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  CHAPTER 1




  exodus




  GAIA NOTCHED HER ARROW and drew back the taut string of her bow.




  “Don’t move,” she said. “At this range, I can’t miss, and I’m aiming for your right kidney.”




  The spying nomad lay belly-down, with goggles pushed up and binoculars pointed down the cliff toward Gaia’s clans. An old rifle was propped within easy reach. At Gaia’s voice, the

  spy lowered the binoculars a centimeter.




  “That’s right. Now slowly move away from the rifle,” Gaia said.




  Instead, the nomad rolled over, threw the binoculars at her, and grabbed for the rifle. Gaia released her arrow and dodged sideways. She reached to notch a second arrow even as the first one

  pierced the nomad’s hand, knocking the rifle wide to bounce over the cliff into silence. Before the spy could recover, Gaia stepped down hard on the arrow to pin the skewered hand to the

  ground.




  “I said don’t move,” Gaia said.




  She aimed her arrow point-blank at the nomad’s face, and saw for the first time that below the goggles, the features belonged to a young girl.




  Startled, Gaia eased up and lifted her foot off the girl’s hand. She wrenched a dagger from the girl’s belt and shoved back away from her. A quick look over her shoulder showed Gaia

  they were alone on the ridge, which annoyed her to no end. Where were her scouts? Overhead, the sky was an effulgent canopy of pinks and oranges, but the wasteland was washed in the ashy shadows of

  dusk, making visibility sketchy at best. Gaia notched her arrow again, ready.




  “You can’t be out here alone,” Gaia said. “Where’s your tribe?”




  The nomad girl curled over her wounded hand. Blood dripped red onto the rocks, and the feathers of the arrow blossomed like a pernicious flower out of the back of her hand.




  “Speak up, girl,” Gaia said.




  The nomad girl hunched up her shoulders instead, and cradled her pierced hand to her chest. Ringed with dirt from the circles of her goggles, her dark eyes glistened with pain. If Gaia

  didn’t know the girl had just been armed, she’d have thought she was the most vulnerable, helpless-looking thing she’d ever seen.




  “Are you understanding me?” Gaia asked.




  The girl still didn’t reply, but from her alertness and the way she’d initially responded, Gaia was convinced she did understand.




  Gaia had a bad feeling about this. She scanned the ridge top again, peering around boulders through the brush and shadows. Sending a girl this young to spy implied that the girl’s tribe

  was a bare-bones operation, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. Down below, within easy range of a rifle shot, the nineteen clans of the caravan were setting up fires and cook

  pots, digging out their carefully rationed supplies of food. They had nothing extra to spare to raiders.




  The girl couldn’t be alone. Gaia noted critically that she was wrapped in layers of dusty cloth rather than sewn garments. Her worn boots looked like they’d crossed long kilometers,

  and a red fringe around the ankles, evidence of loving craftsmanship, was now dark with dust. The girl turned startled eyes toward the brush, and in the same instant Gaia heard rustling. She

  crouched low, lifting her arrow again and pointing it at the girl.




  “Don’t move,” Gaia said, her voice low. “You’ll be the first one I shoot if someone gives me trouble.”




  “Mlass Gaia?” came a low, familiar voice.




  Relieved, Gaia straightened again and lowered her bow. Chardo Peter and five of her other scouts closed in on them, the women and men moving lightly over the rocks.




  “We’ve been looking for you,” Peter said to Gaia. “Are you all right?”




  “Of course,” Gaia said. “I expected forty scouts along this ridge. Where are they all?”




  “Out further,” Peter said. “They’re moving inward now. Look.”




  Gaia glanced across to the next promontory and saw a hint of movement. Two scouts were highlighted briefly against the skyline before they shifted out of sight. Gaia slung her bow over her

  shoulder and put the arrow back in her quiver.




  “Warn them we’re not alone. I want another full search of the perimeter, starting now,” Gaia said, and a pair of scouts slipped into the shadows. Gaia stepped nearer to the

  girl, “Who else is out there?”




  The girl, alarmed, shook her head.




  “Can’t you talk?” Gaia asked.




  “Need help,” the girl said in a barely audible, guttural voice. She pointed to the west.




  “Who’s out there?” Gaia pressed. “Your family?”




  The girl shook her head again and conspicuously swallowed, working her throat. “My friend is hurt,” she said. “Please.”




  Gaia stooped beside her. “Let me see your hand,” she said. “Peter, look around for some binoculars. She threw them at me. And there’s a rifle over the cliff. I want that

  retrieved.”




  Gaia reached for the girl’s small hand, examining where the arrow shaft pierced her palm. The wound was ragged, and she couldn’t staunch the bleeding until the shaft was removed.

  Gaia’s stomach went light and queasy, but she focused, positioning the girl’s hand on a wide, flat stone. She took a bandana out of her pocket and folded it in a square to be ready.

  Then she pulled out her knife.




  “Hold still,” she said.




  The girl watched her solemnly.




  Gaia braced the arrow against the stone, cut sharply to sever off the tip end, and then leaned close to examine it for slivers. It was a clean, blunt cut.




