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The Skaldi floated in darkness.

Even if it had been able to open its eyes, there would have been nothing to see. Even if it had strained its ears to the utmost, there would have been nothing to hear. It resided in an environment that was total void, with no light, no sound, no motion. The only thing it felt was a warmth that surrounded it on all sides as it hung suspended in the black. Though it couldn’t put the feeling into words or conscious thought, it sensed that it was safe, that nothing was required of it except to linger here in blissful unawareness.

The Skaldi stretched and rolled, feeling its body move, testing its limbs. This was new: it hadn’t known it had any such thing as body or limbs until these parts slowly unfolded from the central core of its being. It pleased the creature in a way it couldn’t express to experience these sensations, how its individual features formed a single whole, how its unity was divided into separate forms with their own functions. Its mouth stretched wide, and in that movement, it discovered that it had a mouth; it couldn’t name its mouth or understand what a mouth was for, but it knew that this was another untried part of it, with a purpose that would reveal itself in time. Its slender fingers flexed, then curled inward to touch its palms, and it became aware that fingers and palms were entirely different parts, though once again, their ultimate reason for existence was hidden for the time being. One of its skeletal arms jerked—it had two, and they seemed to function in the same way, though not always at the same time—and one of its fingers, somewhat larger than the rest, found its way into the cavity of its mouth. This was another new thing, to feel one part of itself enfolded by another, and it stayed like that for a long while, pleasuring in how it was made.

After a time, however, its finger fell from the orifice of its mouth, and it discovered to its frustration that it had no control over which of its parts moved when or where. Frustration was itself a new discovery, and it produced yet another something new.

The Skaldi opened its mouth and moaned.

The sound of its voice shocked it. The atmosphere in which it floated seemed to be agitated by the sound, which returned to its ears again and again like waves beating against the shore of self. It wanted to stop the sound, but it discovered that, as with its fingers and arms and hands, it had no ability to control its voice. The moaning continued of its own volition; if anything, the harder the Skaldi tried to quell the noise, the louder and more insistent it became. The Skaldi had discovered pain, and longing, and want, and it did not like those sensations at all. They made it feel empty, and the emptiness made it hunger for fulfillment.

The Skaldi flailed in the darkness, but there was nothing to find. Every so often, its fingers brushed against a part of its own body, and it felt momentarily appeased, but the relief didn’t last long. There was something missing, a space inside that it could not fill on its own.

A space, it gradually dawned on the creature, that must be filled by another.

The Skaldi raged at this discovery. It seemed the cruelest of tricks to be trapped here, in this formless place, while the thing it needed was withheld from its grasp. Baffled anger made it frantic, and the moans it had hoped to smother mounted higher and higher. It wanted to force itself free of this place, to track down the one it sought and make their flesh its own. But there was no way out, no way to command its uncoordinated limbs to work together to achieve its purpose, and so all it could do was wail.

Then, amidst its wretched moans, the Skaldi heard another sound.

It was completely unlike the sound of its own voice. This second sound was steady, and soft, and as regular as the Skaldi’s movements were spastic. The sound had a soothing effect on the Skaldi, making its whimpers subside. A finger found its way to its mouth once more, and this time, it stayed put. Even if the Skaldi had possessed words, it couldn’t have said what the new sound was, why it affected the squirming creature so. The most it could think was that this was what it had been longing for, the thing that had been promised to fulfill its lack. If it could hold on a little longer, the darkness would recede, and the answer it so desperately craved would be revealed at last.

The Skaldi turned, groping in the dark, and waited to emerge.
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Michelle squinted into a blood-red sun.

The western desert stretched before her, unbroken by trees or structures of any kind. Heat lay heavy on the land, a distorting wave that hung inches above the scorched ground. That shimmering band tricked the eye into seeing things that weren’t there: pools of water, ridges of earth. In truth, there was nothing but red-brown dust that reached to the far horizon, a landscape as bleak and forbidding as the valleys of Mars.

Michelle turned to her commanding officer. “You’re sure about this?”

“I’m sure we’re where you wanted me to take us,” Arachne said. “Are you sure?”

“It was a long time ago. I’m not sure about anything.”

“Well, unless I’m going blind, they’re not there.”

“Maybe farther west?”

Arachne lifted binoculars to her eyes, then lowered them and shook her head. “We’d be able to see them. Mountains don’t just disappear.”

“A lot of things have just disappeared,” Michelle said.

