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FOR MY THREE LITTLE DRAGONS.


YOU SHINE SO BRIGHT.


THANKS FOR LIGHTING THE WAY FOR ME.





PROLOGUE


I was born on Mars.


A small baby. Almost weightless in my mother’s arms. On the night of my birth, the great moon dragon


– Luna – supposedly flew over our wing of the hospital. Visiting our section of the galaxy all the way from Earth. My mother said she saw the creature’s ghost-white wings from her window. It was such a beautiful sight that she turned to my father with an idea for my name.


Traditionally, you’d give it a few days. Get to know the baby. Let the dust settle, as Martians like to say. But she said my name in that moment. Spoke it like a dying wish. And it turned out to be just that. It stuck with me long after she passed away.


My name is Lunar Jones.


I was born into a world that didn’t want me – and this is my story.







– PART ONE –


LUNAR


“Mankind exists because of dragons. Gaia – the Earth dragon – sacrificed her own life to create a habitable planet. That was the true beginning of life on Earth. Humans would not exist if it wasn’t for her.”


— Footprints on the Moon: Notes from the First Interview with Luna
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THE MARTIAN RELOCATION CLINIC


There’s a storm coming that looks right nasty.


It looks like a heavyweight boxer, swaggering out from the opposite corner of the world. The kind of storm that whispers “Stay down” after landing another hook across the world’s jaw. I watch the darkening vortex set its eyes on our city and know we’re in for a treat. Storms that big unearth the best treasures. Time to get moving.


I glide through the other rooms in the house, waking up the early-shifters and hushing the late-nighters. There are twelve other boys and girls who call the Martian Relocation Clinic home. It’s a rubbish name, honestly. None of us have been relocated in years. The adoption list we’re on is a long one. Praying for a rich donor to come sweep us away is a waste of breath.


Calling it a “clinic” was a real choice too. That word makes it sound like we’ve got a nurse on staff who tucks kids in and makes sure everyone’s getting the right vitamin injections. But no one like that has stepped through the front door in years.


“Martian” is the only word that fits. We’re Mars-born, each and every one of us. Dusty kids with iron bones and sharp faces. Never not been in a fight. Never known a world that wasn’t trying to grind us under its heel. So far, the world hasn’t been quick enough. We’re slick like that.


“Feet off the table,” I grumble, entering the kitchen. “Sylvia, get moving. If you’re late again, they’ll pack you up and ship you out with the rest of the scrap. Hey, John, are you and that coffeepot dating? No? Well, if you’re not gonna propose, pass it over here . . .”


The rest of the kids shift and shuffle. I watch Sylvia tuck a piece of toast into her zip suit before ducking out the back door. John pours me a cup of coffee, but his eyes are glued to the tablet that’s self-scrolling in front of him.


“Earth is cutting us off again,” he mutters. “One month with no supplies. Guess we won’t see any dragonships in the sky for a while.”


I take the mug before he spills. “Oh yeah? Who needs Earth? Or their dragonships for that matter? We live like kings and queens out here on Mars.”


John snorts at that. All of the trade and travel between our two planets happens with the help of dragons. We learned about them in science class when we were just five years old. How human crews partner up with dragons and form flight crews. On planet, the crew rides on the back of the dragon like something out of an old-school fantasy book. But up in space, the dragons can power massive ships that fly faster than any human-made tech that exists.


Every maths problem in primary school focused on them. “If your dragonship has room for thirty passengers and one trip to Earth takes two hours – how many trips would you have to take to escort one hundred and fifty friends for a birthday party on the moon?” As a kid, I remember dreaming about that stuff. How cool it would be to board a dragonship and go to someone’s birthday in some distant part of the solar system.


These days, I know better than to dream about dragons or other worlds. The same goes for my crew here at the clinic. I want them focused on what’s right in front of them. The next shift at work. The next exam in their trade studies. The stuff that actually matters.


“This means no more chocolate,” John says.


