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Chapter 1
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Elijah’s cloak rippled against the sour sulfur wind billowing off the north crags. He tightened his hood and cupped a hand over his eyes. The sky was beginning to bruise dawn. The clouds swept across the three crater-pocked moons that were almost fully set beyond Exodus. The storms were coming.

He turned back and saw Neah up ahead and went a little farther with a shoulder to the wind. Way off across the valley Forester and the mountains came into view like chalk outlines, then evaporated again behind the curtains of dust. Tongues of lightning licked down from the blood-red sky. Dust devils stirred up the waste. 

Ascension was almost here.  

“Over there Eli!” 

He looked at her. Neah, half a cloak covering her face, squinted through the haze. She tossed her flaky brown hair and it fell back over hazel eyes. She was pointing at something. “I think it’s a man!” Hair kept smacking her in the face. She pulled the cloak tighter.

He watched Forester just a moment longer – its peak jutted out through the storm like crystal from stone. Beneath that were the old mines. The storms had taken their toll. Forester looked like a face, flat and smooth, a glimmering, sightless, vigilant face. A commander before his mountain army. 

Forester, god of the ravaged valley. 

But the mines were forbidden. All the children knew that. On the day of his Atrum Semita they’d take him there and he’d come out a man, just like all the others had. But not before then.

To the south Exodus stood outlined against the moons like a scolding parent. It was home. It rang the dinner bells, beckoned them out from the waste, out from the scorching rain that could strip away a man’s flesh. Exodus was a father’s arm. It was the shelter when the storms came. 

Elijah pulled his hood lower. It was wiry, loose like stalks of manna leaf. Everything came from the manna leaf. He gazed down into all that red-stained dirt. The flurries came and went. Then he saw it, a man’s body dissolving in and out of view. He glanced over at Neah. That’s where she was pointing. The corpse was facing down, half buried and raw and odorless. The rain – even the threat of it – took care of the smell. It singed their nose hairs. “I see it!” Elijah shouted over the rising winds. He ducked his head into a wave of pounding dust. 

Her eyes flickered over the wasted landscape. She looked up at the sky. It looked like one constant scab. “We should go back, Eli. It’s going to rain soon.” 

They could smell it, smell it in the stiff atmosphere. They smelled it on the winds that came off Forester’s foothills. The rain was a dangerous thing.

Elijah came up to the body. Its bony fingers grasped a metal handle. The other end was a tapered off pick-head impaled in the dirt. 

“It’s a miner,” he said. “I think.”

He kneeled and grabbed the man by the shoulder through the clingy fabric and rolled the body. There was only half a skull, grinning white. The other half was limp flesh. It was like wet clay, like they could take their hands and mould it back into shape. At least then there would be an expression to go with the pain. A single sightless eye did that well enough, though. It was sort of pastel, staring up at the murky dawn. The miner had been wearing an oxygen muzzle too, but now it was fused to his face.

It had sunken right into his cheeks. 

He could hear Jed admonishing them for not wearing their oxygen muzzles. You always got to wear your muzzles, he’d say. Otherwise careless little kids grow up with the surface sickness, then it just keeps hurting worse and worse, like a sore throat, but on your lungs and your eyes and your nose. Then you die!

Of course, Elijah and Neah had never seen it happen to a child. They’d just laugh, and all the more when Jed tried to scare them with that stony scowl. Then he’d laugh too. He could never resist. 

Some of the older people in Exodus did have the surface sickness. They covered their mouths when they coughed and their hands sometimes came away stained with red chunks. Eventually they died. The children didn’t worry though. 

Most people didn’t get too old in Exodus anyway.

When he got closer the odor of melted flesh bit hard. His eyes teared up. He pulled the thin hood as tight as it’d go. He almost wished he’d taken Jed’s advice. Almost. There were hundreds of bodies in the wasteland. Elijah never flinched at them anymore.

The miner had probably fallen early after last Ascension. The rain did its job well. It’d taken less than a day to scour the muscle and fat and other tissue clean from the bone. The sand drank it up and it swelled and half-covered the body. Sometimes the sand stayed wet for a long time after the rain stopped. Even at twilight, when the clouds all went away south, the sand could burn you. It could chew on a person for a long time before they even felt it. Elijah had burned his feet that way once. He went out too soon after the rains stopped and came back with nasty sores around the straps on his sandals. That had taken a long time to heal.

This body was still fresh, though. The sand had mostly eaten the submerged portions. The other hand, the one dug into the sand, was burned flesh with some knuckle bones shining through. Elijah pried at the brittle fingers one by one. Something fell out – a stone, light and milky blue. It was hollow, some sort of container. He held it up close and shook it. Inside looked airy and clear and there was liquid sloshing around. It looked like a whirring thunderhead, a storm held right in his fingertips.  

He slipped the crystal in his cloak next to the vial of acid he kept there.

“Eli, look!” Neah shouted. The dust was screaming by now. The winds pulsated like a heartbeat. When it contracted and the dust fell they made out more miners – lots more, maybe fifteen or twenty or more. There were tools and foodstuffs scattered around too, scattered like there had been a struggle. 

A violent one.

There was a woman with a pick for a shoulder. Fragments of skull spilled out the opening in another man’s head. One of them was doubled over with arms and legs coiled inward, hiding whatever injury had done the slaying. He couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman. 

“There’s so many!” she said

He looked up. The violet sky was brightening to red. The clouds were coming across the valley, casting their shadows like fire on the sand. The orange suns were always hidden somewhere past the clouds, like fuel for the burning rain. It looked like when the low-glowing firestones shined through the palm of your hand.

Samuel, his father, the Prime Ecclesiastic of Exodus, couldn’t explain it. Jed couldn’t explain it. Even old man Amos never mentioned it in his stories. He only talked about New City anyway. 

The Prime Speculator – Silas to most – used to say something about atmospheric conditions and infusion and solar radiation. Elijah and Neah never understood what he was talking about. Sometimes he talked about evaporation and subterranean ecosystems and stratospheric phenomenon too. They didn’t care. He never talked about it anymore anyway. 

He mostly talked about the perils of living underground nowadays.

Everybody else said the strange weather was simply a curse – or a gift, depending on who you talked to. 

