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      Elita sat at her father’s feet among a small group of locals meeting within a small cottage nestled in the rolling foothills. His finger traced the words on the ancient scroll. “Did you hear me? Listen to these words,” he repeated in his teaching voice. “It doesn’t say we who live in the country will be exempt. It says, ‘Every town and village,’ and that means us. We can’t hide from the widespread ‘increase in evil propensities’. I’ve heard they’ve taken over the cities, and it’s just a matter of time…. We have to fight back while we have the chance.”
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        * * *

      

      A few of the men and women who had gathered in the small room nodded. Others looked with blank expressions out the windows facing north as if studying the nearby mountains. Elita stifled a yawn. The other children no longer attended. She wanted to ask what propensities were, but from the looks on the adult faces, now was not the time. Not everyone had patience for her questions, and some thought she was too young to participate at all at times like this.

      Too young. The very words irked her. After all, at age 12 she was only three years from marrying. Not that she knew anybody who wanted to marry her. Things had changed so much since the mantids’ arrival. Her father restricted her comings and goings. He believed the mantids were trying to take over the world. It was their fault she had to sit through these teaching times without a playmate. Her father insisted that the prophecies be handed to the next generation to prepare them to recognize and fight the evil presence.

      “The Chosen One,” he said, looking up at an invisible presence with a hint of awe, “will save our world.” He placed his hand on Elita’s head and smiled.

      Torkel, their closest neighbor, from a farm five miles down the road, shifted on his hard chair next to the fireplace. “How will we know who this Chosen One is? What is the sign so that we will not be misled?”

      “Good question.” Elita’s father looked down into her eyes. “Elita, would you like to answer Torkel’s question?”

      Elita glanced at the floorboards and pulled in a deep breath but nodded. She looked at the men and women gathered with them. Some were friends, others strangers. “We’ll know by the alignment of the five planets.” She glanced toward her father, who tipped his head for her to go on. He knew this aspect of the prophecies fascinated her. “Kamali will appear in the east marking the first gate. The Chosen One will see his light and has one week to travel through all five mystical gates and return to our world. Upon their return, the Chosen will carry with them something from each gate. Something to save us….” She looked to her father for affirmation.

      “Thank you, Elita.”

      Her chest swelled with pride, and he turned his attention back to his guests. “Those living in the time of the alignment will know who the Chosen One is. It’s not important that we know now, unless….” He leaned and stared into the sky through the window. “No, I don’t see anything other than our sun setting in the sky, and it tells me it’s getting late.”

      A few of the people chuckled. Elita shifted her weight on the wooden floor and rubbed her knees through her trousers. Her mother walked into the room balancing a tray of crisp sweets and bent to offer one to her husband.

      He plucked one of the honey-sweetened treats from the tray, and while her mother served the others, her father snuck his crisp into his daughter’s hand. She sat up a little straighter and sucked the golden treat. It lasted so much longer that way.

      The people exchanged farewells at the door until the last of them left the small family to the peace Elita enjoyed. The size of the gatherings had diminished over the last couple of years. It hurt her father, so she didn’t talk about it. Many called him a fanatic.

      “Elita, you did well this evening. Before our next meeting, I’d like you to make a list of the prophecies you know.” Her father walked across the small square room to rekindle the fire in the fireplace.

      Elita’s heart dropped. Not another child in the province has to complete assignments like this. It’s not fair. “Why can’t I just tell you?”

      He brushed soot from his hands and propped them on his thighs as he knelt before the growing fire. “Very well, what can you tell me?” He placed a log on the flame.

      “Well…” She played with the dark braid draped over her shoulder. “There will be deceit, lying, and criminal activity.”

      “Very good. And what do you think that means?”

      She shrugged. “I guess it means by the time the conjunction of the planets happens, this world won’t be a very nice place to live. Is that why you want to fight back?”

      Elita’s mother looked at her father and swallowed hard. She wiped her hands on her apron out of nervous habit.

      “Can I ask a question?” Elita asked.

      “Of course, and please sit in the chair.” He pointed.

      She scurried to the chair and sat while searching for the right words. “It’s…well…there are five planets and five gates, right?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “And there’s seven days to complete the journey?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “Here’s what I don’t understand. Why is it seven days when there are only five gates?”

      “That’s a good question, a perfect example of how people misread the prophecy. It is true there are five gates and five planets. However, when the planets align, it marks the fact that the Chosen One will have seven days to make it through all five gates. What if it takes three days to find the first gate? How many days are left?”

      The realization of her father’s words brought new understanding. “You mean if they don’t see Kamali’s light for the first three days, they only have four days left to make it through all the gates?”

      “That’s right.” He nodded. “And once the Chosen One enters that first gateway, there is no turning back. The gate closes. It’s a one-way journey.”

      “That’s scary. The Chosen One will have to be brave.”

      “Another thing to realize is that if there isn’t faith enough to see Kamali, the alignment of the planets will come and go without the journey taking place.”

      “Part of me hopes that none of this happens until I’m old.”