“Never liked the stuff,” I reply. “Tastes like another world.”


“Chocolate. I’d fight every single one of you just to try some.” This comes from Muriel. Our youngest roommate. Girl is tough as nails. “Well, I guess I wouldn’t fight Lunar. If I knifed him, we’d have to find a new dad.”


I almost spit my coffee out. I’m thirteen. About to be fourteen. Not that we keep track of birthdays around here. Thirteen, and I’m getting called “Dad” at the breakfast table. It’s an insult and a compliment. Muriel grins at me over the rim of her bowl.


“Whatever,” I snipe back. “You couldn’t take me down if you tried. Look at you. Nothing but bones. I’d have you flat-backing before you reached for your belt.”


John pounds his fist twice on the table in agreement. I reach over his shoulder and swipe his screen. Away from the headlines and back to the engineering lesson he’s supposed to be studying.


“Eyes on the prize,” I say to John. “When I get back this afternoon, you better be able to walk me through Ohm’s law, forwards and backwards. Otherwise, I’m booting you out of this house for good.”


He reaches out and taps my coffee mug with his. I take one final sip, ruffle John’s hair and throw a scowl at the rest of them. “For crying out loud, someone do the dishes.”


By the time I reach the back door, Muriel is already at the sink. I take one more look at the dusty group and then I’m out the door. Sometimes I wish I had more to give them than food. I wish I had words that could actually brighten their mornings. But I was never all that good at lying. Either they keep their feet moving and their stomachs full, or this planet will rust them.


Mars is a place for survivors, and that’s exactly what I am.


A survivor.
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THE STORM


The air is charged with the coming storm.


So thick it feels like someone is breathing down my neck. I’m expecting my spotter to already be here. Storm salvaging is a two-person gig. I learned that the hard way a few years back. I was knifed down in the southern wastes and barely survived. Real talk: I should have died that night. I lost a ton of blood. Fell unconscious in the middle of a big storm. A voice like thunder woke me up before I could walk into the light. When I came to, my wounds had been stitched up, but no one was there. Miraculously, I stumbled my way back to Harvest’s outer walls without dying.


Ever since, I’ve treasure-hunted with Trey. He’s a solid scout. Knows the difference between dust storms and incoming bikes. He has a good eye for treasure, too. We’ve kept each other safe and paid for a while now. There’s no sign of him, but it’s early. That gives me time to set up.


I slide a hand into my zip pouch. I’ve got about fifty fully coded microchips, all sealed in individual sleeves. I shuffle through them before landing on an old model I like. The community generator is empty at this hour. The machine is twice as tall as me. It hums at all hours of the day. I walk over and insert my programmed microchip into the first open port I can find. There’s a spike of power as the system processes the info.


Up the road, I spot a figure coming. I have to squint, but even at this distance, Trey’s duckwalk is unmistakable. I turn back in time to watch one of our planet’s everyday miracles.


Code translates. Substance follows. It’s always a mind trip watching how easily we can make something from nothing. I take a few steps back as the air charges with energy. A second later, my favourite road bike digitises in front of me.


Mars is rich with coded goods. Items that can pretend to be real as long as you stay in the range of the city’s generators. It’s too bad we’re poor when it comes to everything else. Raw materials are hard to find. Food is scarce, because our farms barely produce anything. Sometimes it all feels like a bad joke. One of the founders of Mars named our city Harvest because they thought this place would be full of endless riches. The entire planet was supposed to be a second Earth. A chance for humanity to extend its reach, start a new life. But the truth is that we live in a dying city that’s only real as long as the power stays on.


I circle my bike once, making sure everything is loaded right. It’s got the extra-wide tyres that can handle the bumpier terrain out in the valley. Nonreflective metal so that we can slip in and out of sight. Even a raised seat with a 360-degree axis so the spotter can keep their eyes on the entire area with a twitch of their wrist. The engine runs silently, too. Makes us a lot harder to follow. I finish my inspection just before Trey arrives.