Elijah and Neah didn’t care. There was only the dark. There was only the close, stifling dark places between the stone.

That’s why they always came out after Nightfall.

“What happened, Eli?”

“I don’t know.” 

A trail of sand and coagulate went right up to where the miner had finally fallen, little indentations from the toes of his sandals – he’d crawled away after he was stabbed. 

In the Bible men killed other men. There was the story of Cain and Abel hewn onto the wall behind the lectern in the chapel. Judges and Kings and the Samuels, the east wall and through the archway the words spilled into the stone foyer. Elijah’s father had taught them all those scriptures. Samuel was the Prime Ecclesiastic. 

His father was the most powerful man in Exodus.

But Elijah never believed any of it. They were fairy tales, far off, indistinct. There weren’t any lions here. Or trees or great lakes of water. Those things didn’t exist. They weren’t real, just like Earth, just like New City. Maybe there was a place called Earth out there in the vastness of the night sky. Maybe water really did fall right out of the sky in New City. But not here, not in this world.

Murder and violence – men killing other men – that wasn’t really real either. But here was the stark reality of it, lying right there in those savage looks, that still field of corpses. 

Then Elijah felt a strange sensation – or rather, he saw it. He had the impression that he was looking at himself. He saw himself kneeling there in front of the miner’s corpse, and when he looked up he saw himself look up... directly at him.  

Then the lightning came. He blinked and the vision was gone. Dirt started pounding him in the face. He blinked again, but all he saw were the dead. And Neah, waving him back. She’d already started running for Exodus. A gust of wind caught him off guard and knocked him flat on his seat. He saw the corpse’s one eyeball staring at him. Above that, there was movement. It was like seeing a shadow – less than that even, the slightest hint of a shadow. But it was there, moving against the horizontal dust. Then it was gone again.

The storms were coming. 

“Eli, hurry up! Your father’s going to be so angry!”

He watched the dust wall coming, stood up and wiped some of the wetness from his eyes. Acid and decay. He always cried from the bite of acid and decay. Then he bundled his head up and followed Neah back towards Exodus. They went as fast as they could, leaping stained rocks and the fragile topsoil. Roiling flurries came up all around them. The clouds flared like fire. They went up into the Exodus foothills. There was a cave, two watchers flanking the entrance. Ethan and Daniel waved for them to hurry, their arms out to grab them when they came close enough. 

Daniel looked past them and grimaced. “Come on children,” he called. “Come on.”   

The ground rumbled. The clouds cast a blood-clot over the ravaged wasteland. The thunder was a warning. It told them the day would wash them away. Away with the day, the children liked to sing. Will wash you away! 

As they flew into the dark of Exodus, the rain broke free of their cloud prisons. Every drop hissed. Every drop smoked and stained the dirt red, even redder than the tint of the valley. At Ascension the waste and the sky blended in one continuous pall of red. It became impossible to tell where one ended and the other began.  

The muscle-bound watchers heaved against a wheel of stone and it grated along the metal track into the opening behind them. When the rains roared down and the poison mists settled low over the valley flats, everything went darker than the night.
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Chapter 2
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The burning sconces lit their shadows down the corridor. They skipped around the bends, through the darker shades of dark. Neah whispered something into Elijah’s ear and they both giggled and it echoed a hundred times off the walls. Off the shadows. They went hand in hand. They’d been through here a thousand times. Only a lifetime of living in the deep dark places could give a person the blind sense they possessed. 

Elijah and Neah knew Exodus. They knew the stone. When the tunnel curved to the left again the Bazaar would open up before them. They knew the main street dipped through the petrified market to the Garden of Light. They knew there was a crossroad there that would take them to apartments and the grottos and the chapel. They knew the shops, all of them, chiseled right out of the basin. There were some that went up four stories and vanished in the blackness before the ceiling. Even the street sconces didn’t reach that far. Tiny flames went in and out in the higher windows like stars blinking on at Nightfall. 

The sconces here were wider. The hungry fires licked at the air, but the dark corners of the Bazaar won out over the light. There were places under the valley as vast as the sky, where the dark went on and on like an ocean. 

They heard the din of commerce as they skipped out onto the main street. The road sloped down towards the middle where the stone buildings stood closer, more compact. But even up on the slopes carriages with stone wheels grinded on the gravel walkways. There was the constant crack of chisel and hammer. There were voices carried on the stale winds, streamers of grit, the thick weight of the mountain. Somehow the breezes that fed through the chambers made it seem even heavier.

They skipped through throngs of bystanders. People were running their fingers over glassware and foodstuffs. They skirted around peddlers and their carriages full of firestones and freshly woven cloth. There were other less significant trinkets too, trinkets only the mines could provide. There were faces in some of the windows, cutting off the firelight like observant ghosts. Some of them leaned out and watched the bustle and some loitered around the corners and some blinked twice at the children and went on with their routines.

“Eli! Neah!” There was Sarah waving at them from her stone vignette. The middle-aged woman pushed the blonde curls from her pretty face and grinned. When they came closer she stepped out from the vignette with one hand cradling her bulging belly. The other held out blocks of dried manna leaf. 

“This one’s for Samuel,” she said, handing Elijah a solid gray cube. “And this one’s for Joshua and Rebecca.” Sarah handed Neah an identical cube. She always stopped them, always gave it to them and their families for free. She called it her penance. “I won’t tell your fathers you went out tonight.” She winked at them and waddled back to her vignette. 

“She’s so big,” Neah said. They hopped back on the main street.

“Doctor Saul said a few weeks.” Elijah had overheard Saul in council with his father. The work of the Prime Ecclesiastic was never-ending. Elijah had garnered plenty of private tidbits there in the shady arch of his bedchambers, when all the other colonists were soundly asleep. “There’s another Baptism tomorrow, you know.”

“The girls are always pregnant.” 

They both giggled and started up the opposite slope of the Bazaar. When he thought about Sarah’s unborn child, he thought about Atrum Semita too. He thought about his twelfth birthday. In Forester they would honor it. Twelve years. Twelve cycles by some forgotten design of time in the Long Ago. The ripe age. 

