feet, grabbing their spears or their children. Others leapt up, ready to flee.

“What is he doing here?” asked a mother, frantically pointing at Samel.

“Jodi and Tanya took him from their cave,” Sherry said. “They did it so we would have leverage when the Right Cavers arrived.”

“Leverage?” another woman asked. “We were supposed to ward them away, not lure them here!”

“What have you done?” cried another woman.

“They were already coming to face us,” Jodi defended. “We had no choice.”

“Your comrades have done us a service,” Sherry said, lifting her voice over the crowd’s protests. “Confrontation was inevitable. Sooner or later, they were going to attack us. We have no choice but to defend ourselves.”

More women stood up, fear in their eyes. A few children burst into tears. The commotion in the cave was quickly descending into chaos.

In a shrill, commanding voice, Sherry yelled, “Quiet! We must plan our defense!”

Some of the din lessened.

“I have told you this day was coming,” Sherry said loudly, raising a hand to keep the cave in order. “It is not a surprise.”

A few guards at the door scrambled to raise their weapons. Before the disorder could get out of hand, Sherry barked out orders. Pointing to a cluster of women on the left-hand side of the tunnel, she said, “You women over there! Guard the front entrance of the cave!” To the women gathered on the right-hand side, she said, “You others, watch the rear entrance of the cave, past Gideon’s cove! The rest of you stay in the center, protecting the children!”

A stream of women poured past her, heading down the long, rear portion of the tunnel and following her orders, while more went to the front. Others stayed in the center, gathering up the children.

“What about us?” Jodi asked, her voice shaking.

“You and Tanya follow me,” Sherry said. “We’re taking Samel with us.”

“What about our children?” Jodi asked, looking toward a brown-haired boy in the middle of the room.

“Have them go to the middle of the tunnel with the others. I need you by my side.”

Jodi paused, unconvinced, until she saw Sherry’s unrelenting stare. “Now!” Sherry dragged Samel past a few hesitant women. Looking down at them in disgust, she said, “To your feet and defend yourselves, women! Defend yourselves, or die!”

The women looked around wildly, before obeying.

They would fight, because they had no choice.


Chapter 53: Sherry

“Where are we taking him?” Jodi asked.

“To a place where we can hide him, for now,” Sherry spat.

She wrenched the boy’s arm, pulling him down the long, dark tunnel, while Tanya and Jodi kept an observant eye out. Up ahead, she heard the voices of the women headed to keep guard in the far end of the tunnel. Samel yanked against her grip.

Finding courage through his fright, he cried, “Let me go!”

Sherry looked down at the distraught boy. Fresh tears tracked his cheeks. Fear glazed his eyes. Despite his obvious terror, she saw a defiance she didn’t like.

Stopping, she pulled out her knife and poked him. “Shut your filthy mouth!”

Samel quickly silenced.

She kept going.

Rounding the next bend, they came upon the entrances to two familiar coves. The healer stood at the mouth of the second.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “Gideon wants to know!”

“I’ll tell him later,” Sherry snarled.

Sherry pulled Samel into the first cove, instructing Tanya to stuff her torch into a crevice on the wall. The added light gave her a better view of the whimpering boy, and the empty place where they’d kept the ill and the injured. Bedrolls and kitchenware littered the floor. A few lizards scuttled into crevices.

Sherry surveyed the abandoned room, looking for something she couldn’t find.

“Go get something to tie him up with!” she told Tanya.

Tanya nodded through the fear on her face, hurrying from the cove and out of sight.

Sherry pushed Samel toward Jodi. “Hold him.”

Jodi obeyed, turning him around.

“What is Neena planning?” Sherry demanded of the boy.

“I’m not sure,” Samel said. “Please don’t hurt me.”

Advancing, Sherry held out her knife, tracing his features with its sharp blade. The boy flinched under its touch. His eyes widened. His tan skin and his rounded nose reminded her of Neena. She wanted nothing more than to carve him up. Tilting up the blade, she kept it near his eye, contemplating a slice that would ease her own pain. Samel’s eyes darted around the cove, looking for an escape he’d never find.

“You knew they were planning on coming here, didn’t you?” Sherry insisted.

Swallowing, Samel said, “I don’t know anything. I swear.”

Sherry’s eyes fixated on Samel. Rather than seeing a harmless, frightened boy, she saw an enemy, whose existence tainted Gary’s memory.

He deserved to pay for what his sister had done.

All of the Right Cavers did.

“Please, don’t hurt me,” he whispered.

Sherry kept moving her knife along his cheek, unable to quell the aching, hollow pit in her stomach. Hurting herself made the emptiness go away.

But hurting Samel… That might be even better.

“What are you doing?” Jodi asked.

Ignoring Jodi, she pressed gently, just deep enough that a single drop of blood escaped the boy’s skin. Jodi pulled Samel away.

“He’s just a child,” Jodi said. “We need him intact, so that we can use him.”

Startled, Sherry looked at the knife in her grasp. Anger coursed through her. Before she could scold the woman, a voice interrupted.

“Sherry!”

She spun to find Tanya returning.

“I found some shreds of clothing we can use,” she said, holding them up. “Want me to tie him up?”

Sherry returned her knife to her sheath. “Do it.”

Tanya moved in, coordinating her efforts with Jodi’s and binding Samel’s wrists and ankles.

When the chore was done, Sherry instructed, “Stay here and keep guard. Don’t leave.”

“Okay,” Jodi said.

Sherry’s stomach churned. She looked down, startled by another of the baby’s unexpected, early kicks.

“Is everything all right?” Tanya asked.

“Yes. I’m going to check on the rest of the women. Whenever the Right Cavers get here, we’ll be ready.”


Chapter 54: Neena

Sixty people’s boots hit the ground behind Neena, keeping pace, their harried breathing filling the air. Neena’s knuckles were white from clutching her spear. Thoughts swirled through her head. How long had Sherry and her people known the location of their chamber? More urgently, what were they doing with Samel?

She couldn’t stop thinking of the last time she saw him, or the precise moment he might’ve been snatched. Perhaps the fire had all been a ploy, leading up to this.

Filthy vermin. That’s what they were.

Horror mixed with her rage.

She envisioned Darius’s bloodied body, stabbed with tools. Kai’s description had haunted too many of her dreams, and her waking hours. Each panicked thought drove her feet faster. She couldn’t let the same thing happen to Samel.

Reaching a split in the tunnel, she asked Kai, “Which way is the quickest?”

Kai scanned between the two passages, locating one of Darius’s faded marks. “If I remember correctly, the right passage will lead us to the Center Cave. That will be the quickest way, but it is less familiar. Which way do you want to go?”

It wasn’t a question. Not really.

They were going right.

Neena stormed up the right-hand tunnel, inspiring the others to follow. Her people moved without whispers or protest. No one argued with her, especially those with children, because they understood her pain.

Neena’s brow beaded with sweat. It already felt like they’d been traveling forever. Or maybe it was the urgency of getting to Samel, which made her feel as if she couldn’t walk fast enough, or far enough.

She concentrated on the path ahead. At any moment, she might find a mob of dastardly women, or a screaming boy. Watching the darkness at the edge of her torchlight, she felt frustrated.

Each tunnel looked the same.

None of them yielded Samel.

What if they had already chosen an incorrect path?

Not for the first time, she asked Kai, “Are you sure about our direction?”

“Pretty sure,” Kai said, forging ahead. A little way farther, Kai noticed a jagged section of the wall, where part of the rock had crumbled away. “That’s familiar! Darius and I came here once in the first few days, catching rats. We’re making progress.”

The Right Cavers trekked on, passing a few more tunnels, eventually squeezing through an area where a passage grew tight. They shuffled in rows of three, while Neena called out for her brother.

“Samel?”

Her voice no longer echoed.

Strange…

She thrust out her spear, taking a few more steps, until she found the reason for the dampening sound. In front of her, blocking the tunnel from floor to ceiling, was a wall of piled rock. Shock overtook her group.

“I don’t remember this being here,” Kai murmured.

“What’s going on?” someone asked.

Neena clawed at the rubble with her hands, but there was too much of it, and it was stacked so high that she saw nothing around it.

Frantically scanning the wall of rock, Kai said, “They must’ve put this here to block us!”

“Dammit!” Neena threw down her spear, frantically removing pieces of the obstruction.

A few others leapt in, doing the same, but the narrow passage prevented too many people from working at once. Grunting, Neena tugged at larger rocks, hoping to make quicker headway. A rumble startled her. She cleared the way just in time to avoid a few rolling, mid-sized stones tumbling to the floor. The noise frightened the people in back, who leapt away. When the dust settled, they looked at the area on which they’d worked. More stones stood behind the first blockade—enough that no one could see past them.

“Who knows how many rocks they’ve put here?” Kai said in frustration.

Neena shook her head, but it was quickly becoming clear that they were wasting time. Who knew how long the stones would take to move?

“We’ll have to backtrack,” Kai said in frustration. “It’s all I can think to do.”

Neena looked ahead. She looked behind. Every moment they remained here risked Samel’s life. But what choice did they have?

“Let’s go!” Neena said, turning around, trying not to think of the repeat distance they’d need to travel.


Chapter 55: Raj

Raj craned his neck up from his bedroll, scanning the sleeping people. Earlier, he’d seen Louie waking Ed and speaking in a hushed whisper. His attempts to eavesdrop had been fruitless. He was too far away, and too scared to get closer.

Now, he watched Ed rouse from his bedroll, collecting a handful of Watchers.

The men gathered their spears and their bags, tiptoeing through the room. Only a few people woke, looking at them in confusion. Raj was contemplating getting up and asking them where they were going when one of the men glanced over at him.

Their eyes locked.

A sudden, paranoid fear made Raj wonder if they had figured out his suspicions.

The man looked away.

Intent on his mission, the man moved for the front doors, joining the other Watchers. One man quietly removed the wooden braces, while another opened the entrance.

The men filtered silently out.


Chapter 56: Ed

Ed fought a prickling chill as he crept over the wide, Comm Building path and curved north. In his short time away, more sand had piled over the area where they trekked, creating a bumpy, uneven journey. It felt like as if nature was trying to bury the colony.

Or maybe it was his imagination.

In any case, he couldn’t wait to get the mission over with.

Following the path next to the annex, he brought his men past it, rejoining the main path and walking between the intact and shattered hovels. He crept along, reaching the area where they’d been with Louie’s men the day before.

To his relief, the same quill still protruded from the ground.

Reaching the object, Ed carefully removed it from the sand, holding it up for his men to see. He waited until they nodded before lowering it.

It was their example.

Hopefully the horrid thing satisfied Bryan.

Ed kept on, leading his men up the path until they eventually reached the hunter’s path.

And then they were in the desert.

Uneasiness crept over him as he and his men passed between the enormous spires, moving in and out of the long, ominous shadows. Caving holes covered the ground around them. Most of the horn blower’s bodies were buried, but every so often they saw an irregular lump in the sand, or some unraveled, rotting intestines. Once, they came across a dusty, gore-stained shawl.

Death’s fetid odor was a constant reminder to keep wary.

Soon, they reached the rock formation where the second group of horn blowers had fled. About halfway up the rock was the jagged stone where the creature had impacted. Below it were piles of stone, which had plummeted and stuck in the sand.

Following Louie’s instructions, they sifted through the rubble.

“Careful,” he mouthed, scanning the dark crevices.

He was starting to think Bryan’s suggestion was a failure when someone waved their hands and pointed. The group turned their attention toward a long, sharp object, protruding from underneath a rock pile.

Success!

Ed’s hope grew as The Watcher pulled out a second quill and held it in the air. A ripple of quiet enthusiasm went through the group. After more searching, his men found a few more of the long, smooth objects, covered in sand, or wedged between fragments of rock. They kept searching, until they had eight of the strange objects in their possession.

The wind gusted.

His men turned.

North, deep in the desert, a billowing cloud of sand moved in their direction.

A storm.

Making the best decision he could, he whispered, “To the tradesmen’s buildings!”

The men followed his direction, hurrying to complete their mission and return to Bryan.


Chapter 57: Neena

Neena tore down the tunnel, ignoring the sweat dripping from her face. Her legs ached. Her clothing was drenched. It felt as if it’d been days since they’d found Samel’s shirtsleeve. The backtracking they’d done had killed any hope she had at catching up to Samel’s captors.

Now all they could do was confront Sherry when they arrived.

Neena kept a wary eye on the cracks in the walls around her, as they made their way back to the Right Cave. For all she knew, Sherry’s women watched them from some hidden crevice. The Center Cave women were like snakes, slithering through the formation and finding cracks she didn’t know existed. But their sneaking and plotting would end soon.

Finally, they came around the last bend leading to the Right Cave.

The faint scent of smoke reached Neena’s nose. She forged ahead, thinking of the sick people they’d left behind, and of Samel—always Samel. Soon they stepped over the burned blankets and kindling that Sherry’s women had used to start the fire. None of the ashes were disturbed, or bore the prints of vile women’s boots.

They moved into the main cave.

The Right Cave reeked of stale sweat and old smoke. The abandoned tunnel no longer felt like home.

Neena’s anger was a building dam, threatening to burst. She let that drive her through the Right Cave, pushing toward the entrance.

And then they were almost on the ledge.

A gentle gust of wind blew, rifling through Neena’s hair as she stepped out into the open. She instinctively looked to the horizon, where some ominous clouds gathered. A pit settled in her stomach.

“A storm is coming,” Kai warned.

Neena gritted her teeth.

Even that wouldn’t stop what she needed to do. She spun toward the Center Cave, where a few women suddenly scattered, or pointed.

“There they are!” Kai cried.

More of the women retreated back into the cave, presumably getting reinforcements, while others raised their spears. Neena’s resolve stiffened.

“Let’s go!” she yelled, driving her people forth.

Together, they charged down the ledge.


Chapter 58: Bryan

“You found them!” Bryan said, wide-eyed and excited, looking from one Watcher to the next.

Ed stepped forward, holding up his quill as if it were a baby he had delivered. Bryan approached, running his fingers over the long, smooth object, marveling at its texture. The object was hard, but surprisingly flexible. He pushed it, watching it bend. He recalled the way the quills unfurled from the creature as it launched from the ground to the sky. It seemed as if they helped propel it through the ground, but they were clearly defensive, too. One prick from the jagged end of the quill would gore a man.

Or a beast.

Hopefully, his plan was good.

“What are we doing with them?” Ed asked, looking as if he had a guess.

“Our powerful weapon is an asset, but its use is limited,” Bryan said. “Hopefully, these quills will supplement our arsenal.”

The men looked at the quills, waiting for him to explain.

“Perhaps the best offense against the monster comes from its own body.” A triumphant smile crossed Bryan’s face, as he looked from one quill to the next. “We will use pieces of these quills to tip our spears. If my guess is correct, they will penetrate the creature’s hide.”

Understanding turned to hope in the men’s eyes.

Focusing on Ed, Bryan asked, “Did you bring the tools?”

“Yes,” Ed said, unslinging his bag. He revealed the selection of implements they’d grabbed. “We ferreted these from the tradesmen’s shops. Are they sufficient?”

“Yes,” Bryan confirmed. Staring intently at his men, he instructed, “We will use these tools to construct new tips for our spears. When they are ready, we will have stronger weapons than we had before.”

Confidence rose in the men.

“Between these, the device, and careful planning, we will make sure that the Abomination never harms our people again,” he concluded.

Bryan could already feel his faith reigniting.

The men arched their backs, regaining the courage they had possessed on the march.

With his proclamation made, Bryan raised a hand, signaling the end of their discussion.

“There is something else,” Ed interrupted, pointing at the ceiling. “A storm is heading this way.”

Bryan looked up, listening to a light wind keen over the top of the dome. The men in the room awaited his reaction.

After a moment of thought, he said, “A boon. We are in the safest place we can be for a storm. Besides, the noise will give us some better cover, while we create the weapons.”

The men nodded, satisfied.

“Let’s get to work,” Bryan said.


Chapter 59: Sherry

“Sherry! They’re coming!”

In the middle of the Center Cave, Sherry paused, surrounded by the huddles of women who protected their children with their spears, and waited for the woman who approached.

Cranking a thumb toward the entrance, the woman said, “They’re heading down the ledge now!”

Sherry’s eyes blazed. “How many are there?”

“Four or five dozen,” the woman said, through gasping breaths. “I can’t tell for sure.”

Sherry looked past her at the mouth of the cave, where other women waited uneasily for her direction.

“What do you want us to do?” the woman asked.

“Hold them off!” Sherry ordered.

“How?”

“Do whatever you need until I return!”

The woman nodded, biting back her fear, before returning to the others. Shouts and boot steps resonated from the entrance. Sherry was already moving in the opposite direction, hurrying past the panicked mothers and children, who instinctively took a few steps back. Grasping her torch and knife, she returned to the winding tunnel leading to the coves, her heart pounding furiously.

The time was here.

She needed to get the rest of her women.

Revenge was coming.

A smile crept across her face, allaying some of her fear.

A sharp pain ripped that smile away.

Sherry’s knife and torch fell. She clutched her stomach with two hands, stumbling. She staggered toward the wall, reaching it before sliding toward the floor. Another burst of pain caused Sherry to cry out in agony. Her eyes widened. Under the flickering light of her dropped torch, she noticed a blotch of blood on her pants where there shouldn’t be one. She couldn’t accept what that might mean.

She’d had this pain before.

Flashes of memory returned.

All at once, she was crouched in her hovel with Gary, suffering similar agony. But that awful event hadn’t come without a warning. For weeks, she’d had cramps. This time, she hadn’t—

All at once, she remembered the kicks.

Some of those had been harder than she’d felt before.

And they’d definitely come earlier.

Maybe those kicks hadn’t been kicks, at all.

Sherry grabbed her torch, shining it on the growing splotch of blood on her pants. Fear and panic consumed her. She clasped her stomach with a hand, trying to stop something she knew was unstoppable. But her body was already acting out of nature.

Even a healer couldn’t fix this.

Too many in similar situations had tried and failed.

No!

Not my baby!

A scream built up in Sherry’s throat, so loud and so consuming that she couldn’t contain it.

She let it out.

Her loud, agonizing wail reverberated up and down the cave, bouncing off the walls and echoing back to her. Sherry fell the rest of the way to the floor, grasping her stomach and her clothing. She stayed that way for some indeterminate length of time, clenching and unclenching her fingers, before boot steps interrupted her.

Looking up, she caught sight of six women pouring from the rear of the cave.

She sat up.

“What’s happening?” a women yelled, immediately recognizing something was wrong.

Sherry looked up at them. Rage and disbelief overtook some of her pain. As one, the women looked to Sherry’s stomach.

“What’s going on? Are you hurt?”

“No,” Sherry managed, gritting her teeth and hiding the splotch of blood.

“Did something happen to…”

“Nothing happened!” Sherry shrieked, startling the women. “Neena’s people are here! Get to the front of the cave and fight!”

“Are you sure that—”

“Go! Now!”

The women traded a frightened glance, before running off in the other direction.

Anguish washed over Sherry as she watched them go. Slowly, she found her footing, continuing down the tunnel in a haze of grief. Staring at the splotch on her clothes, she pressed the folds together, making sure that no one saw the evidence of another awful event.

A thought echoed in her head, so loud and so persistent that it drowned out the others.

Revenge.

That thought drove her down the tunnel, strengthening in fervor, until she reached the first cove.

Tanya and Jodi’s faces were filled with shock as she appeared.

“What’s going on?” Jodi asked, fear in her eyes. “Are Neena’s people here?”

“Untie Samel’s legs!” she roared. “We’re taking him with us outside!”


Chapter 60: Neena

Neena raced along the ledge, Kai at her side. The heaving breaths and stamping boot steps of The Right Cavers reminded them that they weren’t alone.

But their presence was a small consolation.

Everyone knew the danger they were about to face.

It was evident in their wide eyes, the sweat rolling down their faces, and the way they stuck close together for courage. It was evident in the way their hands shook on their spears. Neena and Kai kept their eyes riveted and their weapons poised, leading Samara, Roberto, and Salvador, who ran in the row directly behind, among the fifty some-odd others.

More of a stir was happening at the cave.

A dozen women guarded the mouth of the Center Cave ahead, but more were quickly streaming out onto the ledge, blocking their path. The women lifted their spears with shaky hands, digging their heels into the ground and forming defensive rows, extending thirty feet past the mouth of the cave.

Neena continued getting closer, winding along the dangerous cliffside.

The clouds continued to grow on the distant horizon. A slow, menacing wind continued to blow. It felt as if the women weren’t the only ones trying to stop her from reclaiming Samel. But no storm or spear would stop her. With her teeth clenched together, Neena tore along the ledge until they reached the first row of dirty, frightened women.

A scared, blonde-haired woman blocked Neena’s approach. A ruddy-faced woman next to her pointed a weapon at Kai. Those in the rows behind stared at Neena with a disdain she remembered, from too many recent encounters.

All at once, Neena was reliving a memory, trapped under the women’s kicking boots and their hurled stones.

A burning, repressed anger spilled out of her. Scanning the women, she recognized a few more who had attacked her.

Neena wanted to ram her spear into their ugly faces. She wanted to ensure that they hurt no one else. Only fear for Samel’s life stopped her.

“Where is he?” Neena’s voice came out in a growl. “Where’s my brother?”

She scanned from the blonde-haired woman to the ruddy-faced one.

For a moment, the ledge grew uncomfortably silent, save the whipping wind and the shifting pebbles. The two women in the front exchanged a nervous glance, deciding what to say. A few others behind them looked over their shoulders toward the cave entrance.

“Where is he?” Neena screamed.

In the time they’d faced off, the sun had disappeared beneath the storm sky, cloaking the Center Cave entrance in shadow. Following the women’s gaze, Neena saw only silhouettes at the cave’s mouth. Her eyes shot back to the blonde-haired woman.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the woman answered, nervously.

“The hell you don’t,” Neena snapped. “You left a piece of his shirt for us to find. You took him!”

The blonde and the ruddy-faced woman traded another glance.

They were unable to sell their lie, even to themselves.

“We know you have him,” Neena spat. Trading words for actions, she reared back her spear. “Give him back, or I’ll kill you!”

The two women cried out, lifting their spears to block. Neena eyes shot from the blonde to the ruddy-faced woman.

“You aren’t the only ones with children to protect.” The ruddy-faced woman lifted her chin.

“You’ve taken one of ours!” Neena countered. “My brother!”

“You are a threat,” the woman said, her eyes flicking to the others for reinforcement. “You plotted against us. We’ve done what we had to do.”

“Plotted against you?” Neena scoffed. It felt as if she was talking to a part of the cliff wall, instead of a person. “You attacked us on the ledge. You smoked us out of our home. And you killed Darius!”

“Darius?” asked the woman, confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Neither do I,” the blonde-haired woman insisted.

Neena was running out of patience. Maybe words were useless, and her spear was her answer. Movement interrupted her. Thirty feet away, shadows shifted at the Center Cave entrance.

“Step aside!” a voice snarled.

A woman plowed through the middle of the crowd, casting others aside, heading for the first few rows of the commotion.