Except it’s not Trey. The kid looks just like him, though. Twice as thin, twice as bug-eyed and clearly his brother. I’ve seen him around town a couple of times but never talked to him. The kid offers a gesture that would be a shrug if he actually had shoulders.


“What’s this about?” I ask.


“I’m Little Will. Trey’s brother.”


“Thanks. I’ve got eyeballs. Where’s Trey? That’s a Jupiter-sized storm out there. It’s about to rip up parts of the valley we’ve never salvaged. That means treasure we’ve never seen. I need Trey. Not . . .” I gesture in his direction. “Not whatever kind of stick-figure creation you are. Stars have mercy. Please go home and get your brother.”


Little Will shakes his head. “He sent me in his place.”


“Unsend yourself. I really don’t have time to waste on this.”


“Look, Trey was arrested last night. They got him on some kind of bogus charge. He’s already working a shift to get free. Cleaning sewage pipes or something. But he heard this storm was coming, so he sent me.” Little Will tries to stand taller. It just makes his head look like it’s even more on the verge of rolling off those bird-thin shoulders. “Trey taught me everything he knows. Trust me. We’re good.”


The gears in my mind are spinning. That monster outside the city’s gates is too big to ignore. A glance shows that it’s passing through the salvaging zone now. All of those potential treasures . . . I can’t just sit this one out. But driving out there with this random is the kind of risk I try to avoid. Little Will takes a step closer.


“I’ve been out there before, man. I’ve got three storms of experience. I usually ride with Rhodes de Born. You know him? He’s with one of the west-end crews.”


I do know Rhodes. Never liked him too much, and I can’t imagine him prowling the wastes with this slinky of a kid. “Oh yeah? What was your take?”


He shrugs again. His go-to move. “Mostly processors and scrap. Our first run we found an old pilot terminal that sold well.” Another shrug. “I’ve ridden through storms, man. Trust me.”


I trust him exactly zero, but I’m not about to risk one of my own crew out there either. That was the whole point of teaming with Trey in the first place. We put our necks on the line, make enough cash to put food in bellies, and the rest of the kids I look out for get to enjoy a better life, without having to take the risks I’m taking.


Outside the walls, there’s a sharp crack-crack-crack. Like God’s own knuckles knocking at the door. We’re wasting daylight. Some of the other scrappers will be on the other side of the gate by now. Getting ready to launch out into the dusty wastes.


“Get on and keep quiet,” I mutter.


Little Will’s bug-eyes bug even wider. He adjusts the straps on his gloves and helmet. I watch his movements, a final check that he’s legit, and it’s exactly like watching Trey. He slides into the scouting chair like he’s been sitting there his whole life. I take a deep breath before slipping a leg over the body of the bike and leaning down over the handles.


I punch the acceleration. Dust kicks up. We glide down back roads, circling all the community stacks and hunched homes. Harvest isn’t a pretty city. From above, I’d imagine the place looks like an old man with his back to the wall. Someone who’s waiting for the wind and rain to stop. Except it never does. There’s always another fight on the horizon when you live on Mars.


My bike’s instruments are taking readouts of the storm. We’re getting close to the western tunnel when detailed imagery appears on the screen. I was right. It’s a certified monster. It’s almost crossed through the entire salvaging zone. I keep low on the bike. All of the city’s exits are underground. The mouth of the tunnel swallows us and my headlight flicks on automatically. I always like this little calm before the storm.


It’s a good place to make my peace with the world and understand that once I’m outside the gates, there’s always a chance I won’t come back. The tunnel spits us out on the other side of the city’s exterior wall. Right into the danger zone. There are already a few coded bikes and hovers waiting there. Other salvagers like me. Everyone’s engines are set to idle. I take the next spot in line.


We don’t talk or mouth off. Not when there’s a storm like that crawling over the plains. It always feels like we’re watching something dead thrash back to life. Somewhere out in those hills, our ancestors killed Ares – the King-Dragon of Mars – about a hundred years ago. And the planet has been trying to kill us ever since. I respectfully watch the distant storm before whispering, “Not today.”