Elijah had followed an envoy out into the desert once. His father was there and some of the other elders too. They’d taken Neah’s brother Jesse on his twelfth cycle, on his Atrum Semita, and she had insisted they followed. They were only six. But there were so few places to hide in the open desert under that three moon haze. Samuel spotted them out past the shadow of Exodus. He’d sent a watcher for them and in righteous anger escorted them back to the mountain. The Prime Ecclesiastic had never been so angry as the time Elijah and Neah followed the envoy. The book of Psalms and an empty stomach were his punishment for that. 

Elijah remembered how Neah had thrilled at seeing her brother come back the next week. But something was wrong – something was missing. There was no passion, there was no love. His chalk sat useless by his bedchambers. Distant, unfamiliar, his senses fleeting, his eyes roaming around aimless and uncaring. 

As the days and weeks passed the colonists ignored him more and more. They seemed scared of him, or maybe scornful. Then the watchers came and took him away with the next envoy. Neah’s parents – Joshua and Rebecca – they didn’t do anything to stop it. And the children couldn’t follow this time. So they just went up to the Nest and gazed down from on high as the envoy faded into the night. Long after they lost sight of the dark speck of the envoy, Forester still shined in the early moonlight. It was the envoys final destination – that cold, leering God of the wasteland. 

Jesse never came back. There was no farewell, no words at all. If they even mentioned his name, all they got were blinking stares. When he died he could never Go Home. He was forgotten. The worst thing to be in Exodus was forgotten.

But Neah knew. She took her brother’s chalk for herself. 

Once after Jesse went into exile Elijah had asked his father where he and the others had gone – the ones banished after their Atrum Semita, the ones the people whispered about in the long nights when the sulfur clenched their throats. The seed of evil. That boy had the seed of evil sure as I’m living under a mountain.

A penance, Samuel had said. A laboring for those who questioned God’s teachings, whose faith had faltered. In the land of Exodus the seeds of evil were cast out, sent to the mines at the behest of God’s chosen ones, the ones who remained in Exodus. Witnessing the despondency of those who fled the Path of God was a tenant of the Atrum Semita, his father had told him. Elijah wanted to see it for himself. 

Seven days. Seven more days. 

Old man Jacob and Marianne stopped them two more times. Jacob, with his cloth bags of ground firestone that he brandished like flags. Marianne, still plump from her newborn, with two pewter jugs of brackish water. The sweetest kind. Her husband Jeremy rocked the infant up on the granite pedestal at the back of their shop. He looked up and winked and back down to the child. 

They were all penances and to the Primes they paid honorably.

Elijah and Neah, the children born into darkness, went up the far slope of the Bazaar with arms full of penances. They dodged shopkeepers closing up for the day, around old Amos who dragged along his wagon of glassware. He called out to them, “Did I ever tell you kids the one about...” But Elijah and Neah had heard them all. Amos had been reusing the same old tales about New City for years. They’d veered down a side street and disappeared into the Garden Passage before he had the chance to admonish them for their short attention spans. Even old Amos shook his head in amazement at their efficiency for navigating the unlit corridors. Then he snorted, readjusted his grip and heaved his glass wagon up the slope.

Somewhere along the way Neah traded out her foodstuff for the shaved chalk she kept tucked in the folds of her cloak. Then she dragged it along the wall as they skipped down the corridor. It made another white stripe over the layers of chalk accumulated over the years. Her chalk. It was a habit she’d picked up from Jesse. No matter how hard she thought about it, all she could remember were the pictures he drew in the stone that made her laugh. She gripped the chalk so tight her knuckles blended with it, like one final memory. It was a constant recreation, pictures and patterns and colors that she knew because he knew, a memory of happiness only those sticks of chalk could connect her to. 

Elijah carried his own trinkets too. A ball of clay, drab-colored and always moist, ready for the molding. He found them sometimes in the grottos, or in potting class with Mrs. Ruth, their Prime Instructor. Once he even found some on a ravaged corpse out in the waste. The rain had curdled it up in sloppy little chunks, but when he squeezed it water came out. And also the acid vial and the milk blue stone he found on the slaughtered miner.

Elijah cradled the jug and dried manna leaf in his left arm. With his other he slipped the firestone powder in the pocket next to his clay and grabbed Neah’s wrist and they flew through the Garden Passage. They’d done this a thousand times, through every tunnel men had carved under the mountain. Not one was without faded chalk markings. It was evidence they had passed, if there were ever light enough to make it out. 

The Garden Passage forked at every bend, but Elijah and Neah kept moving, the second from the right, then the far left, then the far right. A thousand times, and through the darkness.

On the right their shadows were cast against blue-green walls, swirling like water. It came brighter and brighter. Up ahead two watchers guarded the threshold. When the bulky men saw who they were they stepped to the sides and the children came out into a sweeping, terraced chamber with ordered rows of pale manna leaf. Manna leaf sprouted up from the cracks, stringy stems and broad tips, fanning the sour air like suckling babes. Wet blue-green moss covered the west wall like lush sewn carpets, pulsing with a heartbeat of their own. 

The garden wasn’t a quiet place. Rivulets of water slid down the steppes between the stalks. Faint trickles struck and reverberated on every surface, a thunderous crescendo towards the outer reaches. 

Samuel was there brushing aside the older sprouts of manna leaf. He was at the far side of the garden, plucking at the odd one. There weren’t any seasons down here. But the manna leaf always grew. The manna leaf was everything. Without it, it didn’t matter if they lived here or the surface – the surface would just be the quicker death. It was their food, the only food they had ever known, the only food they would ever know. And it was poisonous. The underground brooks were fed from toxic streams closer to the surface, which filtered through the sands from the rain after Ascension. They were taught this from a young age so a hungry child wouldn’t wonder into the garden, pick one and eat it raw. Silas always said the rain affected everything – above and beneath the mountain. The food they ate, the water they drank, the air they breathed – the Prime Speculator once told Elijah that every aspect of life down here teetered in precarious balance on the edge of a cliff. One stone misplaced could cause a cavern to collapse; one hole too many would send poisonous vapors billowing freely into Exodus; one hole too few and they’d use up all the air and suffocate.

Samuel waved the children over as he knelt down and examined one emaciated leaf. “The book of Psalms says that the meek shall inherit the earth.” He plucked the sickly stalk from the rock and bit a chunk out of the gray tip, chewed and swallowed. Then he grinned and stood up, his wiry frame towering over the children. “They are poisonous, but sometimes the poison doesn’t feed them enough to grow big and strong.”

