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Thunder cracked underfoot.


Metal bellowed like a thousand animals crying at once. Human wails cut through and the floor shuddered in lurches, forcing Caiden to widen his stance to stay upright. His mother’s arms clamped around him.


Children sobbed. Consoling parents hissed in the darkness. Leta remained deathly silent in Caiden’s firm grasp, but tremors crashed in her body, nervous system rebelling. He drew her closer.


“Be still, hon.” His mother’s voice quavered.


She covered his ears with clammy hands and muffled the deafening roar to a thick howl. The rumble infiltrated his bones, deeper-toned than he’d thought any machine could sound.


Are we going up into that fire-sky, or into the ground, where the livestock went?


The inside of machines usually comforted him. There was safety in their hard shell, and no question to their functioning, but this one stank of tangy fear, had no direction, and his mother’s shaking leached into his back as he curled around Leta’s trembling in front. He buried his nose in a greasy sleeve and inhaled, tasting the fumes of the gray. His mother’s hands over his ears thankfully deadened the sobs.


“Soon,” she cooed. “I’m sure we’ll be there soon.”
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To family, born and found.


To my mother, for introducing me to worlds beyond.
To my father, who is already there.
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CHAPTER 1


TENDED AND DRIVEN


The overseers had taken all the carcasses, at least. The lingering stench of thousands of dead bovines wafted on breezes, prowling the air. Caiden crawled from an aerator’s cramped top access port and comforting scents of iron and chemical. Outside, he inhaled, and the death aroma hit him. He gagged and shielded his nose in an oily sleeve.


“Back in there, kid,” his father shouted from the ground.


Caiden crept to the machine’s rust-eaten rim, twelve meters above where his father’s wiry figure stood bristling with tools.


“I need a break!” Caiden wiped his eyes, smearing them with black grease he noticed too late. Vertebrae crackled into place when he stretched, cramped for hours in ducts and chemical housing as he assessed why the aerators had stopped working so suddenly. From the aerator’s top, pipes soared a hundred meters to the vast pasture compound’s ceiling, piercing through to spew clouds of vapor. Now merely a wheeze freckling the air.


“Well, I’m ready to test the backup power unit. There are six more aerators to fix today.”


“We haven’t even fixed the one!”


His father swiveled to the compound’s entrance, a kilometer and a half wide, where distant aerators spewed weakened plumes into the vapor-filled sky. Openings in the compound’s ceiling steeped the empty fields in twilight while the grass rippled rich, vibrating green. The air was viciously silent—no more grunts, no thud of hooves, no rip and crunch of grazing. A lonely breeze combed over the emptiness and tickled Caiden’s nose with another whiff of death.


Humans were immune to the disease that had killed every bovine across the world, but the contaminated soil would take years to purge before new animals were viable. Pasture lots stood vacant for as far as anyone could see, leaving an entire population doing nothing but waiting for the overseers’ orders.


The carcasses had been disposed of the same way as the fat bovines at harvest: corralled at the Flat Docks, two-kilometer-square metal plates, which descended, and the livestock were moved—somewhere, down below—then the plate rose empty.


“What’ll happen if it dissolves completely?” The vapor paled and shredded dangerously by the hour—now the same grayish blond as Caiden’s hair—and still he couldn’t see through it. His curiosity bobbed on the sea of fear poured into him during his years in the Stricture: the gray was all that protected them from harm.


“Trouble will happen. Don’t you mind it.” His father always deflected or gave Caiden an answer for a child. Fourteen now, Caiden had been chosen for a mechanic determination because his intelligence outclassed him for everything else. He was smart enough to handle real answers.


“But what’s up there?” he argued. “Why else spend so much effort keeping up the barrier?”


There could be a ceiling, with massive lights that filtered through to grow the fields, or the ceiling might be the floor of another level, with more people raising strange animals. Perhaps those people grew light itself, and poured it to the pastures, sieved by the clouds.


Caiden scrubbed sweat off his forehead, forgetting his grimy hand again. “The overseers must live up there. Why else do we rarely see them?”


He’d encountered two during his Appraisal at ten years old, when they’d confirmed his worth and assignment, and given him his brand—the mark of merit. He’d had a lot fewer questions, then. They’d worn sharp, hard metal clothes over their figures and faces, molded weirdly or layered in plates, and Caiden couldn’t tell if there were bodies beneath those shapes or just parts, like a machine. One overseer had a humanlike shape but was well over two meters tall, the other reshaped itself like jelly. And there had been a third they’d talked to, whom Caiden couldn’t see at all.


His father’s sigh came out a growl. “They don’t come from the sky, and the answers aren’t gonna change if you keep asking the same questions.”


Caiden recalled the overseers’ parting words at Appraisal: As a mechanic determination, it will become your job to maintain this world, so finely tuned it functions perfectly without us.


“But why—”


“A mechanic doesn’t need curiosity to fix broken things.” His father disappeared back into the machine.


Caiden exhaled forcibly, bottled up his frustrations, and crawled back into the maintenance port. The tube was more cramped at fourteen than it had been at ten, but his growth spurt was pending and he still fit in spaces his father could not. The port was lined with cables, chemical wires, and faceplates stenciled in at least eight different languages Caiden hadn’t been taught in the Stricture. His father told him to ignore them. And to ignore the blue vials filled with a liquid that vanished when directly observed. And the porous metal of the deepest ducts that seemed to breathe inward and out. A mechanic doesn’t need curiosity.


Caiden searched for the bolts he thought he’d left in a neat pile.


“The more I understand and answer, the more I can fix.” Frustration amplified his words, bouncing them through the metal of the machine.


“Caiden,” his father’s voice boomed from a chamber below. Reverberations settled in a long pause. “Sometimes knowing doesn’t fix things.”


Another nonanswer, fit for a child. Caiden gripped a wrench and stared at old wall dents where his frustration had escaped him before. Over time, fatigue dulled that anger. Maybe that was what had robbed his father of questions and answers.


But his friend Leta often said the same thing: “You can’t fix everything, Caiden.”


I can try.


He found his missing bolts at the back of the port, scattered and rolled into corners. He gathered them up and slapped faceplates into position, wrenching them down tighter than needed.


The adults always said, “This is the way things have always been—nothing’s broken.”


But it stayed that way because no one tried anything different.


Leta had confided in a nervous whisper, “Different is why I’ll fail Appraisal.” If she could fail and be rejected simply because her mind worked differently, the whole system was broken.


The aerator’s oscillating unit was defaced with Caiden’s labels and drawings where he’d transformed the bulbous foreign script into imagery or figures. Recent, neatly printed labels stood out beside his younger marks. He hesitated at a pasted-up photo he’d nicked from the Stricture: a foreign landscape with straight trees and intertwined branches. White rocks punctured bluish sand, with pools of water clearer than the ocean he’d once seen. It was beautiful—the place his parents would be retired to when he replaced them. Part of the way things had always been.


“Yes, stop everything.” His mother was speaking to his father, and her voice echoed from below, muffled and rounded by the tube. She never visited during work. “Stop, they said. No more repairs.”


His father responded, unintelligible through layers of metal.


“I don’t know,” she replied. “The overseers ordered everyone to gather at the Flat Docks. Caiden!”


He wriggled out of the port. His mother stood below with her arms crossed, swaying nervous as a willow. She was never nervous.


“Down here, hon.” She squinted up at him. “And don’ t—Caiden!”


He slid halfway down the aerator’s side and grabbed a seam to catch his fall. The edge under his fingers was shiny from years of the same maneuver. Dangling, smiling, he swung to perch on the front ledge, then frowned at his mother’s flinty expression. Her eyes weren’t on him anymore. Her lips moved in a whisper of quick, whipping words that meant trouble.


Caiden jumped the last couple meters to the ground.


“We have to go.” She gripped a handful of his jacket and laid her other hand gently on his shoulder, marshaling him forward with these two conflicting holds. His father followed, wiping soot and worry from his brow.


“Are they sending help?” Caiden squirmed free. His mother tangled her fingers in his as they crossed a causeway between green pastures to a small door in the compound’s side. “New animals?”


“Have to neutralize the disease first,” his father said.


“A vaccine?” His mother squeezed his hand.


Outside the compound, field vehicles lay abandoned, others jammed around one of the Flat Docks a kilometer away. Crowds streamed to it from other compounds along the road grid, looking like fuel lines in an engine diagram. Movement at farther Docks suggested the order had reached everywhere.


“Stay close.” His mother tugged him against her side as they amalgamated into a throng of thousands. Caiden had never seen so many people all together. They dressed in color and style according to their determinations, but otherwise the mob was a mix of shapes, sizes, and colors of people with only the brands on the back of their necks alike. It was clear from the murmurs that no one knew what was going on. This was not “the way things have always been.” Worst fears and greatest hopes floated by in whispers like windy grass as Caiden squeezed to the edge of the Flat Docks’ huge metal plate.