She took a step forward, shielding her eyes from the glare. Her face had tanned over the six months they’d been walking beneath the unrelenting sun, while her blond hair had whitened. She wore it short, just past her ears, refusing to adopt the shaved-to-the-scalp look that Arachne favored. Her camouflage uniform was filthy, as was everyone else’s. When was the last time they’d had a chance to wash their clothes, much less themselves? Then she remembered: about a month ago, they’d come across a river, muddy brown and shockingly cold. Everyone had stripped down to their underwear and plunged into the sluggish current, Tyris shrieking and even Nausikaa and Aristodeme cracking smiles. It was Arachne who noticed that every handful of water they poured over their heads left black streaks down their necks. That ended their bathing party, and convinced some of the others to take their leader up on her offer of a trim.

Ashes, Arachne said to Michelle after she’d used her knife to snip Tyris’s curls and sent the little girl scurrying off to find the twins. From bombed cities.

From burned bodies, Michelle thought, and shuddered despite the heat.

She took another step toward the desert basin, but the woman in the black jacket that matched her nighttime eyes put out an arm to bar her way. Though she was much smaller than Michelle, who had the long legs of a runner, Arachne’s compact body was solid with muscle. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“West. Where else would I be going?”

Arachne snorted. “Like hell. You’re staying put while I scout ahead.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I can be a lot more than that,” Arachne said in a voice too soft to be trusted. “Care to try me?”

Michelle let out a hard breath. This was the kind of treatment she’d come to expect from the foul-tempered woman who’d assumed command of their colony. “I already have a mother,” she said under her breath.

“Not anymore,” Arachne responded, before twisting the knife deeper. “If you did, what would she think about her little angel now?”

Instinctively, Michelle placed a hand on her bulging abdomen. It had gotten to the point where her top didn’t fit anymore without unfastening the last two buttons, while her pants were so tight she’d stopped wearing her web belt. She’d been carrying this burden for six months, which meant that before she turned eighteen, she’d be a mother. A single mother, since the father had died only days after their baby was conceived.

Kareem.

The boy she’d lost her virginity to. The dark-haired boy she’d shared a night of terror and pain and love with. The mysterious boy whose secrets she’d never had a chance to learn: his family, his history, his dreams. Not even his last name. And now, she worried that she’d never know the answers, because he was gone.

And she was the one who’d killed him.

I had to, she said to herself for the hundredth time. I promised him I wouldn’t let him live that way. Wouldn’t let anyone or anything steal the soul of the gentle boy I knew.

Except me.

Arachne stared at her for a long moment, her eyes as hard and black as bullets. Then she held up a hand and signaled for the twins. The two approached, with five-year-old Tyris clinging to Nausikaa’s leg.

“You’re sticking with the girls,” Arachne said to Michelle. “Maybe they can talk some sense into you.”

Michelle made a face for show. “Fine.”

She took Tyris’s hand in one of hers and Nausikaa’s in the other. There was no danger of the twins talking sense into her, since the only thing that came out of the twelve-year-old orphans’ mouths was the occasional word of Russian they exchanged with each other. Tyris, by contrast, jabbered incessantly, but very little of what she said counted as sensible; instead, she poured into Michelle’s ear all the discoveries and trivialities she would have shared with her mother if Helene had survived. Michelle knew why Arachne had assigned the three of them to watch over her: the camp leader was trying to guilt her into good behavior, to make sure she didn’t do anything to put the little girl or the pre-teens at risk.

And I won’t, Michelle said to herself. So you can stop worrying.

She started down the hillside. Arachne scowled at Michelle as she and the girls trooped past, but by the time they reached the basin, the commander had pushed her way to the front again.

The four adults in their colony brought up the rear. There was one woman, Calypso—whose real name, Michelle had discovered, was Bridget, far too cutesy for the hulking Amazon—and three men: Acastus, Nestor, and Polydeuces, heroic pseudonyms for the painfully pedestrian Charlie, Norman, and Dave. Along with Arachne, the four were the only adults who remained of the Argo, the camp their former commander, Jason, had founded in the Pennsylvania woodlands. Jason had been killed on the same day as Kareem and Helene—it was his jacket Arachne wore, the gold-banded cuffs rolled back to fit her smaller frame—and now there were only these nine survivors. Or, Michelle reminded herself, ten, counting the life that was growing inside her.

She tried to focus on that single bright spot as she took her first steps across the desert. A new life, a piece of Kareem that had been saved despite all the pain and death. Someone who would be hers for years, not merely days. Someone to share the world with, to teach, to love, to keep.