Elijah nodded. Neah picked at the white chalk with her fingernail. She shifted her weight, glanced up at Samuel, then Elijah, then back down to the white chunk in her hands. The air grew stiff and pulverous.

“You two have been outside, haven’t you?” Samuel’s smile fell away.

***
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THE TINY FLAME DANCED from their breathing. Firestones crackled in the clay bowl on the table between them, father and son, watching each other with apparitions and shadowy things on their faces. The smell was oily, pungent, nauseating. It was all the worse because Elijah wasn’t getting his supper. 

He sat at the stone table, the only one in the common room of their apartment, gritting his teeth as his father set out one pewter bowl. Samuel’s look was that of the Prime Ecclesiastic, not the father. He divided the block of dehydrated manna leaf Elijah had been carrying. He placed one half in the bowl and the other half in a circular compartment cut into the wall with other foodstuffs. He poured water onto his half of the manna leaf and stirred it with a flat clay spoon until it formed a tan paste, then he set the bowl in a wiry holder dangling above a pot of flame. He stirred it again when the gruel started frothing and boiling and he sat facing Elijah with the bowl in front of him. Cooked manna leaf smelled almost like nothing, but somehow the aroma stole away the sickening perfume of burning firestone. Eating wasn’t a luxury, it was a necessity. 

Samuel clasped his hands and bowed his head and Elijah did the same. They sat there for a long time. Elijah peeked out from one eye and saw father glaring at him like he’d missed his cue. Elijah cleared his throat and prayed, “Bless us, Oh Lord, and these thy gifts which we are about to receive from thy bounty, through Christ, Our Lord. Amen.” 

“Amen.” Then his father ate alone as he watched, motionless, silent. The firestone powder burned slowly in its sconce. It was like the whole chamber danced, mocking him

Samuel spooned the gruel patiently into his mouth. He swallowed it, let it settle and took another bite. Shadows flickered over his face. His eyes never wavered. It was an odd contrast, one of deliberation and one of ridicule. One patiently taught his son a lesson in obedience. One waved and taunted and laughed at Elijah like features superimposed through the shadows. Elijah let his gaze fall to his empty spot at the table.

When he finished Samuel set down the spoon and pushed the empty bowl away. He watched Elijah some more. The swaying, sweltering light added distance. It added a ghost and an impossible distance between them, like when you stare at something long enough and it seems to grow smaller.

“Do you know why we stay inside?” 

Elijah blinked twice.

Samuel placed his hands on the table and picked up his spoon and said, “This is our manna bread. God chose to provide for us manna that sprouts from the rock underneath this mountain. God sent the Israelites manna that fell from the sky with the morning dew, but He sends ours through the rock. Do you know what this means, son?” 

Elijah shook his head again.

“We are not to spend our forty years in the desert. God intended us to thrive here, not up there. There’s nothing up there for us. There’s nothing up there for you.” 

Samuel walked over to Elijah and he set a hand on the boy’s shoulder not unkindly. “I built this city after my father. I worked this rock hard, son. Without it, we crawl through the sand. We drink it like water until it chokes us. We eat it, and it starves us for the trouble. The very clouds above seek to destroy us. Do you know why?”

“I know,” Elijah said.

“Because God does not tolerate men who build towers. And that’s why we dig deep. There’s nothing out there for us.”

“Yes, father.”

Samuel squeezed Elijah by the shoulders. “In seven more days, you will understand what I mean.” He let go his grip and pushed back Elijah’s hair with a gentle brush and kissed his son on the head. Then he went back and reclaimed his seat. “Now, about the miners you found.”

Weatherworn faces, the stink of rain and flesh, ravaged corpses and picks and chisels. They came back to Elijah in flashes and all he saw was the intent of death. 

“There were a lot of them. Maybe twenty.”

Samuel clawed at his graying beard and little grains flaked onto his freshly woven brown robes. “Eli, people die. It is the way of the surface...”

“No! Not like this.”

“Your tone, son.”

“I’m sorry, father. Not like this.”

“You said you didn’t recognize any of them?”

“I think they were from Forester. They could’ve been miners.”

“Or anchors.” 

Elijah shook his head. “I’m sure. There were no wagons. Just people and lots of tools. Miners.” 

Samuel chewed on his lower lip and he stared deep into the empty gruel-stained bowl glowing wet in the firelight.

“The next envoy doesn’t leave for the mines until tomorrow anyway. The anchors are still in preparation.” He was reaffirming his son’s statement.

“Father...” Elijah stopped.

“What is it, son?”

“What if the Overseers have failed?”

Samuel chuckled. “Now you’re imagining things boy. Trust me that the Overseers can not fail. They have watched over those heretics for three generations.” 

Elijah hoped that was the case. He hoped it was just the sand and rocks and weather playing a trick on him. Maybe this forsaken place, devoid of all life, was itching for some sport with those human parasites that had burrowed beneath its surface. But Elijah knew what he saw. He believed what he saw.

“How did those miners get so close to Exodus, then? What if they’d found the envoy?”

“You don’t need to worry yourself about the envoys. For as long as the envoys have been reaping the gifts of the Forester mines, there has never been an incident.” He looked Elijah over with a fatherly eye. “You’re scared, aren’t you son?”

Elijah thought about the miner that had lost some of his skull. He nodded.

“Another sign that should lead you from your surface exploits. All things God gave you for a purpose. Fear is one of them – if you can understand it. Your Atrum Semita is approaching. You are growing and your mind is piecing together many different ideas that don’t yet make sense. You are seeing ghosts where there are none. A sense of your own mortality is beginning to dawn on you. These things will fall into place like the last pieces of a puzzle after you Cross Over and God will wash away your fears.”

Elijah nodded. 

Samuel wiped some of the sweat off his balding head and his fingers went back to that stiff and aged beard. “Did you find anything on their persons?”

“The storm was coming. Their tools were in the dirt and that’s it.” And other things moving around behind the wind, he wanted to say. And the looks on their faces and all those terrible things I can see now in my head that I couldn’t before. Where did the truth of memory end and the rampant imaginings like an oasis mirage begin? He didn’t know, so he kept his doubts to himself.