  “I need your bandana, Peter,” she said without looking at him. “Fold it long on the diagonal, please.” She met the girl’s gaze. “I’m pulling the arrow

  back through now. You ready?”




  The girl nodded, shutting her eyes tightly. Gaia pulled the arrow out with a slick sound, then held the girl’s hand up high and packed her bandana into her palm.




  “Peter.”




  Peter passed her the makeshift bandage, and she secured his black bandana carefully around the girl’s bloody hand. “Keep it up here, by your neck, and apply pressure to both sides.

  See?” she said, guiding the girl’s other hand into place.




  The girl opened her eyes and tentatively examined the arrangement.




  “How’s that feel?” Gaia asked.




  The girl nodded. She cleared her throat, but instead of speaking, she pointed west again and started getting to her feet.




  “It needs to be properly cleaned,” Gaia said. “I’ll take you down to camp.”




  The girl shook her head and pulled at Gaia’s sleeve, clearly indicating she wanted her to go with her away from camp.




  “Is your friend far?” Gaia asked.




  The girl raised five fingers.




  “Five minutes?” Gaia asked, and the girl nodded.




  “Mlass Gaia, you can’t go,” Peter said. “It could be an ambush.”




  Gaia knew he was right, but something about the girl’s stoic demeanor with her wound had tempered Gaia’s suspicions of her. She put a hand on the girl’s shoulder and studied

  her eyes, seeing hunger there, and wary desperation.




  “Will I regret trusting you?” Gaia asked.




  The girl shook her head once, and her voice was little more than a croak. “Please. It’s safe.”




  “I’ll go with her,” Peter said. “You belong back in camp. There must be fifty people down there with questions for you right now.”




  Gaia’s duties were precisely what she’d wanted to evade for five minutes when she’d set out for a walk on the ridge, and here was the perfect excuse to do it.




  “No. I’ll take you with us,” Gaia said, and turned to her other scouts. “The rest of you be careful. If this girl had been hostile, she could have picked off any number

  of us from here, but I suppose you all realize that.” She put her knife away. “If we’re not back in thirty minutes, tell Chardo Will he’s in charge.”




  Without waiting to see her orders followed, Gaia headed off into the wasteland with the little nomad. The girl led her through the brush, moving quickly and silently in the fading light. Her

  outfit was exactly the brown-gray color of the land, so watching her was like seeing a piece of the landscape itself shifting through the shadows. Gaia could hear Peter following behind her.




  They’d gone only a short distance before Gaia felt her queasiness again, only worse. She kept on, hoping it would pass, but in a matter of seconds, she was shaking and clammy.

  “Wait,” she called.




  Grimly, Gaia put her hand out against a boulder, waiting while nausea hit her full force. She buckled over with her guts clenched and grit her teeth, hoping she wouldn’t actually throw up.

  For an instant longer, she thought she could control her stomach, but then she heaved into the shadow of the boulder.




  Lovely, she thought. At least she avoided drooling on her trousers.




  “You shouldn’t still be nauseous,” Peter said. “Everyone else was finished two weeks ago. Have you been sick all along?”




  She closed her eyes, waiting for her stomach to settle.




  “Mlass Gaia?” he said more gently, nearer.




  She didn’t want Peter’s gentleness. She waved him back and spat. “I’m good.”




  The girl was staring at Gaia, her eyes wide with concern. She tilted her face and made a gesture for a big round belly in front of herself before pointing to Gaia.




  “No, I’m not pregnant,” Gaia said, acutely aware that Peter was listening. “The problem is, I can’t shoot things. Living things, that is. I get sick afterward,

  every time.” No amount of training had ground that out of her.




  The girl looked surprised, and then she waved her wounded hand and laughed with a husky, musical sound.




  “I know. Real funny,” Gaia said.




  Peter was not amused. “Who else knows?”




  “Leon, obviously, and a few of the other archers,” Gaia said. “It’s not a big deal. I’m not usually the one shooting things. That’s what my scouts are

  for.”




  “If you’d take them with you.”




  Being around Peter compelled her, annoyingly, to be truthful. That much hadn’t changed. “All I wanted was five minutes to myself. Just five minutes,” she said.

  “I didn’t ask you to worry about me.”




  “It’s my job to worry about your safety.”




  “Then you should have had the scouts on the ridge like you were supposed to.”




  The instant she spoke, she regretted her sharpness. In silence, she wiped her lips with her sleeve.




  “You still can’t even look at me, can you?” Peter asked.




  Gaia turned slowly, bracing a hand on her hip. Peter hitched at the strap of the arrow quiver that cut vertically across his chest, and gave his bow an impatient jerk. He’d let his light

  brown hair grow out, and the ends had turned lighter, almost blond with his endless days in the wasteland, planning the route of the exodus. It was true. She was uncomfortable around him still,

  even though it had been more than a year since their decisive exchange on the porch of the lodge.




  “Is there something you want to say?” she asked.




  He watched her quietly. “Are you ever sorry for what you did to me?”




  Their broken relationship had ripped her up longer than she cared to consider and had caused her no shortage of unspoken friction with Leon over the past year. “Of course I am.”