When she looked around and was reminded of what had become of her world, it was hard to hold onto that dream.

The heat of the sun-drenched plain bled straight through her boots, as if the ground had soaked up the past six months of sunlight and was spitting it back with a vengeance. The horizon seemed impossibly distant, a flat line that receded as fast as they approached, with nothing to show that they were moving at all. Arachne’s words returned to haunt her: mountains don’t just disappear. The cities that might once have stood here were gone, she’d accepted that, but was it possible that even the mighty peaks she remembered from her childhood had been leveled along with the works of human hands? And if so, if there was nothing but desert all the way from here to the coast, how long would it be before their bones joined the ashes of the millions who’d died when the bombs fell?

She looked at the sunburned skin of Arachne’s neck and head, the two or three days’ growth of black hair doing little to protect her from the sun’s rays. Arachne was a former sentry, and surely she wouldn’t have agreed to push ahead if there was nothing to find. Surely, she must have believed there was a possibility that something lay ahead.

But even as Michelle told herself that, she knew that heat and hunger and exhaustion weren’t the only threats her colony had to face in this desolate landscape. They weren’t even the worst threats, and they weren’t why Arachne was moving even more silently than usual and scanning the empty plain with the superhuman focus only she could command.

The Skaldi were.

That was what Kareem called them. Monsters bred in the city back east by Jason’s father, a military scientist whose son had assisted him in his project for years before vowing to stop it. He’d been unable to fulfill his vow, and the Skaldi had been released when bombs destroyed the lab. The creatures had consumed all of the children who’d been the subjects of Jason’s father’s experiments, and in the end, they’d taken Kareem, too. What had happened to the scientists, whether they’d succumbed to their own creations or not, no one knew. But if the bodysnatching monsters had spread this far west, they could be lying in wait beneath the desert, camouflaged as ripples of sand and dust. No one would know they were there until they emerged, their inhuman grip as strong and cold as steel and their sole object being to scavenge the living to replace their empty frames.

Michelle let go of Nausikaa’s hand just long enough to finger the bow slung over her shoulder. This had become a habitual gesture, even though the weapon that had given her her camp nickname—Diana the Huntress, the name everyone now knew her by—was useless against Skaldi, who could be destroyed only by fire. Arachne had been able to salvage no more than four flamethrowers from the supplies in Jason’s camp, and those were carried by Bridget and the three men. Michelle wasn’t complaining about that; the bulky fuel tank and ignition assembly would have been torture to carry day in and day out, even without her additional burden. She was keenly aware, though, that if a Skaldi attack occurred, she and the “girls” would have to count on the others to defend them.

I swore I’d never be a victim again, she said silently as they toiled across the desert. Never let anyone make me feel as helpless as Jason did. Her fingers briefly stroked the feathers of an arrow before she gripped Nausikaa’s hand again.

They walked for several hours without rest, creeping forward while Arachne tested the ground with her foot for quicksand or worse. When the afternoon heat mounted to its highest point, they took a break, covering their heads with coarse blankets from their packs. The sun had started its downward course by the time they resumed their journey, but Michelle found herself panting, sweat streaming into her eyes. She wished they could travel at night when the temperature dropped a few degrees, but Arachne would never risk it; the woman was convinced that Skaldi had better night vision than human beings. Michelle counted the seconds before the bloody ball met the horizon, looking forward to the moment she could give her legs a break and her weary mind a respite. As if the baby shared her feelings, she felt it wriggle inside her, making one of the periodic rolls she’d come to interpret as it settling down for sleep.

Arachne had stopped, her figure silhouetted against the sun, her hand held aloft in the familiar gesture for caution. Michelle blinked sweat from her eyes and tried to peer into the blinding light. Hushing Tyris and transferring the child’s hand to Nausikaa’s, she stepped to Arachne’s side.

“What is it?” she asked.

“It’s the reason I’m in charge of this colony, not you,” Arachne answered in a tight whisper. “With Tyris making enough noise to wake the dead and you stomping around like an elephant—”

“We’re quiet now,” Michelle said. “What do you hear?”

“I don’t hear anything. I feel something wrong.”

“What, though?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t have said something,” Arachne replied. “Now shut up and let me—”

She stopped, her eyes narrowing on a patch of desert sand fifty yards in front of them. If Arachne hadn’t been staring at the spot so intently, Michelle would have dismissed it as another heat mirage. Now, though, she saw that its color wasn’t quite the same as the prevailing red-brown. It looked like something shiny that lay on the sand, a roughly rectangular shape reflecting the sun’s dazzling light.