“I only want you to be safe, son. You are meant to do great things.” 

Elijah nodded.

“Then you are dismissed.”

***
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THE LIGHTS WENT OUT. The winds howled through the upper reaches of the Bazaar. The stones and houses were shaded in dust and sulfur. But mostly it was the blackness that bid the children of Exodus to rest. From the northern slope of the Bazaar came the cry of Ascension. It trickled down from watcher to watcher and all across the great cavern. On the stony streets watchers smothered out the torchlamps one by one and all the lingering souls stiffened and moved a little faster. In the apartments came the tiny whispers of the sleeping and the taciturn. The impenetrable dark under the mountain crept in on the firelight where men spoke a prayer to quicken Ascension. 

In the cramped alcove that was his bedchambers Elijah removed the stuff from his pockets. He splayed them out on the stone slab next to his mattress that was woven from the dried wetmoss. When they rived the stuff from the garden walls it lost its blue-green translucence. But he still had the tiny ensconced flame of the firestone.  

On the low table he took in his belongings and saw the little glass vial of acid. Jed snuck him the vial once when he and Neah ventured down into the grottos and the Prime Dredger had only wanted to usher them off in that sandstone voice, with that one arm like stone and just as solid. 

There was the clay ball, some blushed sand swept in by the winds.

There was something else too. A stone, translucent and blue, swirling with liquid. He remembered the knuckle bones, washed in the soil. They creaked like splintered glass when he pried them apart and the crystal came loose. 

Elijah chewed on the inside of his cheek and stared at the crystal. He thought about lying to his father. The father loved the son. The Prime Ecclesiastic was an uncompromising man. 

He stuffed it back into his cloak where Samuel might not see it, hung it on a hook carved into the wall and covered the firestone sconce over his bed. All that remained were the hooked shadows reaching out from his father’s bedchambers. 
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Chapter 3
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Orange light bled into all the little channels of words on the chapel walls like liquid. The Prime Instructor traced her finger somewhere along the book of Exodus. Her hands were wrinkled, calloused from countless years tracing the stone indentations. Her forehead was tired and squinted, like she’d spent too many years reading in the dark. Mrs. Ruth stood there by the podium, old and weather-worn. She always told the children that touching the words enhanced the enlightening process. They were just letters, every chapter and every verse scored, rough-hewn, uneven, the perfect Scripture carved by an imperfect hand.

Elijah and Neah squirmed on the last pew behind all the other children. There were blank stares, yawns at even intervals. Little Will, always eager as a sycophant, dozed with his head in his hands. Mrs. Ruth just kept droning on. Lethargic eyes followed her. Elijah whispered something about her hand looking like paste and they both giggled. Her hot glare cut them off. When she was satisfied she went back to reading, chapter fourteen, her shaky hand sweeping the firestone bowl over the words. Sometimes she read things out loud, things about hardening the Pharaoh’s heart and signs and wonders in Egypt. Even Will didn’t seem to care. Mrs. Ruth’s candlelight wrapped into the foyer and faded off into the later stories of the Old Testament. At the front of the chapel Revelations and Genesis came together behind the podium. It was an endless cycle of Scripture, a tale without beginning or end.  

“What’d your father do?” Neah whispered.

“Well he didn’t make me come here at least. What’d yours do?”

Neah started laughing again and chortled. Mrs. Ruth’s monotone voice broke off mid-sentence. Nobody dared look around – eyes straight ahead, hands in laps, arid lips sealed. Mrs. Ruth turned back to the inconstant letters and read with a voice like chalk on stone. “The Egyptians shall know that I am the LORD when I stretch forth mine hand upon Egypt.”

“What’s so funny?” Elijah whispered.

“I told my mother and she said not to tell him.” Neah scrunched her cheeks and spoke with the deepest growl she could muster. “But I know if I did he’d say the rains’ll take me one day if I keep being a stupid girl.” Then she cleared her throat a little and said, “I don’t know why they won’t let us go outside anymore.”

“They’re just scared about the rain.” 

“I think something’s happening.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, it feels weird.”

“People die a lot.” It was Elijah’s voice and his father’s reasoning.

“But this was different, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, this was different.”

“Elijah?” came Mrs. Ruth’s saltine voice from the podium. He could tell she was trying to drag him into the lecture just to prove a point. He stayed silent.

“Young man, you are truly incorrigible.” There was a grunt in her voice, an unevenness brought on by her old age. It always sounded like she had to clear her throat. Neah giggled and Mrs. Ruth’s glare fell on her. 

“And that’s just about enough out of you too, young lady. If I have to stop this lesson for either of you again, both of you will stay here and read the Psalms during meal!” 

The other students perked up and craned their heads around to look at the two in the last pew. In the smoldering of Mrs. Ruth’s shaky flame it looked like they were laughing. Will was waving his hand around from the front pew, eager to pick up Elijah’s slack. The Prime Instructor ignored him.

“Now, what does God mean by saying that He will harden the Pharaoh’s heart, Elijah?”

“It means that Pharaoh didn’t believe in God.” The son of the Prime Ecclesiastic was well-versed in matters of the Faith.

With Mrs. Ruth, it was difficult to discern between a scowl and her normal expression. Her lips were always puckered and shriveled. When he thought about it Elijah knew the scowl was her normal expression. 

“Do you think you’re better than everybody else, boy?”

Elijah thrust his hand into his cloak and when he wriggled his fingers around he felt the coolness of clay and the angular edges of that rock he’d found in the desert, too. “No.”

Mrs. Ruth stalked towards him with a hooked finger and a firestone bowl. “You do,” she scowled. “You look down on us, don’t you?”

“No.”

“None of it means a thing to you. You’re just a wise man in a land of fools. Aren’t you?”

“No.”

“Pull your hand out of your pocket.”

Elijah complied and wiped his raggedy cloak and put his hands on his lap.

“You’re so certain of yourself, are you?”

Elijah shrunk back as she towered over him with the firelight close to her face.

“Maybe God is telling us that some men only see what they wish to see. Maybe God is saying that the Pharaoh was a proud and stubborn man who thought of himself as God even when all the evidence in the world pointed to the contrary.”

“What evidence?”

“The evidence of God. The signs and wonders of Egypt.”