Sherry’s face was a mask of anger, as she drew up close enough that Neena could see the end of her jagged blade, and the fury in her eyes. Positioning herself between the two women and Neena, she took a defiant step forward.

“You despicable wench,” she growled.


Chapter 61: Neena

Neena’s blood boiled. Her pulse pounded. She could hardly contain her anger as she laid eyes on the person responsible for her physical and emotional pain. Rage demanded that she forego talk and resort to action.

The only thing keeping her from an immediate attack was fear for Samel’s safety.

Tightening her grip on her weapon, ready to stab Sherry, she yelled, “Give me Samel back!”

Sherry opened and closed her mouth on a thought she didn’t voice.

Something wild and unnerving lurked behind her eyes, something that Neena hadn’t noticed before. Maybe the caves had darkened her mind. Or perhaps she was more unhinged than Neena thought.

Surprising Neena with a coherent answer, Sherry said, “The next time you see your brother, you will both be with your ancestors.”

“I will take him over your body, if I have to!” Neena warned.

“And we will help her,” said a voice from behind Neena. She turned to find Samara, Salvador, and Roberto stepping forward, inspiring the other Right Cavers. “You’ve done enough, Sherry. This is the end.”

Neena swallowed, her eyes moving back to Sherry. She appreciated her people’s encouraging words, but she didn’t need them. She’d gore all of the Center Cavers, if it meant getting to her brother.

Sherry motioned to the people behind her.

“My women are ready to fight and die, too,” Sherry said, drilling them with a stare. “Right, ladies?”

Her words weren’t a question, but a command.

The women closest to Sherry shored up to her. To Neena’s surprise, even those in the farther rows behind seemed allegiant. Sherry’s presence had a unifying effect on the crowd. Or maybe they were afraid of her.

“We have more people than you,” Neena said, tilting up her chin. “Our people know how to use their spears. Do yours?”

A sneer crossed Sherry’s face. For a moment, Neena thought she’d lost her sanity, until she motioned behind her again.

“I think you misunderstand your position.” Spinning, Sherry waved a hand toward the dark shadows of the Center Cave. “Jodi! Tanya!”

The guards near the entrance shifted, allowing three more figures to pass. Two women emerged. The other—clutched between them and shivering with fear—was Samel.

“Samel!” Neena yelled, taking an instinctive step.

“Neena!” Samel cried back.

Sherry and her women put up their spears.

Neena craned her neck, trying to keep her brother in view.

“Move aside!” Sherry yelled over her shoulder. “Let her see him!”

Obediently, the people in the far back dispersed, creating an open circle around the three new sources of attention.

Tingles of fear coursed through Neena’s body. Samel’s shirt sleeve was missing. His face was covered in dirt. He tried breaking loose, yelling for his sister, but the two women held him tightly. Her stomach sank as she saw his bound wrists. Too many rows of women stood in Neena’s way of getting him. She felt powerless.

“Let him go!” Neena cried, unable to stop the quiver in her voice.

With a smug expression, Sherry said, “Gideon should’ve killed you when he had the chance. And so should’ve Bryan. But I’m going to fix that.”

Neena looked over at Kai, trading a desperate glance.

“It is time for you two to answer for everything you’ve done,” Sherry continued triumphantly. “It is my turn to give the orders.”

Sensing a motivation behind her display, Neena asked, “What do you want?”

“You and Kai in exchange for Samel.” Sherry demanded, looking from Neena to the Right Cavers. “If you give yourselves up, the rest of your people can leave with Samel.”

Neena looked desperately to the sixty people behind her. Indecisiveness plagued them, as they held their weapons.

“If you fight, some of your people will die, and so will ours,” Sherry admitted. “But the first will be Samel.”

She turned over her shoulder, instructing Tanya and Jodi to pull Samel a few steps toward the edge of the cliff. Neena panicked.

“Stop! Don’t hurt him!”

Jodi and Tanya stopped, awaiting Sherry’s next order.

“Toss your spears and come forward,” Sherry said, smiling in victory. “Do it and this will all be over.”

Neena looked down at the spear in her hands. She looked at Kai.

“She’s lying!” Samara yelled. “Don’t trust her!”

Kai blew a breath and relaxed his spear, ready to stand down, if that was what Neena wanted. His loyalty would’ve brought tears to her eyes, had the situation not been so dire.

“What do you want to do?” he asked her.

Despite his bravery, she sensed his fear.

Neena clenched the wood handle of her weapon. She wanted to lunge forward, jab Sherry in her venomous face, and take back her brother. She wanted to pay Sherry back for all the wicked things she’d done. But Neena wouldn’t make it more than a few steps before Samel was killed.

Samara grabbed her arm, trying to stop her. “Don’t do it. Don’t give yourself up.”

“Enough talk,” Sherry said. “Jodi! Tanya! To the edge!”

The Right Cavers gasped, watching Tanya and Jodi drag the screaming, writhing boy. Even Sherry’s women opened their mouths. They turned, torn between the impending battle and the riveting scene. Bringing Samel within a foot of the ledge, Tanya and Jodi halted, staring nervously between Sherry and the edge. A few pebbles rolled away from their boots.

Petrified by death’s closeness, Samel went limp.

“My next order will be to toss him,” Sherry warned.

Neena clenched her eyes shut. “Let him go now, and we’ll give ourselves up.”

“You will do things in the order I say, and when I say it,” Sherry said matter-of-factly.

A hush fell over both crowds. Neena looked from her brother to Kai, and back again. If this were the end, she’d have no regrets in trying to save her brother.

With a last, fateful sigh, she lowered her spear.

“If she breaks her promise, kill her,” she told Samara, making sure that Sherry heard. “Keep my brother safe.”

Neena relaxed her gripped fingers, about to drop her spear.

A voice interrupted her.

“Mom?”

A child’s cry rang out over the quiet.

The startled crowd turned.

A brown, curly-haired boy about Samel’s age broke from the dark shadows of the Center Cave, running away from some women who had been holding him.

He raced toward Jodi.

“What are you doing, Mom?” he asked her. “Are you going to kill that boy?”

His words were like a spear to Jodi’s heart, unleashing some hidden emotion. Tears rolled down her face, but she didn’t let go of Samel. She looked from the bewildered, brown-haired boy who had stopped five feet short of her, to the boy in her arms, and back again.

“Get him back inside!” Sherry screeched.

“Sherry’s right. Go inside, William!” Jodi urged.

A few women called out to William from the shadows, but he didn’t listen.

His arrival had caused a stir. A handful of women looked back at the mouth of the cave, where more children peered out from the shadows, intently watching. Seeing them caused a ripple of doubt. A few of Sherry’s women grabbed hold of the loose child, herding him back inside, but others seemed torn in their allegiance. Tanya and Jodi looked around, suddenly unsure of what they were doing. A few women near them lowered their weapons.

Trying to regain control, Sherry demanded of Neena and Kai, “Drop your spears!”

Neither heeded her instructions. Sensing an opening, Neena said, “I’m not doing anything. And neither are your women. Are you?”

Sherry looked frantically from Neena to Jodi and Tanya. Jodi cried, while Tanya froze.

“You wouldn’t harm an innocent child, would you?” Neena yelled louder. “Because I would never do that to you. Let Samel go. He has nothing to do with this. Release him, and we’ll all figure this out.”

Jodi and Tanya looked as if they were considering it.

Sherry’s face twisted in frustration. Misdirecting her anger, she raised her spear and took a step in Jodi’s and Tanya’s direction, but they didn’t move. A relief spread through Neena, so hard and so fast that she thanked the heavens for her luck.

Sherry’s next words ripped away that relief.

“Throw him!”

A gasp went through the crowd.

Tanya and Jodi tensed.

As one, all eyes turned toward them. Neena stepped forward, suddenly regretting her lack of compliance, while Samel screamed.

“Do it now!” Sherry insisted.

Jodi and Tanya looked over the ledge, and back toward Samel.

“I said, now!” Sherry shouted again.

The crowd shared a single, held breath.

Jodi and Tanya looked at Samel, who shook his head in a final panic.

And then Jodi lowered her head.

“I-I can’t….” she said.

She let Samel go, and Tanya did, too.

In shock, Samel raced away from the edge, heading toward the cliff wall and away from harm.

Sherry turned around, stunned.

Neena blew a breath, sharing a look of relief with Kai. Her relief didn’t last long.

“Watch out!” Kai yelled.

With a shrill cry, Sherry raised her spear and leapt at Neena.


Chapter 62: Neena

Neena skirted to the side, narrowly missing the sharp end of Sherry’s spear, as chaos took over the ledge. Women cried out, shocked, or frightened. Some ran toward the cave, hurrying for their children. But some of the allegiant women had started fighting. Out of the corner of her eye, Neena caught a glimpse of a few dozen women rushing at the Right Cavers, engaging them in battle. She had no time to help them, nor did she have time to locate Samel.

She was in a struggle for her life.

Sherry’s snarls filled the air in front of her. She jabbed her spear at Neena, striking her shirt near the hip and cutting her skin. Neena cried out at a raw pain she hadn’t expected. She had no time to survey the damage. Leaping backward, she swung her spear, striking Sherry with the wooden part of the shaft. Sherry fell to the ground on her knees, but sprang up just as fast. Somewhere nearby, Kai defended himself from a snarling woman.

A yell from Sherry kept Neena focused on the current battle.

“You wench!” Sherry shrieked.

Holding her spear sideways, Sherry charged Neena, knocking her spear up, pushing her backward across the ledge. Neena fought for balance, crashing into some others who fought around them. Venomous spit flew from Sherry’s mouth. Her breath stank of dried rat and dirty water. Neena dug her boots into the ground, frantically trying to disentangle from Sherry, but she was stuck in a defensive position.

With a cry, she found strength and pushed hard on her spear, hurling the woman away.

Sherry fell back a few steps, before lunging again, swinging her weapon sideways.

The blunt side of the spear hit Neena’s head. She recoiled in shock as blood trickled down her temple and dripped into her eye. Sherry gave her no time to recover. The crazed woman reared back the spear’s point, jabbing, forcing Neena to dodge. Neena avoided being gored, but not before knocking into someone else, pitching them both off-balance.

Neena and the other person fell in a heap.

Neena rolled.

With effort, she broke free from the person, recognizing Samara. Samara sprang up to help her, only to get pulled into another skirmish.

Sherry charged Neena.

Rage overpowered her lack of experience.

She thrust her spear mercilessly, screaming with bloodlust, forcing Neena to retreat while avoiding the ledge. Neena managed a few lucky parries before the spear slashed her arm. Neena shrieked as a fresh wound tore her skin. Sherry’s eyes burned with hatred.

“I’ll kill you for what you’ve done!” Sherry spat, thrusting her spear again.

Neena scooted sideways, trading a few more ineffective stabs, before ending up near the cliff face.

She dodged another jab, listening to the ping of metal against rock. The temporary reprieve allowed her to scan through the commotion toward the Center Cave. A few handfuls of women had fled inside, while others stood frozen. It looked like Jodi and Tanya had caught hold of Samel again. What were they doing? Seeing Samel with them incited her rage. She lashed out with her spear, catching Sherry’s arm. Fabric and skin tore.

Sherry wailed.

Her pained scream reminded Neena of how Darius might’ve screamed, or how Samel might’ve yelled while being dragged away. Those thoughts fueled her anger.

Neena reared back her spear, thrusting hard, grazing Sherry’s leg. Her opponent howled. Instead of retreating, Neena fought harder, switching to the offensive. She plunged her spear forward repeatedly, missing Sherry several times, but forcing her backward.

Neena kept on attacking, trading positions with Sherry, until she forced the other women up against the cliff face. With little room to maneuver, Sherry frantically tried blocking. She raised her spear, but Neena batted it away.

Desperate, Sherry lashed out with a foot, catching Neena hard in the knee, sending her reeling.

Neena recovered, rearing back her spear and thrusting.

This time she caught Sherry unguarded.

Her aim was true.

Sherry screeched in rage as the spear pierced the meat of her thigh, and Neena pressed deeper. She turned the spear’s handle, thinking of all those who had suffered, and all of Sherry’s actions, before pulling it out.

Sherry dropped her spear and fell to the ground.

Her hands flew to the gaping wound, tamping the flow of blood.

She looked from the wound to Neena, as if this might be a dream, or a mistake.

Neena kicked Sherry’s spear out of reach.

She moved directly in front of Sherry, holding her spear inches from Sherry’s face.

Quiet reigned in the gentle breeze.

Quiet?

Looking around, Neena noticed that all the nearby battles had stopped. All eyes riveted to the spear in her hand, and Sherry’s anguished face. Gasping for breath, Neena lifted her spear under Sherry’s chin, trying to get a word out.

“I want my brother back,” she finally hissed. The words came out in barely a whisper.

Sherry’s eyes roamed from Neena’s face to the spear.

She opened her mouth to speak, but groaned instead.

“That’s enough!” someone shouted.

Neena looked past Sherry toward the mouth of the Center Cave, where Jodi and Tanya stood with Samel.

“She’s pregnant!” Jodi cried. “You promised you wouldn’t hurt any children!”

Neena looked from the woman to Sherry, who groaned again, letting one hand off her leg and grasping her stomach, which had a slight bulge that Neena hadn’t noticed. Neena blinked hard, switching her focus to Jodi and Tanya.

“Let Samel go!” she yelled over to them.

The women hesitated only a moment before releasing Samel. His breath heaving, he dashed for the cliff’s face, sticking close to it and finding his way back to Neena. None of the women on the ledge grabbed him, or impeded his path.

And then he was holding on to Neena, safe. Tears streamed down his face.

Neena blinked hard. It felt as if she’d dodged a strike of lightning.

“We only grabbed him again to protect him from the fighting!” Jodi explained.

Several Right Cavers released the breath they’d been holding. Looking around, Neena saw a few people holding spears on one another. A handful more—including Salvador—were on the ground, shaken, but not majorly wounded. Those women who had fled when the battle began congregated by the mouth of the Center Cave.

Even Kai seemed relieved.

Slowly, Neena withdrew her spear, stepping away from Sherry while Samel clung to her.

“This is over,” she said.

Tears welled in Sherry’s eyes. Reluctantly, she nodded.

Samel walked over to Kai, who started cutting the cloth from his wrists, while Neena took a step toward the Right Cavers.

A shout stopped her.

“Watch out!” Kai screamed.

Neena’s head swiveled back to the wounded woman. In a moment’s time, Sherry’s face had turned from anguish to madness. She darted for Neena, hands groping, blood leaking from her leg. Neena scurried backward, but not in time to avoid the woman from crashing into her.

Still on their feet, they skidded backward, entangled.

With horror, Neena realized they’d ended up near the cliff’s edge.

Sherry scratched and growled, tearing at Neena’s clothes and her skin, filling the air with her rabid cries. Neena got up her arms, thrusting her backward.

And then Sherry was lunging, Neena was skirting sideways, and Sherry was barging toward a target that was no longer there.

A last, angry cry turned to realization, as Sherry’s balance failed. One boot followed the other. Her arms pin-wheeled. And then she was over the edge and out of sight. Her shriek echoed for a long while, off the lower faces of the cliff, up to where her women and the Right Cavers stood.

The long, fading scream ended in a thud.

And then all was quiet, save the wind.


Chapter 63: Neena

Nearly a hundred shocked, bedraggled people hurried to the cliff’s edge, while keeping a buffer from the enormous drop. Gasps punctuated the crowd as they looked down. A few women covered their mouths. Those who’d been hiding in the Center Cave slowly emerged, ordering their children to stay put before joining the others.

Shaking and in pain, Neena mimicked the gathering crowd, peering down. All at once, the fight was forgotten.

A new tragedy had taken center stage.

Neena scanned the rocky formation from side to side, searching for Sherry’s body. Sherry’s momentum had taken her to a different place than they expected, but the end result was the same.

The crazed woman’s pulverized body lay at an ugly angle on an outcrop of stone. Her legs were folded beneath her, snapped below the knee, bone jutting from the ends. Her mouth was open in a ghastly expression of death. Neena couldn’t see everything from here, but she saw enough. She immediately covered her mouth.

Sherry wasn’t moving, and would never move again.

Sickness made Neena back away from the edge. A hand on her arm startled her, until she realized it was Kai, pulling her back and away from the dangerous drop. Samel grabbed her in a tight hug, while Roberto, Salvador, and Samara surrounded them, checking on their well-being. All around them, the Right Cavers stood in a stunned cluster, their faces scratched, their clothing torn. A few of the Center Cave women got up from where they’d fallen and hurried back to their peers, joining a cluster of their comrades about thirty feet away.

At a safe distance, Jody, Tanya, and the rest of the women gathered near the entrance of the Center Cave, watching Neena and Samel, crying, or in shock.

For a long, uneasy moment, the two groups stared at one another, listening to the whistling wind. Neena squeezed Samel tightly, as if someone might try to rip him away, even though she’d never let that happen again.

After what felt like a long time, Neena broke the silence and said, “I have no interest in fighting you.”

The women looked at one another with tear-streaked faces, debating something. No one answered, but they weren’t raising their spears, either.

Continuing Neena said, “I never intended for Sherry, or anyone else, to die today. All I wanted was my brother back.”

Jodi and Tanya looked at each other, and then toward the mouth of the cave, where the brown-haired boy—William—and a few others trickled out, hugging their mothers. The women squeezed their children tight, looking back and forth from the ledge where Sherry had fallen to Neena’s group.

“All we wanted was to keep our children safe, as well,” Jodi said honestly, holding William.

“I’m not sure what lies Sherry told you, but we never intended anyone harm. It was your people who killed Darius. We only wanted to work together.”

“I heard you mention that before,” Jodi said, seemingly just as confused as the other woman. “We don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Neena glanced at Kai. “Someone killed Darius in our cave. He was stabbed with his tools and left dead.”

“We found him right before your men marched,” Kai explained.

Jodi glanced over at Tanya, perplexed. “We don’t know anything about that.”

The other women looked around, just as bewildered.

“We discovered his body right before we discovered my other brother missing,” Neena said, the words bringing back the emotion of that day. “Darius was brutally killed sometime before Raj went to the colony with Bryan and his men.”

Jodi lowered her head. “I do not know what to say, other than I am sorry for your loss.”

“And I am sorry for yours,” Neena said, motioning toward the edge of the cliff where Sherry had fallen. “I am even sorrier for her baby.”

An unexpected tear wet Neena’s eye. As angry as she’d been with Sherry, she’d never wish harm upon a child. A long, emotional pause fell over the cliffs, while some women blotted their eyes, staring vacantly off the edge of the cliffs.

And then another woman stepped forward, addressing all of them.

“Sherry was no longer with child,” she said, to the surprise of the others. “We saw her in the cave before we ran out here. She was clutching her stomach, trying to hide some blood on her clothes. I’m not sure if it was a sudden miscarriage, or if it had been happening awhile, but it sounds as if the worst of it occurred before you came.”

The women at the cave looked from the cliff toward the Center Cave, covering their mouths, or shaking their heads in grief.

“It seems as if another tragedy has struck our cave,” the woman said, squeezing her eyes shut.

“Too many losses have devastated us,” Neena agreed, lowering her head. “But my hope is that we can prevent one more.”

Jodi and Tanya watched her carefully.

“Samel isn’t the only one I was trying to get back. I was trying to get Raj back, too,” Neena said. “We are afraid he is dead. But we need to find out for certain.”

Jodi looked at Tanya before speaking again. “Your brother is alive. We saw him scavenging with the men a day ago.”

“Alive?” A surge of hope coursed through Neena.

“We saw him from the cliffs,” Tanya said. “There were only two dozen men down there. He was the smallest. I assume it was him. They returned to the Comm Building when they were finished.”

Neena glanced at Kai. She couldn’t believe what she heard. “If that is true, we have to get to him.”

The news invigorated the Right Cavers, who straightened their backs and gripped their spears. A few looked out over the colony, toward the Comm Building, while others shifted uneasily.

Their uneasiness spread to the Center Cave women. Neena immediately realized the reason.

Hoping to dampen their fears, Neena said, “Our intent is not to harm anyone else. But I need to get my brother back.”

“More deaths might occur, if you confront our men,” called out a woman with fright.

“Please.” Another woman stepped forward. “Let us speak with them. Perhaps we can convince your brother to come back.”

Neena exchanged another glance with Kai. She couldn’t agree to that, even if she wanted to. “It is my duty to keep my brothers safe, just as it is your duty to protect your children. What happened to Darius might happen to Raj. I cannot risk it.”

The woman squeezed her eyes shut. Others held their young ones, fear in their eyes.

“We will do our best to avoid bloodshed,” Kai swore.

The women on the ledge wavered nervously. For a moment, Neena was certain they’d block their way, or stir up trouble. They looked at one another, whispering.

Eventually, all of their eyes landed on Tanya and Jodi.

A decision formed in Tanya’s eyes.

“I’ll go with you,” Tanya said. Looking around at the other women, she continued, “I have no children of my own. I will help Neena and her people. Perhaps together, we can avoid more death.”

“But Tanya!” Jodi objected. “It’s too dangerous.”

“I have decided,” Tanya insisted. “The rest of you stay here and protect the children. I will return.”

Neena traded a look with her people, none of whom objected. “Okay. We’ll go together.” Looking at the sky, she saw the clouds darkening. “But we should hurry, before the storm arrives.”


Chapter 64: Neena

Stronger wind rifled through Neena’s clothes, making her shiver as she, Kai, Tanya, and the other sixty Right Cavers headed down the cliff side toward Red Rock. Now that the adrenaline of the attack was over, Neena could feel the sting of her injuries more sharply, and the dull aches of her body. But she had even more to consider. For all she knew, she was heading into a predicament from which she might not return.

The threat of the incoming storm didn’t ease her worry. Looking at the horizon, she scanned the ominous clouds. The storm seemed to be moving slowly, and didn’t seem too powerful at the moment, but who knew if that might change?

Looking over her shoulder, she searched up the craggy rocks, finding the entrance of the Right Cave, where she’d left Samel. A few others had promised to bring him back to their new chamber. If all went well, Neena would return with his sibling. Her family had experienced enough heartache.

It was time to put an end to it.

The path curved, winding behind a passage of tall, jutting rock on either side, as if the cliffs were trying to swallow them up. No one spoke, or made a sound. Fear consumed their thoughts.

A momentary flash of recollection reminded Neena of Raj walking this same path, heading off toward a precarious battle, like she was.

She had no idea what would happen when she reached the Comm Building.

Facing Sherry and her women was one thing.

Confronting Bryan was another.

She looked behind her at the sixty people who accompanied her. Most had only suffered minor injuries, but they might not be so lucky a second time. Neena wasn’t deluded. She knew her people weren’t as numerous or as experienced as Bryan’s or Gideon’s. And she had little faith that Tanya could reason with Bryan, when she’d already tried and failed.

A battle with The Watchers might prove disastrous.

But she was intent on her mission.

Noticing Neena glancing around, Samara met her eyes, giving her a determined nod. Roberto and Salvador matched her steps.