Arachne had freed her modified AR-15 from its strap. She brought the scope to her eye and edged forward, feet planted squarely and breath silent. For her part, it seemed to Michelle that her own breath had become as loud as the trumpeting of the pachyderm the camp leader accused her of being.

“Arachne,” she said as the woman closed in on her target. “Guns don’t work against—”

A cry came from behind them. Michelle spun to see Aristodeme in the clutches of a grimy figure that had appeared out of nowhere. It had the shape of a man and was wearing a camouflage uniform like theirs, but she was sure it was Skaldi that had materialized from the sand. Then she saw the shallow pit that had been dug into the ground, a flame-retardant tarp thrown back to expose the hole. The shape up ahead must have been another pit covered with a tarp, its reflective surface showing through the sand. The tarp from which the man had emerged had been camouflaged so well, even Arachne hadn’t spotted it when they walked past.

The camp leader raised her rifle to her shoulder, lining up a shot at the man who held Aristodeme. He’d anticipated Arachne’s move and was using the girl as a shield, so that not even a sharpshooter like Arachne could risk a burst from her rifle.

“Who are you?” she called at Aristodeme’s captor. “What do you want?”

“Whatever you’ve got,” the man shouted back in a voice as cracked and dry as the desert air. Michelle saw that he held a switchblade to the girl’s throat, exposing only enough of himself that if Arachne fired at his hand, her bullet would rip through Aristodeme too. “Food, weapons, anything.”

“We don’t have much,” Arachne said. “But we’re willing to share.”

Michelle glanced sidelong at the sentry. The day they’d set out from Jason’s camp, Arachne had made clear that they didn’t share with anyone. You start giving things away to strangers, she’d said, you end up with your own knife in your back.

The man who held Aristodeme must have lived by the same mantra. He smiled, showing a mouth more full of gaps than teeth.

“You think you’re the only one who learned how to smooth-talk like that?” he asked. “I had two deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan. Now throw your gun down or the girl’s dead.”

“You can’t fight us all,” Arachne responded. “And if she dies, you’ve got nothing left to bargain with.”

“I’ve had nothing left to bargain with for months,” the man said. “I’ll take my chances.”

Arachne didn’t answer, but she didn’t lower her gun either. Out of the corner of her eye, Michelle saw more figures emerging from tarps that lay in a circle around them. Ten figures at least, some in ragged uniforms and others in equally threadbare civilian clothes, none armed with anything more than a knife or a baseball bat with a nail driven through the barrel. Michelle knew that Bridget and the men wouldn’t use their flamethrowers without Arachne’s signal, and while the camp leader hesitated, the desert scavengers drew closer. In a matter of seconds, they’d be able to swarm Arachne before she could take any of them down.

“Last chance,” the man who held Aristodeme said. He pressed the point of his blade against the girl’s pale throat, drawing a bright bead of blood.

Then he emitted a shriek, his hand flying from his victim and his knees crumpling beneath him. With his attention focused on Arachne, he hadn’t seen Michelle step silently to the side and release the arrow that now protruded from his thigh. The man looked up at the teen as if pleading for mercy, but Arachne’s single shot punched a hole in his forehead, and he sprawled on his back with blood spouting from him to stain the ground an even deeper shade of red.

The other vagrants attacked at the sight of their leader down. Arachne raised her rifle, not wasting ammunition but firing single shots with pinpoint accuracy until all but three of the scavengers lay bleeding and lifeless on the dusty ground. One of the remaining men swung his bat at Michelle, but she ducked and drove upward with an arrow, piercing his groin. When he staggered, she aimed a kick at his head that jarred teeth loose and spun him from his feet. He tried to regain his footing, but by that time, Arachne had reached him, bringing the butt of her rifle down on his head. He fell into one of the holes he and his companions had dug, the tarp ballooning upward before settling over him like a shroud.

The two remaining attackers had been taken care of single-handedly by Bridget, who’d downed them both and stood pointing her flamethrower at them. Arachne quickly checked the victims of her rifle, then, satisfied that they were dead, she approached the prostrate scavengers. One was a man, the other a woman. Both looked up at the black-garbed sentry as if she were the approaching messenger of death.

“Well, well, well,” Arachne said, a nasty smile curling her lips. “What are we going to do with you?”

Their eyes glared in dust-caked faces, but they remained silent.