“Where is Egypt?”

Smoldering hatred, that’s what Elijah saw in her. When the Prime Instructor became angry the lines on her face roiled like a beast and Elijah sucked in his breath and held it there. He knew that she didn’t know any better than the other children. Her ignorance would likely play out in a fit of retribution. He gritted his teeth. Her eyes flitted between his. Fine, hit me. Just don’t tell my father. 

She hit him. Hard. Smacked him right on the cleaner flesh of his cheek so all that grime and filth that lay like a blanket over his face wouldn’t lessen the blow. If he rubbed it she’d smile that self-satisfied smile and march off with that smug look of victory. Maybe she’d tell his father too. His hand went for his cloak pocket instead. He felt the sharp corners of crystal, the imbalanced rocking of a liquid storm.

You’ve read them all to us before, he wanted to say. A hundred times before. Don’t you realize that all the kids already know Egypt isn’t real? Or New City. And water doesn’t fall straight out of the sky and the only food in the world – the only real food – is manna leaf. There’s nothing sweeter than brown water. We’re too old for stories.

He stayed silent.
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Chapter 4
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Elijah was hungry. But he imagined Mrs. Ruth glowering at the two empty seats at the long rectangular table in the dining hall and he was glad they weren’t there with the other children. He and Neah had snuck away sometime during the mingling between pottery and the sciences while a disgusted Prime Instructor was instructing little Abigail on the proper and improper ways of relieving oneself in Exodus. There were chambers with hollowed stones for that. The girl hadn’t been in one of them. 

It was bad enough he and Neah had vanished somewhere in that diversion and Mrs. Ruth would most certainly inform his father. Samuel would be angry at him not just for his disobedience, but for the undermining of one of the Primes in front of the other children. Sure enough he’d be angry of that. But it was even worse. Now they slinked down the corridor to the worker’s grottos where the children weren’t allowed to go without an elder. Elijah prayed silently that the Prime Dredger wouldn’t tell his father about that. No, Jed was a funny beast – always frustrated, all veins with the gravel strain of his voice, his well-chiseled features. The foreman was always shouting his orders like a drowning man. He’d pretend he was angry at them, but they’d laugh at him and he’d show off his most practiced harrumphs. But he wouldn’t say anything. Castigation for skipping mid-meal probably wouldn’t be as severe as being caught in the grottos. Probably. But they could count on Jed.

“I wonder where Egypt really is,” Neah said.

“Same place as New City.”

“Really?”

“Yep. The land of Make Believe.”

“You don’t think it’s real?”

“No.”

“Why would they lie to us?”

“They’re just stories, like the ones Amos tells.”

“Then why do they believe them?”

“They don’t. They just pretend so we will too.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s how they tell us how we’re supposed to behave and where we came from and stuff. They tell us stories so that we know what bad things happen when little girls ask too many questions.” His eyes grew wide as he came forward with his fingers brandished like claws and he poked her sides and they both started laughing.

The corridor grew wider and where they were cutting out the newer apartments smaller tunnels snaked off into the dark. The colors imbedded in the walls were more varied and vibrant here. In places near the grottos the rocks popped from the tunnels in colors of every shade. Here they passed crystal formations crawling along the walls in clumps, some clear and glistening, some a deep, translucent jade, some pitch black as the remotest subterranean chamber. The glimmer of the flames coursed through every crystal formation. The light painted the tunnel in swirls – there was more color than anywhere else in all the wasteland. Even Neah’s chalk glowed like phosphorous in the torchlight. 

Down in that bounty of darkness there was beauty. On the surface there were only the dead things. Sometimes Elijah understood what his father meant.

“Do you think those people hurt each other?” Neah said when she could breathe again.

“I don’t know.”

They came to a three-pronged fork in the main tunnel. They clung to the wall on the right. Their breaths came hot and choking and they didn’t speak anymore. Chalk scraped the stone walls. Somewhere farther up the corridor they heard the faint tapping of dredgers.

When they came to the first descent – a shaft some thirty feet deep with handhold cutouts – the clump of chalk in Neah’s hand had disintegrated into nothing. The last white particles still clung to the air. Neah smeared another dusty handprint on her trousers and fished around in her cloak and shook loose another pale stick from the folds. She held it up like the victor of some Biblical war, rolled it around and found a satisfactory surface. 

Elijah gripped the cutouts and went down the shaft. Neah clucked the chalk in her teeth and followed after him. Their grunts drowned out the pounding of metal and stone. Down here the air was even more sulfur and grease and the stiffness of the mountain. 

They always felt the weight of the mountain. 

Their sandals reached the floor and they went down a crevice barely shoulder width for a grown man. The dredgers all carried their own light through here, so it was dark. But their eyes sucked in the far off firelight and shimmered even in the dark like effigies.

The sounds of the grottos came louder here. They heard men grunting and they slowed to a tiptoe. Particulate smothered the air. They went through it and it clung to their sweat like unwanted hitchers. It was so hot! Hot so that breathing was a tender and profound thing, like a child touching fire for the first time. Down here breathing could suffocate a man. Drown him in the product of his own labor. 

When Elijah prayed, he prayed to God he’d be a watcher or a merchant. Maybe an anchor. The surface fascinated him already. Joining the envoys would make it official. God willing he’d be a Prime one day too. Anything but a dredger. They died younger than everyone else, oxygen muzzle or not. 

Neah sneezed and wiped the sludge from her nose and grinned broad and sheepish. “Tastes better than lunch.”

“Always does.”

The cramped crevice became a living cavern. There was dancing torchlight, shadows and fierce digging, all interspersed with the drenched snorting of a hundred hardened men. The dredger slavered away with their steel-headed picks and chisels and hammers and metal helmets. It was going to be a new dwelling habitat, Jed had told them. When women keep having babies, the Prime Dredger said, you got to have some damn place to put them all.

Jed stood out in the center of the chamber near a switchback that curved up one of the steep ridges. He flexed his arms and fingers and vocal chords. His unshaven tendrils seemed to twitch when he shouted. “Shutting off those damned machines was a waste!”

One of the dredgers – a lanky and malnourished sort with two rips in his shirt running the length of his torso – muttered something to the Prime Dredger.