      Elita’s mother chuckled. “I know what you mean.” She patted the seat beside her, and Elita moved to sit beside her mother, who started to unbraid her long hair.

      Her father shook his head. “It’s not about us. It’s about all of mankind.” In her heart, Elita trusted the prophecies, but they also scared her.

      “Why would people miss the coming of Kamali? He is to shine like a bright light in the east.”

      “Those who are not looking for him will not see him.”

      Her mother brushed her hair. “Go to the well and wash while I set dinner on the table.”

      Elita stepped into the twilight and wandered to the well at the back of the clearing. A cacophony of birds called to one another as the sun slid toward the horizon. I love this. She missed being outside, riding her horse freely and hunting with her bow. Even though she’d never seen a mantid, part of her already hated them. It was their fault she had to stay with her parents all the time.

      The cool water refreshed her. She dried her face on her sleeve when an odd sense of foreboding stopped her. Silence. Not a bird or cricket sounded. She hurried toward the cottage, the crunch of long grass beneath her feet. Smoke scented the air. In the distance, she saw the glow of a large fire. The village!

      She turned the corner to the front of the cottage and skidded to a stop. Large ugly creatures hunched to fit through the door. They stepped outside, dragging her parents with them. “Father!” She ran toward him when something cool and hard clamped her forearm and scraped her skin as she struggled to free herself.

      The diminishing sun highlighted the horror on her mother’s face. Her usually happy eyes widened with fear.

      The mantid dragged Elita toward a cart without a horse or oxen hitched to draw it. A large cage filled with young people lay on the bed of the cart. She kicked and screamed, but to no avail. The monster threw her into the cage. She stumbled and landed face-to-face with a boy; his red-rimmed eyes stared at her blankly. Elita scrambled to her feet, pressed her face to the bars, and stretched her arm toward her parents. “Mother! Father!”

      Her mother broke free and ran to the cart; her fingers grasped Elita’s and held tight.

      “Elita, do not forget…” Four mantids rushed toward them. One of them ripped her mother’s hand from hers and yanked her mother to the ground, where two others dragged her toward her father.

      “What are they doing?” Elita’s voice tore at her throat. “Father! Father, help me! Don’t let them take me!”

      Her father struggled against the mantids, but they outnumbered him. They blocked his way like an armored wall. He shouted over them. “Elita, the oracle is the answer–” A sharp, sickle-shaped mantid claw clamped around her father’s bicep, cutting his words short. His arm dropped to the earth with a sickening thud. Blood spewed across his shirt, shot into the mantid’s face, and sprayed her mother’s tunic. Her father’s eyes rolled, and he crumpled to the ground.

      Stunned, Elita shrank to the floor of the cage. Evil propensities. The cage-cart moved under its own power further into the country. At each home, the mantids collected the young. Her eyes drifted from face to face in the dim light and then to the sky. She prayed to Kamali, hoping to see the planets appear. Instead, only the moon climbed into the sky. How could she get free and help her parents? For now, in her mind, she did the last assignment her father had given her. He’d be proud of her. Mentally, she made a list of the prophecies she knew.

      The sun melted into the horizon. An eerie twilight cast elongated shadows across the crying children. Elita looked away from the misery; an emptiness sought to fill her. She watched the sun disappear and wrapped her arm around the little girl beside her. Beyond the horizon dawns a new beginning. That was her mother’s favorite prophecy, and now she claimed it as hers. It gave her a little hope, but emptiness filled her. The wheels of the mechanical cart churned up a cloud of dust. Elita closed her eyes and prayed to Kamali. Her father’s words echoed in her mind.

      “It’s not about us. It’s about all of mankind.”
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      Elita’s eyes snapped open. Her chest heaved like a runner with an urgent message. Nightmarish threads dissipated in the moments between sleep and the new day. Her eyes focused. Faint morning light seeped through the solitary window and highlighted fine web-like cracks which spread across the cell’s mud-brown ceiling. Stale air wafted on the humid summer breeze and stirred the earthy hive scent. Each morning she awoke from haunting nightmares to live this one.

      She swung her feet to the floor and paused on the cot’s edge. If the prophecies held true, she’d see the eradication of the mantids and their hive stench. If... Her mind and heart didn’t always agree, and her unbelief scared her. As the Chosen, she didn’t confess her weakness to anyone, not even Koen, the man she loved.

      She prayed for prophetic fulfillment. Signs foretold hundreds of years before had come to pass. Every town and village experienced widespread evil propensities living under the mantids’ claw. As a child, she never would have thought the prophetic warnings of deceit, lying, and criminal activity would convict her own heart. But now they did. She called it survival.

      Today, her faith clung to the rare conjunction of five planets. The spatial alignment marked the time of ultimate fulfillment. In her heart, Elita prayed for the gateway’s appearance and for Kamali to open her eyes to see it. Hope kindled but dimmed. If the gate does not open within this seven-day cycle... She pushed the thought from her mind. The fifth planet appeared yesterday in the early morning sky. Six days remain before I have to pass through the fifth gate, yet the first hasn’t appeared. Doubt gnawed at her. She’d trusted the prophecies... as a child, but the mantid invasion changed her. The ugly bug-race bred doubt among the humans, and time chiseled away at the remnant who believed. Uncertainty colored her thoughts: the first gate didn’t appear along with the fifth planet. Do I trust myths like some say? Six days from now she’d know for certain. She raked her fingers across the stubble of her short-cropped hair and pushed to her feet. I must believe.