“Wait,” Michelle said.

Arachne’s gun didn’t swerve an inch from its target. “For what?”

Michelle gazed at the two gaunt figures lying spread-eagled like children ineptly trying to make snow angels in the red-brown dust. Her eyes turned to the men and women Arachne had killed, including the first attacker, her own arrow protruding from the circle of blood that stained his uniformed pantleg. Her adrenaline rush fled so suddenly the world seemed to tilt before her vision. Nausea took hold of her, and she doubled over, her face twisting. “Oh, God ... ”

“Diana!” Arachne cried as Michelle crumpled to the ground, clutching her stomach.

Michelle moaned in answer. Arachne leaned over her, her rifle discarded, her normally expressionless face alight with panic.

“Are you all right?” she asked. “Are you hit?”

“It’s coming,” Michelle said. “Arachne, the baby’s coming.”

“Christ, Diana! It’s not due for—”

“Three months,” Michelle said, breathing hard. “It’s—”

Her words were cut off as her body contorted in pain.

“Diana!” Arachne called, before spinning to face the twins. “Tell me what to do,” she snapped at Nausikaa. “You’ve watched Helene. What do we do?”

Nausikaa’s eyes widened. Her hands fluttered in a sign Michelle couldn’t interpret, though she got the gist: the twins had helped the former camp doctor in the infirmary, but they’d never delivered a premature baby before.

“Give her room!” Arachne spat orders. “Boil some water! And get cloth. Tear strips of cloth!”

She scooped Michelle into her arms and laid her carefully on an edge of the tarp under which the first attacker had hidden. Bridget and the three men rushed around, fetching what Arachne had asked for. In the confusion, the prisoners leaped to their feet and ran off, no one making any attempt to stop them. Even the man Michelle had kicked crawled from the hole where he’d fallen and followed his companions. Michelle’s last glimpse of them was of three shadowy figures vanishing into the red light of the sun before Arachne’s body blocked them from view.

The camp leader brandished a knife before Michelle’s fearful eyes. Blood smeared the metal, or maybe that was the reflected light of the sun. Michelle realized it was the switchblade the dead man had used. “What’s that for?”

“To cut the cord,” Arachne said. “Now lay down. You two,” she said to the twins, “give her your hands to hold. Tyris, get the hell out of the way!”

The little girl skipped back, her eyes teary and her lip trembling.

“How close are the contractions?” Arachne asked.

“They’re ... they’re ...” Michelle’s eyes squeezed shut, and her teeth clamped tightly together. “They’re ...”

“Come on, Diana,” Arachne said sharply. “Stay with me!”

Michelle opened her eyes to see Arachne kneeling before her, holding the knife in one hand and a strip of cloth in the other, looking about as much like an obstetrician as Tyris did. The teen shook free from the twins’ hands and sat up. “Actually, I think they’re gone.”

Arachne fell back on the ground, looking stunned. Michelle rose, brushed her dusty hands on her camo pants, and calmly walked over to retrieve her discarded bow and quiver. Arachne’s face went through every emotion it was capable of: incredulity, fury, disgust. “You actually faked ...”

Michelle met her look without apology. “I had to do something. You were going to kill those people.”

“They were going to kill us.”

“Not anymore.”

Arachne shook her head, drawing a deep breath. Finally, her expression settled on something like grudging respect.

“Diana the Huntress,” she said. “Haven’t you heard about the girl who cried wolf?”

Michelle shrugged. “It was a boy. And he lived.”

“So they say,” Arachne replied, her gaze falling on Tyris, who stood clutching Aristodeme and sobbing into the older girl’s shirt. “But his sheep got eaten.”

Michelle flushed. While Arachne and the other adults checked under the tarps for surviving scavengers and whatever supplies they might have left behind, she went to comfort the little girl, who hugged her even more tightly than she’d been holding Aristodeme. Michelle stroked Tyris’s shorn curls, murmuring softly in her ear. Within a minute, she’d calmed Tyris enough for the little girl to ask where babies came from. Michelle told her they came from love, and that seemed to satisfy Tyris for now.

Arachne threw the tarps down roughly beside them. Michelle flinched, but the commander’s voice had returned to its usual flat, businesslike tone. “They had nothing.”

“Not even food or—”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “In a way, I give them credit. A lot of people would have turned on their own long before they got to that point.”

She shot Michelle a meaningful look and strode away.