“Heresy or no, you couldn’t get me dirt from the desert! Now get up that damn ridge and tell your men to stop wasting bits. And mind the grain. I swear them machines still do more work than you just sitting all broken and rusted in their little holes.”

“I don’t think Jed’s in a good mood,” Neah said.

“Jed’s never in a good mood,” Elijah said.

The lanky man turned and started up the switchback and looked up at the children with sunken eyes. It was Samson. He always looked that way. Samson elbowed Jed in the side and nodded at the children and the Prime Dredger’s face went sour. Which meant that it didn’t change at all.

“Goddammit,” he growled, marching towards them. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“But...” Neah started.

“We wanted to ask you something,” Elijah finished.

“You kids can’t come marching down here whenever you damn well please. The grownups got to work. Besides, it ain’t safe.” He started prodding them back down the tunnel with beefy arms. “Least that’s what they say. I ain’t got nothing for you today, boy.”

Elijah put up about as much resistance as the wind might give a boulder rolling down a mountain slope. “We found something!”

Jed slowed and shot Elijah a look that said he had one chance. The boy fumbled with his cloak and felt what he was looking for and out came the blue crystal. “I just wanted to know what this was.”

Jed stopped and took the stone. Neah leaned in to watch as he held it up and swished the liquid around a little.

“Where’d you get this, kid?”

“He found it outside,” Neah said.

“You know the rocks,” Elijah said. “What is it?”

“Did it come from a dig site?”

“On a man,” Elijah said. “Out at Ascension.”

Jed’s lips lined together and he shook it again. “Seems familiar. Then again, we find all kinds of strange things down here.”

“I think it’s from Forester,” Elijah said. Neah nudged him trying to look at it again and he put his shoulder into her and she shouldered back.

Jed frowned. “Forester?”

Elijah shrugged.

“You shouldn’t have this thing kid. Does your father know?”

“I didn’t tell him.”

“Don’t. You probably already got yourself in enough trouble going outside.”

“Do you know what it is?” Elijah asked.

“There ain’t no lacking of rocks around here and there’s plenty of acid buildup too. That’s probably what you got there.” The Prime Dredger was staring at the thing when he handed it doubtfully back to the boy. And when he reached out and clutched it in his fingers it seemed to Elijah that the labor-hardened man lingered a long time in letting go.

“There were lots of them,” Elijah said. “And I think they were fighting over it.”

Jed shrugged. “Hell, I don’t know kid. They could have been fighting over lots of things. Maybe they weren’t fighting at all and it’s just your imagination. What makes you think they were fighting over that?”

“He was holding it,” Elijah said. He gripped the crystal in a fist. “Tight, like this. I had to pull real hard.”

“People get real hard when they’re dead, that’s all.” Jed wiped his hands together as if he were brushing away some invisible taint. He looked uncomfortable. “What the hell are you kids doing down here, anyway? Don’t you got learning or frolicking or something?” 

“We’re bored,” Neah said. She was bored easily.

“Well, the air down here ain’t good for kids.”

“Father doesn’t let anybody go outside,” Elijah said. 

“Well the air ain’t good out there neither.”

“I guess we’ll all just suffocate and die down here, won’t we?” 

“Jed,” Neah said, “why don’t they let us go outside?”

“Well I guess your parents are scared is all.”

“Of the rain?” Elijah asked.

“They’re scared the rains’ll take you. They’re scared that they’ll wake up one day and they won’t find you in your beds because you were out playing and not paying attention. Lord knows you don’t pay attention when I tell you anything.” Jed sidestepped the children and shouted to two dredgers working on the lower level. “The hissing,” he barked. “Thread before you cut!” The men nodded and went back to their work. 

Elijah saw the miners. He imagined those windswept bones rising up from their final rest, tugging the picks and chisels and other sharp things from their naked ribs. He saw nothing but a burned wasteland full of corpses. They were all trying to kill each other, the dead fighting the dead. After all, how could a dead man ever live with his sins?

Elijah felt numb and tingly. New sensations of fear, a guttural fear. Could he keep believing in nothing after what he had seen?

“Your old man’s scared for you is all,” Jed said, coming back to them. “Maybe he’s scared for himself, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“Him and your granddaddy started this place, you know. Some kind of duty, to the people, to God. You know what I mean, kid?”

Neah said, “We’d be safe if we all went to New City, right Jed?”

The Prime Dredger laughed a booming laugh that might have shook the rocks loose. “I doubt the old man would go for that, kid.”

“It’s only a story,” Elijah said.

“Look, it’s not about safety anyway. It’s not about having everything easy, or what’s fair, or what’s right and wrong. It’s about choosing another man’s hole over your own that’s the hard part. Your father doesn’t want to live off another man’s sweat.” Jed ran his arm across his brow at the mention of sweat.

The idea of living anywhere outside Exodus was an alien prospect to Elijah. So was the concept of murder. What would it be like to have a man trying to hurt you? What could provoke such hate, such raw, immutable desperation of life that might drive a man to end another? Death bared itself in plain sight for all to see. It was ordinary. It was natural. Elijah had once believed that to be true about the intent of man. Now it seemed dark and lurking. It seemed locked up in the hearts of everyone. 

It felt like truth making a mockery of belief. 

There was the sound of cracking stone, followed by a low hissing. It cut through the whole grotto until everybody stopped to watch. Then Jed was rushing to the far side of the cavern. His thick arms flailed amusingly slow, like in a dream. Men like Jed could tear a little child in two if he wanted. There were men like his father, the Prime Ecclesiastic, that could do far worse with the influence he wielded...   

A tremor shook Elijah to attention. Jed was running hard to the far side of the grotto and shouting.

Then came the explosion. The two dredgers cutting there disappeared in a spray of wet stone and Jed fell away from it and raised his arms over his head. A biting soup settled over the chamber and the screams of the dredgers filled his ringing ears. There was a moment when everything in the chamber became motionless. Sulfuric mists hung there like a curtain; the dredgers stood gapping, the plight of their fellows barely sinking in. 

Then the two acid-charred men came flailing out of the canvas of dust and spray. The grotto swung back in full motion.   

Jed was barking orders to the other dredgers now. Some of them moved in and pinned the two injured ones to the stone. They tore off their clothes until the two lay there naked and squirming, their flesh malleable like clay. Their clothing lay in a heap beside them, wasting away, smoldering like liquid fire. 