Regardless of what happened, she was glad to have them by her side. They weren’t her family by blood, but they’d grown almost as close, in the short time they’d lived together.

After traveling a long while, Kai pointed at a familiar curve in the distance. “We’re almost there.”

Her shoulders brushed his. His touch reminded her of the moments they shared in their bedroll in the night, holding each other for warmth, caressing each other gently.

Without thinking about it, she reached over and squeezed his shoulder.

And then they reached the sandy desert below the cliffs.

They moved without pause, making quicker progress than their previous trip to the colony, passing the tithing and storage buildings.

When they reached the middle of the colony’s northern border, they forged down the main path.


Chapter 65: Raj

Activity rippled through the Comm Building’s main room. Watchers lined up on the edges of the circular table, hovering over the quills and spears, working carefully and diligently, constructing the new weapons that Bryan had ordered, while the wind keened against the building outside.

Those who weren’t engaged in the work spoke in quiet, excited tones, hope lighting up their faces.

Not Raj.

Horror and guilt filled his stomach. No one had asked him to go on Ed’s early trip. In fact, they hadn’t even looked in his direction. If Raj hadn’t realized his role before, he’d figured it out now: he was only as good as his last discovery. He’d never been good enough, at all.

The nightmarish bubble of reality had burst inside him.

He couldn’t stop envisioning Darius’s face, or dwelling on the way he had betrayed his old friend.

What should he do?

Looking at the doors, a part of him wanted to make a break for them, running back to the cliffs and his family. But fear held him back. For days, he’d lived among Bryan’s men, fighting with them, eating with them, and sleeping among them. For all he knew, a move like that would be considered the ultimate betrayal.

If he were trapped here, he’d make it count.

Staring across the room, he located Bryan.

Instead of seeing the man he’d once called a friend, he now saw a beast, as ugly as the Abomination. Raj gritted his teeth, watching Bryan give his men orders. His eyes roamed to the quills and spears on which The Watchers worked. Every so often, one of the men put a finished one into a pile. He wanted to grab one of those new weapons, thrust it in Bryan’s face, and demand answers.

Raj thought about that.

No matter what he did, he couldn’t change what’d happened to Darius. But perhaps he could make it right in another way. Maybe he could atone for his decisions.

The more he sat on his bedroll, watching Bryan and thinking, the more his seething guilt turned to a different kind of thought.

When the time was right, he’d get revenge for what Bryan had done to Darius.


Chapter 66: Neena

A gust of building wind snaked from behind, kicking up a billow of dust and startling Neena. For a moment, she questioned her decision to forge onward, but she already saw the back of the annex, and the enormous dome building. This was their time.

“Let’s go!” she mouthed to the people behind her.

She kept a wary eye around her. Since walking the main path, she hadn’t seen any sign of Bryan’s people, nor had they glimpsed any activity from the cliffs. Their separating distance had cloaked their fight.

They passed by several dozen alleys of hovels—some ruined, some intact—and most of the tradesmen’s buildings before reaching the cusp of the wide, circular path. Thirty feet of open path gave them plenty of room to spread out, but they stuck together, as more wind and sand swirled around them.

Passing by the annex, Neena had a moment to feel blistering anger for how Bryan had kept her and Kai there.

And then they were at their destination.

The Comm Building rose high above them, casting an ominous shadow. She saw no boot prints on the path. Assumedly, the blowing sand had covered them over.

That thought led to another.

Maybe Bryan’s people were gone.

The thought scared and relieved her, but she knew it was the wrong hope.

She needed Raj back.

They circled the building and approached the main entrance.

A spike of fear coursed through Neena, as her people stopped at a twenty-foot buffer from the thick, wooden doors, staring at them.

She and Kai traded a look with Tanya, who nodded.

Slowly, Tanya crept toward the doors, reaching the threshold and putting an ear to one of the doors. She heard nothing. The gale had grown strong enough that it would mask any noise from inside. Neena and her people glanced from Tanya up to the sky, watching the approaching clouds.

Tanya raised a fist and knocked.

Neena, Kai, and the others maintained their position, holding their spears, riveted on the door. The next few moments took more courage than the thousands they’d already spent getting here.

And then those moments yielded something.

Something scraped against the other side of the doors.


Chapter 67: Neena

A thud followed the scrape.

Neena held her position with Kai at the front of their group, twenty feet away, watching Tanya, while sand continued swirling up around the path. All around Neena, sixty Right Cavers steadied their spears, prepared for whatever came next.

It was a stand, as well as a statement.

Neena swallowed. She’d guessed this scene so many times in her head that she knew all the outcomes. All that was left was to live one of them.

The door cracked open, revealing a sliver of torchlight, and a face.

Louie.

The large man stood in the cracked doorway, scanning over them. Surprise lit his face when he saw Tanya.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

Lifting her chin, Tanya motioned to Neena and her people, “They’re here to talk to Bryan. They want to get Neena’s brother back.”

Louie motioned with his uninjured hand. “What are you doing with them?”

“We had some conflict on the cliffs. I was hoping to avoid more,” Tanya said over the wind. “I was hoping for peace.”

Louie watched them for a while longer through the crack, contemplating an answer, before leaving without another word. The thud of the shutting door rattled Neena’s heart and her mind. She blinked hard, looking over at Kai. None of her troop had moved. They knew their plan. If Bryan wouldn’t open the door, they’d camp here until they got what they wanted. Sooner or later, Bryan and his comrades would come out for water or supplies, and when they did, Neena and her crew would say their peace, regardless of Tanya.

They stood until their legs were cramped and their spears wavered, until a sound snapped them back to attention.

The door opened again, wide enough this time that Neena could immediately recognize the man coming through.

Bryan.

Taking a few steps outside, he peered through the thickening haze of blowing sand and dust.

Intimidated, Tanya took a few steps back.

Holding up her hands, she raised her voice over the persistent gale. “Bryan, we need to talk. We had some troubles on the cliff, but we have come to an agreement. I am here to facilitate a conversation.”

Bryan looked past her as if she were an insect, flitting about his head, before stepping around her, holding his spear.

Neena surveyed the man who had caused so much turmoil, and had presumably killed Darius. His hair was disheveled. His eyes were ringed from lack of sleep. His clothes were tattered and worn, probably from battle, and too many days without washing.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” Bryan told Tanya dryly, over the wind.

Tanya stepped further away, lowering her hands.

Louie and a dozen other Watchers filtered out behind Bryan, holding spears or knives. They scrutinized Neena and her crew as if they were starved beasts wandering into a hunter’s territory. One of them, a young man with blond hair, cut through and darted over to Tanya.

“What are you doing here?”

Tanya shook her head, trying to explain, but he brought her away from Bryan.

Fighting his grasp, Tanya yelled, “Bryan! We need to talk! We can resolve this!”

Her words caused a stir among some of the other Watchers, until Bryan cut them off.

“Enough!” he commanded. Focused on Neena and her people, raising his voice to be heard over the intensifying wind, he said, “You are even more foolish than I thought before.”

Neena was through mincing words. “We’re here for my brother,” she yelled.

Bryan sneered. He studied Neena’s face for a long moment, before turning to Louie.

Forcing an innocuous expression, Louie called out, “What makes you think he’s with us?”

“I saw him coming down here with you,” Neena returned, looking between them. “And Tanya saw him from the cliffs yesterday. Let me speak with him.”

Staring between Bryan and Louie, her anger boiled. It was the same anger she’d felt when she realized her brother was gone, or when she’d felt Sherry’s and her women’s abuse. It was the same rage she felt at discovering what had happened to Darius. It was a rage she would let out soon, if their attempts at peace failed.

“If you have any intelligence, you’ll turn back to the cliffs,” Bryan warned.

“We’re not going anywhere without Raj,” Neena kept on. “If you get in our way, you’ll feel the ends of our spears.”

Bryan smiled confidently. “You aren’t coming in here.”

As if on cue, a dozen more armed Watchers stepped out from the building, reinforcing Bryan’s first group. Neena scanned past them, trying to spot Raj, but all she saw were more unrecognizable faces. The building was so full that they’d never get inside without being invited. And the circling sand and wind was making it hard to see them clearly. But she wasn’t giving up.

Her anger driving her words, she said, “You’ve done enough damage to our people. This ends now.”

“More than you’ve done?” Bryan’s eyes burned with renewed anger, as he continued speaking over the gale.

“You’ve turned neighbors into enemies, for your own aims,” Neena said, through gritted teeth. “You’ve kept us in our cave for too long, but now we’re out, and we aren’t going back.”

The shuffle of feet made Bryan look behind him. In the time they’d been talking, more people had gathered at the doorway, watching with curiosity, and more than a little unease. No one had ever spoken to a Watcher the way Neena had. And certainly not to Bryan.

Feeling the pressure of the growing audience, Bryan stepped forward, jabbing his spear at Neena. “Gideon was right about you. He should’ve let you rot in that cell.” He aimed his weapon menacingly at Kai. “And he should’ve let the stranger die, too.”

“Or he could’ve killed us both, like he planned to kill Kai,” Neena spat loudly.

A few of The Watchers bristled at a lie few had discussed openly.

“That’s right,” Neena said, motioning toward some of the people gathered in the doorway of the Comm Building. “Gideon ordered The Watchers to drag Kai from his cell and kill him in the caves, where none of you would hear. He lied on that podium. Kai never escaped.”

Kai nodded, planting himself alongside Neena. “It’s true,” he said. “A few of the veteran Watchers dragged me to the desert to kill me. I would’ve died, if Neena hadn’t helped me.”

The Watchers looked at each other, guilt on their faces. None disputed the truth.

“Gideon had his reasons,” Bryan said. “And now I understand them.”

“Of course you would say that, because you are consorting with him,” Neena said, venom in her voice. “Tanya told us what you were up to. She heard Sherry conspiring with him.”

A few in the Comm Building conversed loudly, turning to one another. Tanya lowered her head, feeling the weight of too many stares.

“That’s right,” Neena pressed on. “Gideon is the reason you’re down here, isn’t it? You’ve been whispering with him in the shadows. You’ve been planning all of this so that he can take power back. Have you not told your people?”

Bryan’s lips quivered with anger. Looking from Neena to the people behind him, he said, “Gideon has given us ideas about battling the monster, that is true.”

“Ideas about how he’ll return to the Comm Building, when you’re done,” Neena said. “Ideas about how he’ll rule once again. Maybe he can tell these people more lies, or kill them, the way he tried to kill Kai, or the way you killed Darius.”

Bryan took another step, thrusting his spear in front of him. Neena held her weapon up defensively. As one, the Right Cavers moved forward to protect her.

Bryan’s Watchers shored up behind him.

“Will you kill us the way you killed our friend?” Neena asked, over the wind. “Will you stab us with a dozen tools, after we’re dead? Or maybe you’ll do it while we’re alive.”

More conversations started in the Comm Building. The people behind The Watchers looked confusedly from Bryan to Neena.

“He killed Darius!” Neena yelled, drilling the words in for effect. “He killed him for no reason, before marching down here with all of you. He left him dead in a cove for us to find. Perhaps that is something else you didn’t know.”

Realizing the trust of his people was faltering, Bryan said, “We did what we had to do to restore Red Rock.”

Gasps came from the crowd.

“You killed an old man for your own selfish revenge,” Neena seethed. “And now more people are dead, because your plan to attack the monster failed.”

The people in the Comm Building looked from Bryan in the direction of the desert. Pain overtook their faces.

Before their pain could turn into blame, Bryan roared, “Enough!” He turned to his men, raising a signaling hand into the wind. “These pieces of trash have caused enough death. It is time to put an end to it. We will finish what we started on the cliffs!”

Samara stepped up, her face a mask of anger. “If you do that, you’ll die, like Sherry.”

Bryan looked from Samara to the cliffs, through the building wind and the whipping sand. Of course, he couldn’t see up there clearly. He looked back at Samara. Disbelief and rage crossed his face.

“You lie!” he spat.

“I’m not lying,” Samara said. “She tried to fight us and fell from the cliffs. She caused her own death.”

Bryan’s eyes widened. He looked from Samara, to Neena, and then back at Tanya, waiting for confirmation.

“It’s true,” Tanya said, lowering her head. “It happened just a while ago.”

He looked from Tanya to the cliffs, struggling with a truth he couldn’t believe.

“No…” His eyes widened.

He looked around at Neena and her people, as if someone might dispute the fact, but of course, they didn’t. Slowly, his denial turned to fury.

Rearing back his spear, he aimed at Samara, ready to release that fury into a throw.

Crying out, Samara raised her spear to protect herself.

A new voice interrupted them.

Everyone turned.

Cutting through the crowd of people at the doorway, holding the strange weapon and aiming at Bryan, Raj yelled, “Drop the spear, or you’ll die!”


Chapter 68: Neena

Gasps rippled through the crowd. People stepped back, or shielded their loved ones. No one moved to stop Raj. Fear froze their feet. Even The Watchers moved aside, not wanting to get in the way of a blast that would put a hole in their bodies.

Neena watched in disbelief as her brother moved through the crowd of frightened people, stopping within feet of Bryan, keeping the weapon trained, while the swirling sand kicked up around them. The wind had grown strong enough that they had to shout to be heard.

In a voice older than his years, Raj repeated, “Drop the spear!”

Bryan opened and closed his mouth, but he didn’t let go of his weapon.

“Do it, or I’ll send a spear through your body, just like we did to the stone!” Raj screamed.

Slowly, Bryan released his grasp on his spear. The weapon thudded into the sand. More wind gusted, blowing Raj’s curly hair over his face. He kept his weapon aimed, and his voice even.

Focused on Bryan, while talking over his shoulder, Raj said, “Neena is right. Bryan doesn’t care about any of us. He wants to use us, so that he can hold his position of power, just like Gideon. He’ll kill anyone who gets in his way. I heard what he said. He killed my friend, Darius. And now I’m going to kill him.”

Raj walked forward, aiming the weapon at Bryan’s chest, while Bryan backpedaled, moving diagonally away from the building and to the side of Neena’s group. Neena followed his movements.

For the first time ever, she saw fear in Bryan’s eyes.

“The device can only hurl one spear!” Bryan reminded Raj loudly, as Raj backed him farther up the path and away from the crowd. “If you miss, you’ll die before you put another one in.”

In a sure tone, Raj cried, “I will not miss. Now, back up, away from the rest of us!”

Reluctantly, Bryan obeyed.

Neena’s heart hammered. She looked from Raj to The Watchers. What was Raj doing? Once he used the weapon, he’d be defenseless. She searched through the faces of The Watchers at the doorway, and the confused people behind them. She couldn’t tell what any of them would do when Raj used the weapon. But if they came toward him…

Stepping away from her group and toward Raj, she said, “Raj! Wait!”

Raj glanced sideways at her, but he kept the weapon poised. She lowered her voice so that she was talking only to him.

“Let me have the device.”

“This is my fault, Neena,” Raj said, tears welling in his eyes. “I made a mistake in coming here. And now I’m going to make it right. I’m going to put a hole in his body, so that he never hurts any of us again.”

“Let me do it!” Neena said, loudly enough that only Raj could hear. “I’ll take the weapon, while you get behind us.”

Raj shook his head. “I can’t…”

Neena let a hand off her spear and took a step toward him, but Raj sidestepped. Tears rolled down his cheeks. His hands shook. Neena felt a stab of regret in her heart. Maybe if she’d done something differently, she could’ve prevented this situation. But it was too late now.

“Raj! You don’t have to be the one to decide what happens to him!”

“I’ve already decided,” Raj said. “The moment I figured out what he did to Darius, I decided. I wish you hadn’t come down here for me, Neena. I wish you were safe on the cliffs. And I wish Darius was safe there, too.”

“The cliffs?” Bryan yelled, recoiling when he heard the words. “You mean, where your people killed Sherry?”

The Watchers shifted uncomfortably. A few looked up to the cliffs, obviously worried about their women.

“Who knows who else they have killed?” Bryan roared, picking up on their fear. “These Right Cavers come down here with their falsehoods, and yet they call me the liar!” Bryan’s face reddened with rage. “Regardless of whether this boy uses his device, we will make them pay. Not only for Sherry, but for her unborn baby.”

“The child was already gone,” Neena called out sadly.

“Lies!” Bryan barked.

“It died before we confronted her,” Kai reinforced, stepping forward. “Your other women told us.”

“I don’t believe it!” Bryan yelled, even though he was already looking at Tanya for confirmation.

His words carried past The Watchers, echoing off the walls of the Comm Building where his people stood, nervously clutching their clothes through the debris. The dark clouds were directly above them now. Shielding his face from a nasty gust of wind, Bryan jabbed a finger across the fifteen-foot distance between him and Raj.

“If you are going to use that weapon, make sure it kills me,” he yelled. “Because if it doesn’t, you’ll be the next to die. And then all of you will pay for what you’ve done.”

Raj’s hands shook on the device’s handle. He squinted against the swirling sand, which had thickened enough that it was getting hard to see.

“Do it!” Bryan screamed, his rage growing. “Fire your spear! And when it’s done, be prepared to face me! All of you!”

Through the sandy haze, Neena saw Louie inching toward one of the other Watchers.

And then Raj did the unthinkable.

He fired the weapon.

A loud click echoed across where everyone stood, as the weapon discharged and the spear shot out from its end. Too late, Bryan tried to move, but he wasn’t faster than a powerful device. He cried out as the spear hit its mark.

Raj’s aim was true, but not true enough.

The spear grazed his side and kept going, thudding into the ground a few feet behind him and splashing up sand.

A hush fell over those who watched.

Shocked, Bryan looked from the end of the weapon to his side, where only a shred of clothing was torn. Neena saw only a tiny trickle of blood—nothing that would stop an angry man.

Her heart dropped in her chest.

Oh, no!

Bryan’s shock turned into a smile.

“You’ll die for that!” he screamed, taking a vengeful step toward Raj. “You’ll—”

An explosion of sand burst from underneath him.

An enormous, teeth-filled mouth emerged from the ground, encompassing Bryan’s body, ripping him upward, just as the wind, sand, and debris grew to a shriek.

Men and women screamed and panicked.

Two things became clear to Neena.

The sandstorm had reached its peak.

And the monster was here.


Chapter 69: Neena

“Raj!” Neena screamed, as the beast rose higher through the storm.

She struggled to see through the blasting sand. In mere moments, the area around her had fallen to chaos. People scattered everywhere, running away from the caving ground and the monster. The beast’s enormous shadow blocked out everything but its silhouette. Neena riveted her eyes on the ascending dark shape. As soon as its tail curved over her, she skirted around the edge of the sliding sand, running blindly toward where she’d last seen Raj. The monster’s guttural screech filled the air, competing with people’s desperate screams. Was that Bryan screaming? Raj? Or both of them?

“Raj!”

Sand peppered her mouth and nose, making her feel as if she might suffocate, but Neena didn’t stop moving. The sandstorm’s shrieking gale pierced her ears.

The shadow above her made her feel as though she was in that nightmare tunnel, running through a maze without an end. But this was reality. And perhaps the last reality she would ever see.

She groped blindly through the whipping sand and dust, relying on her last glimpse of Raj for direction. Somewhere behind her, the beast crashed into the ground, taking Bryan and whomever else with it. Ignoring the cacophonous screams, Neena blinked through the storm, frantically searching for her brother.

She crashed into someone.

Arms grabbed her. Clothing brushed against hers.

Something hard hit her stomach, knocking the wind from her.

A metal object.

Raj?

“Raj!”

His hands shook beneath her as he clutched the strange device and screamed something she couldn’t hear.

“Come on!” she yelled back through the pelting wind and sand. Pulling his arm toward the only place she could think to go, she shouted, “Let’s get to the Comm Building!”


Chapter 70: Bryan

Bryan screamed, falling from one sticky place to another. He threw his arms out and tumbled, unable to stop his endless fall. His body shrieked with pain. He couldn’t see where he’d ended up, or where he was going, but it felt like he was in a dark, winding cave.

What the hell was this?

A cloying odor filled his nose. Vomitus liquid gagged him and plugged up his ears. He spit and screamed at the same time.

He tumbled over and over, unable to find which way was up, and which was down.

And then his body struck something soft.

More of the sticky substance covered his body, binding his clothes to his body. More searing pain shot through him.

In a petrifying instant, he realized what was happening.

The beast hadn’t chewed him.

It had swallowed him whole.

He was in the creature’s stomach.

Bryan opened his mouth, choking on a scream he couldn’t manage. Somehow, he broke away from his sticky prison, but he couldn’t find his footing. Each time he got his balance, a violent jolt sent him plunging to another part of the beast’s insides, where he stuck and burned. The moving beast tossed him back and forth like a piece of sand in the wind. Hot, sizzling goo burned worse than any pain he’d felt. His skin sloughed off, exposing the blood and bone beneath.

The creature’s digestive juices were peeling him away a layer at a time.

More abrasive liquid filled his mouth and his nose.

No sound came from his last scream.

Searing, white-hot pain overtook him.

And then Bryan felt no more.


Chapter 71: Neena

Neena pulled Raj through the screaming wind, clutching his hand. The rumble of the beast and people’s screams had merged into a single, frightening sound. Awful guilt filled her as she took her brother in the opposite direction from her people, who probably needed help.

It was move or die.

Billowing dust and sand barred a glimpse of whatever lay ahead. She’d lost her sense of direction. She could no longer locate the Comm Building, or anything else for that matter. Grasping her spear, she held her breath, trying not to swallow the pelting sand. The horrible noises behind them grew farther away.

Squinting, she saw something ahead.

A wall.

Neena scraped her spear along mud brick, searching for an opening while keeping hold of Raj. Uneven sand, piling along the perimeter, nearly tripped them up. They rounded two corners before they came across a door, kicking it open. She and Raj fell into a dwelling, gasping for breath, while the storm continued raging. Dragging a hand across her mouth, Neena cleared away enough sticky sand to speak.

“Are you okay?” she asked frantically.

Raj’s eyes were wild and frightened. He nodded, clutching the weapon he’d managed to hang onto.

Neena’s eyes flew around the ramshackle dwelling. Cookware, bedrolls, and flasks blew back and forth. Blankets bunched up near the walls. Unslinging her bag from her back, she sifted around inside, pulled out a few pairs of goggles, and handed a pair to Raj, before donning one herself.

They looked back through the open door.

Through the whipping debris, she saw a few silhouettes, fleeing. Where were Kai, Samara, Salvador, and Roberto? Had Bryan’s men made it back inside the Comm Building, or were they trapped outside, too?

Her heart fluttered with panic at the thought of her people, coming down here to confront Bryan and his marchers, only to face an unexpected battle. They’d known the risks, but no one had expected it might go like this.

She pictured Bryan flying up into the air, assumedly eaten alive. He deserved his fate, for what he’d done to Darius. But now, others might die, too.

This had to end.

Looking over at Raj, her eyes riveted to the strange, incredible device.

Pulling her brother close, she leaned over and said, “Raj! I need you to show me how to use it!”

Raj watched her with fright.

He took his bag off his back and withdrew one of the weapon’s spears.

And then he showed her.