It lay empty, the guardrails up, the crowds bordered around. Only seven aerators in their sector still trickled. Others much farther away had stopped entirely. There should have been hundreds feeding the gray overhead, which now looked the palest ever.


Caiden said, “We’ll be out of time to get the aerators running before the vapor’s gone.”


“I know . . .” His father’s expression furrowed. The grime on his face couldn’t hide suspicion, and his mother’s smile couldn’t hide her fear. She always had a solution, a stalwart mood, and an answer for Caiden even if it was “Carry on.” Now: only wariness.


If everyone’s here, then—“ Leta.”


“She’ll be with her own parental unit,” his father said.


“Yeah, but—” They weren’t kind.


“Caiden!”


He dashed off, ducking the elbows and shoulders of the mob. The children were smothered among the taller bodies, impossible to distinguish. His quick mind sorted through the work rotations, the direction they came from—everyone would have walked straight from their dropped tasks, at predictable speed. He veered and slowed, gaze saccading across familiar faces in the community.


A flicker of bright bluish-purple.


Chicory flowers.


Caiden barked apologies as he shouldered toward the color, lost among tan clothes and oak-dark jerkins. Then he spotted Leta’s fawn waves, and swung his arms out to make room in the crowd, as if parting tall grass around a flower. “Hey, there you are.”


Leta peered up with dewy hazel eyes. “Cai.” She breathed relief. Her knuckles were white around a cluster of chicory, her right arm spasming, a sign of her losing the battle against overstimulation.


Leta’s parental unit wasn’t in sight, neglectful as ever, and she was winded, rushed from some job or forgotten altogether. Oversized non-determination garments hung off one shoulder, covered her palms, tripped her heels. She crushed herself against Caiden’s arm and hugged it fiercely. “It’s what the older kids say. The ones who don’t pass Appraisal’re sent away, like the bovine yearlings.”


“Don’t be silly, they would have called just the children then, not everyone. And you haven’t been appraised yet, anyway.”


But she was ten, it was soon. The empathy, sensitivity, and logic that could qualify her as a sublime clinician also crippled her everyday life as the callous people around her set her up to fail. Caiden hugged her, careful of the bruises peeking over her shoulder and forearm, the sight of them igniting a well-worn urge to protect.


“I’ve got you,” he said, and pulled out twigs and leaves stuck in her hair. Her whole right side convulsed softly. The crowds, noise, and light washed a blankness into her face, meaning something in her was shutting down. “You’re safe.”


Caiden took her hand—firmly, grounding—and backtracked through the crowd to the Flat Dock edge.


The anxious look on his mother’s face was layered with disapproval, but his father smiled in relief. Leta clutched Caiden’s right hand in both of hers. His mother took his left.


“The overseers just said gather and wait?” he asked his father.


“Someday you’ll learn patience.”


Shuffles and gasps rippled through the assembly.


Caiden followed their gazes up. Clouds thinned in a gigantic circle. The air everywhere brightened across the crowds more intensely than the compounds’ lights had ever lit the bovines.


A hole burned open overhead and shot a column of blinding white onto the Flat Docks. Shouts and sobs erupted. Caiden stared through the blur of his eyelashes as the light column widened until the entire plate burned white. In distant sectors, the same beams emerged through the gray.


He smashed his mother’s hand in a vise grip. She squeezed back.


A massive square descended, black as a ceiling, flickering out the light. The angular mass stretched fifty meters wide on all sides, made of the same irregular panels as the aerators. With a roar, it moved slowly, impossibly, nothing connecting it to the ground.


“I’ve never . . .” His mother’s whisper died and her mouth hung open.


Someone said, “It’s like the threshers, but . . .”


Massive. Caiden imagined thresher blades peeling out of the hull, descending to mow the crowds.


The thing landed on the Flat Docks’ plate with a rumble that juddered up Caiden’s soles through his bones.


A fresh bloom of brightness gnawed at the gray above, and beyond that widening hole hung the colors and shapes of unmoving fire. Caiden stood speechless, blinded by afterimage. Leta gaped at the black mass that had landed, and made her voice work enough to whisper, “What is it?”


Caiden forced his face to soften, to smile. “More livestock maybe? Isn’t this exciting?” Stupid thing to say. He shut up before his voice quavered.


“This isn’t adventure, Caiden,” Leta muttered. “Not like sneaking to the ocean—this is different.”


“Different how?”


“The adults. This isn’t how it’s done.”


Caiden attempted to turn his shaking into a chuckle. “The bovine all dead is a new problem. Everything’s new now.”


The crowd’s babble quieted to a hiss of fear, the tension strummed. A grinding roar pummeled the air as the front side of the angular mass slid upward from the base, and two tall figures emerged from the horizontal opening.


“Overseers!” someone shouted. The word repeated, carried with relief and joy through the crowd.


Caiden’s eyes widened. Both overseers were human-shaped, one tall and bulky, the other short and slim, and as he remembered from his Appraisal, they were suited from head to toe with plates of metal and straps and a variety of things he couldn’t make out: spikes and ribbons, tools, wires, and blocks of white writing like inside the aerators. They wore blue metal plates over their faces, with long slits for eyes and nostrils, holes peppering the place where their mouths would be. Besides their build, they resembled each other exactly, and could be anything beneath their clothes.


“See, it’s fine.” Caiden forced himself to exhale. “Right, Ma?”


His mother nodded slow, confused.


“People,” the shorter overseer said in a muffled yet amplified voice.


The crowd hushed, rapt, with stressed breaths filling the quiet. Caiden’s heart hammered, pulse noosing his neck.


“You will be transported to a clean place,” the other overseer said in a husky voice amplified the same way. The crowd rippled his words to the back ranks.


“With new livestock,” the first added with a funny lilt on the final word.


“Come aboard. Slow, orderly.” The overseers each moved to a side of the open door, framing the void. “Leave your belongings. Everyone will be provided for.”


Caiden glanced at Leta. “See? New animals.”


She didn’t seem to hear, shut down by the sights and sounds. He let her cling to him as his father herded them both forward.


Caiden asked, “Where could we go that doesn’t have infected soil? Up, past the gray?”


“Stay close.” His father’s voice was tight. “Maybe they discovered clean land past the ocean.”


They approached the hollow interior—metallic, dank, and lightless—with a quiet throng pouring in, shoulder to shoulder like the bovines had when squeezed from one pasture to another. Caiden observed the closest overseer. Scratches and holes scarred their mismatched metal clothes, decorated in strange scripts. Their hand rested on a long tool at their hip, resembling the livestock prods but double-railed.


Caiden’s father guided him inside and against a wall, where his mother wrapped him and Leta in her strong arms and the mob crammed tight, drowning them in heat and odor.


“Try to keep still.” The overseer’s words resonated inside.


A roar thrummed to life, and the door descended, squeezing out the orange light. The two overseers remained outside.


Thunder cracked underfoot. Metal bellowed like a thousand animals crying at once. Human wails cut through and the floor shuddered in lurches, forcing Caiden to widen his stance to stay upright. His mother’s arms clamped around him.


Children sobbed. Consoling parents hissed in the darkness. Leta remained deathly silent in Caiden’s firm grasp, but tremors crashed in her body, nervous system rebelling. He drew her closer.


“Be still, hon.” His mother’s voice quavered.


She covered his ears with clammy hands and muffled the deafening roar to a thick howl. The rumble infiltrated his bones, deeper-toned than he’d thought any machine could sound.


Are we going up into that fire-sky, or into the ground, where the livestock went?


The inside of machines usually comforted him. There was safety in their hard shell, and no question to their functioning, but this one stank of tangy fear, had no direction, and his mother’s shaking leached into his back as he curled around Leta’s trembling in front. He buried his nose in a greasy sleeve and inhaled, tasting the fumes of the gray. His mother’s hands over his ears thankfully deadened the sobs.


“Soon,” she cooed. “I’m sure we’ll be there soon.”









CHAPTER 2


FEED THE BEASTS


The box roared for hours. The standing masses sat to rest shaken bones and cramped muscles. Bodies packed tight: sniffling kids, wailing infants, muttering women, swearing men. Arguments surged and faded. The sweltering hollow stank of sweat.


Caiden—numb from vibration, bruised from sheltering Leta—hugged his insensate legs and stayed alert. He could hardly see anyone in the dark.


But he could smell them. All of them.


Leta balled up next to him and clutched his arm like a buoy amidst the sensory chaos. Exhaustion towed her to sleep, while Caiden, twisted up, stayed still for her despite darting cramps.


His mother depleted weary tears, and her hands found him again, wiping the sweat off his forehead back through his hair. She kissed the top of his head. “Hopefully not long,” she whispered, hot by his ear. “Soon. Imagine where we could be going. Green, do you think?”