      Every night she relived the invasion in her sleep. Mantids poured through her dreams. They ransacked her village and dragged her away, kicking and screaming, from her parents. The horror on her mother’s face—that last haunting expression—had burned into Elita’s memory. With each recurring nightmare, she questioned: Could I have done something differently when the mantids wrenched my mother’s hand from my grasp?

      At twelve, she had struggled impotently, screaming for her father. She pondered those last words one more time, wondering what they meant. “The oracle is the answer….”

      Elita straightened her shoulders and stretched her neck side-to-side to work out her knotted muscles. She hadn’t seen either of her parents since that day. An aching hole left a dull unfulfilled need, a need for family. Now she existed to honor their memory by living as she’d been taught the best she could with her capricious prophetic knowledge. She bowed her head and dedicated the day to her father’s memory. It inspired her to believe, even though this marked her twelfth year in captivity.

      What would Father think of Koen? In her heart, she believed the two of them could have been friends. Koen reminded her of her father in small ways. She finished offering her remembrance to Kamali and forced herself into her morning routine. Today would not be a good day to check in late. Doing so risked job reallocation, and she needed to be near those eastern foothills.

      She swiped her fingers across the sweaty film that coated her face and wiped her hand on the thin shirt clinging to her chest and back. Motivation to exercise wavered, but the discipline of routine carried her to the rod rammed into the long, narrow window frame. She jumped, grasped, and pulled her body up. The first rays of sun cut through white clouds piled like combed wool along the horizon. Her chin raised above the bar. She lowered in a flexed arm hang. The five planets decorated the dawn sky. They brought new meaning to her favorite prophecy. Beyond the horizon dawns a new beginning.

      She pulled up; thoughts of her close circle of friends filled her mind.

      Communicating wasn’t an easy task because talking was banned among the humans. She smiled as she dropped, hung, and pulled up. The mantids would never suspect her, a poor, stupid farm-bred girl. She counted on their arrogance. Her body dipped; she narrowed her grip and lifted again.

      War had broken out between the mantids and humans once her people realized what was happening. The mantids defeated the attempted retaliation because the humans took too long to make their move. If they had only listened to people like her father.

      Villagers branded him a fanatic when he spoke out against the mantids. It hurt and confused her when most of the people, who once revered him as a teacher, treated him as an outcast. They said he was unwilling to tolerate the mantids because they were different. But today her upbringing, the foundation laid by her parents, provided the hope now seeded within the Retribution Squad. Because of her parents, she had a sketchy working knowledge of the ancient prophecies, albeit not word for word. However, even by age 12, her father had drilled into her to watch for the signs and to offer hope for the future to others.

      Elita dropped from the exercise bar, landing flat-footed before the window. If it wasn’t for redeeming the honor of her father’s name, she’d have given up the fight. She interlaced her fingers behind her head and planted her feet a shoulder-width apart. Her tightened stomach muscles held her upper body straight. She stared out the window and inhaled, bent at the hips, and forced her buttocks behind her. Early signs of life stirred in the tapered street below. Bending her knees, she lowered until her upper thighs paralleled the floor. She pressed toward the ground in a squat and, in a smooth fluid motion, returned to her starting position.

      A couple of human males stopped at the checkpoint below. If she had a bow, she could blot out the mantid scum standing post. “If I had a bow.” She dared to say the words. Her voice almost sounded foreign. The ban on verbal communication had its good points. If you didn’t say it, you couldn’t be overheard, but it cut into the heart of the human sense of community and the mantids knew it.

      People lost tongues for careless words. Writing in the dust garnered the loss of a hand and chucked you to the lowest position among the slave strata within the hive. But for believers, faith in the reality of the gates and the promise they offered made it a worthy risk.

      If the mantids read the ancient scrolls instead of burning them, they’d be alerted. But the element of surprise rested with the Retribution Squad. The thought came as close to bringing a smile to her face as anything these days. If all went well, she’d be out of this world no later than six days from now. The planets ushered in Kamali’s Cycle; if they missed the gate’s opening within the next six days, they’d wait another five decades or more, from what the pieced-together prophecies had to say. The inner circle trusted her to find the answer for mantid eradication.

      They chose her to enter the gate.

      Even though the mantids had ripped her parents from her, they could never erase the imprint, the legacy of what they taught her. When the occupation first placed her in a camp with other young humans, sharing the prophecies in a hopeless situation had been natural. The invasion had been foretold. Some mocked while others gathered to listen. She never considered herself an expert, but people tended to look to her as the young woman with the answers until they learned she grew up in a farming village.