Chapter 72: Kai

Kai shielded his eyes, struggling to peer through the wind and flying sand. The once-unified group of his people had descended to turmoil. Right Cavers ran in every direction, screaming into the gale. He looked frantically around, but he didn’t see Neena or Raj, nor did he see any of The Watchers.

Bryan, of course, was gone.

Looking over his shoulder, he saw the tail end of the monster curve into the ground, creating an avalanche of sand, while the loud rumbling continued. Kai kept hold of his spear and ran toward where he’d last seen Neena and Raj.

An awful feeling took root in his stomach.

They’d been right near the monster when it rose.

Where were they?

Pushing through the storm and the wind, he protected his face with his free hand, while clutching his spear in the other. He didn’t stop, or slow, until he reached the dark hole from which the beast had emerged. Scanning left and right along its edge, he found nothing.

Panicked yelling drew his attention right.

Kai turned in time to see a woman running towards him through the storm. The wind pinned her clothes to her body. Her face was a mask of fear.

“You have to help! They’re hurt!” she screamed against the gale.

Kai’s heart hammered against his rib cage. Was she talking about Neena and Raj? He opened his mouth to ask the question, but she was already hurrying away.

Sand exploded behind them.

He turned to see the monster rising up about thirty feet back—an enormous shadow cutting through the storm. With an ear-splitting boom, the beast hit the ground and tunneled to darkness.

Gasping for breath, he pressed on after the woman. Nearby screams of pain and panic told him they were close to whomever she was talking about. And then they stumbled across three figures. A Right Caver bent over Salvador and another man, both of whom lay on the ground, hollering in pain.

“What happened to him?” Kai shouted, pointing at Salvador.

“He almost fell into the monster’s hole! He shattered his ankle!”

Horror overtook Kai as Salvador let his hands off the wound, revealing the awful injury. Blood leaked around a piece of jutting bone, which was twisted at an ugly angle. A few feet farther on, the other man clutched his bloodied face.

“Are you okay?” Kai asked.

“I think it’s just a flesh wound!” the man cried, but given the amount of blood on him, and the way he screamed, Kai couldn’t tell for sure.

To the uninjured man and woman, Kai asked, “Have you seen Neena or Raj? Samara? Roberto?”

“No!” shouted the man.

Kai stared frantically around, looking past the three people and the woman who had retrieved him. Staying out in the middle of the storm was an easy way to die.

Spinning in all directions, he looked for a place of refuge. He couldn’t see anything clearly, but he could hear the direction of the monster. Any place was better than running that way.

“Help them up!” Kai instructed. “Come on! We need to move!”

Together, he and other uninjured man propped up Salvador, who grunted and groaned, while the woman helped the man with the bloodied face.

“Which way?” yelled the man on the other side of Salvador.

Kai pointed.

They bore in the opposite direction of the creature, hobbling for uncertain safety. Kai used his spear for balance, helping Salvador keep his weight off of his ankle. With any luck, they’d find shelter.

Two unrecognizable people tore past them.

“Wait!” Kai yelled, but they were already gone, leaving only their screams.

He had no idea if they were Bryan’s people or his own.

They hurried through the storm, scanning the desert for more survivors. With each step, Salvador felt heavier. The man’s intense pain was slowing him down. Kai felt as if he were in the middle of the desert, or a nightmare from which he’d never awaken, rather than in the center of a colony.

A while later, they saw the shadow of the Comm Building, looming high above them. They must’ve somehow circled back to it. A dozen or so silhouettes stood in front of it, holding their long, pointed spears. A few looked in the direction of Kai’s group, while others huddled near the doorway. Kai slowed, wondering if they’d have to defend their lives, until he recognized some of his own people. One of them, a Right Caver with bushy eyebrows, jogged toward them.

“What’s happening?” Kai asked him over the wind.

“A few of The Watchers ran inside, but they won’t let us in!” the man cried desperately, cranking a thumb over his shoulder.

Kai wasn’t surprised. He watched his people pacing nervously by the door, looking out into the storm.

“We thought we might be safe near the walls,” the man said, tossing up his hands in despair.

“Nowhere is safe,” Kai said grimly.

He looked out into the desert, spotting another cavernous hole, and glanced at Salvador. The injured man looked as if he might collapse. They needed shelter from the monster, not an uneasy refuge at their enemies’ threshold.

“What should we do?” the bushy-browed man asked Kai, through gritted teeth.

“Before the storm started, I remember seeing some intact hovels to the south of the Comm Building,” Kai recalled. “Now that I know our direction, maybe we can get to them! Come on, let’s go!”


Chapter 73: Neena

A cloud of dust found its way inside the abandoned hovel where Neena and Raj squatted, filling the room with a murky haze. The door they’d kicked in was now broken, allowing the raging wind inside, scattering cookware and blankets from one wall to the other.

Neena looked at Raj’s bag of miniature, carved spears, and then down at the weapon in her hands, which Raj had shown her how to use.

“Are we heading back outside?” Raj asked.

She glanced from her brother into the storm. The decision to go outside had been easy, when she’d first made it. Now she reconsidered. She couldn’t imagine leaving Raj alone in a hovel, after going through so much trouble to find him. Nor could she imagine bringing him out into danger again.

What should she do?

“We’re staying here, where we have a chance at living,” she said, looking away.

Sensing her conflict, Raj grabbed her arm. “But Kai, Samara, and the others are out there. We have to find them.”

Neena struggled with an answer. “It’s too dangerous for us to be out there.”

“What if they’re hurt and need our help?” Raj insisted.

Neena bit down on a response. She couldn’t ignore Raj’s pleas, because she was having the same argument with herself.

Trying to convince her, Raj said, “It’s my fault that they’re out there in this. If not for me, they’d never be down here. Let me make it up to them. Let me make it up to you.”

Unexpected tears welled up in Raj’s eyes, causing Neena to tear up, too. He reached over and hugged her, and she hugged him back.

“I’m sorry, Neena, for all those I hurt,” Raj continued. “If I could change it, I would. Maybe this is the way I can start to make it up to everyone.”

“None of this is your fault,” Neena told him. “It’s mine. I shouldn’t have ignored you. I should’ve paid closer attention to the problems we had on the cliffs. That’s why you left, isn’t it?”

Raj nodded, lowering his eyes. “I thought Bryan might treat me better than you did, but I was wrong.”

“It’s okay, Raj, I don’t blame you.”

“But you should.” Raj shook his head. “I’m the reason Darius is dead. And now I’m the reason more are in danger.” He smeared the corners of his eyes.

“Raj—”

“Obviously I can’t change those decisions, but maybe we can change this one,” Raj kept on. “Maybe we can prevent someone else from dying. Let’s go out there and help them.”

Neena looked from his face into the storm. The shrieking wind showed no signs of stopping. Raj was right. If something happened to her comrades—to Kai—she’d never forgive herself, and he wouldn’t, either.

Slowly, she got to her feet.

“We’ll go out a little ways. But if we don’t see anyone, we’ll head back inside,” Neena suggested.

Raj agreed, and they reentered the storm.


Chapter 74: Kai

“Come on!” Kai yelled.

He didn’t need to tell his people twice. Fear motivated the Right Cavers’ boot steps. In the time since they’d regrouped, a handful of his comrades had donned goggles, retrieving them from their bags and slipping them over their heads. Those who had no goggles borrowed from others. A few who had nothing used their shawls. They hurried close to him, fighting the blasting sand.

A ways from the Comm Building, they veered around another giant hole, passing several mangled, dead men. The details of their grisly deaths were partially obscured by sand, but Kai saw enough to make him nauseous: blood-soaked limbs, crushed faces, flayed clothing.

One man lay on his stomach with his arms stretched out in front of him, as if he might escape his inevitable fate. Another’s mouth hung agape, his tongue lolling out in a ghastly grimace.

One was a Watcher; the other, Kai recognized as a Center Caver.

Apparently, not all of Bryan’s people had made it into the Comm Building.

The distant rumbling reminded them that they faced the same fate.

He swallowed, holding tight to Salvador’s ropy left arm, while the other man helped him on the right. The dozen allies they’d met at the Comm Building forged ahead, holding their spears, scouting for pitfalls. Where were Neena and Raj? Each moment of separation deepened the pit in Kai’s stomach.

They’d traveled a little farther when one of his men cried out, “Over there!”

Kai swiveled, spotting a person standing in the storm. The survivor shook his head wildly, covering his face with his hands. A few of the Right Cavers approached cautiously, calling out to him. Kai watched with bated breath as they reached the person, grabbed onto his arms, and shouted words he couldn’t hear.

It wasn’t until they brought the survivor back that he recognized who it was.

Roberto’s clothing was ripped and torn; his eyes were squinted shut.

“I took a blast of sand to the eyes!” he yelled, fighting the urge to claw it out.

“It’s okay!” Kai yelled. “We’ll get you rinsed out! Come on!”

Herding Roberto along, they moved faster, capitalizing on their distance from the creature. Kai’s heart dropped as he reached the place where he thought the hovels were located. Only rubble and bodies littered the ground. An enormous path of caved sand ran next to them.

“Keep going!” he yelled.

They passed several more demolished hovels, trekking through broken alleys and skirting more wide trenches, before reaching the back side of some intact dwellings.

Pointing at the largest one, he directed, “Inside there!”

To his surprise, a person ran alongside the wall. Kai called out, and the person turned and spotted them. His heart swelled with emotion as he recognized one his people—a Right Caver named Maria who normally kept to herself.

“Kai!” she yelled, her cry of relief filling the space between them.

Hurrying to his side, she said, “A few more of us just ran into that hovel!”

She gave him a half hug, and he embraced her back, holding her tightly enough that for a moment, he could pretend that they were all safe.


**




Twenty-two Right Cavers packed into the hovel, gasping for breath. Some cleaned their faces and clothes, while others tended to Salvador, Roberto, or the other injured. The wind shrieked. The rumbling continued.

“Have you seen any more of us?” Kai asked Maria.

Maria shook her head worriedly. “Unfortunately not. I followed behind these two. We were hiding in another dwelling, until the creature got too close, forcing us to flee. That’s when you found us.”

Kai looked at the two additional survivors from his cave, happy to see them. Both of them were men.

Getting their attention, he asked, “Did either of you see Neena, Raj, or Samara?”

The first man spoke up. “Not since before the monster came. Some others ran past us. I think they might have headed down the main path, toward the colony.”

Kai nodded.

“With any luck, they’re hiding in a building, like we are,” the second man said.

“But something else worries me,” said the first man, scratching his crooked nose. “I think a slew of Bryan’s Watchers went that way, too.”

“What do you mean?” Kai asked.

“The monster and the storm shook everyone’s sense of direction,” he continued. “I saw some of them heading that way.”

Kai and Maria traded a look. Once the monster whisked Bryan away to his death, the conflict with his people had become a secondary concern. But the thought of The Watchers out there, hiding among the Right Cavers, worried him. Who knew what those men would do, if they came across their lost comrades?

Filling the silence, another woman spoke up. “What if the others need our help?”

The question was rhetorical. No one could answer, because everyone shared the same worries.


Chapter 75: Samara

Stay quiet! Stay still!

Samara clung to the edge of the broken, mud brick wall, staring up the main path going north through the colony. A seam tore up the ground, coming in her direction. She blinked hard through the goggles she’d pulled from her bag. The bodies of several other Right Cavers were strewn everywhere. She could still hear their screams as the creature flung them into the air, high above the hovels, just as she could recall their bodies hitting the ground with a sickening thud.

Not one of their crooked bodies moved.

A bubble of grief filled her throat. They were dead.

And she was next.

The seam veered closer, moving south toward her.

Move!

Clutching her spear, she let go of the wall, running deeper into the branching alley, away from certain death. A sickening crash echoed behind her, as the monster’s body toppled the wall where she’d just stood.

Panting, she ran faster, weaving back and forth, hoping for a miracle.

In one sense, the wind and the swirling debris confused the creature. In another, it made the beast determined to find its prey. Bryan had been its first taste of blood. It wanted more.

Samara had no idea where the rest of her people had ended up.

She was alone.

Sand pelted her clothing as she weaved around broken mud brick, scattered stones, and gigantic, gaping holes. She cried out as someone’s abandoned blanket whipped through the air, stuck to her face, and blew away. She focused on putting one foot in front of the other, and the ground in front of her, so that she did not trip over any debris.

Kai’s warnings came tumbling back to her.

With the creature this close to her, she couldn’t hide.

Hunger consumed it.

She careened left, leaping over a rolling pot, and cut between several broken-down houses. To her relief, the hovels in the new alley were mostly undisturbed.

That meant more obstacles between her and the monster.

She tore ahead faster, scooting between them, listening to the crack of several more foundations as the creature knocked them over from underground. She glanced over her shoulder in time to see a hovel split up the middle, crack in half, and collapse. The beast’s back came into view—a dark hulk of scaly flesh and protrusions. At any moment, it would emerge, soar overhead, and crush her.

Or it would erupt below her and swallow her.

Samara darted between another two hovels, avoiding another twisted bedroll.

And then she was in another alley.

The rumbling receded.

Samara slowed her boot steps, fearing she’d misjudged her safety, but the creature was moving in another direction. It had either lost track of her or gotten distracted.

Thanking her momentary good fortune, Samara gained as much distance as possible from the sickening beast. Her heart felt as though it might explode. Her legs were sore and weak. Fighting the storm made each step more difficult, and the abrasive wind wasn’t helping. Pulling her wrapped shawl tighter around her goggles, she headed between more hovels, seeking out a larger building that promised more safety.

She passed several more houses before she came across a large wall.

One of the tradesmen’s buildings.

Only the front wall of the building was intact.

Rounding the remaining side, she aimed to hide behind it.

And stopped.

A dozen men huddled among the rubble, obviously beating her to the idea.

Bryan’s men.


Chapter 76: Samara

Samara froze, surveying The Watchers, all of whom looked back at her. Their hair was mussed and disheveled. Their clothing was caked with sand. Their goggles all but transformed them into man-sized cave bugs.

Samara swallowed and raised her spear.

If this was the end of the line, she’d face them with dignity.

To her surprise, one of the men stepped forward and pointed past her. “Where did it go?”

Samara looked back through the tempest of wind and sand. She couldn’t see the creature, but she heard some distant rumbling.

“West, I think,” she answered, her voice shaky. “I only know because of the main path.”

The man nodded and looked at the others. They held their weapons defensively, but none of them came toward her, or threatened her. They all had larger problems.

In a hopeful gesture, Samara lowered her spear.

The man reciprocated.

The wind keened through the cracks in the wall, screeching around them.

Getting close enough to speak more easily, she held up her hands, motioning over her shoulder and elaborating. “I think it is in a frenzy.”

The men nodded, grave expressions on their faces. She recognized the man speaking with her as Isaiah, one of Bryan’s close companions. Isaiah turned back to his men, who awaited direction. She looked at the spears in their hands. Surprise washed over her.

Taking an intuitive leap, she asked, “Are you going to fight it?”

Isaiah watched her for a moment through his goggles. He shook his head nervously. “What other choice do we have? It’s going to continue killing us until we defeat it. We might be all dead, if we don’t fight back.”

Samara opened and closed her mouth. Of course, too many had already tried and failed.

Swallowing, Isaiah said, “The storm might mask us enough to get close. Maybe we can pierce its hide.”

She looked at the weapons in the men’s hands. Samara noticed something strange. Instead of normal blades, they’d adorned their spears with white, spiky objects.

“What are those?” she asked.

“The creature’s quills,” Isaiah explained. “Before Bryan died, he thought we might be able to use the creature’s own body against it. A few of our men found these protrusions in the desert. We were working on creating more weapons, before…before what happened to him.”

He lowered his eyes. The loss of their leader was fresh enough that it sent a ripple of emotion through the men. At the same time, they seemed conflicted.

A pinprick of hope entered Samara’s voice, as she focused on the spears. “How many of those do you have?”

Isaiah pointed to his men, some of whom held two weapons. “We have enough to fill our hands, and a few extra that we salvaged from our fallen.”

Whether it was the look on her face, or the way she asked her question, Isaiah sensed something. Taking a faithful leap, he took one of the extra spears from his men, offering it to her.

“If this is going to work, we could use another set of hands.”

Samara took the spiky spear, holding it alongside her own and examining it. In the distance, a loud rumble reminded them that the creature was still on the move.

“Have you seen any more of our Watchers?” Isaiah asked her.

Samara shook her head. “No. How about my people?”

Isaiah thought on it. “I thought I saw some of them running toward the hovels in an alley off the main path. I can’t promise they’re still there, but it’s possible. Maybe we can find them together on our way to fight this thing.”


Chapter 77: Neena

“Hang on to me, Raj!” Neena yelled, clasping her brother’s arm and continuing through the storm.

Sand clung to their clothing and goggles. The wind blew back their hair.

Looking over her shoulder, Neena watched the outline of the hovel recede. It felt as if the wind had whisked it away, even though they’d left it behind. And then it was gone. The awful thought struck her that they might never return to it.

The knowledge of Kai, Samara, Salvador, and the others out here drove her on.

Doing her best to walk in a straight line, she forged through the storm, gripping her device.

Neena could only see a handful of feet ahead of them—not enough for an effective search. Of course, she couldn’t tell their exact location. For all she knew, they might miss someone a few feet on either side of them. She studied the ground cautiously, scanning for a sliding patch of sand, or a buried body.

Neena lifted her head to the wind. Somewhere in the distance, she heard rumbling, but she wasn’t sure of its direction. They walked another dozen steps, finding nothing but open space.

Raj bent, pulling her arm.

She followed his gaze to a half-buried spear. Neena picked it up, wiped it off, and handed it to her brother. The discovery of the spear heightened her feeling that they might find the person who had owned it.

Neena’s heart beat faster. For a moment, she contemplated calling out for a survivor, but fear kept her silent. Instead, they trudged warily, scanning the desert even closer.

What if they were the last people alive?

A glimpse of clothing gave her an answer. Neena instinctively jolted back, appraising a body. She and Raj bent to the sand, frantically inspecting their find. The person lay on his or her back, unmoving. She looked from the person’s dirty boots upward.

And shuddered.

One of the person’s arms was gone, ripped off at the shoulder. Jagged flaps of flesh hung over the exposed bone. Neena’s heart sunk as she recognized the woman.

Tanya.

Tanya’s face was twisted in a last, mortified grimace. Her blonde hair was stained with blood. Next to Neena, Raj cringed, his eyes wide beneath his goggles. She reached over and grabbed his arm, consoling him, while tears tracked his face.

A scream startled both of them.

Tanya sat up, grasping the air with her remaining hand.

“It’s all right, Tanya!” Neena told the agonizing woman, shocked to find her alive. “We’re going to get you out of here!”

Tanya continued yelling, ineffectively trying to stand. It seemed her leg was broken.

“Raj! We need to help her!”

Raj stood in a half-crouch, frantically trying to get a grip on Tanya’s good arm, but shock and pain had a hold of her.

“We need you to help us!” Neena told her. “You have to work with us, so we can get you out of here!”

Instead of answering, Tanya turned her head.

Her eyes bulged, as she noticed her missing arm for the first time. Her shrill cry carried over the wind, ringing with a terror that Neena had never heard. She groped for her missing appendage, as if it might appear, even though it was obviously gone.

A rumble started in the ground.

Oh, no….!

Neena looked frantically around, as the noise grew louder.

“Come on, Raj! Get her up!”

“I’m trying!” Raj yelled. “She keeps pulling away!”

Tanya was a screaming, writhing weight. They needed her to stop panicking. Neena tried calming her down, but the words weren’t registering.

The rumble grew in volume, overpowering Tanya’s scream.

Neena’s head swiveled toward an incoming seam, splitting the ground.

The beast’s back came into view.

In moments, it would be upon them.

She had to make a choice. She had to—

In a desperate attempt to survive, Neena grabbed hold of Raj and ran, leaving Tanya behind. A whoosh of sand pelted their backs. Neena fell, landing on her weapon, while Raj landed somewhere she couldn’t see. More sand showered their bodies, covering them in its suffocating embrace.

The rumbling grew loud enough that Neena thought she’d died.

And then it faded.

Neena raised her head, spitting and choking, frantically fighting her way out of the sand. Smearing off her goggles, she looked where Raj had been. To her immense relief, he was there, sitting up and spitting fiercely.

Together, they looked behind them, finding a gaping trench where Tanya had been.

Tanya was gone.


Chapter 78: Kai

Looking around the hovel at the scared and injured people, Kai said, “We have to do something.”

All around him, the survivors tended the wounded, or dusted off their goggles and clothes, while sand pelted the walls. The door shuddered under the incessant wind.

“The rest of our people are out there,” Kai kept on, to anyone who would listen. “And so are Bryan’s men. We have to make sure the rest of our comrades are safe.”

“How will we find anyone?” Maria asked in frustration. “We can barely see. We have no idea where they might be. For all we know, the rest of our Right Cavers might be hiding already.”

“Or they might be lying on the ground, wounded, like Salvador,” Kai argued. “More might die without our help.”

He pointed through at Salvador, who gritted his teeth in pain, clutching his ankle. Guilt crossed people’s faces as they looked at him. Going outside in the storm seemed like a fool’s choice, but Kai couldn’t help envisioning Neena and Raj lying somewhere near the Comm Building, wounded and screaming. If he did nothing, their final moments would haunt him forever.

“For all we know, our people are a few breaths from death. We need to find them,” Kai insisted. “We need to head back out there.”

The people in the hovel fought the terror in their hearts. Of course, they were worried about their relatives and friends. But they were afraid of dying, too.

Fear froze their feet.

Summoning his courage, hoping to inspire them, he said, “The storm will cover our movements. We’ll protect each other, and watch for the monster. If it gets too dangerous, we’ll come back.”

Showing his resolve, Kai stepped toward the rattling door, prepared to open it.

“Our people need us.”

Whether it was guilt or duty, a handful of people moved by his side. Among them—to Kai’s surprise—was Roberto.

“Let’s go,” Roberto said.

“What about your eyes?” Kai asked.

Wiping the last bit of crusted sand from his face, Roberto said, “They still sting, but I think I got rid of most of the sand. I’m ready to help.”

He donned some goggles. His bravery inspired a few others to move for the door. With Roberto, Maria, and twelve others by his side, Kai nodded gratefully.

“We’ll be back soon,” Kai told those who were staying behind.

Before he could question his decision, he opened the door. A blast of wind nearly bowled them over, but he led his Right Cavers through the door, moving cautiously through the sand.


Chapter 79: Kai

A distant rumble rose and faded.

The Right Cavers looked about nervously, grasping their spears.

Falling into the pattern on which they had decided, they kept in three rows of five, spreading out, covering more distance while keeping an ear out for danger.

The gusting wind rippled their clothes. The swirling sand limited their view. Kai used the hovels for guidance, navigating to the end of the alley, heading for the main path. Maybe what the others said was true, and he’d encounter some of the people who’d fled this way. If not, they could always backtrack to the Comm Building, where some of the injured were likely to be.

At each hovel, they detoured inside, checking for survivors.

After an unproductive search, they reached the main path.

Kai looked left and right.