Caiden recalled his picture in the aerator. Crystalline water. Knotted trees. Sand. “Maybe the place everyone gets retired to?” His hoarse voice broke, hardly cutting the roar.


“Maybe . . .”


His only way of marking time was stiffness and pain. He itched to get up and move, but his mother’s arms belted him and Leta. “Soon,” she whispered drowsily, until the word lost meaning.


There was no way to mark travel distance at all, and Caiden began to wonder if the box hadn’t moved. “They wouldn’t let us suffocate, would they?”


“No, sweetie, they need us. Who else will care for the animals?”


The animals are dead.


He shifted to rest his head on his other knee. Leta woke, wrung dry of tears. Caiden tilted his shoulder to make a better pillow for her, and winced as the cramp shot through fresh bruises.


Leta pulled away. “You’re hurting yourself.”


“I don’t mind.” His spirits lifted at having a job to do still. The crowded bodies, stench, and noise were unbearable for him, he couldn’t imagine how they destroyed Leta’s delicate senses. Her ribs quivered with each inhale, her body stiff. The best Caiden could do was squeeze her tightly, his pressure a comfort.


“Soon.” His mother petted Leta’s forehead. “Soon.” She muttered until the words merged into a constant, sibilant stream escaping her lips, “Soon, soon, soon . . .”


A new stench emerged, worse than the carcasses. Defecation. Urine. The real smell of fear. One person started ranting, many joined, escalating to shouts. The overseers, some said, were taking them to new land, or were cleansing the old and they’d be released into fresh pastures, clean soil, sweet air. We’re doomed, others declared, we’re in here to die like the livestock, dropped under the Flat Docks.


Leta nuzzled deeper into the crook of Caiden’s shoulder and he shifted, enduring torrents of pain. He said, “We’ll get out.”


“Soon.” His mother completed his sentence with the hated word. “Soon, soon.” She rocked back and forth, trapping them in monotony until Caiden’s father pulled her away, hushing the fear that leaked out of her, the dead promise, soon.


The wails and sobbing lessened as voices grew hoarse, breaths labored and rationed. Puke ripened the muggy air more. Caiden fought back gags, suffocated in a soup of human reek.


Then the roar cut off abruptly.


The vibrations supporting his body vanished, leaving him empty, electric, a wisp. He hugged Leta, then rattled to his feet with everyone else.


A blade of light sliced the darkness, lancing his eyes and skull with fresh pain. The door howled upward and he squinted against radiance vibrating between his eyelashes, edged in every color.


The people closest to the door stood stunned, and the shoving began from the back, rolling into a stampede to the white slit of the exit. A new roar swelled: relief and cries and maddened feet. Twiggy silhouettes careened into the blinding light and disappeared. Caiden’s parents struggled as the tide battered them toward the door.


His mother pressed him to the wall and shouted at him to stay out of the masses, then she and his father were lost in the chaos of flailing hands, screeching faces, twisting cloth. Children were trampled, yanked up, shoved. Big men waded forward. Slender women wedged through.


Caiden shielded Leta with his back as he inched along the wall to the farthest corner while the crowd drained into the light.


“You’re safe.” Caiden made her sit. His heart wrenched as he finally saw her face, wan and bruised, hair plastered to her cheeks with sweat and tears. In her wide eyes, something was shattering, something the travel hadn’t already broken. “Everyone’s just excited to be out, somewhere fresh, yeah? Stay here, really quiet. I’ll come back for you.”


His words were whittled frail by his own fear. Speech had left Leta, but she shook her head in protest.


“It’ll be calmer here. Close your eyes? Cover your ears. It’s all right to shut down.” Caiden folded her gently into the corner. “Stay here until I come back?”


Leta nodded, managing a ghost of a smile, and a last tear trickled down one cheek as she closed her eyes tight.


“Brave of you.” Something unhitched in Caiden’s chest, soothed by the promise that formed a lifeline between them, keeping them connected even as he pivoted and rushed to the light.


“Ma!” The shout chafed his throat, lost in the din. He reentered the stampede and washed up through the blazing opening. Body-slammed by someone, he stumbled to the side of the pouring crowds and fell on sand. Cold sand. He gasped fresh air.


“Up, hon!” His mother shouted by his ear and yanked him to his feet.


Brilliance surged in his head, throbbing with blobs of afterimage. Sand stretched endlessly, studded in rock like scabbed skin. Caiden’s head rolled back in shock. The sky was black. The ground and air glowed enough to see, but the sky was black. He’d never seen such a thing; the aerated gray of home had darkened in cycles but never like this. Grains of white speckled it, blurring into streaks as his mother pulled him from the stampede.


“Where are we?” Caiden yelled.


Bodies scattered from the dark transport cube like swarms of stirred insects. Shrieks severed the air and riveted Caiden in place, the raw pitches braiding into a chorus of terror.


Then he saw why. Russet creatures charged through the fleeing throngs. They were at least a meter high, four-legged, stocky and muscular. They leapt on runners and tore, crushed, gnawed. Blood sprayed. Caiden gagged, his stomach heaving with terror.


“Move!” his father bellowed, rushing over to shove them both.


His mother’s face was flushed and fierce. She took fistfuls of Caiden, spinning him around.


Caiden’s thoughts stuck as his heavy feet slogged into the horror. One of the beasts charged at his side, claws tearing up sand.


“Run!” His father’s face shot past. Eyes bloodshot. Mouth wide, screaming.


Caiden’s mother thrust him into a sprint. She shrieked his name, hands steering him. He gripped her arm and tried to run on sand slipping beneath his feet.


He swiveled his head back but his father wasn’t behind them. Beasts mowed the crowd with giant paws and dagger nails. They snarled at one another and tumbled together on the sand, crushing already mangled bodies.


“The rock!” his mother said, hauling him with her. “Quick!”


Ache stitched Caiden’s side. The knot in his stomach rolled up, and he retched, stumbling. He glimpsed a beast in pursuit, its eyes flashing white. Terror balled up but his mother’s scream spurred him. He scrambled up and she drove him to a slanted rock just wide enough to squeeze under.


“Get in, in!” Face hard with focus, she jammed him under the ledge, strong arms shoving him as far as she could. Caiden groped handfuls of sand until he latched on to rock and pulled himself deep inside. He tugged his mother’s hands but they skated from his, palms slick. “Ma!” he shrieked.


A beast crashed her against the rock. The thud echoed in Caiden’s chest.


A wild scream gushed from him as she hit the ground in a spray of sand beneath muscles and jaws that filled the view from under the rock. Each bite was a yanking, crunching tear.


Caiden wheezed screams, his eyes stinging with tears and sand, but he couldn’t close them. Teeth snatched her shoulder as a second beast arrived. The first bit a leg, and the two huge creatures wrestled over the body, flinging it from view as they fought. Guttural snarls resonated through their bodies, filling Caiden’s hiding place with vibration.


He curled into spasms, a dreadful sound raking up his throat.


It had to be a nightmare. He’d fallen asleep, and none of this was real.


Two beasts fought over the remains. Over all that was left of her.


This isn’t real. It’s just a test, like the Appraisal. A nightmare to test that I can be strong. The anguish was a razor in his head like the beasts’ copper-reeking blood, stinging his nostrils as he sobbed. He closed his eyes but the sound of one beast tearing up the other was no better than the sight, and images stamped across his mind. His mother’s body. His father, lost in the crowd. Leta, hopefully hidden.


Hot blood splashed over him as one monster tore into the other by the overhang. The blood sizzled on the sand, seared across Caiden’s tongue. He spat and balled up smaller.


The dying beast’s moans dribbled out. The victor’s huge head filled the opening between rock and sand. Jaws, countless teeth. Scaly, dark russet skin rippled with sleek fur. The details blurred behind Caiden’s tears.


He clamped a palm over his mouth, stifling sobs and gagging on the tang of the beast’s blood. Its muscular neck sloped from high withers to a boxy face with fluttering gash nostrils and eyes like reflective pits. Caiden saw himself flash in those pupils as they jerked to the crevice.


This isn’t real. He clung to the words as if they were a rope that might pull him back to wakefulness and the green fields and his mother’s arms. He imagined flowers and sweetgrass but his sinuses were colonized by the pungent, razor blood covering his skull.


The beast pawed at the red mud, sniffing, claws scraping and forearm clearly long enough to hook Caiden out from under the rock.


He pressed his hand harder against his mouth, but he couldn’t stop the tremors or the shush his body made, drawing attention.


This isn’t real. I can’t die.


The beast’s nostrils fluttered shut to slits then dilated scarlet. It grunted.


A knot of bile tried to rise. Caiden clenched his stomach, his jaw, his shoulders—everything. Warm wetness bloomed between his legs.


Just a nightmare.


The creature snorted at Caiden’s face. His lungs were bursting, heart thundering.


A hot, ruffled inhale, tasting the air, smelling him drenched in blood. Then hard claws slid in and out of sand, paws thudding away. The beast left. Lost interest, not hungry enough?