  His eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Then why didn’t you say so?”




  “What good would it do either of us?”




  She regarded him across the distance and felt an invisible boulder materialize between them to ensure they stayed apart. The nomad girl was watching curiously.




  “It would make a difference,” he said. “Even now.”




  Gaia briefly pressed a hand between her eyes. “In that case, I’m sorry for what I did,” she said. She hadn’t deliberately misled him when they’d kissed so long ago,

  but that was what had happened, and she’d made it worse by getting in the stocks with him. “I thought you must know I was sorry. I feel terrible about how I treated you, but I’ll

  never regret that I chose Leon. You and I can’t be friends. It isn’t possible.”




  Peter’s aloof posture melted slightly. “I’m not asking to be your friend.”




  “What do you want, then?” she said.




  “Just don’t ignore me,” Peter said. “Just look at me like you look at other people, like I exist. I deserve that much.” He took a step nearer, into the

  invisible boulder, which cracked and began to disintegrate into painful shards.




  With an effort, Gaia met his gaze. His blue eyes were as discerning and vivid as ever, but the generous humor that used to brighten his visage was gone, replaced by stark, wary reserve. As their

  gaze held, she could feel herself knowing him, understanding him, and it hurt because deep down she knew his transformation was her fault.




  He took a half step nearer, waiting her out.




  It wasn’t friendship he wanted, she realized, or even the closure of forgiveness. He wanted something harder: honesty without intimacy.




  “I can try,” she said.




  In the stillness, he nodded. The girl made a snapping noise with her fingers and pointed impatiently ahead, but Gaia kept her focus on Peter.




  “Enough said?” she asked.




  “Yes,” he said. His voice dropped, and he was the first to turn away. “Enough.”




  Gaia turned then to the girl. “Lead the way, Mlass.”




  The girl took off into the shadows again.




  A ping of conscience mixed with Gaia’s relief, and she wondered what Leon would think of her new truce with Peter. Shoving it back, she strode rapidly after the girl.




  Already the heat of the wasteland day was switching over to the coolness of evening, and in another hour it would be lightless and cold. Gaia could smell dry sage and the ubiquitous dust of the

  wasteland, layers of it, like the opposite of water. The terrain dipped into a ravine of deeper shadows, and the girl slowed as they reached the bottom. The next moment, she vanished.




  “Where’d she go?” Gaia asked. There had to be a hidden passage or cave, but for the life of her, Gaia could see no way through the rock wall of the ravine.




  Then the girl’s head peeked up about knee-high, several yards away, and she reached toward Gaia. Gaia moved cautiously forward, peering into the shadows, and it was only when she was right

  on top of the girl that she saw a crevice in the rock, dim with dusty shadow. It looked too small to conceal anything, but Gaia could hear breathing. She squinted as the girl drew her in, and then

  slipped the strap of her quiver off over her head to duck down farther.




  A slumped, prone man lay in the back of the crevice. The smell of blood was a metallic, sweet taste in the air. The girl drew close to him, snuggling against his heart, and the man put a limp

  arm around her.




  “Silly Angie,” the man mumbled. “What did I tell you? You have to go join the caravan. I’ll catch up with you.”




  There was a flicking noise behind Gaia, and Peter leaned in as far as he could with a lit match. The injured man frowned, wincing. His eyes were feverishly bright in the sepulchral space, and

  his expression turned to wonder. Gaia took in his gaunt cheeks, his pale hair and darker beard, the strangely youthful angle of his eyebrows even as he suffered, and recognition hit her gut before

  it reached her consciousness.




  “Jack?” she asked, disbelieving.




  Gaia’s brother quirked his mouth in a half smile. “Wouldn’t you know,” he said, his speech slurred. “Now, if only I were pregnant, you’d be a big

  help.”









     

  




  CHAPTER 2




  clan nineteen




  PETER’S MATCH WENT OUT.




  “Light another, quickly please,” Gaia said. “It’s my brother.” She was as delighted to find Jack as she was horrified to see him in such dire shape. “Where

  are you hurt? How long have you been like this?”




  Peter struck another match and kept them coming. Jack blinked slowly, watching Gaia with his oddly lustrous eyes. His shirt was dark with caked blood.




  “Just take care of Angie,” Jack said. “She’s had a bad time of it. I’m glad I got to see you once more. I kept hoping I might.”




  “Tell me how you’re hurt.”




  “I got knifed in my side here,” Jack said. “I didn’t think it was that bad, but it’s wiped me out. The blade must have been poisoned.”




  “When was this?” Gaia asked.




  “A couple days back, when we ditched our band of nomads,” Jack said. “Angie’s mother just died, and the kid has no other family. It’s a long story, but her mom

  asked me to get Angie to the Enclave so she could have a shot at a future, and I owed her, so that’s what I was trying to do. Gaia, promise me you’ll take care of her. You’re

  headed back, aren’t you?”




  The girl had slid her fingers into Jack’s hand and looked like she would never let go.




  “Take care of her yourself,” Gaia said. “We Stones don’t die easy.”




  “Odin Stone. Right.” He mumbled his birth name as if it were still unfamiliar.