Some of the dredgers positioned themselves at the little alcove where the acid had ripped from the stone. They were picking and sweeping away fallen debris. Each worker fell in harmony with the others. An urgent rhythm.

Elijah and Neah came in closer behind the other dredgers and their eyes and noses ran from the stinging mist still thick all around them. There were the two men, one kicking and writhing and screaming and the other perfectly still. The still one was missing half his face. Two dredgers knelt over the other and restrained him by a wrist. The other had already been eaten away. A third came in between and lightly dabbed his face with a moist cloth. When he removed it all the skin and tissue came with it and the children could see the white of his jawbone. The third dredger looked up at the rest of them and shook his head.

“Not again,” Jed was saying. “Damn it, damn it!” He looked up at the children and said “You two get the hell out of here!”

They moved back towards the crevice at the far side of the grotto and Elijah thought he heard the Prime Dredger say something about his father. 

“Why don’t they use the machines anymore?” Neah said when the grottos and the working men were far behind them.

“The machines are gone.”

“Do you think we’ll see them again someday?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re not real.”

“But maybe they are. It could help a lot of people. They wouldn’t have to hurt themselves digging anymore.”

“If they were real we would have seen one by now.”

“Not if they’re in Forester. They could be in Forester.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Maybe one day God will say we can use them again and we’ll find where they hid all of them and we’ll have machines again.”

Elijah shrugged and they kept moving.

***
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ELIJAH HAD NO QUALMS about abandoning Mrs. Ruth’s lessons. But nightly service was an entirely different matter. It was mandatory for all the colonists – watchers and dredgers, Primes and children alike. The seed of evil sprouted within those who would not cleanse themselves daily. That seed could not be allowed to germinate.

So Elijah sat motionless at the front of the chapel between the other Primes and their children. The Prime Instructor shot him threatening looks as the Prime Ecclesiastic droned on. He knew Mrs. Ruth hadn’t said anything to his father. His father would have doled out some sort of punishment if she had. His father had been typically silent, like he always was when there was a sermon that needed preaching. Mrs. Ruth probably hadn’t said a word about it because it would only reflect her own incompetence. No doubt his father would rebuke her for that. Or maybe the funeral service simply overshadowed their earlier exploits. Maybe they just got lucky someone died.

Neah sat next to him, shifting in constant boredom. Her father Joshua and mother Rebecca were there too. Joshua was the Prime Overseer. He answered only to Samuel, the Prime Ecclesiastic himself. Further down Jed sat away from the others. Sometimes when Elijah caught his eye the old dredger gave him a wink. 

But not tonight.

Colonists filled the pews beyond capacity. People leaned up against the walls and they spilled out into the foyer and beyond with eager looks. They were as thirsty for words as for water. Tonight the two corpses of the grotto workers lay covered in their wetmoss shrouds at the foot of the podium. They lay silent and without the movement of breathing. Without faces. The Nest watchers flanked them on either side. When Samuel was finished they would carry their empty bodies out into the foothills at dawn. 

“Tonight,” Samuel was saying, “we send these brave men to their true places. We send them home to the Kingdom of God.” He started on a digression about the rewards for serving God, but Elijah had heard them all a thousand times. Service to Exodus was service to God. Those in service of God could not die and be forgotten. They went home. Still, he couldn’t shut his mind off from what he knew lay hidden in those moss shrouds. 

When he looked over at Jed he saw the burly Prime sitting there pensive and grim. The lines on his face flexed like hardened muscle.

“And God will welcome them into Heaven with a choir and trumpets,” Samuel concluded. “Let us rise.”

The seated men and women rose up. The lesser watchers and workers against the walls and in the foyer straightened and leveled their shoulders and snapped their feet together. Starting with Jed, the Primes started shuffling towards the podium in single file. They paused before one of Samuel’s priests and sipped some dark and acrid drink that he offered up in a clay mug and knelt before the dead dredgers and uttered their words of welcoming. A welcoming to the domain of God. It was an honorable occasion. One of cheer and mirth. God came at Ascension. He came with the rising suns and he carried away those lost and weary souls. If they’d earned their passage, paid their penance, were without sin, God would carry them off into the heavens. 

At least, that’s what father said. Elijah watched the Primes and they all seemed to think so too. 

Except Jed. His face was a blank slate. His eyes were slanted, his lips thin, and something seemed to burn inside him. Like anger. He scared Elijah.

“He’s mad,” Neah whispered.

“His friends died.”

“He’s mad about other things too.”

“Like what?”

Neah shrugged and they came up to the priest and sipped from the dark fluid and crouched down together and whispered a safe journey to the new travelers.
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Chapter 5
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Before the lights in their sconces and vignettes and windows high up were put out, the townsfolk followed Samuel and the watchers out to the Edge. There the mouth of Exodus stood open to let in the waning night. The watchers carried the bodies of the dredgers out into that purple dawn and laid them on some pedestal in the foothills. They came back and the two biggest watchers, Ethan and Ser, rolled the stone tablet in its groove across the opening. When the final strand of moonlight was hedged out they stood there with their torches and firestone bowls and each one prayed his or her own silent prayer. Then they retired to their bedchambers and after the Nest watcher called Ascension, the only sound left was the howling in the upper reaches of the Bazaar. 

There were whispers and sighs of those who dreamed of dark things. The time passed only by the drip, drip, drip of that stifled moisture. Outside thunder shook the stone and ticked away the hours and all the light seemed swallowed by blackness. Then the Nest watcher called down Nightfall. It swept through Exodus like a torrent, each colonist calling further down their grotto when they awoke. The flames flared back up in their sconces and the hammers began hammering and the merchants began merchandising and the wagon wheels sounded off the din of commerce.

Elijah and Neah and the other children slurped up a hasty gruel for breakfast and they were brought to the chapel where a tired-eyed Prime Instructor began the daily lesson. When someone died the lecture was always the same: how God gifts those who serve Him. To Elijah it sounded like she was trying to convince more than just the children of the validity of the Going Home ceremony, but they bore it in quiet obedience, and second meal too, then the other less critical lessons. Pottery, weaving, stonecutting – all those things came after Bible study. 
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