It can’t smell me through the blood? Caiden’s exhale stuttered with relief. He opened his eyes.


Through the crevice slit lay the dead beast’s body and other small, scattered fleshy masses. Caiden heaved, refusing to acknowledge what those pieces were. Whose.


None of it real. Just nightmare.









CHAPTER 3


AZURA


Half a kilometer away, the massive transport box looked minuscule and lonely. Black corpses scattered around it like seeds. Red like sprinkles of water. The sated creatures fought or prowled. There was enough food for all, and no other prey had escaped.


Reams of time passed and like his mother’s promise, soon, Caiden repeated to himself that this wasn’t real. Tears snaked down his cheeks and dripped, creating little holes in the sand. His eyes trained on the distant scene, hoping to see his father coming for him, somehow unscathed.


He caved at the thought of Leta—eaten, or still hiding in a dark corner of the horror. The promise he’d made shattered, and with it the lifeline between them. He curled in despair, the rock ceiling cutting into his side. Dredges of bravery urged him to rush back inside and look for her—but he knew . . . She had died and he couldn’t bear to find her corpse. It would smash his will to survive and that was all he had now.


An idea sprang into focus, punching him with new energy. The beast blood scent stuffing his nose hadn’t dulled a bit, and the monster had left, unable to smell him through it. There was a chance it could mask him. He shimmied out of the overhang and scurried to the big corpse. Claw marks rent it from cheek to tail. A smashed-open jaw revealed the inside of its enormous upturned skull, glistening pink and white. Blood pooled in the hollow.


He pretended it was just liquid, and not a carcass, and cupped handfuls of blood over himself, soaking the tangy heat into his clothes. He jerked back as his fingers grazed something that hummed. Nestled in the fleshy skull and violet liquid was a gem, translucent and scintillating every color he had names for, and many he didn’t, mesmerizing amidst the savagery of this place.


Caiden plucked it out, expecting it to course through his fingers like a droplet of water, but it was solid, and hot, vibrating against his palm. He blinked back fresh tears and gripped the gem—the only thing that had any color besides blood and sand and the black sky above.


Sopping with stench that he prayed would protect him, Caiden ran through the desert until his legs throbbed and his side stabbed and he had no choice but to stop.


He couldn’t run from the image of his mother. He cried until his face was too sore and puffy for more tears. He wept memories instead. His father, grimed with grease and soot; he’d worked himself and Caiden hard but laughed even harder. Caiden’s parental unit had been assigned to him when he left the Stricture at four years old, and the two of them were strangers, their new child a temporary glue. But the three of them bonded fast and easy, and Caiden grew up knowing love. Leta had the opposite, isolated and scorned. It took Caiden ages to break through her protective shell, but every moment since was worth it. She’d been so shy of care and compliments, he’d given as much as he could. She would blush, and it would make his mother giggle. He felt her arms around him in the dark. The grainy slipperiness of her hand as it left his for the last time.


Keep moving. If this isn’t real, it’ll change. A nightmare—I’ll wake up. He pulled on the lifeline of denial and trudged on, combing over all his memories until they seemed fake.


The desert sand emitted or reflected a glow that lit everything except the blackness overhead. The white speckles were sharp as nails piercing a far-off surface, but much too far to be a ceiling with tiny lights. Caiden wasn’t sure what to make of it, except that he missed the gray vapor blanket of home.


Not home. It’s all gone. Each step kicked sand in sprays.


“This is real.” Caiden’s voice cracked, raw and inappropriate here where there was no one to listen to his grief.


He plodded on, not worried about the beasts. They had eaten his whole world: they had to be full. The ones that passed by distantly sniffed the air, sensed his shield of blood, and loped on.


The crags sank while sand curved in dunes. There were no plants, trees, or tracks but Caiden’s mind was too numb to wonder why. For kilometers in all directions lay an emptiness that scooped him out. When had he ever been alone? The Strictures had teemed with other children. He always worked with his father, or the duster pilots, or other mechanics. When he had free time alone, Leta came along. The bovines grazed with soft sounds and scents.


That world grew harder to imagine the farther he walked. Water pooled in the hollows of dunes, reflecting the sky’s white nails. Half a kilometer away, a tall shape speared up, not a tree, but not as big as the transports.


“Shelter. People.” Caiden picked up his shivering pace. The glossy black tower sliced up from a pool of water at an angle, mostly submerged, sides clustered with weird vanes and cylinders. It wasn’t any kind of housing he was familiar with, but it was a machine, and Caiden knew machines.


He circled to where it overhung the shallows. Cracks and dents in its metal-glass surface warped reflections. A few panels were missing off the jutting end, and a hollow gaped open with enough room to climb in.


Caiden stripped off his bloody clothes. He scrubbed in the frigid water, chafing off the putrid smell and the memories burned in by it, bright as an afterimage. He washed his clothes, redressed, then rinsed the transparent gem he’d found—the only beautiful thing in that slaughter—and tucked it in a pocket.


He jumped to sling his wet shirt around a jutting piece of the machine’s opening, and swung until he could hook a slippery leg over the edge and pull himself in.


Light spilled through the opening, and somewhere farther down in the darkness, a broad window let in a glow. The slanted surfaces were messes of metal seams, bars, and alcoves, far more complex than the aerators. Caiden sniffed familiar fragrances of iron and chemical. He lowered himself while tilting his head the way he imagined the machine was supposed to lie: longwise, not up and down.


Chill and grief killed his curiosity to rifle through compartments, and shriveled his desire to one simple thing: somewhere safe to curl up, not under a rock or covered in blood, not in the vastness of desert or sky. So what if he froze—he had a safe cocoon now in the machine. A grave familiar to him.


He lowered into the glowing bottom end, a smaller chamber like the cockpit of a duster. The slanted windows were submerged underwater, and through it the sky’s white freckles swayed.


A ship?


Anchored to the tilted floor of the room was a single seat, covered in dust. Caiden peeled up a strangely cut coat hanging over the back. Adult-sized and leathery, it reached to his thighs, but he curled up in its cold weight and nestled in the slanted seat, staring up at the milky veil in the darkness. His body heat slowly soaked his damp clothes and the coat, and pillowed him in warmth.


Everything he’d been pushing aside welled up: the people he’d lost . . . a hot bath and his soft bed, and the comfort of the vapor gray.


“It was hiding something. Hiding worlds like this.” His angry whisper hissed through a chattering jaw. The truth was smaller and more manageable in words than it was in his head. “Were the livestock dumped here too? All we ever did was raise food for those beasts. The livestock died out. What food is left? Us.”


He rubbed the nape of his neck and the slippery lines of his brand. When he’d received it, the overseers had told him he was perfect, and confirmed he belonged, he was valuable, functional—not a piece of fodder that shouldn’t have escaped the maw.


Pulse ratcheting tight, he curled into a smaller, hotter ball in the pilot’s seat. But I did survive. I need to make it matter.


The overseers had arranged this. They knew everything.


A guttural snarl resonated through the machine bay. Caiden held his breath.


Could the beasts smell him now? He guessed the machine’s opening was too high and narrow for them to squeeze into, but guesses and hopes hadn’t gotten him very far in life.


He uncurled, snugged the warm coat around his body, and climbed up to the opening. Four beasts prowled along the pool’s edge. Their lean bodies moved in serpentine jerks, struggling for footing in the sand on splayed, clawed paws. Their eyes were reflective circles in ridged black faces. One whined at him, two fought each other, and the last one rammed the side of the machine.


Caiden clung to the rim, ready to spring into action, while dread coiled up in his stomach. If these animals were valuable enough to feed with thousands of bovine from a world dedicated only to raising that fodder, then the overseers would come to tend them eventually.


He pulled out the spherical gem he’d pried from inside the beast’s skull. It fit his palm. Through it, his skin looked watery pink, every wrinkle doubled along invisible inner facets. Light caught the surface and rippled iridescent colors like a butterfly’s wing, definitely the strangest and most beautiful material he’d ever seen.


“Is this why the beasts are special?” he whispered. “A pretty rock? Is there nothing like this in my head?” He squeezed until it hurt, wanting to chuck it at the beasts, but thought better, shoved it back in his pocket.


He surveyed the empty world. His father hadn’t knocked on the machine, yelling at him to come out. Leta wouldn’t peer up from the ground, too afraid of heights to follow. And his mother was pieces. Ripped. Strewn.


Caiden surged away from those thoughts, crawling back into the machine. He sought a mechanism to get it working, or resources to stay alive, or some understanding to fill him up. His mother had always told him that focusing on the thankful things made more of them, and his father had insisted that hands at work were better at solving problems than hearts at rest.


He stuck his head inside a half-jammed door that opened straight down. The room smelled like an engine: cold iron and stale fluids, musty wiring, and floral chemicals that had dried up long ago. But it was different, too, like comparing butterflies and birds by the fact that both could fly.