  “Where’s your tribe now?” Gaia asked.




  “They were two days west of here and heading south. They’re long gone by now.”




  In the poor light, Gaia saw that layers of cloth were stuck against Jack’s wound. Tugging at the fabric would make it worse and start him bleeding again before she could treat him

  properly. There was no point staying here talking.




  “You ready, Peter?” she asked.




  “Yes.”




  Carrying her brother back to camp was like hauling a limp block of granite between them, and the going was so slow that the sky was a rich violet by the time they reached the last ridge. Several

  scouts intercepted them and took over carrying Jack. The campfires of the caravan spread before them in the valley below as they made their last descent.




  “You never said you had a brother,” Peter said.




  “I have two, both older,” Gaia said. “We didn’t grow up together because they were both advanced inside the Enclave. Just before I left, Jack helped me escape, and then

  he left for the wasteland, too.”




  Gaia glanced at Angie and wondered what the full story was there. The little Gaia knew of nomad culture was harsh and brutal, which fit with Jack getting knifed. The girl, still cradling her

  wounded hand in the makeshift bandage, kept close to Gaia as they wove through the ordered chaos of the camp.




  Eighteen hundred people were noisily settling in for the night. Since leaving their home beside Marsh Nipigon in early September, Gaia’s people had had over three weeks to establish their

  routines on trail. Each clan had a central hub of cook fires, with clusters of families surrounding them. True tents were few, but dark tarps were rigged over poles to shelter many of the families.

  Packs, baskets, and cages of chickens added to the jumble. Somewhere a clear tenor voice started up a ballad, and smoke brought the scent of chicken cooking with honey and curry.




  “Welcome to our caravan. We’re from Sylum originally,” Gaia said to Angie. “Like it?”




  The girl nodded, glancing ahead toward the men carrying Jack.




  “I’ll do what I can for you and Jack,” Gaia said. “Try not to worry.”




  In the center of the activity, clan nineteen was laid out in neat circles around three fires, and Norris Emmett, drawing on his skills as the cook for the lodge back in Sylum, was overseeing the

  feeding of a hundred people. He glanced up as Gaia approached, and his gaze swept over Jack and the girl before he called something over his shoulder. Farther behind him, Josephine was feeding two

  toddlers: her daughter Junie and Gaia’s sister Maya.




  Gaia stopped to give the little girls hugs and kisses. Maya tried to feed Gaia some bannock by pressing it against her lips, but Gaia laughed. “No, that’s for you. Eat up,

  squirt.” Gaia looked up at Josephine. “Has she been good?”




  “Good enough,” Josephine said with her normal good humor. “I’ve got her. Looks like you’re busy.” Josephine had cut her dark curls shorter for convenience on

  trail, and they were held back from her face by a jaunty red headband. Gaia’s little sister had a bit of the same red in her hair.




  With a pang of guilt, Gaia couldn’t help thinking Josephine was in some ways a better mother figure to Maya than she was herself. “I’ll try to come back to tuck her in,”

  Gaia said, and gave her sister another kiss on top of her soft curls before she continued on.




  A smaller, fourth campfire was burning to one side where Dinah, the former libby, had a tarp and supplies laid out in readiness for medical emergencies. She’d turned to healing in the past

  year, assisting Gaia and proving to have a steady hand with everything from childbirth to single sutures. Dinah’s white, pleated shirt had remained spotless during the entire exodus, defying

  all logic and now, as they approached, she straightened, swinging her braid over her slender shoulder.




  “Only you could wander off into the wasteland and come back with two more mouths to feed,” Dinah said. She nodded toward the men carrying Jack. “Do you want help with

  him?”




  “Let me get started,” Gaia said. “See what you can do for Angie’s hand.”




  The scouts lowered Jack to the tarp, where he lay still. Gaia was already reaching for the soap.




  Peter lit two extra torches and arranged them nearby. “I’ll get back to the ridge,” he said.




  “Right. Good.” Gaia heard the perfunctory note in her voice and made a point of looking up to meet his eyes. The faintest irony tinged his expression. “I mean, thanks,

  Peter.”




  “You’re welcome, Mlass,” he said evenly, and with a brief smile at Angie, he was gone.




  Dinah’s gaze followed Peter and turned back to Gaia. “What was that?” she said.




  “What?”




  Dinah pointed her thumb after the retreating scout, then stopped. “Okay. Never mind.”




  Gaia sank down beside her brother and reached for his shirt. “I need an update. Have the scouts who went ahead to the Enclave returned? Munsch and Bonner?”




  “No. Not yet.”




  “It’s getting to be too long. What else do you have for me?”




  Dinah filled her in about some bickering between the miners and the fishermen, a woman’s persistent fever, a shortage of corn meal, and a broken travois. “Chardo Will is mending the

  travois. Otherwise, nothing major.”




  “Has Leon come in with the crims?”




  “Not yet. He sent word they’d be in around sundown.”




  Then he’s late, Gaia thought.