      That one fact sorted out the half-hearted believers and sent them scratching their heads, mumbling about her being uneducated. It strengthened the remnant that believed in travel through the mystical gates. That handful of zealots grew into the Retribution Squad. Soon after its inception, the mantids sensed a threat. From then on, mantids forced men to live in quarters separate from the women and used humans to build the hives, and to cultivate and harvest food.

      Hive cities spread across the countryside like a disease. Life within the hive confined her to a solitary existence when away from the workforce and the man she loved. She thanked the stars for the time they had in the internment camp. At least there she had the freedom to fall in love. Now she trudged through daily life on the labor force, thankful for time with him when they were assigned to work together. The two of them, along with the handful of others, made painstaking plans to prepare for Kamali’s coming. It gave them incentive to live another day, although it scared her that the squad had selected her to fill the role of the Chosen.

      Mantids thrived in her verdant world. Their razor-sharp exoskeleton made hand-to-hand combat a poor choice for humans, and the long-curved barbs protruding from their forearms proved deadly. The vermin now stood as overseers while humans worked the fields, gathered food, and built hive cities and infrastructure. Although she hadn’t witnessed it firsthand, she heard they even used humans to care for the mantid young in tunnels below ground level. She dismissed it as rumor because she’d never seen a mantid youngster in her 12 years of captivity.

      Elita finished her last round of squats and stretched. Her mind drifted to thoughts of marriage. Koen’s magnetic smile flashed in her mind. Her pulse beat a little faster. She had tried to avoid love, but her practical logic lost to her heart. Under the current forced separation of the sexes, she would be lucky to take a spouse within this lifetime. But her faith in Kamali and the ancient prophecies offered hope for a new life, including marriage and family.

      If Kamali does not appear... A momentary wave of depression sought to crush her spirit. “Look beyond the present.” Her father’s words brought relief.

      She stripped as she walked to the shower, stepped into the metal stall, and grabbed the soap. Her palm slapped the lever and a cold stream spewed from the spigot. Elita raced the cutoff. She lathered her hair, ran the soap under her arms, and across her body enough to smell clean. Mantids allowed water to flow for three minutes. Since she cut off her hair, she had learned to beat the clock. In a funny way, beating the time gave her a small sense of victory. And for now, short hair lessened the chance of picking up lice.

      Elita pulled in a deep breath. Humans saved resources for the mantids to squander. They wasted the bulk of the planet’s water in mixing the pasty construction goop used to construct hives. They stole every shred of productive thinking time by making humans hurry. It worked to a certain extent, but when pushed to the limit, it forced them to sharpen their survival skills. One day the mantids would reap the benefits of honing human skills. Their human slaves would overcome.

      The shower shut off. Elita stood with palms pressed against the wall. She stared at the sun-darkened skin on her arms. It stood in contrast to the light-colored metal stall. Droplets trickled along the curves of her body and dropped to the floor, joining rivulets swirling to the drain.

      Elita rubbed her shorn hair, sending a spray across the wall. What would her father say today if he learned she would be the one to follow the signs to the fifth gate? She straightened and stepped from the shower. Fragments of memorized verses from childhood played through her brain. She grabbed the raggedy, rough cloth remnant she had harvested from a grain sack and dried her body with the makeshift towel. Her distorted reflection in the dulled stainless finish mimicked her moves. What if I follow the light to find it nothing more than a mantid trap? She shrugged off the thought. It would be no different than living under the mantid claw here.

      A sharp pounding on the door to her cell shot a jolt of adrenaline into her bloodstream. The five-minute warning. She had to check in at street level in five minutes. “Reassignment is the last thing I need,” she whispered. She stretched a long-sleeved black jumpsuit over her damp limbs. The special fabric wicked dampness from her skin. Mantids claimed it kept the human stench to a minimum. They didn’t have nostrils, but they were right. She slipped a pair of linen trousers over the skin-tight garment and grabbed a loose-fitting white tunic.

      If Kamali appeared this cycle, sometime within the next six days, she would be reported AWOP, absent without permission. If the prophets smiled on her, this could be her last time to breathe this cell’s stale air. The thought almost made her giddy, yet part of her didn’t dare to believe. It would only lead to disappointment. Eventually, it would happen, whether today, tomorrow, or six days from now. If only she could see those stupid mantid faces when she went missing–if you could call them faces….

      Large compound eyes almost filled their triangular heads. Their exoskeleton didn’t allow them facial expression. Groping antennae perched at the front of their skulls between their eyes sensed human emotion. If they detected any feeling of hope or excitement, it could thwart the plan.

      Elita would have to forego the pleasure of seeing her guards pay for her escape. Not much penetrated their armor; once she had witnessed an impaling of two guards. Mantid killing mantid. A backhanded blow and the razor spines on their forearms pierced the exoskeleton with surgical precision.

      Scurrying footfalls in the hall reminded her to hurry. She stuffed her arms into a vest, pulled on her boots, grabbed her satchel and water skin, and rushed into the human flow in the corridor. The door to her cell clicked shut behind her. Will I return here tonight like yesterday? It could happen. Would most likely happen. She relived the disappointment of returning home to this cell and used the thought to mask her excitement.