Squeezing inside, he ran his fingers over a complex central engine bulk stretching the vertically tipped length of the room. He hadn’t seen such materials ever, even in the deepest sections of the aerators: some white and fleshy, glassy and scaled, coppery rings that bristled when his fingertips drew near. It looked like a hundred different animals stitched together on one set of bones.


Caiden recognized signal flow. Cables connected modules, pipes ran from canisters to complex bulbs, and hair-thin wires threaded internal networks. Glassy nodes encrusted surfaces like barnacles he’d seen on the rare sea ships of his old world.


“Maybe you’re alive. A huge creature wearing a hard shell.”


Ridiculous. Machines weren’t alive. But he smiled and swore that some of the materials he touched inside the machine were warm.


A shudder rippled through the hull, and he startled, almost slipping.


“Are you alive?”


A faint rattling.


Heart speeding, Caiden climbed back into the bay.


A howl passed by outside, but it wasn’t any animal. Distant booms followed, building into pulsations that hummed in the metal under Caiden’s grip. Light flashed across the upper opening and a high-pitched shriek tore the air.


Caiden climbed up enough to glimpse outside. A black shape ripped across the pool’s reflection, followed by a brilliant tail that guttered out to orange.


“Crimes,” he cursed. More transports?


A moan filled the air and something massive blotted the sky. Eruptions pummeled the dune pool. Colors frothed across the sky, and dark ships plowed through, much too high and fast, riding air—which was impossible. Electric light spidered through the darkness while waves of boiling air washed to the ground.


Nothing from his world had looked like this.


Caiden gaped and clung to the rim of the back opening. The whole machine juddered, rattling up memories of the transport, the stench, the beasts.


Another blast and the dune gave way, leveling out the ship. Caiden scurried backward to avoid falling out, and instead slid off a ledge into a lower hallway. Metal squealed, and something wet in the hull popped like broken bones and twisted ligaments. Whimpered swears poured from Caiden as he clutched an aching hip. He crawled up a ramp and crept back to the bay’s opening.


It now nestled in the sand. Not high up, no longer safe.


The landscape beyond was rubble, mangled vehicles, body parts, charred globs of stone and glass. Veils of orange light waved through the sky, and broken metal fell, trailed by spirals of smoke.


A vessel screeched by overhead in a burst of pressure that thrust Caiden onto his backside. The sand peeled up in a wave and hissed inside. Following the ship, a second, translucent vessel sliced the air, made of glass or water or simply more air. It resembled a fiery bird, and inside its liquid skin, metallic gills rippled. Frozen on his back, Caiden marveled at the vessel as it hovered right overhead, suspended impossibly by nothing. Then its wings folded in and it sped away, thrusters pink and melodious.


The first vessel landed or crashed nearby beyond the dunes. Explosions popped, and razor-thin screams sliced the air. Animalistic sounds rioted: screeches, hisses, peals like snapping metal. Over a hundred meters away, two figures approached, human in silhouette, clad in chunky layers.


Overseers.


Sparks swelled in Caiden’s insides. If they find me, what am I to them? Meat?


A third figure rushed them. One of the overseers raised a tool that fired a thread of white light. This pierced the rusher’s chest, and their body expanded, ruffled, and dissolved entirely into a wisp of smoke. Only toppling legs remained.


“Nine crimes!” Caiden cursed. A light could obliterate someone?


He squirmed back inside the ship’s twisted opening.


The overseers were heading right for him.









CHAPTER 4


SOUGHT AFTER


Caiden threw all his weight against the bent panel at the back opening, but it held firm. A sad creak escaped it. Stupid. If I can bend it, so can they.


He raced to the cockpit, but the console was dead material, no light, no language he could read. His heart sank.


“Blow it open.” An overseer’s voice outside.


Caiden ducked behind the pilot’s seat.


“Can’na risk damagin’ gloss,” a second voice called. “Only hav’ta get th’ one. Be happy yer not chasin’ pups like the Graven boss.”


Legs darkened the opening. A blue-masked figure crouched and peered in. “Oy, it’s a stray thing, not a nophek.” Metal banged metal. “Sand worm, wriggle out,” they called inside.


Caiden felt desperately along the panels, switches, buttons, and strange surfaces lining the cockpit, pressing, punching, flicking—everything and anything, pleading with the ship to save him again. Please.


Metal rapped and echoed.


“Jus’ blow it,” the other said. They were too large to fit through, but there was plenty of room for their weapon.


Please, please, please. Caiden flailed against panels and controls.


“I see it. Human’ish, small.”


“Freckles?”


“Can’na see.”


Caiden pawed at a line of switches, smacked a glass panel, hammered a circle of button dots, exhausting every option in reach.


A high whine emitted behind him. That obliterating thread of light beamed out from the overseer’s tool. It pierced the hull near the opening and chewed the inner panels’ metal away with sheer brilliance, creating a hole big enough for the overseers to step through.


“A kid.” One aimed the weapon at Caiden.


“Not worth the gloss ’less he’s Graven. Fry ’im.”


Their words mushed into the blood pounding in Caiden’s ears. Ideas dribbled away and he stood there dumbly like livestock about to be slaughtered.


A thread of light sparked from the barrel of the overseer’s weapon.


Caiden leapt onto the pilot’s seat and stretched to reach the last strange thing in the cockpit worth trying: a crystalline swell in the ceiling. His palm slapped against it.


Explosive pressure blossomed through Caiden’s hand. Vibration stripped him weightless, wrung of sensations. He felt turned to liquid, dumped on the ground, splashing into all of its hard angles.


But he was still actually solid, and watched an expanding sphere peel through the air, thickly rippling like the world folded inside-out along that traveling edge. Particles burbled outward, settling in a bright, peaceful wake. The expanding edge of the bubble shattered the overseer’s beam of light inches from Caiden’s face. He gushed relief as the ripple frothed onward, through the two figures, eating their screams and turning their writhing bodies into calm, dead heaps.


The metal walls sang with vibrations as the ripple passed through. Inside the bubble, everything appeared normal.


Caiden lay in a heap as well, his insides hot and seized up. His questions slithered through vertigo. The resonance of the singing walls stilled to a silken whisper lapping around him. The ship had saved him again.


The expanding energy bubble stopped and stabilized somewhere beyond the ship’s shell, encapsulating it. Through the back opening, Caiden made out iridescent colors twisting like visible wind. Darkness and brilliance frothed in eddies. Beyond that heat haze veil, the desert was a suggestion of dunes and wreckage.


Caiden lay in this bubble of safety and simply breathed. Time slipped away.


The overseers’ bodies never woke. A blue-black substance oozed out of the crumpled plates clothing them. How the weird bubble had killed them and spared Caiden, he didn’t know, but he could tell that the world inside it was different and gentle. When he rose to his feet, he drifted farther with each step. The air tasted sweet. The musty scent of old chemicals and aged metal was replaced with a resinous fragrance that strung up memories of wildflowers and oak trees.


The ship had awakened. Panels lit with symbols, and lines in every surface gleamed with hidden life, as veins behind skin. The metal felt softer than before, and the hull’s rattles quieted as if something solid had filled previous hollows, or muscle knitted between bones.


“Hello?” Caiden’s cheeks tensed and tears finally spilled—but this time they were relief.


He marveled at all the things the darkness had hidden. One gel panel on the wall bore a ring of excited, circling light. Buoyant on his feet, Caiden walked over and pressed his palm on it. A whispery sound crawled around the back entrance of the ship. Jagged folds split open like a flower, letting in rays of light as the whole back of the bay unfolded and revealed more of the bubble that had expanded around the ship. It formed a stationary wall of billowing, iridescent air.


The open door plates formed a ramp straight through. Caiden reached out, one fingertip grazing the bubble’s transparent surface. The hairs on his arm stood on end. Prickles of temperature played over his fingers; velvet, tingling.


A smile broke his face, and he strode through the warm sphere’s surface.


Instantly, his guts twisted like snakes. Acid surged up as the surface passed through him, no better than before. He retched and crumpled on the sand outside the bubble. His eyes watered and lungs chafed, peppery and hoarse. Stupid.


Outside the bubble, the sky was still chaos. Wreckage spotted the desert, with unfamiliar bodies scattered as if they’d fallen from the sky or been vomited out with the debris. Streaks of radiance filled the air, darkness bubbled, ships flashed past in impossible motions. Many hit the desert in explosions of metal turned liquid turned flame.


Head craned up to the spectacle, Caiden didn’t realize the beasts were back, until one squealed and sprinted at him.


He screamed a mangled swear. Paws churned sand. The monster leapt, and Caiden careened back inside the bubble on instinct.


Vertigo slammed his skull. His insides lathered again, bile sluiced up his throat. The convulsions tripped him as before, and he smacked the bay floor.