No one hears the words but me. Lightning tongues down. The storm shoulders over the ridgeline, and we all instinctually know the timing is right. Engines kick back on. There’s a delicate balance to this moment. Ride out too soon and the storm will turn on us. It’s like they have a mind of their own. Like the storms have been sent here just to hunt humans.


But if you ride out too late, all of the other salvagers will get to the best treasure before you do. No one wants to come back empty-handed. Still, I never go first. That’s the sort of boldness that Mars likes to punish. After three other teams take off, I finally slam my foot down. Little Will lets out a wild whoop. We vault through the knee-high red grass, right into the jaws of a storm.
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THE TREASURE


There are rules.


Ride along the edges of the storm. Never fight with other riders on the way out. Avoid all wildlife no matter what. Only go for treasure you can actually haul back. Big doesn’t always mean most valuable. Oh, and always use the bathroom before riding out. The last thing you want to be doing in the middle of a treasure hunt is trying to find a good spot to answer Mother Nature’s call.


I’ve done this long enough that all of the rules are permanently stamped on my brain. I follow them by instinct now. The storm rips a path across the old war zone. In this valley, thousands of our ancestors died fighting Ares. He was the last dragon of Mars. His death was supposed to transform Mars into a paradise. A second version of Earth. But it didn’t work.


Instead, thousands of people left their homes on Earth to come here – and they were stuck living on a cursed planet. Mars was habitable. We could breathe the air just fine. But there was a catch. Everything else that existed on Mars – the plants, the animals, the weather patterns – hated us. And it’s pretty hard to survive on a planet that’s dead set on erasing you from existence.


A quick glance shows the storm has continued west. It’s rolling through the militarised zone that’s off-limits. Crossing those marked barriers will get you thrown in prison or worse. I watch the storm rip entire hillsides away as we follow an old track through the dirt.


A few storms back, Trey and I found something buried too far under the surface. Some salvaging runs are less about bringing back treasure and more about scouting for the bigger storms. We didn’t have the time or the tools to dig it up, but I could tell from the markings that it was one of the old mech suits. The kind of tech that Martian military creeps would drool over. I’m hoping this storm finally unburied the thing. It’s a gamble.


Secondary storms are spawning out to the far east. Nothing like this one, but they’ll come sweeping through to follow in the footsteps of their bigger brother. Our window to scavenge is always limited. Aside from the sharp cracks of lightning, Little Will’s voice is the only sound.


“Two trailing us. Some kind of armoured tank heading west. I’ve got a shine about two kilometres to the east of us, but someone’s already heading there . . .”


Like Trey, he provides a steady stream of information. That’s the point. He’s a set of eyes on the back of my head. I keep my own attention locked on the road, on the flicker-grey edges of the storm. I’ve only been out here one time when the storm decided to turn back on us – as if Ares’s ghost whispered right into its ear. That storm hunted every scavenger in sight. It was the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen. I didn’t get caught then, and I don’t plan on getting caught now. I ride in the same direction until Little Will finally shouts the words I want to hear.


“We’re clear. No visuals.”


I punch it. Full speed, diving down a lower ridgeline and following the landmarks I remember. Everything out here shifts from storm to storm, but Trey and I talked through the coordinates twenty times. We were like little kids, drawing treasure maps of their backyard, dreaming of what we’d buy if we really found something buried under the X. I lean low over my handlebars and try not to worry about the fact that Trey’s not with me today to see it through.


We’re two minutes away from the spot when I feel Little Will tap the side of the bike. One, two, three. I almost don’t react, thinking he might not know the right signals. But a second later, I’ve got the bike skidding to a full stop. A triple tap can only mean one thing.


“Where?”


“Upper ridge. They’re in range too.”


Sure enough, a pack of red wolves trots over the dunes. Their leader sniffs the air. He’s about twice the size of our bike. Maybe bigger. Nothing gets to that size out here without being a nasty piece of work. The two of us go perfectly still. I keep my voice to a low whisper.