  Gaia would not relax until all the clans were settled in for the night, including and especially the crims. Leon was in charge of a dozen prisoners who accompanied the exodus, working to earn

  their freedom by the time they reached Wharfton. In a concession to safety, the crims were chained by the ankle in pairs, which meant they were always the last ones into camp each night, along with

  Leon.




  Dinah was working over Angie’s hand, and Gaia could see from the child’s glassy gaze that Dinah had given her a lily-poppy draught for the pain. Gaia started on Jack’s wound.

  With scissors, she cut away the looser fabric, then used a sponge to wet the caked blood and carefully peel the rest away. The wound was ten centimeters long, and deep, scraping along his lowest

  rib. The edges were ragged and pink with infection.




  “Bad, huh?” Dinah asked.




  “Yes.” Gaia glanced at her brother’s face, considering carefully. Jack was out cold.




  In the past year, there had been dozens of times when a medical situation needed more expertise than she had, and she’d come up with a policy. She was brutally honest, always, with her

  patient, and she let the patient decide what she would try. Sometimes it had been deemed best to do nothing, and the patient had died. Other times, she had done nothing, and the patient’s

  body had healed itself. Most times, the patients had wanted her to try cleaning, stitches, compresses. Once she’d amputated a man’s crushed hand, and he’d survived. But digging

  around in people was not something she excelled at, and she was loath to do it without their consent.




  “Any ideas?” Gaia asked Dinah.




  Dinah left Angie for a moment and came nearer, holding her braid back as she leaned over Jack’s wound. “It isn’t bleeding too badly anymore,” she observed.




  Gaia narrowed her eyes as she inspected the wound again. “I’m going to irrigate it.” She poured some of the boiled water into a separate bowl, dropping in three leaves of

  cohosh and a twig of witch hazel. She swirled it to let it cool before she poured half of the solution into Jack’s wound. It bubbled a little coming out.




  “That can’t be good,” Gaia muttered.




  With her scalpel she evened off the roughest edges of the wound, then stretched the opening a bit wider, trying to see further in. A black, triangular sliver of knife tip was briefly visible in

  the deepest layer of the cut before oozing blood obscured it.




  Gaia worked carefully with her tweezers to extricate the sliver, then irrigated the wound repeatedly until the bubbling stopped and the water washed out smoothly. She put in a drain, drew the

  muscle tissue together again, and wrapped a bandage to keep the wound closed. She wished they had some antibiotics.




  “What’s your brother like?” Dinah asked when Gaia at last sat back.




  “I hardly know him,” Gaia said. She glanced over to see Dinah had finished with Angie’s hand. “We’ve only talked a few times. I know he’s brave, though, and

  selfless. He saved me from the Bastion once. He was an Enclave guard, like Leon.”




  “How old is he?”




  Gaia calculated. “Twenty, now. Leon’s age. Why?”




  Dinah was regarding him thoughtfully. “He just looks older.”




  Gaia thoughtfully regarded her brother’s face, seeing it faintly flushed in the firelight, his lips dry and cracked. Her gaze lingered over the planes of his face, seeking and finding a

  resemblance to her mother in the lines of his eyebrows and the curves of his closed eyelids.




  “It’s going to be interesting, meeting some new men,” Dinah said.




  Gaia glanced up. “You’ve never had a shortage of men liking you.”




  “Doesn’t mean I’m not curious,” Dinah said.




  “It isn’t going to be easy,” Gaia said. “Our women won’t be special in Wharfton the way they’re used to. It’s going to be an adjustment.”




  “I’m not worried.”




  Gaia took a second look at her friend, and guessed she was probably right to be confident. Certain women would always be prized, no matter what society they landed in, and Dinah was lively,

  smart, and uncommonly pretty. What Gaia was going to miss was the closeness she had with her women friends in Sylum. She missed Taja and Peony, who had stayed behind with their families in Sylum.

  Already, with the responsibilities of the exodus, Gaia saw little of her nearest friends, like Josephine, and she hoped she wouldn’t see them even less once they reached Wharfton.




  “I’ve always sort of wondered if you might hit it off with Chardo Will,” Gaia said cautiously.




  Dinah gave her an odd look. “I don’t have a chance with Will.”




  “Why not?”




  Dinah laughed. “Very funny. I’m not stupid.” Her eyes went warm with teasing humor.




  “Don’t, Dinah,” Gaia said.




  “I’m not blaming you, but I know a hopeless case when I see one. Poor Will. Unrequited love seems to be his specialty. Or maybe it runs in the family. No, I think I’ll just see

  what Wharfton and Enclave men are like.




  They’re different, Gaia thought. They aren’t as polite. All kinds of things could go wrong.




  “You look so anxious,” Dinah said, laughing. “You’ve warned us plenty, Gaia. Different cultures and all that. You go ahead and take care of the big diplomacy. Leave the

  one-on-one to the rest of us. We’ll be fine.”




  As Dinah moved off to other chores, Angie came drowsily nearer, sliding onto the tarp to cuddle beside Jack. Firelight reflected off the goggles she’d lowered around her neck.




  “You’re just happy to have a warm fire and a safe place to sleep, aren’t you?” Gaia asked.




  Angie glanced up and pointed a finger to Gaia’s scarred cheek.