Dusty clouds kicked up everywhere, concealing too much of their surroundings. And then something in the distance caught his eye.

He tensed and held up a hand, signaling his party to halt.

Through the hazy clouds, on the main path, something came their way. He clutched his spear defensively. For a moment, Kai feared that the monster had detected them. But it wasn’t the monster, because he could hear its sounds of destruction further away.

His heart beat faster as the moving objects solidified into figures carrying spears. More survivors than he’d ever expected to find in one place marched up the path and toward them, their shawls billowing behind them in the wind.

Kai and the Right Cavers held out their spears defensively.

A recognizable shout cut through the storm.

“Kai?”

Careful footsteps turned to hurried ones. A person broke from the approaching formation, running toward Kai and the Right Cavers. Kai couldn’t believe who he saw.

“Samara!” he cried, lowering his weapon and hugging her.

Tears wet her eyes. She leaned back, inspecting him through her goggles as if he were a ghost, or a mirage.

The other dozen figures halted.

Letting go of Samara, Kai leaned back and asked, “Who’s with you?”

“Some of The Watchers,” Samara said, motioning to the people behind her. “They’re going to help us.”

Kai looked past her to the group of a dozen, rigid men. Goggles adorned their faces; spears adorned their hands. He tensed.

“They mean us no harm,” Samara assured him.

Slowly, a man broke from the group and greeted him. Kai kept his spear close, searching for something in the man’s posture that signaled danger. At a closer distance, he recognized one of Bryan’s men, Isaiah.

Drawing up in front of Kai, Isaiah called over the wind, “We are not here for trouble.”

Kai studied the man’s face for deceit, but he seemed honest.

“Too much has happened since you came to the Comm Building,” Isaiah said. “But we’ll have plenty of time to discuss that later, if we live.”

Kai nodded. Something in the man’s words told him he spoke the truth. “Where are you headed?”

“To fight the monster,” Isaiah said. “How about you?”

“To find our comrades,” Kai answered.

“Let’s go together,” Isaiah said. “Maybe we can help find your people, before we plan an attack.”


Chapter 80: Neena

Neena staggered to her feet, searching the edges of the wide, gaping trench. Her effort was fruitless. Tanya was gone. A tear slid down her cheek as she studied the black hole, and the whipping, sliding sand at its edges.

A rumble ripped her attention away.

A growing seam returned in their direction.

With a cry, Neena turned and ran, clutching her weapon and her brother. They had no time to mourn Tanya further.

It was move or die.

The bedlam from the beast was like a sharp blade, scraping their nerves, pushing their feet faster. They fled in the opposite direction, fighting the chaotic storm while squeezing each other’s hands. Neena waited for the beast’s ugly jaws to clamp on their feet, pulling them under, or its massive bulk to crash into them.

Looking over her shoulder, she glimpsed the creature’s dark, scaled back. The thing was nearly on top of them.

A spray of sand blasted their right sides.

Neena raised her hands, warding off the pummeling debris.

She looked to her right, at Raj, who was still standing.

Somehow, it had missed them.

Somehow, they were alive.

Noises under the surface of the sand told them the beast wasn’t done. Neena felt like a wounded animal, waiting for a predator’s last strike. She stopped and spun, seeing nothing but sand in all directions. The storm blocked too much of their visibility.

As one, Neena and Raj looked down at the weapon in her hands.

Letting go of Raj, Neena placed two hands on it, remembering what he had shown her. Finding the small piece of metal she needed to press, she aimed the weapon in the last direction where she’d seen the beast.

If they stayed still, maybe the wind would mask their location.

Of course, she’d have to contend with that wind while using the device.

Her boots shook on the sand, as the creature started another swooping pass, tunneling parallel to them. She adjusted her aim, until its bulky body rose above the sand’s surface. Its dark scales and long, round curvature resembled an enormous, wriggling snake. Maybe if she landed the right shot, she’d—

Fire, Neena!

She pressed the metal, bracing for the recoil, and doing her best to account for the wind.

Through the storm, she saw the spear discharge and fly, striking its target on the top of its scales, sticking.

Black blood sprayed the air.

A guttural screech echoed from underground. The beast writhed, veering diagonally somewhere that they couldn’t see.

She’d hit it!

For the first time in too long, hope washed over Neena.

“You got it, Neena!” Raj yelled over the wind, grabbing his sister’s arm with excitement. “The weapon worked!”

She allowed that hope to overtake her. Somewhere out of sight, they heard the beast continue tunneling away. She listened for signs that it was slowing down. Perhaps its screech would come again, as its pain deepened. Or maybe it would disappear for a while, leaving the colony and heading back into the desert.

She prayed for a miracle.

Maybe its injury would lead to its death.

The rumbling increased in volume.

Neena clenched her eyes shut.

Dammit.

It wasn’t slowing.

It was getting faster.

Despair filled Neena’s stomach, as she and Raj listened to it erratically moving away, knocking down more buildings.

She let go of her foolish hope, as reality took over.

It would take more than a surface wound to stop a horrible monster.

Maybe they’d never had a chance at defeating it, after all.


Chapter 81: Kai

Together with Samara, fifteen Right Cavers, and a dozen Watchers, Kai walked north up the main path of the colony, walking in tight rows, scouring the desert. The irony of marching with Isaiah and his Watchers wasn’t lost on Kai. Every so often, he glanced at Isaiah, still accepting their new alliance.

At the same time, he understood it.

A larger foe threatened them all.

Everyone knew it.

On the way up the path, Isaiah explained to Kai what they had done to their spears, and how they’d hoped to use them. The idea inspired Kai, but he wasn’t depending on it. At the moment, finding the survivors—finding Neena and Raj—was more important than killing the monster.

They scanned the path quickly and quietly, looking for evidence of life, even though any boot prints were gone.

Tracking anyone felt like a lost hope.

They were operating on faith, and faith alone.

They kept precariously on, circling around holes that occupied the path, getting closer to the colony and listening to the rumbles. It sounded like they were changing course.

Not just changing course, Kai thought suddenly. Growing louder.

“Do you hear that?” Samara asked, grabbing his arm.

Everyone did.

The group stopped, staring intently up the main path. They uttered a collective gasp.

The monster tore up the path, coming toward them.

Of course, they’d been heading to fight it, but no one expected to see it so soon, and so unexpectedly. A tidal wave of sand lifted up the center of the path, revealing the creature’s body, half in an out of the sand. It weaved wildly back and forth, tunneling toward them, apparently in some kind of craze.

“Watch out!” Kai screamed.

People shouted and scattered, clenching their spears. Kai fled west, past some buildings, continuing several dozen steps into the safety of the alley before daring to turn.

Shock hit him at what he saw.

A few brave or foolish Watchers had stopped at the edge of the main path, rearing back their modified spears. They waited for the beast to get close before flinging them. Through the storm, Kai saw the weapons stick in the beast’s topside, creating splatters of black blood.

The men shouted in victory.

Their celebration didn’t last long.

A blast of sand from the beast hit them, launching them high into the air and farther down the path. With screams of agony, the men fell to the ground.

“Everyone stay back!” Isaiah yelled.

The beast kept going without slowing.

And then the creature was elsewhere, and Isaiah’s men were rushing toward their wounded.


Chapter 82: Neena

Neena clung to Raj, staring at the place where they’d made their fruitless stand. Deep trenches cut the ground. The creature’s black blood stained the sand. Bleeding or not, the creature was still tunneling farther away. The device hadn’t stopped it. The storm blew and blew, adding to her sense of futility.

Shivering from fear and emotionally drained, she peered through her goggles at Raj.

Fear colored his face.

She’d already reloaded the weapon, but what good would it do? They were two people in the storm. Their device had done little to stop the horrid beast. For all she knew, their spear had given it the equivalent of a scratch.

In all likelihood, the rest of their people were gone.

Kai was probably dead, and so was Samara, and Roberto, and Salvador…

Emptiness followed.

Maybe they were better off retreating.

Neena closed her eyes beneath her goggles, riding a wave of despair and reliving too many regrets.

And then she heard something.

Screams.

She looked over at Raj, but he’d already noticed, too.

Other people were alive!


Chapter 83: Neena

Neena and Raj hurried in the direction of the noise, following the commotion. The knowledge that someone else had survived propelled their feet. Neena knew that heading toward the monster was risky, but they weren’t stopping.

Treading carefully around the trenches, they heard the sound of distant buildings crashing.

The screaming ceased.

It sounded like the creature was now in the northwest part of the colony.

Still, the original cries had come from this direction.

After traveling a while, they came across the remains of a hovel. The sight of something other than sand gave Neena a glimmer of hope. They continued past it, shielding their faces, finding the wreckage of several other houses, and shortly after, the end of a row.

The main path!

In the center was a large, caving trench.

Alarmed, Neena and Raj stuck to the outskirts, following the small, intact strip of sand between the depression and the houses at the ends of the alleys.

A flurry of movement in the distance dispelled her fear that the screams had meant death.

Neena cleaned away her goggles.

She slowed her pace, trying to believe what she was seeing. People moved about in the storm. Not just a few.

More than a handful!

“Over there!” Raj cried in surprise.

Unable to believe what felt like an impossible discovery, Neena and Raj rushed down the path. Raj’s cry had reached the ears of a few of the survivors, who dashed toward them, toting their spears. Neena studied the blurry shapes through the storm.

She recognized a familiar person’s stride.

Neena couldn’t believe her eyes, or her heart.

She didn’t allow herself to, until she was in Kai’s arms.

Neena crashed into Kai, holding him so tightly that she barely felt the pain of her scrapes and bruises. They embraced for a long moment, cherishing a time neither had expected, before leaning back.

“Neena…” he exclaimed.

“Kai!” Her eyes welled up with tears. They hugged again, overtaken by emotion. After letting go, Neena surveyed the others near him.

She couldn’t believe Samara and Roberto were alive! Overwhelmed with joy, she hugged them, before doing the same with the others, including a woman named Maria that she didn’t know as well, who was also from the Right Cave.

“Where’s Salvador?” she asked, noticing someone missing.

“He’s in a hovel not far from here with some others. He’s injured, but he’ll be okay,” Kai explained.

“Thank the heavens!” Neena said with relief.

Her relief lasted until she saw a dozen more people appear through the haze.

Watchers!

“Kai!” she cried, voicing a confused warning.

“They’re with us,” Kai explained, quickly.

“With you?”

Pointing over his shoulder to the dozen emerging men, two of whom were limping, he said, “They’ve been helping us search for survivors.”

Neena looked around in bewilderment.

Sensing her uneasiness, one of The Watchers, Isaiah, came toward her. With a curt nod, he said, “I’m glad you and your brother are alive.”

She searched his face for animosity, but found none.

In her confusion, Neena fumbled for words.

Isaiah drew a long breath. Looking behind him at his men, he glanced back at her. “I know that Bryan wronged your people. I understand you’re angry. I don’t blame you for trying to get your brother back.” Isaiah lowered his head. “I wish we could change the past, but we can’t.”

Neena held on to her multitude of thoughts.

“All of us heard what Bryan did to Darius, back there,” Isaiah elaborated, biting his lip. “The way he killed your friend was horrific and cowardly. We had no part in it. Had we known what he was planning, we might’ve acted differently. Of course, it is too late for that.”

Neena nodded. Emotion struck her, at the mention of their lost comrade.

“We can’t change the past, but maybe we can find a way forward,” Isaiah said. “Perhaps we can all work together.”

Neena watched him for a long moment, judging him, but he certainly seemed genuine. She looked at Kai, who nodded. Their vindication was bittersweet. “It is what we’ve wanted, all along.”

“Let’s make it happen, then.” Looking back at the rest of his men, Isaiah turned and found Neena’s eyes again. “It sounds as if the creature is in another part of the colony, but it’s not gone. A few of our men tried throwing spears at it, but the beast injured them.”

Looking beyond Isaiah at the limping men, she asked, “Are they all right?”

“They are shaken up and bruised. I think one might have a concussion. But they are alive. It is more than I can say for many others.” He glanced worriedly through the storm, in the direction of the creature’s distant rumbling.

“We saw some bodies near the Comm Building,” Kai told her.

Neena nodded grimly.

Isaiah’s eyes wandered to the weapon in her hand. “You have the device.”

Neena nodded. For a moment, she thought he might try to take it, but he surveyed it with wonder, instead.

“Have you used it?” he asked.

Neena nodded, returning to her thoughts of futility. “I shot the creature right before I came here. I made it bleed, but apparently, not enough.”

“My men’s spears wounded it, too. They stuck their weapons in its side, though it is hard to tell if the beast felt it.”

Noticing the strange-looking spear in his hand, Neena asked, “What’s that?”

“Bryan had an idea to put the creature’s quills on top of our spears,” Isaiah told her, holding it up. “Unfortunately, we didn’t have the chance to throw ours all together.” A thought overtook him. He furrowed his brow. “Where did you hurt the creature?”

“On its back,” Neena said. “If I had a better shot, maybe I could have wounded it more severely.”

Isaiah’s thought solidified. “Maybe we can help with that.” He scratched his chin. “If we can get the beast to rise, like Thorne and Bryan did, maybe we can hit it more directly. Who knows? Maybe you can even kill it. Between our spears and your weapon, we might have a chance at defeating it, where we have individually failed.”

Neena nodded, but she was still hesitant. “There is still the matter of survivors. For all we know, there are more out there.”

“If we don’t kill the beast, more will die,” Isaiah said determinately. “After we kill the monster, we’ll search for them, assuming we are still alive.”

“What about your injured?” Kai asked.

Isaiah looked at his wounded comrades. “Obviously, they aren’t in a condition to fight. We’ll need someone to escort them somewhere safer. Perhaps they can stay in the hovel with your other wounded?”

Maria stepped up to volunteer. “I remember where the house is. I can take them back. I might need help, though.”

The Right Cavers and Watchers looked at one another, deciding, until a small voice interrupted.

“I’ll do it.”

Neena looked over, surprised to find Raj stepping forward.

Lowering his head humbly, Raj said, “I know that I’m not as well-versed with a spear, or the best equipped for a fight. But I can be useful to Maria.” Gesturing to the injured men, and Maria, he added, “I can look out for the beast, and help the injured move to another hovel, if we need to evacuate. I can take care of Salvador.”

“Are you sure?” Neena asked, relieved by the solution to a problem she hadn’t even considered yet.

Raj nodded. Unlike before, when his eyes had blazed with rebellion, this time they shone with sincerity.

“That would be an important task,” Neena said.

Nervousness immediately struck her. The idea of leaving her brother alone again didn’t sit well with her.

“I’ll look out for him,” Maria promised. “Together, we’ll stay quiet and safe. I’ll make sure nothing happens to him.”

“Okay.” Neena opened and closed her eyes, praying to her ancestors that everything worked out.

Stepping forward, she hugged Raj.

Looking up at her, Raj told her, “Don’t worry about me. Just do what you have to do, Neena. Make sure the monster is dead.”

“I’ll do my best,” she said.


Chapter 84: Neena

More than two-dozen armed men and women stormed up the path, touting their quill-tipped spears and Neena’s weapon, gathering their courage while heading in the direction of the noise.

Not Right, Center, or Left Cavers.

Colonists.

Neena drew a breath.

The tension of the past few weeks no longer seemed important. The threat of the larger peril made all of their former differences seem miniscule. She calmed her beating heart and walked in the direction of the commotion.

The monster’s fearful rumbled accompanied the storm. In the time they’d talked, it sounded as if the creature had circled north, persisting in its rampage.

The loaded weapon felt heavy in her hands. Every now and then, she ran her hands over its smooth surface, praying she’d have better luck with it. Neena shifted the bag on her back, filled with extra spears. Too many uncertainties remained. But one thing was for sure: the monster must die.

Too many people had perished in its teeth.

She’d made the promise weeks ago to kill it.

It was time to make good on that promise.

Adjusting her goggles, she was surprised to notice that she could see farther ahead than before.

“The storm is tapering,” Kai observed, looking around through the gale, which blew at a steady pace, but not as wildly as before. “Maybe it’s past its worst point.”

“I hope,” said Neena.

In the time they’d been walking, they’d gotten closer to the midpoint of the path, where it split in two directions, circling the Comm Building. The structure’s enormous silhouette loomed in the center. In front of it were a swath of tunnels and holes. The creature had destroyed enough homes in the immediate alleys that it looked like the structure resided in the middle of a small desert, rather than a colony. Piles of rubble were the only evidence of the old houses.

Strangely, the booms had faded.

Neena glanced around, wondering whether the creature had gone away.

A new noise erupted.

All around her, people stopped and pointed.

Neena immediately saw what they did.

A seam cut the ground, creating a new path, getting dangerously close to the Comm Building’s walls.

“It’s tunneling near the building!” one of Isaiah’s Watchers shouted in a panic. “The rest of our people are in there!”


Chapter 85: Louie

Louie stared at the shaking walls. All around him, people hurried to the farthest corners of the building, gaining distance from the source of the noise. He looked around at the remaining few Watchers. Scant few were left. Ed and Nicholas were alive, but Isaiah and Clark were missing.

So were too many others.

Gideon’s tenets rang through his head.

Preservation at all costs.

If the monster killed them all, who would be left to rebuild Red Rock?

Louie looked at the ceiling, studying the inside of the circular dome, which thankfully seemed to be holding. Luckily he’d braced the doors.

Anyone outside was on their own.

A particularly loud crash jarred the ground under his boots. The animal skeletons shook. The table in the center of the room shifted, sending the piece of the old metal satellite dish scraping and creaking from one end to the other. A few Watchers near the table scrambled to catch it before it tumbled off, pushing it back to the center.

Others looked on, frozen.

The braces in the doors rattled.

Those doors were the only thing between them, the beast, and the storm.

Motioning to Ed and Nicholas, Louie yelled, “Help me with the entrance! We need to make sure the doors stay closed!”


Chapter 86: Neena

Neena and the others surveyed the ugly scene. Two hundred feet away, through the now slow, but steady storm, the creature took another pass near the building from west to east, rupturing the ground. Perhaps it recalled where it had tasted Bryan’s flesh.

Whatever the reason, it clearly wasn’t leaving.

Maybe they could use that to their advantage.

Neena looked over to find Isaiah getting her attention.

“Let’s lead it away from the building!” He gestured toward the right-hand side of the circling path. “We’ll find a way to lure it out of the ground, and then you use your weapon!”

Following his lead, Neena and the rest skirted toward the edge of the wide, curved path. The sand underneath their boots shook. It felt as if the whole planet might collapse. A few blood-soaked bags lay in the middle of the path, lying next to the detached appendages of their owners. With a shudder, Neena recalled the bodies Kai had spoken about earlier. She and Raj might’ve been closer to them than she realized.

They stepped around several flattened bodies before reaching the western edge of the path.

The beast had disappeared underground, but its familiar noises continued.

Isaiah waved his hands, signaling everyone toward some piles of large, broken mud bricks. Without question, the group rooted around the wreckage, picking up their own stones and returning with him to a distance thirty feet from the path’s edge, while Neena stayed behind.

She positioned herself in the sandy spot just before the rubble, where she could fire upon the beast when it rose.

Dozens of people glanced over at her.

Their hopes were in her weapon.

Everyone knew it.

She looked from Kai, to Roberto, to Samara, to Isaiah.

It was time to act.

Pointing toward a spot in the ground about fifty feet away that was free of trenches and holes, Isaiah reared back his diversionary stone. A flash of memory reminded Neena of Thorne and his men. They had died, but hopefully, this battle would go differently.

Together, the others reared back their arms, while Neena aimed.

Isaiah gave the signal.

And then dozens of rocks hurled through the air, knocking against one another, falling in the vicinity of the place Isaiah had picked.

With the diversions thrown, they waited.


Chapter 87: Neena

Neena’s hands shook on the weapon, as she trained it on the pile of thrown rocks. The others reared back their spears. The creature’s thunderous noise had dissipated, so that she could no longer tell its direction, or location.

She looked down the long tube of the weapon where she’d loaded her new spear, steadying her finger over the metal piece on the handle, the way she’d done before.

One chance.

That’s all she would have with the device, before it required moments of preparation.

Do not miss.

A burst of wind blew her long hair behind her. Thirty feet away, Kai, Samara, and Roberto settled into their stances with their spears. She forced herself not to blink behind her goggles, afraid she might miss the beast’s return.

Her father’s voice echoed in her head.

‘Breathe steady. Do not move.’

A memory came back to her, of standing in the desert below the dune on her last hunt, aiming her spear up at the Rydeer. That was before that other sandstorm, and the creature.

But was this moment so different?

She was hunting then, as she was hunting now.

That idea led her to another.

Was the beast like a snake, with its organs spread throughout its body? Or a Rydeer, with its organs clustered in one area? Neena didn’t know, and she might not have long to solidify her thought.

The rocks shifted. An explosion ripped open the desert, overturning sand.

And then the beast was in the open.

Its enormous mouth opened around the rocks they’d thrown, climbing higher. Cries echoed around her as people hurled their spears.

In the split moment before her attack, Neena made a decision. She’d aim for its neck. She lifted the weapon, following the beast’s ascent, and readied herself for the recoil.

Right as she fired, a heavy gust of wind struck Neena, knocking her off balance.

The small spear shot in the air—not directly at the beast, but wide of it.

Neena fell to the side as an awful truth washed over her.

She’d missed.

No! No!


Chapter 88: Neena

Neena landed in a heap, the weapon beneath her. She quickly regained her footing, but not in time to effect any change. The errant shot curved away from the beast and out of sight, while the beast curved over the rubble at the path’s edge. The spray of its tail was even worse for the two-dozen men and women in the line to her left, all of who tumbled like pieces of clothing in the wind.

Smearing sand from her goggles, she looked over in time to see Kai, Samara, Roberto, and Isaiah getting to their feet, their hands empty, spears gone.

And then the beast was tunneling down the alley past the edge of the path, knocking over more intact hovels.

Failure washed over Neena.

Holding her weapon tight, she hurried toward the others, who dusted themselves off.

“Did you get it?” Kai asked.

She shook her head. “I missed!”

Isaiah and Samara closed their eyes.

“How about you?”

“The spray made it hard to see what we hit,” Isaiah said. “But we all threw. We need to search for our spears!”

Without further delay, they raced forward to look for them.

While they searched around the hole for their lost weapons, Neena fiddled with the device, frantically trying to ready it again. Unslinging her bag, she grabbed one of the small spears sticking out the top, removing it and stuffing it inside the tube. She pushed until she felt a familiar click, double-checking that the arrow was secure. She fished around for the winding tool.

In her peripheral vision, she saw a flurry of running, panicked feet, as the others returned to where she stood. Not all of them had their spears.

Looking up, she heard Isaiah shouting, “I think a few of us hit it! Our spears are gone!”

Toward her right, several of the hovels down the alley under which the creature had disappeared caved and crashed. Moments later, more houses shook, teetered, and fell, as the beast recklessly tore underneath them.

“We wounded it some more!” Isaiah yelled.

Some of the downcast faces of the people around her turned hopeful. Quickly, Neena pulled the crank from the bag, sticking it into the weapon and starting to wind it.