“I forgot to bring canaries.”


I was distracted by Little Will’s arrival. Distracted minds make mistakes. If a wolf spots us, we might as well head straight back to Harvest. They won’t stop chasing us until we’re back behind the safety of the city’s outer walls. To my surprise, Little Will whispers back, “I got you.”


I watch him reach into the bag he’s got slung over one shoulder. He produces three metallic spheres. Each one is about the size of an apple. I watch the metal joints unlock. Tiny wings spring outwards, like miniature dragons. They’re some of the least expensive tech out there. About the same level of programming as the little kid’s toys you can find at a market. Simple but effective.


Little Will directs them straight towards the distant wolves.


This is another basic rule. Out here in the wastes? Everything hunts us. Not in a survival-of-the-fittest kind of way either. Every Mars-born creature is charged with the sacred duty of eliminating mankind from the planet. Scientists have studied the phenomenon for decades. Nothing about their behaviour is logical. Humans aren’t easy prey. There are better targets than us out here, but if one of those wolves catches our scent, the whole pack will try to kill us.


The two of us watch as the metal birds wing through the air. We stand completely still. The wolves spot them. One attempts to leap up, jaws snapping at the empty air. The canaries whip past their location, and the lead wolf turns in pursuit. The entire pack follows. We don’t budge until they vanish over the distant hillside.


“At least you pull your own weight,” I mutter. “Not that there’s much to pull.”


Little Will grins in response. We load back up, and it doesn’t take long after that to find the right location. I spot a row of knuckling rocks. The path curls around the larger rock formations.


“Come on . . .,” I whisper to myself. “Be the day.”


My eyes find the spot. A whoop echoes out of my chest. Little Will shouts too. It’s impossible not to celebrate. The storm did its thing. There’s an armoured mech suit waiting there for us. My mind crunches the imaginary numbers. Get this back through the front gates and I’ll have my crew at the relocation clinic fed for the rest of the year. We skid to a stop. I’ve barely killed the engine before I’m off the bike, gravel crunching under my boots. Little Will leaps from his seat too.


“No way, man.” His voice is full of excitement. “No way.”


“Be quiet and get to work.”


I’m trying to sound tough, but I can feel that same adrenaline. This is the whole reason I scavenge out here. Hauls like this make the empty-handed days easier, because this unburied suit is what pirates once sailed the open seas to find – what my ancestors crossed the galaxy to get.


Treasure.





4


THE BETRAYAL


We’ve got exactly zero time to waste.


Every second out here counts, because the storm could turn on us or another crew could show up or a pack of wolves could trot over the nearest hill. Mars is dangerous like that.


“Go back to my bike. There are a few hand shovels in there. We need to dig around the edges of the suit before we can attach the cables and pull it out of the ground.”


Little Will nods. “Copy that. Man, it looks too big. Is it too big for the bike?”


“We’ll have to drag it,” I reply. “We’ll cover the suit in canvas so no one has a clue what we’re hauling back. Go ahead. Get a shovel.”


He jogs around the back of the bike. As he does, I grab the half shovel I put in the bike’s front boot. I quietly scan the hills. No movement. It’s just us and the biggest prize I’ve ever found. I start digging at the still-buried feet of the suit. Every few seconds, my eyes sweep admiringly over the metal. The way the glass glitters. How perfectly each piece fuses into a whole. It’s hard to believe that once, our ancestors wore suits like these to battle against a dragon that was the size of a battleship.


Our progress is slow but steady. I circle around the suit, eyeing places where we might attach the bike’s haul hooks. Maybe we could give it a solid tug and dislodge the whole thing? The two of us keep working in silence. Little Will isn’t exactly my first choice for manual labour. He hacks and pokes and prods. I can’t help smiling at how small the pile of dirt behind him is. I guess I can’t be too mad. He already saved my neck once today. A distant rumble has us both looking up at the ridgeline. But there’s nothing there. We keep digging until I can see the top of the armoured foot of the suit.