  “It’s a burn from when I was a baby,” Gaia said. “It doesn’t hurt now.”




  The girl pointed next to Gaia’s necklace.




  Gaia lifted it from the neckline of her blouse to show her, turning the small, weighty objects in the firelight. “The locket watch is from my parents for timing contractions when I’m

  a midwife. The monocle is from my grandmother, the last Matrarc of Sylum, for leadership and heritage, I guess,” she said. She remembered how reluctantly she’d accepted the monocle at

  first, and considered how familiar it was now. “So, what’s the story of your voice? Care to tell me?”




  The girl watched her groggily, then shook her head.




  “Didn’t think so,” Gaia said. “Can you sit up a bit? Take off your goggles.”




  The girl complied, and Gaia tilted a torch nearer so she could examine her throat and neck. “Does it hurt?” Gaia asked gently.




  Angie slowly nodded her head. “When I talk.”




  Gaia shifted behind Angie so she could line her fingers softly all around the girl’s warm neck. “Try to say ‘Ah.’ Nice and steady now.”




  With the sound, Gaia could feel Angie’s neck muscles tense unnaturally, fighting to trap her voice instead of releasing it. Gaia handed back Angie’s goggles and began making up a

  cure as she went along.




  “Here’s what I want you to do,” she said. “Take a big drink of water every hour, whether you’re thirsty or not. And put your hand to your neck, like this, and think

  about keeping those muscles loose and calm. No one can hurt you.” Gaia smiled, watching to see that the girl was listening closely. “Pretend the inside of your voice is just cool and

  open, like water going down. All the time, whether you’re talking or not, even when you’re falling asleep. Will you try that?”




  The girl looked slightly hopeful. She nodded again.




  Gaia lifted the dressing on Angie’s hand to inspect what Dinah had done, and judged she could do nothing better. She rested Angie’s small, splinted and bandaged hand lightly on the

  girl’s chest, and thought of a wounded bird, fragile and hollow-boned. Gaia knew what it was like to be motherless.




  Angie’s eyes closed, and she rolled slightly, turning her cheek to rest on Jack’s shoulder. She put her fingers to her throat.




  Gaia sat back and reached to wash her hands again.




  “There’s a story there,” Leon said quietly, stepping into the firelight. “Unbelievable.”




  Happiness shot through her at the sight of him.




  Leon dipped his head to take off his hat, and putting a strong hand on her shoulder, he leaned near for a kiss.




  “Best part of the day,” he said, and chucked his hat on a blanket near the fire.









     

  




  CHAPTER 3




  a promise




  “ARE YOU GOOD?” LEON asked.




  “Yes,” Gaia said. “And you?”




  He smiled and started to roll back his sleeves. “Good. Where’d you find Jack and the urchin? They look pretty beat up.” He reached to take the bar of soap from her hand. His

  arms and hands were filthy, and she guessed he’d helped to carry the crims’ loads.




  “Back behind the ridge west of here,” she said. “Peter helped me bring them in. Jack said they left a band of nomads two days west of here.”




  “How old do you think she is?” he asked.




  Angie stirred, and blinked up at Leon.




  “I don’t know. Not more than eight or nine,” Gaia said. “She’s tough, though. I shot her hand before I realized she was a kid and she never even cried.




  “Shot her yourself ?” Leon asked. “How was the aftermath?”




  “Normal,” she said and checked to see that no one was within earshot besides Angie and sleeping Jack. “I threw up, but I was able to delay it a little. That’s

  progress.”




  “Face it, Gaia. You’ll never get over it,” Leon said. “You’re not meant to hurt people.”




  “I need to be able to protect our people,” she argued.




  “I don’t mean you won’t do what you have to,” Leon said. “I’m just saying you’ll always pay for it somehow. Were you embarrassed?”




  “Only Peter and Angie saw me. She thought I was pregnant.”




  Leon’s smile turned amused. “Are you?”




  “No,” she said. “You’d be the first person I’d tell.”




  “We’ve been careful, but things can happen.”




  “As if I didn’t know.” She made big warning eyes at him and inclined her head slightly toward Angie. “We are not talking about this here.”




  He laughed. “Have you eaten any dinner?” He leaned over the basin to splash water on his face, drenching his three-week beard, and then he flicked the excess water away. A drop

  sizzled in the fire.




  “I was waiting for you,” Gaia said.




  “You mean you forgot.”




  “I’m not exactly hungry,” she said.




  “You ought to be. Have a seat. I’ll get you a plate.” He lifted another woolen blanket from a pile and dropped it next to the fire. Norris’s cat darted over from the

  other campfire and circled Leon’s boot. As Angie’s gaze followed the cat closely, Leon picked it up and subjected it to a nonchalant rub that flattened its ears and elicited a purr.




  “Hey, kid,” Leon said. “Do you like cats?”




  Angie cleared her throat. “Yes,” she said. “What’s an urchin?”




  “A very brave girl,” Leon said. “Can you watch Una for me? I need to feed the Martrarc here.” He passed over the cat and pointed at it sternly. “Stay put,

  Una.”