      Sprinting along the downward-sloped, narrow corridor toward the street-level exit, Elita hastily draped her satchel’s shoulder strap over her head and across her chest along with her water skin and fumbled to fasten her belt. What will it be like beyond the first gate? Thinking about the possibilities energized her. She fought to rein in her emotions and pondered the future. Would people live in homes the way they once did here in Haldis? If all went well, she’d know soon enough. What bothered her was leaving Koen. What if she left Haldis and couldn’t make it back? They’d be separated forever. Tears flooded her eyes.

      According to the teachings, the gates only opened in one direction. Turning back would not be an option. The unknown scared her. She smeared tears across her cheeks to erase the telltale emotional trail. Once beyond the gate, she had to collect an item and carry it through the remaining gates; one thing for each gate. In some fashion, these items would ultimately play a role in eradicating the evil propensities—the mantids. How am I supposed to know what to take from one gate to another? Vague details seemed contradictory, but by faith, she was supposed to trust she’d recognize what was needed. Following the path laid out by the gates, eventually she’d return to Haldis with the final solution.
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      Slender long-bodied mantids occupied stations above and throughout the metropolis. Elita stepped into the street that now swelled with the human labor force. Ground-level hive entrances opened into a multilevel central network of tunnels leading to every area of the city and beyond. She stood in line waiting to check in. From scaffolding platforms set up as watchtowers, mantids eyed the humans. Elita stepped up to the guard and laid her palm flat on the register to report in. The machine checked her identity with a quiet hum, giving her time to scan the area. More mantids than ever. Their force grows daily. Where are they coming from and why?

      The guard sifted through his information for her work assignment. His triangular head turned to face her as the terminal spit out her papers. He clasped her orders in his left pincer; his antennae groped the air between them. In her heart, she wanted to reach out and yank the intruding probes out at the roots and stuff them down his throat, but Kamali watched over her— kept her calm. A hover skiff across the roadway spilled its cargo, causing a ruckus among human pedestrians. Crates had tumbled into the street and leaked an obnoxious stench. The mantid guard shoved her work papers into her hand, slammed the gate down, and pushed through the pedestrian traffic. “Someone will pay for the mess.” He grumbled and disappeared into the sea of bodies.

      Elita slipped into the crowd shuffling through the construction zone. Ramps circled the new cone-shaped hives to the upper levels where humans applied the plaster-like, yellowish goo to the skeletal framework. The never-finished master complex towered above her like mountains on each side of the narrow street. Shouts from makeshift towers that cantilevered the street spurred the mantids punishing the human skiff operator. Even with all the yelling, the muffled cries of the human skiff operator tore at her. Screams and shouts bounced off the hive walls lining the street and followed her for almost two blocks. She forced herself to tune it out. Now would not be the time to get sidetracked. She stole a glimpse of the planets fading as the sun climbed higher in the sky.

      After she lost herself in the crowd, she dared to look at her work papers. Yes! Food detail. Kamali saw fit to place her near the hills where they had determined the portal would open. She stuffed the papers into her satchel next to her parchment pad. Her faith beat steady with each pulse of her heart. If Kamali was putting the pieces in place, Koen and the others would draw the same papers. It would be a sign that today was the day. On a good day, low-security food detail not only kept her outdoors, but the reduced mantid supervision allowed for short lapses to lose herself in the gardening work, even to steal a few moments with Koen or allow her a chance to chat with Volora.

      The large garden plots provided food used to sustain the human slave population, and threats to disseminate families kept humans compliant. Those fortunate enough to live as family units lived in fear of losing the privilege, but over time, fewer and fewer family units existed. Now, the underground Retribution Squad had become her family.

      Even among the founders of the Retribution Squad, growing unrest roiled. They longed for freedom, but timing wasn’t in their hands. Koen trusted it would be within the next two days based on the prophecies. His strong faith was one of the first of his traits that she admired.

      Elita stepped into the fenced work camp and spotted Volora’s bright red hair. Koen stood with her. Elita walked over to stand behind her friend. Volora crouched beside Koen, who pretended to adjust the buckle on his boot.

      “Watch for the light,” Koen wrote in the dust. He cast a wary sideward glance toward the mantid guards.

      Volora nodded, swiped her hand across the message, and wrote her own. “In the east.” She stood, obliterated the message with her boot, nodded, and turned, almost bumping into Elita. Neither said a word. Torture had trained them not to speak, not where they could be overheard. A smile flickered across Volora’s lips and died. Her face a freckled deadpan mask. For a moment, her sapphire eyes connected with Elita. Volora blinked once—the unspoken code wishing her a safe journey—and looked away. That meant she hadn’t pulled food detail. Elita blinked, letting Volora know—she held the work order that would put her in place if the portal opened today.

      The mantid sentry rushed toward them. “No fraternizing, human scum.” Elita studied the stun stick clasped in the mantid’s gripping claws, stared at the drone’s translator device nestled at the front of his left shoulder. The mechanism funneled his clacking and clicking into human language. More than once, she had fantasized snatching one of those translators for her quest through the gates. It could be a handy tool for eavesdropping if she ran into more of the enemy.