The twins spread out the tarps while Arachne and the other adults conducted perfunctory burials, pitching the dead into one of the holes and shoveling dust over the mass grave. Michelle kept one eye on them while she helped Tyris get ready for the night. She wasn’t entirely sure what had come over her when she’d faked labor; she’d told herself it was only to stop Arachne from needless killing, but now she questioned her own motivations. For some reason, she’d wanted to scare Arachne—to get back at her for treating Michelle like a child, or to assert her own independence, she couldn’t say which. Either way, she hoped Arachne would be more forgiving than she’d been in the past.

They slept on the tarps, which provided some protection from the hot sand. Michelle pulled Tyris to her and read from the child’s favorite—and only—book, The Runaway Bunny. The spine had cracked so that the board pages fanned out in a complete circle, but Tyris happily drank in every word. When the child fell asleep cuddled against her protector’s side and Michelle was sure that everyone except the watchful Arachne had settled down for the night, she reached deeper into her pack and pulled out the two objects no one knew she was carrying. Turning from the sentry, she inspected her treasures to make sure they had survived today’s adventure intact.

The first was a photograph, and though she couldn’t see it clearly in the dark, she’d memorized every line: a black-and-white portrait of Kareem and the other children posing with the scientists who’d experimented on them, including the bearded titan Kareem had called the Tall Man, the head of the Skaldi trials whom she’d later learned was Jason’s father. Ignoring the adults who stood possessively behind their experimental subjects, she ran her finger over Kareem’s face, the face of the child he’d been when the trials started, not the lover who’d touched her with such gentle hands that fateful night. Returning the picture to her bag, she picked up the second object, a gift that tugged at her heart even more strongly and painfully than the first.

It was a jar made of translucent green glass, somewhat smaller than the jars in which the scientists had housed the immature Skaldi. Its outsides were scuffed, though six months of careful handling had smoothed the scratch-marks to shiny blots. Inside, the jar was filled to the midpoint with what looked like soot. Michelle had gathered these remains from the field where Kareem fell, his Skaldi-form burned to smoke and ash by the flamethrower she herself had wielded. Her cheeks and hands still bore the scars of that cleansing fire, ripples on her skin that made her look much older than she was. She spoke to all that was left of him in a whisper, repeating the promise she’d made to him on that day and every day since.

“Kareem,” she said. “It’s me. It’s your Chelle.”

Tears came to her eyes as she invoked the secret name he’d given her on the night their baby was conceived.

“We’re getting closer,” she told him. “We’re almost there. Soon we’ll find the mountains, and you can finally be at peace.”

She kissed the glass softly, then tucked the jar into the bottom of her pack beside the photograph. Curling her ungainly body around Tyris, she closed her eyes to sleep.
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Chapter 2
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It was on the day they left Jason’s camp that Michelle first started wondering what had happened to her period.

That was at the very end of May, and she’d been a member of the Argo for a little over a month by then. Prior to that point, she’d been almost freakishly regular, something her best friend Janine used to gripe about. The absence of Michelle’s monthly visitor wasn’t exactly unwelcome—the Argo’s feminine hygiene products were limited to bulky, utilitarian pads—but it was certainly unusual.

Malnutrition, she told herself at the time. And anxiety. The last thing I need is to start worrying about this.

Her biggest concern when they left camp was returning to the city that lay to the east of the Argo, and in particular to the underground bunker that had been Kareem’s home—his prison—for most of his life. It was the same place where they’d made love, and it was where she hoped to find clues about his past. Everything else could wait until that task was accomplished.

Unlike her first attempted visit to the city, when she and Kareem had hiked across a scorched landscape only to be attacked by Skaldi before they arrived, getting there was easy this time. They had two vehicles from Jason’s camp, stripped-down ATVs he referred to as moon buggies, with just enough room for all nine of them to pile aboard. That was lucky, since Arachne was hobbling on a broken ankle at the time and had agreed to visit the city only after Michelle convinced her they might find needed supplies there. They’d bounced through the forest in these jalopies, Michelle telling herself she couldn’t possibly be pregnant if a ride this bumpy didn’t make her lose her lunch. Leaving the vehicles outside the camouflaged entrance to the bunker, they’d descended into the subterranean tunnel and—Arachne’s ankle notwithstanding—walked for an entire day, squeezing through debris that had fallen from the ceiling until they reached the door to the intersecting tunnel where she and Kareem had fought the fully grown Skaldi. Arachne held her flamethrower at the ready, but the tunnel was empty, with nothing but piles of some chalky substance on the floor. Michelle guessed that these were the remains of the Skaldi, their empty shells having fallen to pieces after days trapped in the underground lair with no living body to replace theirs. She gazed at the residue, fingered the jar in her backpack, and thought about the last time she’d seen Kareem alive. She remembered vividly the pain of the Skaldi’s icy touch, and she had no wish to relive the day when she’d almost succumbed to it.