“Let’s grab some rocks and reposition!” Kai yelled.

Waving a hand and his spear, he motioned for the people to follow him, grabbing more rocks and heading farther south on the path, avoiding the creature’s holes and positioning diagonally, so the creature wouldn’t end up near the Comm Building.

Neena followed, stopping thirty feet away again.

To their east, a seam cut up the side alley, moving erratically back and forth, coming toward them.

Neena continued winding the crank. For a moment, the grumbling grew loud enough that she thought she wouldn’t finish. And then the piece of metal stopped turning, and she stuffed the crank in her bag, raising her weapon.

Isaiah readied his rock and signaled.

“Now!”

Dozens of rocks flew through the air, landing in a new area. The people with spears reared them back.

Neena hefted the device in the right direction, just as the beast burst from the ground, soaring into the sky. Neena squeezed the metal, unleashing the small spear and sticking it in one side of the creature’s flank. Black fluid—the same black fluid she’d seen before—spilled from the monster’s massive body.

She’d gotten it!

Her hope compounded as she heard the thrusts of about two-dozen men and women around her. With satisfaction, she watched half of those spears land, poking holes in the side of the creature and spilling more of its blood.

The creature writhed from left to right in the air.

Its tail thrashed wildly as the last of it emerged, and it descended.

A noise emanated from the beast—not a rumble, but a guttural screech.

Cries of triumph followed.

For the first time in weeks, Neena saw joy, and not fear.

Their joy dissipated as the creature’s arc took it toward the Comm Building.

It burst back into the ground, tunneling directly for the enormous structure.

More cries pierced the air—this time of fear, rather than triumph.

With a crash, the beast collided with the structure’s southern wall. Stones fell in an avalanche. Screams emanated from inside. Neena’s mouth opened in a yell, as if she might stop something that was already happening.

But it was too late.

The damage was big, and it threatened to kill everyone inside.


Chapter 89: Louie

Louie stared up at the ceiling as cracks rippled through the top of the dome, spraying dust and stone. He let go of the braces on the door, which he’d been holding. All around him, men faltered and fell, caught unawares by the deafening collision. Large pieces of stone shattered and flew inward, smashing into the people around him. Cries of agony filled the air. In a panic, he watched several people topple, pelted by falling rock.

The doorway had become a place of death.

Coughing, Louie moved through the haze and away from the rubble. He needed to get to the other side of the building, and fast.

In his hurry, he stumbled over a piece of rock in the floor, losing his balance and colliding with another man.

Louie and the person fell to the floor.

Louie cried out in pain as he landed on his broken arm, frantically trying to untangle himself from whomever he’d crashed into. The man cried out for help, but Louie ignored him.

Whoever he was, he was on his own.

Pain burst through Louie, as he tried rolling and getting to his feet, only to fall once again.

He landed on his side.

Panting hard, he looked over to find Ed on his back a few feet away, shouting something he couldn’t hear.

Screams echoed from all over the building.

Someone he couldn’t see shrieked a warning.

Louie followed Ed’s eyes to the ceiling.

Panic coursed through him.

High above him, a large fracture spread across the domed roof. Pieces of stone fell from the widening crevice and cascaded to the ground.

Too late, Louie raised his uninjured arm, ineffectively warding off an incoming avalanche.

He felt a jolt of pain, and then his world went black.


Chapter 90: Nicholas

From the area near The Watcher’s quarters, Nicholas scanned the floor near the Comm Building doorway. Bodies littered the ground. A few of the standing Watchers groaned, massaging fresh wounds, or brushing off their dust-covered faces and hurrying for safety. Racing over to where Louie and Ed had been buried, he cleared away the rubble, frantically peeling away stones until he exposed someone. Louie’s head was dented and misshapen. Pieces of grey matter stuck out from a gaping, bloodied gash near his temple.

He didn’t move, not even when Nicholas tried reviving him.

He was dead.

Ed lay nearby under a pile of rock, his chest crushed by a large piece of stone. His eyes were transfixed to the ceiling.

Nicholas backed away, fighting off nausea.

A distant rumbling told him they weren’t out of danger.

Collecting his wits and his courage, Nicholas looked across the room to where the dozens of other people stood crying, backpedaling away from the carnage. Others peered out from The Watchers’ quarters—pale, scared people in need of direction.

Bryan’s two hundred, courageous marchers had turned into a hundred confused, hiding people.

The leaders were gone.

Except him.

Nicholas looked up at the ceiling, where small pieces of the roof rained down into the building, as if the heavens were dropping them. Through a crack in the wall near the threshold, he saw a group of men and women occupying the beast.

Maybe they’d distract the thing long enough for him to protect the people around him.

One thing was certain: this side of the building was no longer safe. Raising his voice, he gathered the attention of everyone in the room.

“Stay in The Watcher’s quarters! Don’t come out into the main area!”

Whatever was happening, they’d wait it out.


Chapter 91: Neena

Stones that had stood for generations tumbled and fell, as the wall near the threshold of the Comm Building continued collapsing. A wall of dust blocked Neena’s view of any survivors within, but she could hear their screams, drifting out into the open. She didn’t need to see the damage to imagine the number of bodies inside. Each ear-piercing yell jarred Neena to her bones.

She had more pressing concerns.

The people around her were weaponless.

In their satisfaction at piercing the beast, none of them realized that those might be the last shots they landed.

The spears that stuck in the beast were gone.

Even worse, Neena’s device needed to be reloaded.

New cries of terror echoed from all around her, as an organized assault turned chaotic.

The Abomination churned through the ground, cutting a path of destruction in its wake, tearing up sand everywhere. Its hide came into view as it bore through old tunnels and made new ones, before disappearing again. Much of the circling path was caving inward. She no longer trusted where she stood.

“Neena! We have to go!” Kai cried, grabbing onto her arm.

She took a few, stumbling steps.

With a horrified gasp, she watched several of Isaiah’s Watchers pinwheel, fall backward, and disappear into a furrow next to the creature’s tunneling body, crushed by sand and the monster. A few other people fell into one of the expanding holes, shrieking for their ancestors to save them.

“Kai! We have to help them!”

“We can’t!” he said, telling her something she knew.

A fresh gust of wind and sand hit her face, as they ran, listening to screams everywhere—from the Comm Building, and the people behind them.

While Neena fled next to Kai, Samara, Isaiah, and a group of others ran at a distance from them, also trying to escape the beast’s havoc. The destruction felt like a nightmare that would never be over.

And then she saw something that made the nightmare even worse.

One moment Samara was running on a parallel course to them.

The next she stumbled and fell.

Neena turned to reach for her, but Samara was fifty feet away and already facedown. Samara pulled her head up, desperately trying to get to her feet while the ground behind her shook. The monster’s body came into view, tunneling perpendicularly behind her.

It wasn’t coming at her, but it was close.

Too close.

Neena’s momentary panic faded, as she saw the beast passing by Samara.

Maybe it’d miss her.

Neena prayed for that outcome, even as its tail whipped sideways out from the trench, knocking Samara flat. In horror, Neena watched her friend mashed to the ground in front of her eyes. A living woman became a squashed, mushy pile of blood and bone.

She was here one moment, gone the next.

No scream accompanied her death.

“No!” Neena’s cry sounded as if someone else had made it.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

Despair took over.

“Come on, Neena!” Kai shouted, pulling her along. “There’s nothing we can do!”

A wail escaped Neena’s mouth.

In an instant, she regretted everything she had done.

She should never have come back here with Kai.

She should never have tried leading those people in the caves.

Hope was a lie that adults told children, and it would never be a reality.


Chapter 92: Neena

Neena stood in a hovel, staring around at the dozen remaining people in her group. Despair sapped their will. They hung their heads and wrung their hands, trying to comfort one another ineffectively. Every now and again, someone glanced at the door of the dwelling into which they’d fled, jerked from grief by the creature’s incessant noise. Terror was an unshakeable companion it felt like they’d never outlive. Neena wasn’t sure exactly where they’d ended up, but it was away from the monster.

For now.

Isaiah muttered softy to himself, pacing in a corner of the small hovel, undoubtedly reliving his men’s deaths. Only three Watchers besides him had survived.

Neena swiped her thumbs over the goggles she’d taken off. Her heart felt hollow and empty.

Samara…

She could still see the desperation in the woman’s eyes, as she raced inevitable death. And she’d never forget the sight of her lifeless, pulped body. Somewhere, high up on the cliffs in the Right Cave, two children awaited a mother who would never return. But that grief wasn’t the end of it, because other women and children would bear equally bad news.

And so would Raj and Samel, if Neena died.

Intense worry washed over her, as she pictured Raj hiding elsewhere in a hovel with Maria, Salvador, and the other injured. She needed to get back to him. But she hadn’t killed the monster, like she’d promised. That thought led to guilt. Perhaps he was better off without her. Every life she touched seemed to end in death.

Darius’s. Helgid’s. Samara’s.

She felt dejected.

Beaten.

Neena looked over to find Roberto guarding the doorway, instinctively returning to the role he’d played in the Right Cave. He fiddled with his hands, empty without his spear.

Brushing the sand from her body, her eyes fell to the weapon on the floor, which she’d somehow managed to keep. Having it felt meaningless.

They’d obviously injured the creature. But that didn’t matter, because the thing was still out there, wreaking havoc.

And no one would stop it.

Neena was so consumed by her defeated thoughts that she barely noticed someone saying her name until they repeated it.

“Neena…”

She looked over to find Kai at her side, touching her arm.

“There was nothing we could do.”

Neena looked at him through a tear-stained face, and saw that he was distraught, too. She wanted to believe what her heart couldn’t.

“I know it’s awful,” Kai said quietly. “But we would’ve died if we tried saving her. We both know it.”

“What are we going to tell her children?”

“We’ll tell him that we did everything we could.”

A long moment of silence followed.

“That’s not good enough,” Neena said finally. “We should’ve done more.”

Forcing away despair, Kai found strength. “We did everything we could, at the time. We can’t give up now. Did you see the way the beast tore back and forth, after we hit it with our spears? It leaked more blood than when Thorne’s men struck it, and certainly Bryan’s. We definitely injured it. And the way it screeched…”

“For all we know, our spears were the equivalent of a bug bite,” she countered.

“That’s not true,” Roberto said, from his post by the door. “We injured it. I’ve never heard it make a sound like that. Its quills penetrated deeper than any of our spears had before. And so did your weapon.”

From across the room, Isaiah muttered something no one could hear. He wasn’t paying attention, but his Watchers were. They stepped forward, drawn to the discussion. Neena’s attention returned to Kai and Roberto.

“It made a similar sound, when I first hit it, before we met up with each other,” Neena remembered.

“All the more reason to believe it is hurt,” Roberto reinforced.

“What are you trying to say? That we should go out there again?” Neena asked incredulously.

“We have no spears,” Kai admitted. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t retrieve some.”

“You have more spears for your weapon, don’t you?” asked Roberto, gesturing to the device by Neena’s feet.

Neena looked at the bag hanging from her shoulders, where a few of Darius’s spears stuck out. “Each shot will take some time to prepare. And if I miss again…”

“So, we give you time,” Roberto said. “We lead the thing in another direction, while you do what you have to. We distract it. What other option do we have? Return to the cliffs and accept a life of cowering and hiding? Or should we wait to starve, because we can’t hunt or tend our crops safely?”

Neena looked over, surprised to hear him talking so bravely. Given the amount of suffering he’d seen, she couldn’t believe he’d want to continue a losing battle. But somehow, he did.

And so did others.

A few men stepped forward, then a few women, forming a small ring around Neena, Kai, and Roberto.

“When the creature attacked our colony the first time, you led us to safety,” remembered a woman. “You could’ve run past us, but you didn’t. You stopped to help us to the cliffs. We haven’t forgotten that.”

“You helped us stay together, even when the other caves tried tearing us apart,” said a man, emotionally.

“If we go back to our relatives like this—our children—we admit defeat,” one woman said, dabbing at her eyes. “But if we kill it, we give them a new life. That’s what Samara would’ve wanted, and what her children deserve.”

“Darius would’ve wanted it, too,” Kai added.

Neena opened and closed her mouth. The strength of this small group was palpable, and it was growing stronger by the moment. Still, she couldn’t fathom more death.

“What if more of us fall?” she asked, looking around at the people circling her. “What if we all die?”

“When we were out in the desert, we beat the odds and survived,” Kai reminded her. “You and I know the creature better than anyone. We have the best chance out of anyone on those cliffs of beating it. And so do the people in this room. They’ve survived longer than anyone.”

The group nodded, pulling courage through their fear.

“We have to save the people in the Comm Building, if they are still alive,” Kai said.

“I doubt they survived,” Neena said. “We saw how that building collapsed.”

“Even in the worst scenario, if they are all dead, the people on the cliffs need us,” Kai said. “Samel and Raj need you. We have to beat the creature and get back to your brother, Salvador, and the others. This could be our best chance at ridding the colony of the monster. Now is the time.”

Roberto followed that thought. “Let’s go out there and do what we came to do. For Samara, Darius, and all the rest that have died. Let’s honor their memories and complete what we started.”

Neena’s conflicted thoughts tormented her.

But looking at all the people around her, she saw courage.

Despite all the things they’d survived—horrible, atrocious things—they were ready to go out and face the beast again. They were ready to risk their lives and battle the monster with bravery. They were ready to fight alongside her.

If they had faith, how could she let them down? Bending, she picked up the weapon, causing a ripple of enthusiasm among the group.

They needed someone to reinforce their courage, not tear it down.

They needed a leader.

Looking past those close to her, she found Isaiah breaking from his mournful thoughts, listening. The few surviving Watchers already stood near her. They glanced around at each of the people in the circle, and then back at Neena. She was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, when Isaiah stepped across the room to join them.

“They’re right, you know,” he said. “We are the only ones who might have a chance at killing it. We owe it to our fallen.”

He raised his chin defiantly.

His conviction settled her decision.

She took a step toward the door, cradling the weapon.

“Are you sure you want to be the one to carry it?” Kai asked.

Neena nodded. “I have the most experience with it. This is something I need to do.” Beating back the last of her plaguing doubts, she moved toward the door with determination. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 93: Neena

Hurrying through the rubble-strewn alley, heading for the monster, Neena replayed what she hoped wasn’t the group’s last conversation.

“We’ll need to find spears.”

“Surely, some of them are still in the area near the Comm Building. We’ll retrieve them carefully.”

“What if the monster is there?”

“We’ll lead it elsewhere.”

“Where will we fight?”

“Wherever we have to.”

Memories of the dead clung to her thoughts. She was doing this for them. For all of them.

She clutched her weapon, which she’d cranked and readied. A half-dozen spare arrows jostled inside her bag. Each one of those had to count. She peered through the slow, steady stream of sand that blew against her goggles.

The rumbling had stopped.

Hopefully, the monster was elsewhere.

They might not have much time to search out and retrieve any spears.

Reaching the Comm Building’s destroyed path, she and the dozen around her surveyed the destruction. Holes had become gaping trenches, extending from one end of the path to the other. More than one tunnel overlapped, or crisscrossed the next. The creature’s rampant churning had swallowed most of the bodies. Here and there, Neena saw a severed limb, or a fallen flask, but mostly, she saw sand.

She didn’t see Samara, though she looked.

Her friend’s missing body reinforced her anger.

Past the torn-up path, the southern wall of the Comm Building lay in ruins. Rock was piled in front of the area where the entrance used to be, creating a jagged, stone barricade. The smooth roof was mostly intact, though it looked like a piece was missing, and parts were cracked.

Through the steadily blowing wind, she scanned the building, but she saw or heard no one.

They had to make this fast, so they could get elsewhere.

She and her people waded through the ruined path, stepping wherever there was firm sand.

“Maybe we should split up,” Isaiah said, with the same conviction he’d held in the hovel. “We’ll search over there, while you search here.”

Neena agreed.

Isaiah and his three Watchers walked about a hundred feet to the right of Neena’s group, scouring another area.

Neena’s group surveyed the edge of the nearest trenches for a handle, or a spear tip rising above the sand. Here and there, they found one, but too many were lost, or buried. After a while of looking, they’d only found three spears—and were close to giving up—when Neena checked on Isaiah.

His group had spotted something.

Below them, on a sloped part of the sand in one of the beast’s vacuous holes, sat two intact, quill-tipped spears. Without a word, Isaiah and another man started down the ravine, holding their hands out for balance, while trying not to cause an avalanche of sand. The other two men stayed at the top.

A pit of dread found its way to Neena’s stomach.

She searched for danger around the destroyed path, but she saw and heard nothing.

Isaiah and the man continued down the slope, somehow keeping their footing.

The wind blew steadily all around them, constantly shifting the sand.

A few steps later, their hands were on the weapons. Isaiah and The Watcher hurried up the embankment, using their new weapons for balance.

They were halfway to the top when the sand beneath their boots slid.

Mounds of sand tumbled into the blackness below, churning beneath them and pushing them back. The men cried out in terror, rushing against an increasing cascade.

Neena’s people screamed in warning.

They ran a few steps toward the men, but they could do nothing from where they were.

The two others in Isaiah’s group at the top of the trench rushed a few steps into it, reaching out their hands.

In a flash of instinct, Isaiah and the other man used their spears to stab the sand, using them for leverage while forcing their way up the hill. Somehow, they found the strength to climb the last few steps, while fighting the backwards momentum. And then they were at the top of the trench, and their comrades were receiving them.

Relief struck Neena and the others, who lifted their heads to the sky, praising a miracle.

Isaiah and the other man held up their new spears proudly.

They patted each other’s backs, looking at the collapsed hole and the death they’d avoided.

A rumble ripped away further celebration.

Isaiah and his men backpedaled away from the hole, just moments before the sand gave way again.

A black set of jaws emerged.

The beast sprang.

It opened and closed its maw, missing The Watchers at the top of the trench and continuing its ascent. Its enormous shadow blocked out all but the shadows of Isaiah and his men. From a hundred feet away, Neena’s group readied their spears, although they were in no position to throw them.

Whether it was confidence at finding the weapons, or his desire for revenge, Isaiah wasn’t giving up. “Throw your spears! Strike it!”

The man-sized shadows moved, assumedly following his orders. Cries of attack split the air. A cacophonous screech followed. Black blood sprayed from the creature’s underside, raining over the area outside its shadow.

Neena took a step forward, aiming her device, but her shot was uncertain.

“Wait!” Kai yelled next to her, stopping her.

They watched the creature complete its arc, burrowing into the ground at a distance from Isaiah and his men. And then it was gone, and Isaiah and his men were shouting curses after it, stumbling about blindly in the sand. Black blood spackled their clothes. Their hair and faces were tarred and slick. They smeared the blood from their goggles, frantically trying to see.

“Isaiah! This way!” Neena called out, waving her hands to guide them back.

The Watchers raced in her direction, heading for the relative safety of a group.

Not Isaiah.

Surprising her, Isaiah staggered south, covered in brackish slime, heading toward where the beast had disappeared.

Bloodlust had caught hold of him. Or maybe it was anger. Looking around the sand, he stepped carefully around a trench, scanning the ground. Neena called out his name, but he didn’t respond, or stop. Instead, he continued along the edge of the trench, standing over something.

Bending, he lifted up two ends of a broken spear. Hefting one side of it in each hand, he looked to where the beast had continued tunneling. The creature’s noise grew louder, as it swung back for another pass.

“Isaiah!” Neena yelled again, desperately trying to call him back to the group.

But Isaiah was a man possessed. He raced forward with the blunt end of the spear, and the one with the tip. His face was a mask of rage and determination. Rearing back the quill-tipped part of the spear, he took a stance in the desert.

His vengeful scream cut through the storm.

He stood in place, riveted, waiting for the beast, its black blood staining his face.

The beast got closer.

Neena and her people continued shouting.

A moment of clarity washed over Isaiah, just as the sand under his boots shook and caved.

His battle cry turned into a frenzied scream.

The monster rose, snatching Isaiah, catching him too soon and crunching. Only the top half of his body stuck out from between several of its giant teeth. His scream became an agonized shriek, as the creature bit down harder. But Isaiah wasn’t finished. Rearing back, he buried the quill-end of the spear in the creature’s gums. More black blood sprayed over him, as the creature continued rising with him in its maw. He tried striking the beast with the blunt end of the spear, but lost his grip. The second piece of spear dropped from his hands. Isaiah waved his hands in a last, desperate attempt to escape.

And then the beast rammed back into the sand, taking Isaiah with it.

The remaining Watchers in Isaiah’s group watched in horror.

A few of them cried out in empathetic pain.

Neena clung to Kai.

An uneven seam rippled the ground, heading away in another direction.

Neena looked around at the last survivors around her—a handful of Right Cavers, Watchers, Kai, and Roberto.

Only three of them had spears.

Resignation washed over her.

She should never have come back out here.

She opened her mouth, ready to voice that argument, but a Watcher cut it short.

“I saw something when it rose, just now,” he said, through the terror on his face. “Some sort of strange skin, by its head.”

Inspired by the first Watcher, another spoke up. “I saw it, too! It might be another weak point! Maybe we can strike it there!”

Neena shook her head. How could they kill the thing, when they had no spears, and barely any people?

Echoing her frustration, Roberto told The Watchers, “It’s coming up too fast. Even if we get it to rise, we’ll never have a chance to strike it in time. You’d have to be almost on top of it to make a difference.”

Neena closed her eyes, praying for an idea she hadn’t thought of.

And then something occurred to her.

She looked from the people around her to the Comm Building, and the pile of rocks that comprised its now-demolished wall. The craggy, broken material reminded her of a formation in the desert she had climbed.

“I think I know what to do!” she said, grabbing the attention of the distraught, panicked people.

Quickly, she told them what she was thinking.

It was a hope and a prayer.

In a frantic, last-ditch attempt, she ran toward the pile of stones to get onto the Comm Building’s roof.


Chapter 94: Neena

Neena straddled the stones of the fallen Comm Building wall, balancing her weapon and her nerves. The wind tore at her clothing. In the time she’d started climbing, the storm had returned to its former ferocity. She didn’t dwell on it, nor did she stop. And she definitely didn’t look down. Losing her focus meant a perilous fall.

The conversation she’d just had with Kai replayed in her head.

“I’m going with you, Neena.”

“No. I need you to stay here and distract the creature.”

“The others can do that.”

“The more people making noise, the better. You’re needed there.”

“How do you want me to distract it?”

“By doing whatever it takes. Use the Comm Building stones.”

He’d promised her he’d try, before they parted.

Hopefully, he and the others would deliver on that promise.

She had little time to contemplate it.

Neena clambered upward, ignoring the pain of the sharp rocks, and the burn of her calves. The screeching wind pushed her in different directions, but she didn’t give up, or consider defeat. A few times, she lost her grip, barely managing to hang on. One handhold and foothold at a time. That was her goal. She climbed until she reached the crest of the rock pile.

The edge of the Comm Building’s smooth roof appeared above her. A gap of about a foot and a half lay between the uppermost rocks, on which she stood, and its lip.

This was it.

The moment she worried about.