      The guard rotated his head 180 degrees and surveyed the camp’s perimeter. Elita shuffled nervous feet, erasing any trace of the words in the sandy soil. Her fingers itched to grab the translator.

      “You!” The sentry’s head snapped forward. He shoved the end of his deactivated stun stick against Volora’s chest. “No loitering!” His front legs worked as highly specialized arms. Elita had witnessed their lightning speed as they impaled humans. This drone’s spines lay flat in the grooves on his thick forearms.

      He doesn’t sense a threat. Volora lifted her hands in surrender, tossed her fiery red hair over her shoulder, and walked toward the band of surveyors. Her work papers must be sending her to map the area north of the hive complex.

      Elita had hoped Volora would be with her. But what difference would it make if today she saw Kamali’s light? A lingering sadness colored her enthusiasm. Volora looked back once.

      Will this be the last time I see her?

      Elita eyed the mantid with her peripheral vision. His antenna reached toward her and lifted her chin. If this bug could read thoughts, she’d be dead. He’d know about the Retribution Squad and that they backed her to follow Kamali to eradicate every mantid trace. With all her being, she hoped this would be the day. She lowered her eyes in feigned respect. The mantid sentry walked away on his four jointed legs, dragging his narrow, armored body in the dust.

      Koen eyed her from a distance. They did their best to stay away from each other within the work compound, but she wondered if he had been successful in finding a weapon for her to take with her.

      Elita turned to avoid looking at Koen. She lifted her water skin and shot a stream into her mouth while studying the guard across the yard. His mandibles worked like short arms at his mouth. As long as she concentrated on their silly looks, he wouldn’t pick up on her emotions.

      The bug sentry spun and shot. Energy from his stun stick shot across the yard. The blast of light exploded against the wall beside Koen. He cupped his arms around his head.

      “Get to work!” the guard shouted.

      Obviously, Koen hadn’t done a good job of hiding his emotions. He hung his head like a whipped dog and busied himself by loading stacks of gathering baskets into the back of the transport.

      Elita smiled inside. Such drama—he made a good actor. She loved watching him make these big bugs think they’d conquered his spirit, all the while planning their extermination. She scrutinized the way his jacket fit. Did he have a weapon?

      They piled into the transport. Elita perched at the end of the bench nearest the tailgate and wondered if mantid technology like this transport would be found in the worlds beyond the first gate. She sucked in a calming breath. No sense pondering what if. She glanced at the eastern sky. The stars and planets were no longer visible. Four of the five planets had appeared in the night sky during the full moon, then yesterday, the fifth, a large purple planet joined them. Her excitement had spread throughout the squad.

      The one with knowledge will watch for the light. Under her breath, she said, “I have the knowledge.” The whine of the belt-drive carrying their transport along the road masked her forbidden words.

      She squinted into the bright eastern morning sky beyond the series of buttress walls surrounding the central hive complex that had supplanted Haldis. The walls decreased in height from the center outwards. In the distance, storm clouds gathered on the horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Balmy breezes swept the surface of the great river to the south. Light rain soaked the food detail working the fields. Rivulets trickled from the rolling hills to join the rising current. Waist-high prairie grass stretched to the piedmont, where it rippled in waves and climbed toward the tree line in the foothills. A herd of wild horses grazed beyond the river.

      Elita checked the eastern horizon for any sign of the light. The earth rumbled. Familiar wisps of yellowish sulfuric smoke shot into the air beyond the trees, where it mingled with pearl gray rain clouds. Elita set the bushel basket on the muddy cultivated earth dividing rows of leafy green vegetables. The hive-ridden metropolis to the north marked the skyline like a symmetrical mountain ridge where it followed the river.

      She glanced at the mantid guard stationed between this garden plot and the next and bit into one of the pods. He didn’t seem to suspect a thing but lingered beneath a large tree to stay dry. The big bugs didn’t like rain. Elita glanced over her shoulder at the horses, thankful that the hive construction had not sullied the delta. She envied the horses’ freedom and longed for the days when she galloped bareback about the countryside. Oh, to run free, walk where I wish, eat what I desire, speak with whom I want, or even to linger over the fragrance of a wildflower… all the things she’d taken for granted before captivity.

      “Elita.” Koen stepped behind her, speaking in a hushed tone while pretending to gather more sweet pods into his bushel. He bent awkwardly as if the muscles in his back troubled him. “I have something.” He checked the guard’s whereabouts and lifted the front of his tunic. “For you.”

      She stared at the dark, curved dagger strapped to his body. Not quite long enough to be called a sword yet longer than a standard dagger.

      “Koen!” She clamped her hand over her mouth and twisted to check over each shoulder. “Is that a short sword?”

      A few workers shot them worried glances but quickly lowered their heads while harvesting pods into their bushels. The guard almost looked asleep. Elita stepped inches from Koen. Her fingers brushed the scabbard.