  Angie smiled sleepily, curling her good hand gently into the cat’s fur. Gaia shouldn’t have been surprised. Naturally, the girl would struggle to talk to Leon when she talked to no

  one else, just as the cat would obey his commands.




  “Be right back,” Leon said, and gave Gaia another kiss. “Don’t fall asleep on me. We have some planning to do.”




  She sank down onto the blanket, settling in comfortably upwind of the smoke, and soon Leon was back with a couple of steaming bowls. He passed her one and tossed a couple more sticks heavily

  into the fire before he sat down beside her. They had no real privacy, but at least they were together, and the part of Gaia that responded only to him expanded a little.




  His knee pressed into hers, and he clinked his bowl to hers. “To Jack,” he said. Will he make it, do you think?”




  “I don’t really know. Antibiotics will help once we reach Wharfton, if we can get them. Angie ought to have them, too,” she said. It was amazing to think they were so close to

  medication that could save someone’s life. The proximity reminded her of her missing scouts. “Munsch and Bonner haven’t returned from Wharfton yet. I’m getting

  worried.”




  “Want me to go after them?” Leon offered.




  “No,” she said. “You’ve got enough to do.”




  “When are you ever going to let me be in any danger?” he asked, spooning up his stew at a steady rate.




  “You’re in danger every day,” she argued. “Who else could handle the crims?”




  “You know they’re loyal. It’s their only charm.”




  “Loyal to you. Not to the rest of us. What you do is invaluable.”




  “No gratitude, remember,” he said.




  “Right.” She’d discovered he had the quirk of not wanting to be thanked for anything he did for Sylum. To him, it was his job, but it was hard for her to remember because it

  felt like her people were an extension of herself, and any service or kindness to them felt personal to her. “I’ll just thank you for bringing me the stew, then,” she said.




  “You’re welcome,” he said. “I’ll get you more.” He held out a hand for her bowl.




  “I’m not finished with this,” she said. Carrot chunks were mixed in with the meat, sweet and orange in the brown gravy, and she pushed one aside to save for last. Suddenly, her

  stomach clenched again, this time for a different reason, and she lowered her spoon.




  “What is it?” he asked.




  “We’re almost there,” she said. “Just two more days.”




  “Scared?”




  Terrified was more like it. There were so many things that could go wrong once they reached Wharfton and the Enclave, and the responsibility weighed on her like a leaden mantle. The people of

  Wharfton might reject them. The guards of the Enclave might turn their guns against them. Her people could all be dead in forty-eight hours. She drew up her knees and curled her arms around

  them.




  “Gaia,” he said gently, drawing out her name. “Tell me.”




  “What was I thinking, bringing us all here?” she said. “This is insane.”




  “It wasn’t all your decision, remember? And it’s not insane,” he said. “It’s less insane than staying to watch us all die off in Sylum. Not one girl was born

  this past year. Not one.”




  “I know.”




  “Haven’t you seen how excited people are getting? We’ll be able to see the obelisk rising over the Square of the Bastion by the day after tomorrow. They’ve never seen a

  city or even a working light bulb. The men cannot believe there’ll be enough women for them to meet.”




  “But see? Right there. That’s a problem,” Gaia said. “It’s not like the women of Wharfton have been eagerly awaiting us. They’re not all single women ready to

  wave welcome banners to our men.”




  “The women don’t have to wave any banners. They exist in sufficient numbers.” He smiled slowly. “You watch. The men will make inroads, and it won’t take

  long.”




  She looked past the nearest campfire to one farther on, where Norris was dishing up the last of the stew to a couple of men while a third reached for a beat-up, blackened teakettle. They had to

  be exhausted, but there was an air of optimistic happiness about them, an undercurrent of anticipation that Gaia had been sensing for days, while her own anxiety had increased in reverse

  proportion.




  She glanced again at Leon. “All our blueprints and charters to build New Sylum won’t come to anything if we can’t get the Protectorat to give us water.”




  “You’ll convince him.”




  “How can you have so much faith in me? Honestly,” she asked. “Aren’t you afraid of your father?”




  He set aside his bowl. “No.”




  “And there. That,” she said, watching his profile in the flickering light. “I don’t like what happens to you when you think about him, and now we’re actually going

  to have to negotiate with him.”




  Leon shifted slightly, allowing a gap of space to widen between them. She hated that.




  She softened her voice. “Why don’t you talk about him?”




  He pushed a hand back through his hair. “Why do you bring him up? We know he’s ruthless. He’s also politically astute, which is in our favor. He can’t afford to look as

  ruthless as he is, so outwardly, he’ll have to be diplomatic.”




  She uncoiled and reached for her stew again, then swallowed another spoonful. She didn’t have to be looking at the scars on Leon’s back to know they were there. “It’s

  what he can do to you privately that worries me,” she said.




  Leon tossed a bit of a stick into the fire. “You don’t need to worry about me. There’s nothing left there, Gaia.”




  She doubted the Protectorat felt equally neutral about Leon. “What about your mother?”




  “I left on decent terms with Genevieve. There won’t be any reason to see her much, not when I’m living outside the wall with you.”