They started down this new tunnel in the direction the scientists’ quarters were located, only to discover that the explosion of the bomb Michelle herself had planted a week ago had blocked the way. The farthest they could go was the lab where she and Kareem had battled the immature Skaldi. The barracks at the opposite end of the complex were still accessible, but everything else was sealed off, the facility’s secrets buried along with the monsters it had contained.

While Arachne fumed and the others rested, Michelle entered the barracks. She stared at the bed, imagining Kareem’s body beneath the rumpled sheets, his arms wrapped around her. She could still hear his voice pronouncing her secret name. On the floor where it had fallen, she discovered the photograph of him and the other children, but she knew from her previous time here that she would find nothing else of either sentimental or practical value. She tucked the picture into her bag along with the collection jar and left the room to face Arachne.

“It’s empty,” Michelle told her.

Arachne stopped pacing long enough to sneer at her. “You think?”

They had no choice but to retrace their steps. When they did, exiting the tunnel a day later, the moon buggies were gone.

Arachne spent another ten minutes cursing her young lieutenant, then another hour limping along the trail the carjackers had left. She returned in a particularly foul mood even by her standards, reporting that though the tracks were clear enough, the thieves had too much of a head start for her or anyone else to catch up to them on foot. She speculated that members of Jason’s disbanded camp were to blame, since it seemed unlikely that anyone else would be in the area or know how to operate the vehicles. However true that theory was, all it did was make her angrier. To watch her dragging her injured ankle through the woods, swearing at everything and nothing while Michelle tried in vain to shield Tyris from the worst of the woman’s profanity, you’d have thought she suspected members of her own nascent colony of betraying her.

They hiked through the woods until the trees yielded to the desert Michelle and Kareem had crossed partway, the same desert she’d traveled with Jason and the bomb he’d forced her to carry into the city. When she and Arachne tried to locate the bunker from that direction, they found that the destruction from the bomb was as bad on the surface as it had been in the tunnels, and every trace of a doorway was obliterated by shattered brick and crumpled steel. She spent an hour or two searching, but it was like trying to put together a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle where every piece looked exactly the same. Finally, bitterly, she was forced to admit to the others that they were never going to find a way back in. Arachne treated her to a final volley of expletives before calming down.

“So,” she said, “any other bright ideas?”

“We head west,” Michelle answered automatically.

Arachne narrowed her eyes. “West where?”

“Anywhere,” Michelle said, trying to cover her slip-up. “Jason said he’d lost communication with sites farther afield, so it’s possible we’ll find fellow survivors in the west.”

“Fellow survivors aren’t exactly what I’m eager to find,” Arachne said. “You saw what our former companions did to our only means of transportation.”

It was then that Michelle realized Arachne never let go of a theory. Or a grudge.

“But you’re right,” the woman said before Michelle had a chance to try to convince her. “Our best bet is to search for someplace that escaped the bombing, and west is as good as anywhere.”

That settled it. What Michelle didn’t tell Arachne—what she planned never to tell anyone—was that west was where she’d seen mountains when she was a little girl, and it was the only place she could think of that might still be beautiful enough to lay Kareem’s ashes and his memory to rest.

They took a couple of hours to recover their strength, dreading the cross-country trek that was about to begin. Then Nausikaa and Aristodeme pointed excitedly at a parking garage that had slid to the ground like so much slag. There, miraculously untouched by the destruction surrounding it, sat a dust-covered delivery truck, the word Tastykake printed on its side. Even more miraculously, the engine started when Arachne jumped in and turned the key. It took a long time to negotiate around fallen buildings and then drive across the deep desert sand, but once Arachne found a four-lane highway northwest of the desert, they continued their journey in relative comfort. Arachne was even in something like a playful mood, honking her horn as she swerved around the burned hulks of cars and trucks, letting out a child-friendly oath every time she had to push in the heavy clutch. For Michelle, sitting in the passenger seat with Tyris on her lap, it felt almost like the old days, when she’d played games of I Spy and Count the Cows with her little sister Rosie. Except there were no cows to count, and very little to spy in the barren countryside that stretched on either side of the scarred and pitted road.