      Koen cupped her upper arms and gently pulled her down. Mud cradled their knees. “Help me with these,” Koen said as he loosened linen bindings that strapped the weapon against his chest. He pulled it from under his shirt and slipped a nine-inch curved blade from the sheath.

      Elita eyed the thin, dark, razor-honed edge. Koen twisted his wrist, allowing her to study the mysterious blade. Fine barbs lined one edge of the unique weapon.

      “Koen?” She blinked. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “It’s not a short sword.” A smile tugged the corner of his mouth. He squeezed her arm with his free hand. “Elita, it fulfills another prophecy. We’re another step closer. ‘Sacred ways visit enemy’s harm like blades to their own throats.’”

      Elita puzzled over his words. “But what sacred ways? Where did you get it? How?”

      He pressed his finger to her lips. “You know me. I have my ways.” His smile matched his cockiness. “It may not be long, but used correctly, it can take an arm off. Consider it my betrothal gift.”

      “Betrothal?” The words she’d longed for rattled around looking for a place to settle. Did she dare consider betrothal? “Now?”

      He nodded. “Remember when they forced me to help carry the two dead mantids to the back of the wagon?”

      “Yes…it’s the only time I ever saw mantids kill their own.”

      “It wasn’t by chance—it was prophetic fulfillment. I thought about how the enemy killed the enemy. When we flung the second body into the wagon, the barb on his arm snagged between the slats. No one was looking, and I used my boot to dislodge it.” A smile lit up his face. He lifted the dagger. “When this broke off, I scooped it up and tucked it into my boot beneath my trouser leg. Mantid technology doesn’t detect it, because it’s—well, it’s part of them. I added the two-handed bone hilt. It will give you a little more power and length.”

      “Koen…” She pushed him gently but stopped to point over his shoulder. “Look!”

      A white light flashed upon the eastern hillside. It brightened the landscape like the sun. Koen squinted and Elita shielded her eyes. They both glanced toward the oblivious guard.

      “I’ll be. There it is just like you said,” Koen gestured with his head towards the star-like light. “And the mantid doesn’t see it.”

      Elita tore her eyes from the light and stared into Koen’s deep brown eyes. A smile flickered on her lips.

      “I accept your gift.” She presented her empty palm, and he pressed the hilt into her hand. Checking the growing brilliance, his nervous fingers fumbled to secure the scabbard around the waist of her soaked linen tunic. The belt slipped to her slender hips.

      “Stand up.” Koen plucked up a yard of the discarded swaddling and secured the sheath against her thigh. Still on his knees, he looked up. “That will do.”

      Her lips quivered. “I’m going to miss you.”

      He stood and placed his finger on her lips. “Don’t say good-bye. The price of separation is worth paying if we can purchase freedom for our people.” He checked to see the mantid guard pacing at the opposite end of the field. That meant he’d be heading back this direction. “Until we meet beyond the fifth gate.”

      Elita leaned in and kissed him hard on the lips. “Thank you for everything. And for believing in me.”

      “Go! Be off before they catch the scent of your excitement.” He slapped her shoulder. “Remember me every time you use that blade.” A smile flashed across his face. “When you get back, you can really thank me.”

      Elita swallowed hard. “I’ll carry you here with me.” She tapped her knuckles against her breast. “And I shall name your gift Promise. Not only for the promise of betrothal, but the promise of hope.”

      “Be off, Elita. Do not linger.” Koen wiped a trickle of rain from her forehead.

      “Keep your tongue while I’m gone,” she said. “When I return, I expect you to tell me all the latest.”

      Elita glanced at her boots, searching for the right words but found none. Tears blurred her eyes, and she looked into his deep brown eyes moist with emotion. She nodded. “It’s time.”

      Without another word, she turned on her heel and ran toward the light. The tall prairie grass slowed her steps. Once a fair distance from the garden, she slashed a swath in the grassy jungle which hid her from the mantid and headed toward the sign drawing her to the first gate. Her heart raced. The child in her believed it was finally coming to pass, but the skeptic feared a trap.
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        * * *

      

      Steady rain leaked down her neck and soaked her tunic and trousers while the jumpsuit repelled the water. The light’s aura floated up the hillside. Elita’s father had taught her of Kamali, and in her heart, she carried her father’s memory to share this experience.

      Wispy dark clouds scuttled across the gray spring sky. She had the cycle of six days to complete her quest. The fifth gate would bring her home…to what? Everyone who believed the prophecies knew that the answer to the mantid invasion rested beyond the gate. But details were sketchy. That unknown element plagued her. Disagreements among the elders in the village left her with questions. Final fulfillment, how would it play out?

      Kamali’s light disappeared into a cave up ahead, leaving the hillside shrouded in the subdued light of a cloudy day. Would it be true that once she entered the first gate that she could not turn back? Her heart skipped. What difference did it make? Life had lost its zest. Even her love for Koen left her unfulfilled and frustrated because of the mantids’ social laws. What good did it do to find love if she couldn’t hold it close to her heart? She pushed the negative thoughts to the back of her mind. Life with Koen waited beyond the fifth gate. That’s where she’d focus.