The beast rammed the bubble after him. A bellow shredded up its throat. Its muscles folded on themselves, bones fizzed, and gushing blood flickered apart into shining tendrils. A red-black foam was all that remained of the creature. Dust wafted in, settling gently on the floor.


Caiden’s racing heart was primed to explode.


On the other side of the bubble’s blur, the rest of the beasts scattered as several silhouettes drew closer, shooting buffets of light at the fleeing creatures.


A whimper leaked from Caiden. More overseers? He scrambled to his feet and hefted one of the dead overseers’ weapons, holding it as they had, pressed along one arm through loops. It didn’t light up. Caiden swore and ran his fingers over it, willing it to come to life as the ship had. He snatched a knife from one of the overseers too, and held it ready just in case. Knives didn’t need power.


The five figures drew near, all human-shaped.


Caiden backed up to the cockpit. He bit the inside of his cheek, straining to focus. He’d defended himself and Leta against larger boys, and could maneuver around the bovines, but adult fighters were altogether different from bullies and animals. Especially if all that worked was the blade, and the bubble didn’t kill all five.


The console behind him caught his eye: a blinking symbol with a series of eroding rings. Power draining.


“Oh no, no, don’t fail now—Shit!” Adrenaline stabbed his exhausted body and soured his tongue. He swiveled to the door.


The bubble shrank, sizzling back up to the crystal in the cockpit ceiling. The edge’s contact threw Caiden flat on his back. Dizziness melted the walls, but this time, his stomach didn’t turn. He gasped what was now scratchy air and crawled to his feet, heavier than before.


The weapon he held lit up.


Five silhouettes approached the bay opening. They didn’t look like overseers. Instead, they wore strangely cut garments, draped portions over tightfitted, and a mix of masks, veils, and hoods.


Caiden ducked behind the pilot’s seat. The rail of his weapon shook in his grip and chattered against the knife blade. He itched his fingers around for some kind of trigger. When he grasped a handle near the front, the weapon’s spine beamed with symbols.


The group halted in the middle of the bay. A tall man with a sharply muscular frame strode forward. He dropped his hood and unwound the scarf from his long, bearded face. He looked to be Caiden’s father’s age, but with features more wrinkled and scarred. He swiped back a shock of wavy hair marbled between gray and white. His expression grew rigid, brows drawn and eyes sharp.


He called out in a language Caiden didn’t understand. Every syllable stopped in abrupt, hard-edged clicks.


A long pause stretched, while Caiden kept his heavy weapon raised. The knife wiggled in his sweaty grip.


The man tried a new language that rolled like water off his tongue, words buoyant and cadence soothing.


Caiden shook his head.


“How about this one, boy?” the man called.


Caiden straightened. “Are you an overseer?”


The man lowered his weapon. “So you speak slaver tongue.”


“Slaver?”


Caiden had heard the word and the idea once before, in the Stricture. The livestock had been described like slaves. Were he and his people just animals to the overseers?


The man waved to his crew. They slung back or sheathed their implements. Then he held out his hands, palms open. “I’m not one of the . . . overseers.” He glanced at the two crumpled bodies as he approached. “And you don’t know how to use that. So, boy, let’s not have an accident.”


Caiden still held the knife, which he knew how to use. Overseers or not, he wasn’t ready to trust, but he was smart enough to listen.


The cockpit lights illuminated the man’s severe face. His right brow sloped over the corner of his eye and pinched toward a circular scar in his temple, matching an identical circle on the other side. Odd chevron staples ringed his dark-gray irises, more visible as he peered around the cockpit with an unblinking, too-sharp stare.


He asked, “Is this your ship?”


“It’s mine.” Caiden’s voice cracked, throat still rough from acid.


“Well, let’s get it working again.” The man looked around, his gaze razor keen. “Then we can leave before this raid gets out of hand.”


“More out of hand,” one of the others corrected.


Caiden squeezed the knife and assessed the crew’s casual stances. If these people knew what was going on, he could learn from them, understand this nightmare, maybe escape it. “Who are you?”


“My name is Laythan. I’m no slaver. Quite the opposite. What’s your name, boy?”


Caiden laid down his weapon but gripped the knife tighter. Deep inside, he ached for someone to trust and let it all make sense, but if he was just an animal to them, too, he needed sharp fangs and claws.


“I’m . . .” No one who knew him was alive to speak his name. It seemed distant, left wherever he’d come from and bundled with all the lies. His gaze dropped to the floor, roaming to a painted square that read WI90NN-1238 among cheerful glyphs. “Winn,” he finished.


Laythan laughed, and Caiden flinched. Could the man tell a lie? “And where are you from, Winn? A passager ship?”


Passager? Caiden’s brows drew together.


Laythan frowned, surveying Caiden from head to toe. He turned to his crew. “Get the bodies out and scavenge a patch for the door iris.” They surged into motion. The scars around the man’s eyes whitened as he squinted at the round protrusion in Caiden’s pocket. The gem. “Found something? Let’s see.”


Caiden wasn’t about to let fear or fatigue sell his trust so fast. Laythan acted kind, but so had the overseers when they loaded everyone up to be slaughtered.


“I won’t take it.” Laythan shoved his hands in his pockets.


These people could have killed me and done what they wanted. Maybe they need a slave. Caiden thrust his tumbling thoughts aside. At the core of it he needed help, and these people could offer it. He pulled out the gem.


Laythan exhaled a slow whistle. His hands stayed in his pockets. “Nophek gloss. Boy, you’re holding the most valuable substance in the multiverse. No wonder everyone’s heading this way.”


Valuable enough to slaughter us all. Caiden squeezed the gorgeous, useless object, and fought the sting of tears. If he was worth nothing, he had only one option. “If you can get me to safety with what I need to survive, it’s yours. Try to take it, and this blade’ll find your neck.”


Laythan’s hearty laugh crashed through Caiden’s defenses. “I admire your spirit. I can tell you’ve been through something you don’t wish to remember. I’ve been through many.” He tapped the white scar on his temple. “My crew and I, we’re part of a people who call ourselves passagers, and we live by a fair code. Right now, you have a ship I need to get off this planet, and I have the crew you need to do the same. So, young pilot, have you ever flown your starship?”


Star? Caiden’s grip slackened around the knife. “Flown?”


Laythan’s forehead wrinkled. He softened his tone. “How did you end up here?”


“I was dumped.” Caiden’s throat itched. He swallowed. “Like years of livestock. We raised animals for the overseers . . . slavers. To feed the beasts. A disease wiped the bovine out, so we were all loaded up and dumped here. To be . . . To—” He couldn’t finish. He scratched a fingernail frantically against the knife hilt, cutting off that thought with motion.


Laythan raked a hand through his stormy hair, then shook his head. Around the ship, a couple of the crew paused their work to exchange glances. “Winn, I have a lot to tell you, and you have a lot to hear. Put the knife away. Let’s talk.”


“How do I know you’ll tell me the truth?” Caiden was too exhausted to be anything but straightforward. “Why wouldn’t you just kill me, take the gloss and the ship?”


“Smart kid,” a dark-haired woman muttered as she strolled by. “Can we keep him?”


Laythan grunted, but his lips crinkled in a smile. To Caiden he said, “Passagers do and believe whatever suits them, looking out only for themselves. I believe every being has a right to find their own place in the multiverse. I can’t take that from you, no matter your origin. Many worlds means many riches. There’s more than enough profit for all. As far as I’m concerned, you have claim to this ship and your own life. I’ll take your deal: the gloss for your safety. My honor will hold me to that. If you believe me to be an honorable man, feel safe.”


Laythan extended his hand. Tanned, wrinkled, and ripped by tiny scars. A hand with history. One that had worked, felt soil and metal, knew pain.


Caiden dithered, knife held awkwardly, as he fumbled with Laythan’s foreign words. If he didn’t trust someone, he would never escape this place, and he would drown in the sea of the things he didn’t know.


He clasped Laythan’s hand.









CHAPTER 5


PASSAGERS


Power filled the control pads and cockpit. A delicate hum spread inside the vessel’s shell, pulsing like bloodstream. Two of the crew—one masked and the other wearing a tight-wrapped veil—fit a new panel to the damaged bay doors. Laythan talked to a heavily armed woman with slippery black hair of mixed lengths that she struggled to contain in a tie.


The adults’ activity in the bay banished Caiden’s loneliness, yet he felt ignorant and insignificant amidst their knowledgeable movements. He reminded himself that he was using these people, and he needed them to like him so they didn’t change their mind about the deal. They could keep him safe and help him learn. Maybe Leta had stayed hidden and was found by kindly passagers too.


Maybe not everything was lost.


He paced a little corner, back and forth, and scratched at the leathery sleeve of his coat.


Suddenly, an explosion burrowed into the dune, tossing sand across the hull. Caiden ducked. The dark-haired woman dashed outside brandishing chunky weapons in each hand. “Two groups inbound!”