Steadying her beating heart, she leapt, catching the stone with her right arm and pulling with all her strength, while keeping hold of the weapon. For a moment she hovered, legs kicking, heart hammering. And then she was up and over the lip.

Neena climbed a little way up the sloped roof with her weapon in her hand, avoiding a section of roof that had caved, as the wind screamed around her. She turned to face the area below the building.

She could no longer see farther than fifteen feet.

She must be double that distance off the ground.

Cracks lined the lower portion of the roof’s edges.

Searching for a sturdier place to stand, she climbed for a higher vantage point, holding her hands out, fighting the same dizziness she’d felt on the cliffs, or on that old rock structure in the desert, when she and Kai had climbed up and sought refuge from the beast.

She hunkered down.

She could no longer see Kai and the others. All she could see was the wind, sand, and the thirty feet of the sloping dome roof in front of her, leading to its edge.

How would this work?


Chapter 95: Kai

Kai led his small group away from the Comm Building, carrying the rocks they’d picked up from the bottom of the collapsed wall—or, in the case of three of them, their quill-tipped spears. It felt as if the entire colony sat on the edge of a treacherous abyss. He no longer trusted his steps.

Looking over his shoulder at the Comm Building, he scanned for Neena. A short while ago, he’d watched her clamber up the rock pile, but the intensifying storm had stripped away his visibility.

The screeching wind drowned out the monster’s incessant rumbling. Of course, he no longer saw any sign of it.

It felt as if their plan was doomed to fail.

Still, he pressed on.

Gripping his rock and his spear, he led the small group to a position alongside the Comm Building, but not too close. Motioning to half his people, he instructed them to pile their rocks in a spot parallel to the wall.

They needed to coax the thing back out of the ground, getting it in a position where Neena could strike it.

He cocked his head, hoping for a clue as to where the beast was located, but he still couldn’t hear anything. The intense wind was probably confusing the beast, but he knew one thing that would draw it.

Loud vibrations.

They were his only hope.

Instructing his group to do the same, Kai knelt down with his rock, banging it violently against the ones they’d set down.


Chapter 96: Neena

A persistent gale picked up, flapping Neena’s clothing behind her and pressing her shawl to her face. From somewhere far below her, she heard the rocks clanking together. They were doing it! They were following the plan!

Her relief was short-lived.

The wind was strong enough that it blew her in several directions. She fought to keep her footing. Every so often, a pebble rolled over the round dome, whipping past her and falling out of sight. It felt as if she was on the top of that secluded rock formation in the desert, far away from everything else, even though she could still hear the bangs of Kai and his people far below.

Abruptly, the clanking noise stopped.

Quiet reigned, other than the storm’s din.

She fought the awful feeling that Kai and the others had suffered some unseen fate. How would she know? She might be the only one left in Red Rock, other than the people on the cliffs. Neena waited a long while, straining to hear the sounds of the monster’s rumbling, or more rocks, but the wind shrieked too loudly.

Each passing moment stoked her unease.

She waited until she could wait no more.

She needed to do something.

This might be her only chance to lure it. She needed to take advantage of it.

Kneeling, Neena held the device steady.

She might never use it, if she couldn’t get the monster close.

Looking around the rooftop, she searched for something to throw—anything with which to draw it. Her fingers met sliding sand and debris. Of course, she had no spear. She looked at the bag over her shoulder. Other than the small spears, it contained only clothing, a few blankets, and a flask. Nothing helpful.

She needed something heavier.

Looking down the sloping roof, she found the spot where she’d climbed up. Most of the rocks on the pile on which she’d stepped were large, but there had to be a few that were the right size to throw. Neena edged down the roof, heading down the slope and avoiding the caved section again, hoping she could reach down and get her hands on something. It was a hope and a prayer. She steadied herself with her hands and boots, using her bottom to scoot. After carefully working her way down, she reached the edge and peered over the drop.

The stones were a few feet away.

Tucking the weapon under her arm, Neena positioned herself so she was on her belly, reaching, while pressing the rest of her body against the dome. The roof’s hard stone ground into her ribs, aggravating old wounds. She bit down on a cry of pain. Still, she didn’t stop reaching, until she’d grabbed hold of a fist-sized rock, pulling it close to her body and retreating.

She spider-crawled up the roof, heading for her sturdy perch, up high.

Regaining her old position, she turned on her haunches, looking down at the rock she’d managed to grab.

A crash vibrated the dome.

Kai! Her mind instinctively screamed.

Something slammed on the roof’s edge, in the general direction where Kai and his group had been making noise.

The rock flew from her hand, bouncing off the stone, rolling down the roof’s slant. Neena followed the path of its descent.

And saw something horrific.

Thirty feet away, on top of the Comm Building roof, the beast’s mouth opened and closed, as it writhed back and forth. Gigantic teeth—nearly the size of a human body—mashed together, searching for prey.

Neena cried out, fumbling with the weapon in her hands, trying to aim.

Giant fissures spider-webbed up and down the roof’s surface, as the beast’s movements broke away more stone on where it had landed.

How had it gotten here?

She had no time to question it.

Neena put out a hand to stop herself from falling, but a hole caved in where she placed her hand. Rock crumbled and fell inside the building. She yelped and pulled her hand away, rolling to the side in time to avoid another caving section of roof. It felt like the building was coming apart around her.

With a cry, Neena felt herself sliding toward the creature’s mouth.


Chapter 97: Kai

“No!” Kai screamed over the wind.

His heart pounded as the creature slammed against the Comm Building roof, thrashing back and forth. Somehow, his judgment had been misguided. Somehow, the beast’s enormous bulk had landed on the top of the structure.

Or maybe they’d been foolish in thinking they could guide it at all.

All around him, his small group screamed and shouted, trying to correct their awful mistake. They found rocks and hurled them.

The beast screeched, but its position didn’t change.

It was stuck on the stone.

The creature was large and dark enough that he saw it, even through the storm. The roof groaned under its weight. From somewhere out of sight, Neena screamed. Those screams stabbed his chest like a thousand spears.

“Neena!”

Sand filled Kai’s mouth as he uselessly shouted. He needed to do something. Running toward the beast’s arcing body, he reared back one of their last spears, hurling it. Through the storm, he saw the weapon pierce the beast’s hide, saw its body writhe, and heard a hideous wail. Two Watchers near him also threw their spears, finding their target, to no avail.

With empty hands, Kai and his group got close enough to see the thing’s hard scales and the puncture wounds on its side, from some of the spears they’d thrown earlier. A few were still stuck inside the thing. Blotches of black blood marred the creature’s exterior.

Nothing stopped it.

Perhaps his worst fears were right, and the thing couldn’t be killed at all.

Kai rushed a few more feet, frantically searching for something—anything—else to distract it. His people clustered around him, shouting things he couldn’t hear, over the creature’s screeching and the grinding sound of the Comm Building’s crumbling roof.

Kai never saw the trench in front of him until it was too late.

Judging by the screams around him, neither did the others.

Kai’s boots flew out from under him.

His wind left his body.

He plunged into one of the beast’s deep, dark holes.


Chapter 98: Neena

Neena fought for balance on the shaking roof. All around her, pieces of the Comm Building caved and fell inward. With each thrash of the beast, she felt herself pitching forward into its mouth. She envisioned her death in between its grinding, vicious teeth.

Too many of her nightmares came flooding back to her: its skeletal body rising above her, dripping bile, searing her flesh, and reducing her to bone.

Her corpse, decomposing in its stomach.

Perhaps this was the culmination of too many bad choices.

The rancid smell of blood and flesh from its mouth filled the air. Neena raked at the Comm Building roof with her nails, keeping hold of the weapon with one hand, while trying to stop her inevitable slide down the slope to the edge, and the beast’s mouth. Her grip was giving way. She pictured Raj hiding in that hovel, or Samel huddled in the caves, waiting for her.

No!

These couldn’t be her last moments.

Letting go of the roof, Neena spun and slapped her free hand above her, catching the edge of a crack. Pulling with all her strength, she managed to get further up the slope and away from the creature, tucking her boots into the crevice and pressing her back against the dome’s slant. Extending to full height while lying on her stomach, Neena rolled onto her back, aiming the weapon onto which she’d managed to hold.

The thrashing creature opened and closed its mouth. Six folds of brown flesh contracted into one point, before gaping open again.

Terror and disgust swirled inside her.

So did fear.

This might be the last spear she’d have a chance to use.

Once it was gone, she might never be able to reload.

And then she saw something.

On the side of the beast’s head, just below its closed mouth and underneath its scales, something contracted and expanded. For a moment, Neena thought she was imagining it. And then she realized what it was: a heart, beating inside it and rippling its flesh.

Just like a snake, she had a moment to think.

Perhaps The Watchers had been right, after all.

Neena gritted her teeth, aiming at the moving piece of skin. Her hand shook as she put her finger on the piece of metal. This was it. Her last shot before she’d need to reload the device.

If she failed… She couldn’t think about that.

She took a breath, waiting until the beast’s mouth was fully closed before pressing the metal on the device’s handle.

The spear flew from the device; the weapon recoiled.

Metal pierced flesh.

Black fluid sprayed out of the creature, splattering the Comm Building roof with gore and darkening the swirling sand. The foul substance pelted Neena’s body, covering her clothes and her goggles. A screech louder than any she’d heard emanated from deep within the beast, rising above the wind, echoing off the rounded dome.

Reaching up a shaky hand, Neena smeared her goggles clean, certain that she’d find the monster wriggling higher and about to swallow her. Not this time.

The creature’s mouth opened and closed once more, as if the beast might score a last, grisly meal. And then its mouth stayed shut.

Dark blood spewed from the gaping wound on the side of its neck.

Neena’s heart pounded.

For a moment, the world went silent, save the storm.

And then she heard a groan—not the beast, but the edge of the building, creaking under the weight of an enormous, dead thing. The beast rolled sideways, sliding down the stones, pitching off the roof, and disappearing from sight.

An enormous thud rippled through the landscape.

More broken stones toppled.

And then Neena was alone on the roof once more.


Chapter 99: Neena

For a long while, Neena sat in place, covered in brackish sludge, staring into the wind. At any moment, she expected the creature to leap up again, crash against the building, and resume its savage attack. It took a while for her to believe it was over.

After a while, she slid across the dome, taking care for the new holes and cracks that surrounded her. The creature’s fetid odor wafted from her clothes, filled her lungs and nose, and gagged her. Fighting back her feelings of sickness, she moved toward the edge of the building from where she’d climbed, but she didn’t descend.

Not yet.

Hands shaking, she rose to full height instead, scanning the ground, as the wind petered out. The storm seemed done at last.

So was the beast.

The Abomination lay in a massive, unmoving heap.

A sigh that felt as if it had been stuck inside her for weeks escaped.

Neena turned, slowly lowering herself down the side of the broken building. With each precarious step, she anticipated a noise from the creature that would change her course and prompt her retreat. Nothing.

And then she was on the ground.

Neena’s boots crunched over broken stone and sand, as she approached the creature through the calming wind.

The long, scaled beast lay half in and half out of one of its many trenches, occupying most of the path, extending all the way to the edge. A thin layer of sand—the last debris from the storm—dammed up its bloodied wounds.

In a strange, sickening way, it had prepared its own burial ground.

For a time, she held her unloaded weapon, staring at the Abomination’s enormous jaws, which were motionless, and would never move again.

Neena opened and closed her eyes. A relief she couldn’t process washed over her.

Covered in the beast’s gore, she spun in a slow circle, taking in the ruined path, the newly destroyed hovels, and the shattered hulk of the Comm Building. Farther out, she saw only more ruined structures.

Relief turned to panic.

Where were Kai, Roberto, and the others?

Keeping a buffer from the beast—out of instinct, rather than fear—Neena hurried over the path, avoiding piles of fallen rubble and searching the holes and trenches. She scanned the ground underfoot, and the alleys she could see. She yelled Kai’s and her people’s names. Nothing. With each fruitless step, her pace quickened. After a while of ineffective searching, she walked to the head of the main path, staring down the trenched middle. She saw no evidence of Kai, Roberto, or any of her people. Nor did she see Isaiah’s Watchers.

Neena blinked hard.

They couldn’t all be gone.

She searched for a while longer, unable to believe their deaths.

A bubble of despair stuck inside her throat.

Her thoughts turned in wild circles.

Eventually, they landed on something.

Raj.

Finding him was the only thing she could think to do.

Maybe the others were somehow with him.

Changing direction, she hurried for the hovel where she’d left him, praying her brother had survived the chaos with the others. With each step, she convinced herself that Kai and her other comrades had somehow made their way back to him. Panic strangled her breath. She no longer felt the sticky blood of the creature on her body, or smelled its foul innards.

Traversing the colony felt foreign and strange, with so many holes, and so few hovels. Twice, she backtracked, changing her path. Eventually, she spotted what she thought was the right hovel.

Neena’s heart pounded when she saw the partially collapsed roof. Stones littered the outside of the structure; cracks fissured the walls. The door was gone. Shadows surrounded the doorway, which was cracked and partially covered by a pile of sand.

Falling to a crouch, Neena dug at the buried entrance, screaming for her brother. She’d scooped only a few handfuls away when she saw someone crawling toward her.

“Neena?”

Raj came from the shadows.

He immediately leapt for her arms.

Sand matted his hair. A few scrapes marred his face. But he was alive. Alive!

Neena hugged him so tightly she never thought she’d let go.

Stepping back from the doorway, she saw Salvador, Maria, and the others crawling out, revealing themselves, taking her in with shock.

It took her a moment to realize what they must see: a woman, covered in the creature’s black blood, and dirt and sand. It wasn’t until she spoke again that they believed it was her.

“Neena!” a woman cried. “You made it!”

Neena hadn’t known the extent of joy until now. Heaving a sob of relief, she embraced them all.


Chapter 100: Neena

Neena and Raj walked alongside Salvador, who hobbled between Maria and another man, while the others walked alongside them. Slowly, the storm clouds receded and the light of the sun returned, illuminating the ruined paths as Neena and the others threaded back through them.

Eventually, they made their way back to the Comm Building path, taking in the horrid scene. The women gasped. Raj and Salvador stood with their mouths agape.

Silence fell over the group, as they studied the creature from its giant maw to the end of its tail. Neena wouldn’t have believed it was ever alive, if she didn’t know better.

The smell of blood filled the air. The carcass was fresh, but in a short time, the sun would bake its body.

“Were you the one to kill it?” Raj asked.

“Yes.” She nodded with emotion. “I used the device from the roof of the Comm Building. It landed there, before I shot it and it fell.”

Neena didn’t need to tell any more. The story was written in the creature’s massive carcass, and its gaping wounds. It was written in its blood, which covered her, and in the rubble-strewn wall of the Comm Building. It was spelled out in the sections of the roof that had collapsed, or been damaged.

“Where is everyone else?” Raj asked, staring at the distant structure. “Are they inside, searching for survivors?”

His words trailed off. Everyone could see the damage the building had suffered, and the piles of rubble. Neena shuddered as she imagined the crushed bodies inside.

No sound came from within.

“I don’t think anyone’s in there. I haven’t heard anyone,” Neena said, hoping to protect Raj from what was surely an ugly scene.

“Then where are Kai, Roberto, and Samara?” he asked, spinning around.

His words reignited her panic. Neena hurried back to the nearest trench. She couldn’t accept that Kai, Roberto, and the others were dead. Not like Samara. She’d search everywhere twice, or three times, if she had to: every hole, every hovel, every pile of sand. She needed her hands busy, so her heart wouldn’t process something she didn’t know if she could take. She scanned from one end of the trench to the next.

“We’ll search the Comm Building,” said Maria, leaving Salvador in the care of a few others, while she and another man hurried toward the fallen structure.

“Be careful!” Neena yelled.

She had only searched for a few moments when Maria called her name.

“Neena!”

She looked over to find that her and the other man had halted near one of the cracks in the building. They took a few steps back, startled. Through a gap in one of the Comm Building walls, Neena saw shadows.

Moving shadows.

Surprise struck her, as a nervous line of people worked their way out from the building, staring between her and the monster. Men and women filtered outside, holding one another up. The people kept coming, until nearly eighty survivors were standing outside in a large group, huddled together in disbelief.

A Watcher named Nicholas stood at the head of the group, watching Neena and the others as if they were ghosts.

“It’s okay!” she called over. “The beast is dead.”

The line of people stayed in place, riveted by the massive carcass from which no one could look away. What had once been a threat had become a spectacle. Men and women held onto one another, talking and pointing. A few of the bravest people talked about getting closer. Others gaped at the arrows embedded in the creature’s side. Neena could already smell the reek of its insides, wafting over the area, prompting some people to cover their mouths.

After inspecting the creature for a long moment, Nicholas walked away from the others and drew up to Neena. Gone was his look of disdain. In its place was a look of wonder.

“You did it,” he said incredulously.

Neena nodded.

At the same time, sorrow dulled her celebration. Before Nicholas could ask another question, Neena asked, “Did you see anyone else out here?”

“This is all of us,” Nicholas said, reinforcing what she feared. “We hid in some of the side rooms on the other side of the building, where we were protected from the cave-in.”

Tears swelled up in Neena’s eyes. She spun again, searching the landscape, but nothing else moved. The sorrow in her gut turned to emptiness.

So this is our price for killing the beast, she thought.

Still, she wasn’t through. She’d search the colony for days, months—however long it took until she verified the awful truth.

She’d gone only a few steps when a voice shouted from the gathered crowd.

“Over here! I see something moving!” Raj said, pointing into a trench.


Chapter 101: Neena

Hope stirred in Neena’s heart as she raced toward Raj and the ditch, fighting to move faster in her sticky, blood-drenched clothes.

“Over there!” Raj yelled, as she approached. “Do you see it?”

Neena followed his pointing finger to a collapsed hole at the bottom of the trench, where a hand poked from the sand, clenching and grabbing. A stream of people gathered behind them, peering down at a new spectacle, talking loudly.

Another hand appeared, and then a head. Groaning, a sand-covered person tried pulling himself from out of a collapsed hole, blinking through his sand-covered face. Neena’s heart leapt as she recognized him.

“Roberto!” Neena cried.

She, Raj, and a few dozen others skirted down into the trench, heading for the battered man and helping him the rest of the way out. Roberto tried standing, but his legs wobbled. A circle of people helped him stay upright. The next words he spoke made Neena’s heart leap.

“There are more people down here!” Roberto rasped, coughing and spitting sand.

While some people assisted Roberto, Neena, Raj, and a bunch of others knelt and dug, throwing back sand, exposing more of the hole from which Roberto had crawled.

Voices emanated from within. Neena and the other, digging people shouted back to them.

“Can you hear us?” Neena cried. “Keep crawling! Follow our voices!”

A groan echoed from somewhere deeper in the tunnel, but no one could make out the words.

“They’re stuck!” Raj worried.

Neena, Raj, and the others pawed frantically at the ground, tossing away sand and debris and widening the hole. While they dug, they continued calling out to whomever was inside. Soon, they’d made a larger opening. Neena peered into it. Far below the top layer of the sand, the ground became a harder mixture of dirt. With dismay, she noticed that tunnel narrowed for a long while before it widened again. She’d never fit past a few feet.

“I’ll go in!” Raj said, looking at her and the others with wide eyes. “I can get to them quicker, while you all continue digging.”

“Raj…” Neena protested.

“I’ll be careful,” he assured her and the crowd. “I’ll just need a torch!”

Hearing his words, a few of the people behind them scrambled up the hill, heading quickly for the Comm Building, while Neena, Raj, and some others kept tunneling. After a little while, a man scampered down the hill, handing Raj a lit torch. Before Neena could argue, Raj hurried into the hole.

Neena’s pulse beat fiercely as she watched his light recede.

“Keep talking to me!” she called, while continuing to clear away sand.

Neena’s heart hammered as she and the others worked frantically to catch up. Raj might be crawling into a dark space from which he’d never return. If the tunnel collapsed…

“Raj? Can you hear me?” she called after him.

“I’m okay!” he called back. “I think I hear where they are!”

After a handful of nerve-wracking moments, she’d widened the tunnel enough to follow.

“We shouldn’t have too many people in the hole,” someone warned. “The tunnel might collapse.”

“I’ll go in!” she said.

“Take a torch!” someone said, handing one to her.

With the blazing light in one hand, Neena scurried into the hole, taking care not to brush the sides. Her pants scraped against a firmer, darker layer of soil. The restrictive hole smelled like waste and wet rock. With a shudder, she imagined the monster tunneling through it, leaving a trail of excrement.

She kept going, shining the light and looking for her brother.

“Raj?”

“Over here!”

After a while of crawling, she caught sight of him, hunkered next to a woman from the Right Cave. The woman coughed and spat, her hair covered in sand. Behind her was another man whom Neena recognized from the last, tense battle with the creature.

“We fell down here when we tried helping you,” the man explained, smiling through his obvious pain. “We’ve been trying to get out, but it’s dark and hard to breathe.”

“The tunnel collapsed a few times,” the woman added. “We kept digging, hoping we’d find a way out.”

“We heard all the noise above,” the man said with fright. “And then it stopped. Is it over?”

Neena nodded. “It’s over. You’re going to be all right. Are you injured?”

“We’re scraped and bruised, but we can move.”

Neena shined her light past them, trying to see more of the tunnel. “Is there anyone else here?”

“I think,” the woman said, after a cough.

Neena looked over at Raj, who took a flask from his side and offered the people a drink, while ushering them in the direction of the surface. He traded a look with Neena.

“I’ll lead them out,” he offered.

He handed her the flask, in case she needed it.

And then he was herding the people back the way they came, crawling through the tunnel on hands and knees, clenching his light. Neena watched them go for as long as she could, before turning and using her torch to battle more blackness. The tunnel narrowed again. At one point, she had to dig through more dirty rocks and sand, uncovering a better place to crawl. Perhaps the man and woman had been mistaken, and they were the last survivors.

Claustrophobia made her stomach clench. Still, she forced herself onward, taking a turn in the dark tunnel.

A figure lay at the fringes of her torchlight, sitting upright against the wall.

“Hello?” she called, to no response.

A shimmer of fear wormed through her gut, as she realized her luck had ended. She crawled until she reached the person, holding the torch out and assessing their condition.

The person’s hands lay idle on their lap. Their head sagged in the other direction.

Reaching out, she gently moved the person’s sand-covered face toward her.

Kai’s cheeks were splattered with mud. His eyes were closed. He looked strangely serene, as if he’d made peace with his death before succumbing to his sandy grave. Tears slid down Neena’s face. Her heart felt like it might hurt forever. Reaching up, she brushed a strand of hair from his forehead, revealing his markings, before reaching down and holding his hand. Sorrow and guilt ached in her stomach.

So, this is the cost of victory, she thought.

“Neena?” he croaked, opening his eyes.

Her heart leapt. “Kai? Can you hear me?”

Kai nodded, groaning and turning his head. “I can hear you.”

“Can you move?”

“I think,” he said, wiggling his fingers and then his legs. “I crawled for so long that I got tired. I could use a drink.” He coughed hard, and then looked at her, his eyes as blue and wide as the first time she’d met him.