Still, there was plenty of junk food in the rear storage compartment where the others were sitting, and they made good progress for an entire day, with Arachne driving tirelessly through the dark while Michelle and Tyris slept, the little girl sucking her thumb and resting her cheek against Michelle’s chest. Then the truck ran out of gas, and with no filling station in sight, much less in operation, they were forced to abandon ship. Michelle was reminded of how she’d come to Jason’s camp on the night of her seventeenth birthday, when she hit a deer on the highway with her brand-new Mustang convertible and broke down in the middle of nowhere. That accident had saved her from the bombs, and joining the Argo had eventually led her to Kareem, which had led to ... But no, she wouldn’t think about that, wouldn’t think about the fact that another week had passed without any sign of bleeding or cramps. While Arachne and the other adults collected weapons and the twins gathered what was left of their food from the Argo, she jumped out of the truck with Tyris, stuffed cupcakes and snowballs around the secret treasures at the bottom of her backpack, and started off with the others in the direction of the setting sun.

“Well, at least we proved one thing,” Arachne said as she limp-walked in her cumbersome air cast at the front of their caravan.

“What’s that?” Michelle asked.

The sentry threw the cellophane-and-cardboard wrapper of an apple pie on the buckled blacktop. “This crap really will survive a war.”

Michelle smiled to herself. For Arachne, this counted as a very good mood.

But it didn’t last. The sugar-laden treats soon ran out, and though they found other vehicles in varying degrees of disrepair along the westbound highway—not a single one, disturbingly, with even the remains of a driver behind the wheel—none of them would start, no matter how much Arachne tinkered under the hood or beneath the steering column. After a time, she stopped trying, and after a couple of weeks on the road, they stopped finding anything that resembled a vehicle. Arachne had no explanation for this, other than to suggest that out here, far from any urban area, there’d been fewer cars for the bombs to destroy.

In the case of everything else, the destruction was total. Gaping holes cratered the blacktop, transmission towers were singed to blackened skeletons, toothpick barns looked as if they’d died from the tobacco products faintly advertised on their sides. Arachne had filled Michelle in on the geography of the area, announcing, first of all, that Jason’s camp had been near Johnstown, which made Michelle blush with the realization that she’d been lost only a few hours from her Laurel Highlands home. But out here, she felt completely disoriented, far from any place she might have visited. Highway signs, water towers with the names of cities painted on them, manmade landmarks like airports and public parks—all had vanished into the general dust. They must have passed Pittsburgh somewhere along the way; at least, they’d walked across a dangerously decrepit bridge while a sludge-brown river snaked below. And yet, there’d been no hint of its stadiums and skyscrapers. Even more surprisingly—though to Arachne’s thinking, fortunately—they’d met exactly zero people on their journey so far; the one time a distant figure shambled into view, it proved to be a sickly deer, ribs showing and dark eyes dulled as if coated with dust. Michelle’s arrow pierced the animal’s heart, but when Arachne went to investigate, she announced that it wasn’t safe to eat. Michelle tried not to look at the carcass as the colony marched past, but she caught a whiff of rotten flesh that reminded her all too much of the Skaldi.

Possibly the most disturbing thing about their surroundings was the condition of the natural world. Given how late in the spring it was when they’d left Jason’s camp, they should have seen trees refulgent with foliage, roadside wildflowers growing in a profusion of bright colors, blue skies adorning themselves with creamy dollops of cloud or darkening with the coming of storm. Instead, the season was autumnal in every way except the oppressive heat: leaves had withered and fallen from the few trees they found standing, while grasses stood rusty and sere beneath a parchment sky. Michelle guessed that they were in Ohio by now, but whereas she remembered driving through endless rows of tall green cornstalks on family vacations, they were hiking between flat, empty fields where nothing grew. On the day they left camp, Arachne had insisted on loading down everyone, Tyris included, with as much water as they could carry, but she’d already announced a regimen for rationing what was left. After nearly a month on the road and no sign of the heatwave abating, Michelle wondered if west was the wrong direction to go; maybe they should turn around and hope for a more hospitable climate on the shores of the Delaware, or angle north toward the Great Lakes. But every time she considered broaching the subject with Arachne, her pledge to Kareem returned to sting her, and she kept plodding mechanically westward, as if the only thing drawing her that way was the gravitational pull of the sun itself.

After two months on the road, she had another reason to worry, as well as another reason to go on: she had finally admitted to herself that she wasn’t traveling alone.
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