  Gaia suspected that was an over-simplification, too. Uneasy, she glanced down at her monocle and locket watch, glinting in the firelight. Somewhere ahead, in a grave in Potter’s Field, her

  father lay decomposing, if he wasn’t dust in the dry earth already. She had no idea if her mother was buried beside him, though she hoped so. Complicated as Leon’s family was, at least

  he had people to return to. His sister Evelyn would welcome him, and his brother Rafael, too. He had a birth father outside the wall. By contrast, Gaia had no family to return to, beyond her

  newfound brother Jack and another brother in the Enclave she’d never even met.




  A spark snapped in the fire, and the logs shifted, letting out a new burst of heat. “Do you think you’ll get to know Derek better?” Gaia asked.




  “He’s a good man. I’m not sure how much he’ll want me involved with his new family, but I’ll certainly look him up. He’d want that much, I know.” Leon

  smiled, studying her attentively. “You don’t need to worry about my family liking you,” he said. “It’s not like we need anyone’s approval.”




  “I know.”




  He drew her hand into his so she could feel the warmth in his fingers. “Marry me,” he said. “Don’t make me wait anymore.”




  She’d known this question was coming again. He’d been patient for a whole year. But knowing the moment was here didn’t mean she was ready.




  “Gaia, we’re starting a new life. We should do it together,” he added. “You know we should. You can’t still have doubts about us.”




  “I don’t about you,” she said. “I’m sure about you.” And she was. No one would ever love her as deeply as Leon did.




  He almost sounded hurt, and she couldn’t stand that.




  “Then what’s left?”




  “I’m afraid,” she said. “I don’t care if it’s not rational. I’m afraid the Protectorat will go after you deliberately because I’m the Matrarc. He

  could try to hurt you to manipulate me if we’re married.”




  “You’re too late, then,” Leon said. “He’ll know we love each other whether we’re married or not. All he has to do is ask anyone who’s seen us together

  this past year.”




  “We could pretend we’ve argued,” she suggested.




  “And then you’d what? Pretend to start up with someone else?” His voice turned deceptively light. “One of the Chardos?”




  She could tell he wasn’t buying it, but she kept trying anyway. “Or someone else. You could pick the guy. It wouldn’t matter to me.”




  “This isn’t amusing anymore,” he said. “You’ve had a year to think about marrying me, and any time along the way you could have told me it wouldn’t work. You

  promised you would decide about us, remember? You weren’t supposed to decide no.”




  “I’ve had doubts. You know I have.”




  “You’ve also been happy, and loyal, and loving. Don’t forget that,” he said.




  “Not so loyal. I talked to Peter just today,” she said.




  “Nice try.”




  “No, I really did. Up past the ridge, when we were getting Jack,” she said.




  “That’s hardly sneaking off to be alone with him,” Leon said, watching her closely. “It probably couldn’t be helped. What did you say?”




  “We agreed never to be friends,” she said.




  Leon relaxed. “See? That’s not breaking a promise to me. It’s making it stronger. I know you, Gaia. I’d trust you forever. Why are you resisting me on this? I feel like

  I’m fighting you, and this is supposed to be a proposal.”




  She slowly shook her head. “There’s Will, too.”




  Leon laughed. “Now you’re really stretching it.”




  “He loves me, Leon. He hasn’t said it lately in so many words, but I can tell.”




  “Obviously,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean you care for him the same way. Don’t you think I’d know? Think I haven’t watched you with him? I have to

  hand it to the guy. He never crosses a line. His devotion would be funny if it wasn’t so awful to see.”




  “I keep hoping he’ll fall for someone else,” she said hopelessly.




  “So do I. Both of those Chardos.” With strong hands, he pulled her closer and shifted her onto his lap so he could wrap his arms around her. “What’s with all these

  excuses? Tell me what you’re really thinking,” he said tenderly. “What’s really the matter?”




  She felt a crumpling sensation around her heart. Why did Leon always see into her so perfectly?




  “It hurts to love someone this much,” she said finally. “I feel each place where our minds meet, and each little place where they don’t, until we talk things over and

  line up again. Like now when you won’t let this go. I feel the other, muddled places we leave alone, like with your parents. But even those places are ours. I’ve never had anything like

  this with anyone else. Now I’m never fully happy anymore unless you’re with me. I’m teetering in this stupid place where I want to keep you selfishly with me every minute, but I

  can’t. And what if I ever lost you? This isn’t strength. It’s weakness. It’s not supposed to feel this way.”




  “You’re amazing,” he said, and nudged her chin up with his thumb.




  “But do you know what I mean? Does it actually hurt for you, too?”




  “Of course it does. And it doesn’t matter what it’s supposed to feel like. It’s ours.”




  By the soft, flickering light of the fire, his eyes gleamed. A tiny corkscrew of expectancy twisted in her gut. His face tipped until she felt his beard skim near, then his mouth, and then

  everything else vanished. She held on to him tightly, afraid and hungry and sweetly happy all at once. They had never let their kisses go too far in public, but when finally she had to pause to

  breathe, she glanced around anxiously. People were still moving around the fires, but no one was watching.
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