“Everyone else, gather up!” Laythan yelled. Another explosion rocked the ship. Darting whines peppered the air outside. “Various passager ships and that black armada are still roving the planet, snatching up gloss. The slavers must have gloss detectors. We need the iris fixed, engine refueled, and flight controls up. If this heap isn’t going to fly, I want to know soon. Our ship’s scrap, and no wrecks around are worth trying.” He paused. “Winn.”


It took Caiden a beat to register the name—his name. “Yes.” He puffed his chest, ready for his task.


“Keep out of the way until we’re off-planet.”


Air punched out of Caiden’s lungs. “I can—I can help, I’m a mechanic.”


The affirmation came out meek and squeaky, his throat still sore from screams. He used to be familiar with every machine, useful and capable to his world. How swiftly he was reduced to worthless.


A gentle hand landed on Caiden’s shoulder from behind. He swiveled, looking up into a man’s brutish face, a trimmed beard framing his smile.


“A mechanic?” the man said with genuine surprise. His deep, soft voice didn’t match his fighter’s features. “That’s no easy skill.”


Caiden shrugged and pulled the too-big pilot’s coat tighter around his shoulders.


The man wore a jacket similar in cut, but it was a deep, dark emerald like a blackbird’s sheen, cinched to the throat with cross-shaped snaps. His hair was short and dark, his eyes the color of dull blued steel, and he wasn’t young or old—somewhere in those middle years Caiden found hard to place. “Maybe you can help me with the console. My name’s Taitn. I’m the pilot.”


A pilot. Caiden absorbed Taitn’s warming smile. He struggled to separate all their names, each spoken with an accent of original language, sticking out among the slaver speech. Even their names didn’t belong in the world he knew. Taitn . . . tighten . . .


Laythan made an annoyed nasal sound. “Fine, short introductions. This is Ksiñe.” He indicated the masked person, whose predatory posture didn’t shift an inch. “Prefers ‘he.’ Ksiñe is Andalvian, and our scientist and medic.”


Ksiñe’s mask was metallic filigree over scarlet cloth or membrane, with tiny tubes threaded at the edges. The exposed skin at his neck was gel-like and matte, patterned with speckles and stripes, as if a layer of congealed water covered his pale skin with patterns. A furred sort of scarf looped his shoulders and collarbones, rippling indigo, black, and white as it . . . breathed.


Caiden simply nodded, crushing his curiosity at the word “Andalvian” in the pit where all his questions still lay. The name pronunciation slipped away at once.


“Panca is our mechanic. Like you. She’s saisn.” Laythan indicated the slender woman. Veils swathed her face and neck except the center of her forehead, baring a black, glistening circle the size of the gloss. The cloth was translucent enough that Caiden decided he wasn’t ready to see what a saisn was. She touched two fingers to her forehead.


The blasts outside had ceased, and the final member of the group strode back in. Caiden blinked at their tall, muscular frame and squared face, different from the woman he’d seen march out earlier. Their tan skin was unusually smooth, with tiny black lines running along contours. They mussed the tie holding their black hair, which—Caiden was sure—had been even longer before.


“I can snipe, but we’ve got twenty arcminutes at most.” They looked Caiden up and down, then up again. “I’m En, he for now. Dealer, negotiator.”


“Gambler,” Taitn added.


“Chiseler,” Ksiñe hissed.


En grinned. “Guilty.”


Caiden opened his mouth but hesitated to speak. The five of them—capable and seasoned—fit together like engine parts perfectly tuned.


Caiden was the misplaced part that didn’t fit.


Laythan glanced among them. “Panca, Ksiñe, keep your masks on. And En, for now don’ t—”


“I won’t.” En winked at Caiden.


Everyone rushed to work while Laythan beckoned Caiden to follow him outside to the ramp. “We’ve got time before they get everything up and running. Let’s talk. Come and sit.”


En marched ahead of them, up to the highest bulge of the dune, where he lay and propped a long weapon lengthwise, then cuddled up to its scope. The tip of the rail flowered open, with translucent membrane stretching between the tines. A shrill blast pierced Caiden’s ears and made him jump. Smoke and sparkles wheezed from En’s weapon while a fat line of distorted air streaked across the desert at incredible speed.


“Over here.” Laythan’s eyes were sharp as ever, trained on the distance.


Caiden sat on the ramp edge and shoved at the sand with his boots.


“Until today,” Laythan said, “there were only five known specimens of nophek in all the multiverse, but here . . . these slavers have cultivated hundreds, outside of regulations and observation. No one else knew about this world until recently, and now they’re all after the gloss, prized for its energy potential.”


Caiden pulled the gloss from his pocket and rolled it against his palm with a thumb, unwittingly recalling the nophek’s sundered skull, pink brains, and iridescent fluid. He looked away and worried at it with his thumbnail.


“Small thing,” he said, “to be worth thousands of lives.” Worth more than all of him and everything he knew. His jaw stung with the threat of tears, but iron exhaustion held him together. He squeezed and scratched the gem, willing it to crack first.


En fired again, up on the dune. The blast kicked breath from Caiden’s chest. Shooting slavers. I want to shoot slavers.


Laythan said, “We need to learn more about what happened with your people and this planet before we judge. Let the shock settle and shape you. You survived, and might find some good through it one day, with distance and understanding.”


Laythan’s words were a sour wind that rocked Caiden like a leaf on a twig.


Good . . . He kicked sand from his boots. Tan workers’ boots, the same as every slave had worn. Laythan’s boots were black and layered. Taitn’s were leathery with steel toes and jangling laces. The attire of real people. “Nothing about any of this is good.”


His left fist clutched the nophek gloss: the most valuable thing anywhere. With his right hand, he massaged the nape of his neck where the branding scar raised the skin, marking him as the least valuable thing anywhere. He had grown up believing the mark made him a valuable part of something large and important. But his parental unit, his friends, Leta—fodder. Ignorant, dispensable.


He scratched the brand’s circle and six rays until his neck stung and bled. The stone of sorrow in his stomach heated into rage.


Another piercing blast cut the air.


“I should have died with everyone else.” Tears brimmed, and Caiden shot to his feet to chuck the gloss into the desert.


Laythan caught his wrist mid-throw. “Easy! Its value might anger you, but that value is what will buy you a new life.” His grip, too forceful, radiated up Caiden’s arm. “Boy, everything you lose in this life is going to burr in until you let it go and move on. Even if it’s your old self you have to let go. The sooner you do, the stronger you’ll be to fight for the next thing someone tries to take from you. Settle down.”


Caiden ripped his wrist away. “Leave me alone.” He marched off the ramp onto the dune.


Behind him, Laythan groaned, pulled a flask from his coat, and took a swig.


En shot again, then deftly shouldered his weapon and slid down to the ramp. He tucked disheveled hair behind an ear. “I see you haven’t improved at this stuff, Laythan. I mean, crimes, you can’t leave him with that news.”


The captain’s gaze speared En. “You’re the negotiator.”


Taitn sidled up. “Let me talk to him?”


Laythan said, “Don’t you have a console to get working?”


“Ksiñe’s rebooting it first.”


En snorted. “Well. Have at it, gallant.”


Caiden ignored them and pushed his finger through the sand, drawing a word in the only language he knew. Slaver tongue.


His word was “home.” He stood and kicked it.


Taitn joined him, approaching slow and indirect, the way Caiden had learned to approach skittish animals.


“I was like you once,” the pilot said. “Plucked from what I knew and shown how big the multiverse really was . . . I felt smaller than ever.” He pointed up to the sky. “Each of those spots are called stars. Some of them are worlds as big as this one.”


Caiden craned his neck, taking in the twinkling white grains. “Impossible. They’d have to be really far away to still be as big as this one.”


“Yeah.” Taitn smiled, eyes sad. “They are. What do you say we get some space under these wings?”


“You mean fly?” Fast and powerful, destructive like those ships he’d seen before. A flutter of fresh energy coursed through him, and he gathered it up desperately. “Can you teach me to pilot it?”


When he’d stood before the overseers at his Appraisal, waiting for them to place a value on him and assign a designation, his heart had cried Pilot. But his cuts and calluses said Mechanic.


“Come on.” Taitn gave him a gentle grin and turned him around. “A ship this beautiful shouldn’t sit in the desert.”


Finally free of sand and water, the ship perched like an insect, with gill-like arrays, translucent water-metal, gels that changed color at different angles, and countless plates with near-invisible seams. The ship was longer than it was wide, a thick nose and base tapering to blade tails, and two wings on either side, sharp and sickle-shaped like a falcon at high speed, preened back now tight against its body. The reflective black shell was chafed with white scars, fine cracks, dents, and a sand-wind burnish. A narrow strip of crystal was bared down the ship’s spine from nose to tail. At its backside, silvery engine cylinders clustered, complicated and larger than any turbines Caiden had worked on. Even the dusters were like mites compared to this beetle. And he had never seen anything so beautiful.