      Her boots grew heavy as she climbed the foothills. Spongy soil slowed her ascent. All these years she had wondered about the location of the cave, and today she’d actually follow Kamali into it. The light worked like a beacon and lingered at the ledge until she almost caught up. Then it slipped into a rift in the mountainside. She reached the cave’s maw and paused to catch her breath. A quick check over her shoulder took in the swath she’d cut through the prairie. It threaded back to specks she knew were her friends working the fields. Even from here, she could see they had moved away from the disturbance in the tall grass marking her exit. She drew in a deep breath. Soon enough they’d miss her and send out a search party to hunt for her. “I won’t let you down.”

      Elita sheathed her weapon and paused. Oral traditions passed on by the elders, including her father, had said booby traps posed a realistic possibility. The ancient writings held no such details. Better cautious than careless. To avoid the possibility of poison darts or any such hidden dangers set to stop her, she tucked and rolled into the cave. She flipped to her feet without incident. Her chest heaved and gradually calmed as her breath returned to normal. The cavern filled with white light. She used her left arm to shield her eyes; her right hand rested on the hilt of Promise. In her mind, she flashed a quick prayer of thanksgiving for the weapon and for Koen’s sacrificial risk in procuring it for her.

      The light radiated warmth that melted the cramp in her shoulder and bathed her wet body with a surreal calm. A surreal calmness soothed her, drawing her within the star’s halo. She ran her hand over her already dry short hair. Her fingers lingered over her head as she stared around the circular cavern for another way out.

      Kamali brightened and dimmed to orange. The soles of Elita’s boots silently crossed the smooth stone floor, her footfalls masked by the thrum of the pulsating light. With each pulse, Kamali dimmed like a dying flame. Fear gripped her. “Don’t go,” she begged. She extended her arm. “Please don’t leave me. I need to find the gate.”

      Panic shot through her mind. Don’t leave me alone. Not here, not like this. She looked to the failing star for guidance. The prophecy led her to believe Kamali would show the way, not only now, but at all five gates.

      She stepped toward the diminishing light. Her ankle turned and the earth shifted under her foot. A trigger stone! Loose soil sprinkled her head. Every muscle tensed. Did she dare move? She glanced over her shoulder. The prairie, her world—the existence she’d known dissolved. The cave portal shimmered and closed. The prophecy held true: the gateway allowed travel in one direction. When one portal opened the other closed. If she ever wanted to see Koen and the others again, she had to complete her mission.

      She let out a sigh and lifted her foot from the trigger stone. Now she had six days. Less than a week from now, she’d either stand with Koen as his betrothed or face an existence knowing she’d never see him again.

      Unsure what to do next, Elita stood statue-like in the center of the large underground room. The orange globe pulsated one last time. The thrum transformed into a high-pitched screech. Kamali exploded. Sparks scattered, shooting throughout the cave, whistling through the air but not touching her. Red-hot shrapnel embedded into the walls. Liquefied rock oozed as the bright particles wormed into the stone.

      With the gateway closed behind her, the temperature in the cavern climbed. Elita fanned the smoke with her hand and stepped toward Kamali’s smoldering remains. Smoke lingered in a hazy layer. Red-hot plugs implanted in the rock glowed, snapped, and sizzled, shedding enough light to see to the other side of the cavern.

      Elita rotated in a methodical circle, willing herself to find the way. Koen’s face flashed before her. Had she followed the wrong path? No, the gate had closed. She only had to find the opened gateway. Grit crunched beneath her boots as she walked to the wall, her blade outstretched. With the tip of her barbed dagger, she scratched a message across the smooth stone. ‘Gate 1.’ She stood back and admired her mark. It was no more than light scratches but legible. No sense dulling her weapon by writing something that may never be witnessed by another set of human eyes. “But just in case,” she crossed the “T” and sheathed Promise. She surveyed the cave for any sign of the gate. Nothing. So now what?

      In the smoky stillness, she picked up a minute sound. She strained to listen. It reminded her of a melody played on a distant fiddle. For a moment she thought herself mad. No, not mad. Enlightened. She scanned the room. Tiny remnants of light burrowing into the wall beside her message quivered in a rhythmic pulse tied to the microscopic voice. Her fingers brushed the warm vibrating stone before leaning closer to rest her ear against the wall.

      “This is the way, do not turn back.” A small voice filled her head.

      A wave of heat radiated along the wall, warming Elita’s cheek. The voice repeated the phrase over and over. A molten drop of liquefied rock slid down the wall in front of her face. Sweat trickled along her opposite cheek. For the first time, she noticed the tiny lights wriggled like maggots. She reeled and jumped back. The squirming segment of niggles transformed the limestone into a hot red block. A new thrum established a slow beat. What does this mean?

      A high-pitched whine filled the cavern. Elita winced, stumbled back a step, and covered her ears. The pulsating rhythm raced faster and faster, similar to Kamali’s beat before the explosion. She turned left, then right. The throbbing crescendo dizzied her. The wall of tiny lights blurred. She backed up, moved like a dancer across a stage, twisted, turned with eyes open wide, searching the barren cave for cover.
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