Neena smiled through more tears, reaching for the flask Raj had given her. “Take it.”

“It looks like I owe you again,” he said, with a small smile.


Chapter 102: Neena

Neena walked south down the main path of Red Rock toward the Comm Building, pushing an empty wagon. A few people wheeled past her, headed toward the desert behind the eastern formation, where she’d just been, maneuvering around the massive trenches and holes. Still others worked along the path, clearing the wreckage and filling in smaller holes that might catch a boot and trip someone.

She smiled at a former Center Caver passing by her, before heading down the path. The woman gave her a hesitant wave. A day after the battle with the monster, old alliances no longer seemed important to Neena, but she knew that mending their old emotional scars would take time.

Right now, they had an important task.

Reaching the area of the Comm Building, she followed the trail her people had been using, heading toward the grisly carcass at the colony’s center. Men and women knelt on either side of the massive beast, carving up its flesh, depositing it into people’s waiting wagons so they could dispose of it. Farther down, others carefully cut away the scales on the beast’s side and piled up its quills.

Rolling up her wagon in a line behind a few others, all of whom waited for pieces of the monster, she found Kai approaching her.

“How is everyone doing in the desert?” he asked.

“We’re burying the beast far enough away that we shouldn’t have to look at it anymore, or smell it,” Neena said.

“It will take a lot of work to cut up the bones, but we’ll get it done,” Kai said confidently. Reiterating the colonists’ decision, he added, “I think it makes sense to use its parts, rather than burning it.”

“I agree. The quills will be useful for our spears, and the scales will reinforce our hovels,” Neena said. “The pieces we bury in the desert will bring scavenging animals, so we can hunt them.”

Kai nodded. As disgusting as the beast had been, it had its uses.

“Are the guards still watching for predators?” Neena asked him.

“Yep. We have a group of men taking shifts on the outskirts of the colony,” Kai said. “They’ll alert us if they see any wolves that they can’t handle. The blood from the enormous carcass is sure to draw them.”

Neena’s gaze wandered to the people working on the monster. Every so often, they changed shifts, while others rested their arms, or recuperated.

“At least our people are working together,” she said, with relief. “I thought we might have some trouble.”

“The colonists are glad to be out of the caves,” Kai told her. “And they’re happy the monster is dead. Everyone knows you’re responsible for killing it. You saved their lives.”

Neena enjoyed a rare moment of warmth.

Her eyes returned to the people working on the beast. They’d already removed a pile of organs from the creature’s neck. She shuddered as she saw some people working near its stomach. She was certain they’d find more bodies inside, as well as more of the dead in the rubble. But hopefully, they’d be past it all soon.

Kai sighed, looking toward the cliffs. “Do you think you’ll ever go back up there?”

“No,” Neena admitted. “I’m glad to be down here.”

“Raj and Samel seem happy, too. The heavens know they’ve been through enough.”

“We’ve all been through enough,” Neena said. “Hopefully, we can move forward.”


Chapter 103: Raj

Raj and Adriana walked through the colony alleys, treading a path they hadn’t walked in a while. In between watching for the rubble, Raj stole glances at her. Adriana’s long, dark hair swayed over her shoulders, blowing with a gentle breeze. Her eyes were radiant and blue. She looked even more beautiful than he remembered. Or maybe it was the light of the natural sky, under which they hadn’t strode together in too long.

“Where are you taking me?” Adriana asked, a curious expression on her face.

“You’ll see.” Raj smiled.

He led her through a path between broken hovels, weaving around the fallen stones, or the leftover piles of sand that swooped up along their edges, which no one had had a chance to clean. For the first time in a long while, he was free of his plaguing fear, and his doubts.

“It’s so strange to walk through the colony without worrying about the monster,” he said.

“You’re sure that no one minds us coming here?” Adriana asked.

“They won’t miss us for long,” Raj said. “We’ll be back soon. Besides, Samel is safe with the other children in the tradesmen’s buildings.”

Adriana nodded. They’d both been working hard to assist with the cleanup of the monster, and the transport of its body to the desert. Raj figured they needed a break.

They wound through the alley, watching their footing, until they reached a batch of familiar structures. Some of the buildings in the alley had fallen, but one stood out. Adriana opened and closed her mouth.

“My house!”

Raj nodded, smiling.

“I had heard it survived, but I hadn’t seen it until now,” she said, incredulously.

“I hoped it might be a good surprise,” Raj told her.

For the past few nights, they’d mostly slept in the intact buildings at the front of the colony, keeping together, where they were protected from predators. Only Adriana’s parents had been here. Walking up to the door, Raj carefully pushed it open and inspected the dwelling.

“No wolves,” he said, adding, “or dust beetles.”

Adriana walked inside, a smile plastered to her face. She looked around at the dwelling, finding a few bedrolls and pieces of cookware inside.

“My parents told me some of our belongings survived,” Adriana said. “I can’t believe how everything looks the same. It’s so strange.”

“You were definitely fortunate,” Raj said.

“I’m sorry that your house didn’t fare as well,” she said.

“It’s fine,” Raj answered. “We’ll rebuild. Our next house will be even stronger, Neena says.”

Together, they took a seat on the floor, glancing between each other and the open doorway.

“This is the first place we officially met,” Adriana said, reaching over and taking his hand.

“I remember,” Raj said.

They met each other’s eyes, sharing a nostalgic moment, and then a kiss.

Raj closed his eyes, enjoying a moment he’d wished for too often, in his many days in the colony without her. Her lips tasted the same way he remembered—soft, but familiar. Leaning back, he felt the same, dizzy feeling in his stomach.

He wanted that feeling to last forever.

If he was lucky, it might.

Far in the distance, other colonists chatted, or clanked tools. The smell of the cooking fires brought Raj a security he hadn’t felt in too long.

Raj squeezed her hand. “Neena told me how you tried sneaking out of the caves to find me.”

Adriana nodded. “I was worried about you.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I wanted to.” Adriana looked at the ground. “I felt bad about some of the things that happened in the caves. I’m just glad that everything worked out the way it did.”

“So am I,” Raj agreed.

“I heard how you dug out Kai and the others, in one of the monster’s tunnels,” she said, giving his cheek a soft punch. “You are a hero.”

Raj blushed and let go of her other hand. “I don’t know about that.”

“I mean it,” Adriana said, leaning over and eyeing him playfully. “You crawled in there without fear, the same way you did in that passage in the caves. If not for you, those people wouldn’t have been alive. And no one would’ve had the device to kill the monster. Who else would’ve found it?”

Raj couldn’t help a humble smile.

“Maybe when things settle, we’ll do some more exploring,” Raj said, with an adventurous grin.

“Back in the caves?” Adriana frowned.

“Or in the desert, after I learn how to hunt,” Raj said.

“I think I’ve had enough of the caves.” Adriana made a face.

“Yeah.” Raj laughed. “Me, too.”


Chapter 104: Neena

Under the light of a new day, Neena looked out over the two hundred people facing her at the edge of the graveyard. High above, the morning sun shone down on them, providing a comfortable warmth. The survivors consoled one another quietly, wiping their eyes and holding on to their children. Far up on the cliffs, several men stood on the ledge, watching for sandstorms, keeping Red Rock safe in the same way The Watchers had.

She smiled softly as she recognized Roberto among those men, performing his new duty.

Beside her, Kai, Amos, Nicholas, and Salvador stood with their heads lowered, their hands folded. Unlike the hunters in the desert, who’d once watched her with disdain, the crowd regarded her with deference, even affection. The past few days of working together had healed some bonds, and forged new ones. Their lives weren’t perfect—and they had much work to do—but for the first time in a long while, the colonists could see a path forward.

They consoled one another, leaned on one another’s shoulders, and dried each other’s tears.

Their undeniable loss bound them together.

Sucking in a long breath, Neena glanced over her shoulder at the long rows of freshly dug graves. For most of the night before, she’d lain in bed, contemplating the old speeches of The Heads of Colony. She’d even recited a few of them quietly in her bedroll. Now, she could think of none of them.

Looking out over the crowd, she let her own words guide her.

Putting a fist to her chest, she said, “For the past few weeks, we’ve faced challenges that no one expected. But we faced them with courage and valor. We fought with pride, and we defeated a horrific monster, the likes of which none of us have faced before, so that those who are left might walk this colony without fear. And the people behind me—the relatives we lost—did a service that we will never forget. They fought bravely, so that our children may grow old, and so that our colony may continue. It is a future that many of us never thought that we’d see.”

The colonists squeezed their relatives tightly.

“I’m not sure what comes after our lives; I don’t think any of us do. But wherever our loved ones are, I’m sure they’re looking down at us with pride. They know that we honor them. And they know that we love them.”

Neena swallowed past a lump in her throat, thinking of Darius, Helgid, and Samara, while the crowd openly wept. “We should be proud. Not just of what we have accomplished, but that we persevered. Our hearts will always feel a little emptier because of the people we lost. But their courage will live in us, as we protect our children, and our children’s children. Our people—the people of Red Rock—will never be forgotten.”

Neena lowered her head, turning to face the rows of graves. For the past few days, they’d worked tirelessly to bury their loved ones.

Now, they would live their lives in honor of them.


**




Neena walked slowly next to Kai as they made their way to one of the plots they’d dug together, in the back of the new rows of graves. All around them, people filtered through the graveyard, speaking with one another in quiet tones, saying their goodbyes. Stopping next to a large, beautiful rock they’d pulled from inside one of the caves, they knelt down together over it, clasping hands.

“I think Darius would’ve liked this rock,” Neena said, tears stinging her eyes. Her gaze roamed to the top, on which they’d carved a familiar, circular marking.

Darius’s marking.

“He loved the caves, despite their dangers, or maybe because of them,” Kai said, pulling Neena close. “I think it’s only fitting that we buried him next to his lost friend, Akron.”

Neena glanced over at the rock next to him, which they’d marked with Akron’s triangle. After most of the other bodies had been found and buried, they’d headed to the caves, transporting both the boy’s remains and Darius’s to a more suitable resting place.

“May they forever be exploring, wherever they go.”

They nodded, overlooking the plot in silence for a few moments, before moving on to Samara’s plot. After a few tearful words, they joined Raj and Samel, who kept vigil near Helgid’s empty grave.

“Are you holding up all right?” Neena asked Raj.

Raj nodded, tears in his eyes. “I’m going to miss her.”

“We all will,” Neena agreed, doing her best to console him.

“Helgid was like family. And I will miss Darius, too,” Raj said, opening and closing his eyes. Some of his guilt had abated, but he’d always carry the grief. Everyone would.

“You remind me of him,” Neena said, smiling as Raj tucked his hair behind his ears.

“I do?”

“He was proud of your sense of discovery,” she said. “I think you have his spirit of exploration.”

Raj smiled back through his grief. “I could only hope to be as wise as he was.”

“One day,” Neena promised.

She leaned over and hugged him. She was surprised when he not only returned the embrace, but hugged her more tightly than she expected, burying his face in her shoulder. Samel joined in on the hug, and then Kai. Together, they stood by the stones, the wind blowing gently around them, a band of survivors in a colony of the fallen.


Chapter 105: Neena

“We have one last thing to discuss,” Kai said.

Neena looked over at him, following his gaze to the cliffs.

For the past few days, while the colonists had tended the dead and started repairing Red Rock, Jameson had kept his post in the dark cove in the Center Cave, tending to one patient. Most of the colonists had avoided the disturbing topic of the old Head of Colony, discussing it only in whispers, while burying their lost loved ones. But everyone knew they had to deal with him eventually.

“He’s still up there,” Kai said.

A dark shadow clouded Neena’s mind. The thought of Gideon dredged up dark memories of the past: his lies, his treatment of Neena and Kai, and the things they’d learned from Nicholas, in the days since the monster’s death.

Too many were gone, because of him.

His lies were evident in every person they buried, in the hidden monster carcass in the caves’ bowels, and in the way he’d feigned incompetence with Neena, Kai, and Darius. If not for him, many more people would’ve been alive.

Now, his lies were exposed.

Everyone knew about his plans to return to power, and the way he had rallied up Bryan and the others, because everyone bore the consequences.

“He would’ve killed us, if he had the chance,” Kai reminded Neena. “And I still believe he would’ve let you rot in that jail cell, if you didn’t persuade him to let you out.”

“And he ordered The Watchers to slit your throat,” Neena remembered. “He would’ve dumped your body in the caves.”

“No one has forgotten the lies he told that day on the podium,” Kai said. “In a way, he was responsible for the deaths of half your people.”

“And he sent away yours, all those years ago,” Neena recalled.

“Too many times, I’ve wondered how that might’ve gone differently.” Kai blew a long breath. “But none of that makes our decision for us. So what should we do?”

Neena’s gaze wandered to the cliffs. Despite the atrocities their former leader had committed, she couldn’t imagine harming or killing him, especially in his crippled condition.

“His body bears the result of his choices,” she said, after some thought.

“And yet he continued to plot against us,” Kai said. “Maybe we should put him in a jail cell in the Comm Building, once we fix it. Or we could construct another one.”

Silence fell between the two of them, until another option surfaced in Neena’s mind.

“Perhaps we could do nothing at all.”

Kai looked at her, confused, until she explained.

“Perhaps we have Jameson come down here with us, and we leave Gideon to his cove. We won’t punish him. We won’t hurt him. But we won’t help him, either.”

“You mean we’ll stop tending him?”

“That’s all,” Neena said, with a firm nod. “It is more mercy than he showed you, when he ordered you killed.”

“And it is certainly more courtesy than he showed his people, by lying to them for all these years.” Kai nodded, thinking that through. “Do you think the rest of the people will have an issue with that?”

“I don’t think anyone will,” Neena said. “In fact, I think we will all sleep easier, knowing that his lies will never hurt us again.”


Chapter 106: Gideon

Gideon stared around the dark cove, watching his bedside torch flicker. His empty stomach growled. Waves of pain washed over him, as the last of his herbs wore out. It’d been almost a day since he’d seen Jameson, and even longer since he’d heard any commotion from the women and children in the Center Cave. He still recalled Jameson’s strange expression before he’d left.

He’d barely looked at him.

What was going on?

Perhaps he’d forgotten to have someone take his place.

Gideon struggled to move his arms and legs, but too many days of inactivity had made him weak. He couldn’t stand, and of course, he couldn’t walk. Maybe if he tried his hardest, he could crawl and find someone to assist him.

He was contemplating trying to move when he noticed his last torch dying out.

In the time Jameson had been away, he’d burned his last light down to the end. Gideon’s uneasiness grew, as the flame shrank, wavered, and died.

Blackness enveloped him.

Gideon waved his hands, clawing at the inky darkness, as if he might beat it back. But it was useless. It was all around him. He’d need another torch. And in order to find one, he’d have to venture out of the cove. What if there were none around?

Something skittered down the main tunnel.

“Jameson?” he cried.

Gideon’s voice echoed and died. The smoke from his dead flame and the odor of his last meal hung in the air. Where was everyone?

“Jameson!” he yelled, more insistently. “I need you to get me something! Now!”

The skittering grew closer. Something sniffed the air.

Not a person. An animal.

Gideon cried out and grabbed at his sheets, but he couldn’t move quickly: his muscles were atrophied; his leg was lame. He tried rolling and catching his balance, but fell to the ground instead.

Gideon landed with a painful thud on the side of his bed. He cried out, trying to get to his feet, momentarily forgetting that he had only one leg remaining. He tried dragging himself, but his movement was limited.

Even if he could get out of the cove, where would he go?

He was directionless and in the dark.

His eye roamed the pitch-black room, scanning for whatever occupied the cove with him.

A growl pierced the room.

For the first time in a long while, fear shook Gideon.

“Jameson?”

With effort, he managed to turn, grabbing his bed and trying to pull himself back up.

He never made it.

The wolf’s first bite tore into his empty pant-leg, causing no pain, but the next one punctured his arm, and the one after that, his shoulder. Agony washed over Gideon. He screamed as more wolves joined the first—a pack of feral animals chewing his flesh, ignoring his frantic flailing, and ripping off pieces of his body.

No one came, even when he screamed for them.

Nor did they come, when the wolves tore into his neck, turning a scream into a gurgle.

And then Gideon felt no more.


Epilogue

Shouldering their bags, Neena, Kai, Raj, and a dozen others stood in the middle of the hunter’s path, facing the hundred and eighty colonists who had gathered to see them off. Studying the faces of the people in front of them, Neena couldn’t help the nostalgic lump in her throat. Three months of working together, sharing plentiful meals, and rebuilding their homes had forged bonds she never would’ve imagined. She’d always felt close to her brothers, but now it felt as if she had a newer, larger family, two hundred strong.

Walking forward from her group, she met Roberto and Salvador, who watched her with affectionate concern.

“Are you sure you want to leave?” Salvador.

It was a formality, rather than a question.

They’d discussed their plans ad nauseam. She knew they’d take care of things here, just as they knew that Neena and her group would be careful. A few of the children in the crowd shifted anxiously, looking at the fifteen leaving people with inquisitive eyes. Neena’s attention turned to Samel and Adriana, who broke away from the crowd to see them off.

Samel reached Neena first.

“You behave for Amos, okay?” Neena said, hugging him.

She looked over at his shoulder at Amos, who smiled in his grandfatherly way.

“I will,” Samel promised.

“One day when you’re older, I’ll take you on a trip, too.” She glanced over at Raj. “Or maybe your brother will.”

Raj nodded proudly at Samel, before saying goodbye.

And then it was Adriana’s turn to step forward. After a brief farewell to Neena and the others, she moved over to Raj.

“I want to hear all your stories when you get back,” Adriana told Raj, clutching him tightly.

“Don’t worry, I’ll save them for you,” Raj promised.

They leaned in, kissing briefly.

And then it was time to leave.

Neena looked at the people around her. Their nervous posture reminded her of the meetings they’d held in the caves, but this time, they had hope. She glanced at Red Rock a last time, scanning the buildings and the hovels.

Her colony would always live in her heart, no matter where she went.

But now, it was time to trek between the soaring, auburn spires and into the desert.
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“Do you think we’ll find them?” Raj asked Neena and Kai, after they’d put several klicks between them and Red Rock.

“If the heavens are with us,” Neena said.

She adjusted her bag, glancing up at the twin moons. In their collective sacks were enough supplies for several weeks in the desert—enough to provide a good chance at finding New Canaan, if their luck held.

“If we don’t find them on this trip, we’ll find them on the next one,” Neena added.

Turning to Kai, Raj asked, “How do you think they’ll react when they meet us?”

“I’m not sure,” Kai admitted nervously.

The risk of being thrown back in jail was a very plausible fear for Kai. And he had no idea how his parents would react, if he found them. Still, he was committed to reuniting with his family, and potentially improving the lives of both Red Rock and New Canaan.

Sensing his nervousness, Raj said, “You know what I think? They’ll consider you a hero when you prove that the creature is dead, and show them the piece of its heart, and the quills on our spears. I’m sure of it. You helped to save both our people and your own. You are no criminal here.”

Kai smiled, wiping some of the beading sweat away from his markings. “I appreciate that, Raj.”

“If the worst happens, you can come back with us to Red Rock.”

“We’ll be there with you, vouching for your honesty, and what you have done for us,” Neena vowed. “Whatever happens, I think it’s time for both our people to work together. Years ago, the people of New Canaan reached out a hand. Now, it time to extend the hand back.”

Kai nodded. “Maybe we can find a new way of life that will be better for all of us.”

They traveled for a long while, drinking from their flasks, keeping cool from the morning sun, while making headway.

When they’d hiked about half a day from the colony, Neena abruptly changed course.

“Where are you going?” Kai asked.

“I was hoping I could show Raj something,” she answered. “It’s not too out of the way.”

She looked around at the other dozen who accompanied them, none of whom objected.
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“What is that?” Raj asked, furrowing his brow.

In the distance, a tall, circular formation of rocks appeared.

“Is that another place you stay while hunting?” Raj asked.

In the time they’d been out, he’d marveled at every landmark, and every story Neena told.

“It is a special place,” answered Neena vaguely. When they’d gotten within fifty yards of it, she turned to the others and asked, “Would you mind if Raj and I went alone?”

The group agreed.

Sunlight glinted off she and Raj’s faces as they trekked across the desert, reaching the reddish rocks and heading into the middle of them.

Nostalgia washed over Neena as she reentered a place she’d been many times, but not in a while. She and Raj stood in the center, enjoying a reprieve from the day’s heat, while Raj turned in wonder and studied the rising rocks.

“This is where Dad taught me to hold my spear, when he first took me out to hunt,” Neena said.

“When you were thirteen?”

Neena nodded. “I’ll never forget the long talk we had here. It is the place where he told me to be strong, if anything ever happened to him.” Emotion welled in her throat, as she looked toward the sand in the center. “It is also the place where I buried him.”

Raj opened and closed his mouth, as understanding set in. “Is that why you brought me here?” His voice wavered with emotion.

“Dad knew we couldn’t come after him when he was sick, due to our tradition. But I think he came here as a final message to me…to us. He wanted us to know that he was thinking of his children, even in his final moments.”

“Dad…” Raj whispered.

Tears sprang to his eyes, as he collapsed in the sand.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, Raj. I meant to.”

Emotion filled Neena’s heart as she walked over to him, huddling down and embracing him. For a while, they held each other, sharing in their grief and loss, until all their tears were spent.
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After drying their faces, Neena and Raj sat among the circular rocks.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Neena said.

“It’s okay,” Raj said, still hanging his head. “I thought you might be waiting for the right time.”

“I knew this day would come,” Neena said. “I just wasn’t sure when.” Looking down at her new, quill-tipped spear, she said, “If I hadn’t lost Dad’s spear, perhaps we could’ve practiced with it.”

An eager expression crossed Raj’s face, as he looked down at the spear in his hand. “Why don’t you show me using this one?”

“Do you think you’re ready?” A competitive smile sprang to Neena’s face.

Raj nodded excitedly.

For the first time since they’d arrived here, Neena felt a true sense of warmth.

Walking over to her brother, Neena had him open his hands, while she showed him what her father had taught her. “First, you’ll want to find the spear’s balance point.”

“Like this?”

“You’ve got it. Now, relax your hands, and I’ll show you how to grip it.”

“This way?”

“Perfect! You’re doing great.”

Raj beamed. Neena could almost hear her father speaking to her in the desert, all those years ago. With those memories to guide her, she finished showing her brother how to hold the spear.

“Perhaps I’ll be even better than you, when I’m done learning.” Raj looked up at her mischievously.

“We’ll see,” Neena said, with a sisterly smile.
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“Are you all set?” Kai called out to Neena and Kai as they returned to the group.

“I was just showing Raj one of my favorite places to rest,” Neena said.

“And she taught me how to hold my spear,” Raj added, rearing it back and taking some practice heaves.

“It sounds like he’s picking it up quickly,” Kai said.

Neena smiled at him. “I think he’ll impress all of us.”

She and Raj shared a happy glance, while walking alongside the others.

Together, they traveled through the desert with the group, traversing over long stretches of sand, until they reached the dunes where she and Kai had met, passing them to whatever lay beyond.

 

THE END
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