The only thing he could trust for now was this machine. Real, solid, and contained.


Taitn said, “Sleeker but much smaller than Laythan’s Dava, may she rest in the dust.”


Caiden managed a brief smile, cheered by at least one ally among the crew.


They walked down the dune and back inside. The interior was a one-room bay, the cockpit an alcove at the end, and in the middle, a ramp led to a lower level with the long engine room and two other spaces. Smooth walls hid inner compartments, seats, and tools. The ship was a sanctuary compared to Caiden’s old bed-pad bunk, or the insides of cramped aerators.


The memories ached. He thrust them aside and tested a new notion, “This ship is home.”


“We should dump you here and leave,” blurted Ksiñe, the medic and scientist, as he shoved Caiden aside and opened the cockpit console housing. His shoulders had a coiled angle, his short stature carried with grace and ferocity.


“Kis!” Taitn snapped. “Not the time for an ethical argument.”


The masked Andalvian managed to glare by mere intensity. “Not time for strays.”


“Layth made his call. This ship is the kid’s; he can call it home. Have you got the interface working?”


Heart stinging, Caiden shuffled out of the way.


“Never seen half these parts,” Ksiñe muttered, his accented voice purring. He fussed with the console’s innards until the cockpit air fogged with light. The glow congealed into hovering diagrams.


Taitn wiggled into the flight seat, his leathery green jacket magnetizing to the metal of the chair. He raised his hands into the light, and it shifted into flowing patterns as he gestured through data. His fingers and darkblue eyes moved at blinding speed, while the hard lines of his face softened with awe. “These . . . are the strangest wings I’ve ever seen. My bet’s Graven tech.”


“You say every time,” Ksiñe accused.


Caiden watched mystified, bundling up a hundred questions. The diagrams flowed like a landscape: tiny rivers, layered ground, bits cut and replanted, branching. Even without knowing the language, Caiden understood signal flow.


“Winn.” Taitn turned to Caiden. “You should give your ship a name.”


Ksiñe sniped in, “She is 90-NN C-Center class.”


“She pretends to be. Kis, this ship is like nothing I’ve encountered before, and I’ve piloted everything. Winn might’ve found a gem even more valuable than the gloss.”


Caiden warmed at the praise.


“She conceals, not pretends.” Ksiñe slunk from the cockpit. “Panca will find out what it is.” The skin around his neck and collarbones clouded gray-blue, and what Caiden thought was a furred scarf wriggled off Ksiñe’s shoulders and bound to his arm.


Caiden tucked his curiosity back beneath the soreness of rejection.


“Don’t mind him,” Taitn said. “You’ve displaced him as the newest, and he’d only just gotten his spots settled. It’s a fine ship.”


“Thanks, Taitn.”


“Ready to pop engines!” the pilot called into the bay.


En strode jovially from the engine room, tied hair swaying. “Maybe we should all get out first? In case it just . . . blows.”


Laythan closed the bay doors. “We can’t waste time with tests. If this is the end . . . well, good run.”


The captain’s bravery didn’t soothe the prickling in Caiden’s gut. He was in capable company now, but a sense of urgency and dread was thick beneath their quips and Taitn’s busy hands.


“Panca,” Laythan called down to the engine room, “keep feeling the engines, make sure this heap’s good for escape velocity.”


“Quit with the ‘heap,’ Layth.” Taitn’s voice hushed with awe.


En cruised by and leaned over with a grin, whispering to Caiden, “I think he’s in love.”


Taitn swatted En away. “Winn. You’re too short for the seat, so come here in front.”


“Wait, you’re really going to let me fly it? Now?” Caiden moved in front, facing the console and the sprawling desert.


Taitn’s dark beard framed a kind smile. He gestured to two crystalline plates on the console. “Put your hands on these.”


A surge of excitement turned Caiden’s stomach prickles to butterflies. The plate surfaces were soft as skin, and yielded to engulf his fingers and cloud around them.


A rumble juddered deep in the ship’s belly. Resonant metals moaned and a muted sound plumped up inside every surface.


Caiden shivered in anticipation.


Taitn laid his big hands over Caiden’s. The surface sank farther. “Keep your fingers still but not rigid. This is called a twitch drive style. The bare minimum. Like riding without a saddle. Did you have riding creatures where you’re from?”


Caiden opened his mouth to reply. He didn’t feel Taitn’s fingers move on top of his, but the acceleration hit. He stretched into a streak of a person, insides left his body, then snapped back against the jab of the console. His eyeballs bulged. Skull vibrated. Squeezed lungs reinflated.


Taitn’s wild laugh resounded over the ship’s song. “Graven tech never ages. She could’ve crashed yesterday.”


Caiden’s heart leapt as the ship roared. The sand outside rippled in fountains. A chorus of vibrations rose from a hard judder to a smooth purr as if the thrusters had narrowed into a sleek, powerful stream. The resonant materials relaxed, and the interior hushed except for the patch Panca had fitted over the bay door. The salvaged piece buzzed, secure but unhappy.


Caiden gawked. Through the windows, dunes slithered by at a sickening speed. The horizon brightened as they traveled, until a bright object finally surged into view, resolving into a faraway sphere of luminous, freckled blue.


“Relax.” Taitn pressured Caiden’s fingers up and down, singly then all together. The ship responded to each; built speed, banked, dipped its nose to a stop, glided over dunes, and spun around again. “It’s like falling. If you’re rigid and scared, it’s going to hurt. If you’re relaxed and drunk—well, you probably didn’t even notice.”


“Don’t let him tell you drunk pilots are better!” En called from the bay.


Taitn rolled his eyes.


Caiden tried his own fingertip motions, to which the ship swayed side to side. Taitn’s hands squeezed into a claw shape and the vessel slowed to a hover. Rolls of sand cascaded over the nose.


Caiden slid his hands free of the controls, then dragged in a deep breath.


“Right?” Taitn patted him on the back.


“I’ve never driven anything like this . . .” He massaged his knuckles as if they had changed, somehow.


Abruptly, the ship’s metal shrieked. With no one at the controls, it nosed down hard, and Caiden slammed the console rim. Taitn’s arms vised around him and hauled him back. Curses burst from the crew behind. A vessel ripped past the cockpit view, its velocity having thrown their ship forward.


The vessel in front of them was liquid glass. It shredded the air, the transparent layers of its hull clinging wildly to metallic bones within. It was the same weird ship Caiden had spotted before. An overseer ship. It had to be.


“All damned”—the swear leaked from him—“that’s them, one of them.”


The glass ship spun so it faced them nose-to-nose, re-forming its body more than it actually turned. Churning liquid wings solidified into sharp vanes.


“Crimes!” Taitn barked a curse, shoved Caiden back, and slapped his hands on the twitch drive plates. He plowed the ship forward to escape while En darted in and hooked Caiden’s waist, pulling him back to the wall.


“Hold tight!” A thrill quavered Taitn’s voice, as if the enemy weren’t right on their tail.


Sand blasted around the ship, and the air shrieked as they tilted upward and gained speed. Caiden felt smeared into a streak of a person again at this velocity. Darkness filled the cockpit windows. The star spots turned to lines of pure speed.


The glass ship torched past their nose, forcing Taitn into a bank and Caiden’s insides into knots. Taitn focused on evasive maneuvers while the crew somehow fended for themselves calmly, strapping into secure positions against the bay walls.


“You’re a bit too short,” En told him, fear well hidden in his voice but not his eyes. He lifted Caiden clear of the ground by his jacket collar, with one arm, up to the height of the wall’s restraints.


Caiden wheezed, “How are you this strong?”


En laughed and pinned him against the wall, securing him with metal foot struts and cinched straps before letting go and strapping himself right beside. “Don’t worry, we’ll lose the pursuit. Taitn can fly out of anything. Welcome to the family, kid.”


Family.


“Taitn!” Laythan bellowed. “Lose this Casthen cur! We don’t have the fuel to play around.”


“Casthen? Whose ship is chasing us?” Caiden yelled, but between the stress and the restraints, his voice was winnowed and no one heard him.


The transparent ship wheeled past the view, distorting the world through its morphing avian body. Taitn swerved and accelerated again, then stalled to fall behind and jet in a different direction.


Tones babbled through the fuselage as the vibration increased. The ship’s shuddering returned Caiden to the huge cramped box, the roar, the stench. Horrific visions reared, and he sobbed while no one could hear him. He clamped his jaw shut and ran his palms up and down the straps, unable to move anything else. He closed his eyes so tight they watered through his eyelashes and tears jiggled sideways across his cheeks.


This box would crack like an egg and the beasts would rush in. The overseers would land in a splash of liquid glass and take him. His tears streamed, sorrow slipping out as his mind fissured.


The roar snapped off, motion halted, and like a light switch, Caiden lost consciousness.
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