“We’re good,” I announce. “Grab the cables from the back of the bike.”


My mind runs through details I’ve learned from years of salvaging. There’s a metal loop at the front of the mech suit. We’ll hook one cable there and then tie tight loops around each arm. I’ve only got four total hooks, but I’m thinking that should be plenty to handle this weight.


“Are you sure we won’t damage the suit?” Little Will asks. “Dragging it back?”


“Maybe a few scratches, but nah. I don’t think so. It’s pretty sturdy material.”


He nods. I’m finishing up with the hooks when I hear the sound. It’s like a low rumble in the throat of a great beast. Up on the ridge. Three rumble trucks.


Their crews stare down at us – at one of the best prizes this deserted wasteland can offer anyone. For a second, all I can do is stare back at them. We got here first. There are rules. This is my rightful treasure. We normally don’t fight each other out here, because it’s not good business for anyone. There’s more than enough to go around.


But you only have to follow the rules if someone’s going to find out you broke them. I spot a quiet exchange of hand signals between the drivers. Their engines rev – loud and hungry – and then all three trucks come thundering down the hill. I shout the only word that comes to mind.


“Run!”


Will’s completely panicked. The two of us are back in our seats in less than a breath. My bike is a lot faster than their trucks, but the drag of the armour will pull our top speed down. There’s no time to run equations or think through the best routes back to the city. All I’ve got is instinct.


I skid the bike around in the opposite direction and slam my foot down. The initial yank of the armour’s weight almost throws me over the handlebars. I ease off the gas just enough to let the trailing wires fully extend. When the weight finds a balance, I punch the acceleration again.


The lead truck whips past where we were just sitting. A miss so narrow that I feel a breeze on my neck. There are shouts of wild excitement. Their crew has seen the treasure up close. I know now that they won’t stop until it belongs to them. And that’s very bad news for us.


Little Will shouts, “Incoming,” which is the least helpful thing a scout has ever yelled at me. Incoming? What else would they be? A second truck swerves in from the right. I match their angle and we just barely dodge the grasping hands of their crew. It takes a second for our engine to get pumping. Even pulling the heavy suit, I realise they can’t match our burst speed.


Both trucks slowly fall into my rear views. The third is turning around in the background, trying to continue the hunt. My eyes trace the landscape ahead. I need to find a path that our bike can take and their trucks can’t. Movement flickers in my right mirror. One of the trucks swings in as close as it can before we can pull too far ahead. Two people actually leap for the treasure dragging behind us. It’s the most reckless bravery I’ve ever seen.


One misses, rolling off into the dirt. The other one lands on the armoured suit and clings on for dear life. I spot long hair with pink highlights streaming down from a helmet with a blackout visor. The girl gets a firm grip, settles in low. It looks like she’s surfing on the mech suit. As I watch, she slowly works her way forwards. Hand over hand.


She’s going for the cables.


I whip into a turn. It kills our speed, allowing the trucks to gain ground, but the girl has to flatten herself to keep from being thrown off. I eye the mirrors again. She’s staying put for now which means she got the message. If she goes for my cables, I’ll dust her.


Little Will’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “Lunar! Right! Turn right!”


I look up just in time to avoid a nasty death. There’s a canyon wall separating two paths. At the last second, I slip us to the right. Up a narrow ridge. The armoured suit barely misses the same barrier. It grazes the stone’s edge, rag-dolling slightly, and the girl almost gets thrown off again.


We thunder up a raised shelf. I catch a sprawling glimpse of canyons and valleys. Harvest is in the distance. On our right, I can see the militarised zone’s blinking warning lights. It’s a lot closer than I thought. The cliff on that side is steep, though. About a hundred-foot drop. I realise our chosen path is narrow. It will be harder for the trucks to navigate this than my bike.


In my rear views, the pursuing crews seem to be falling back. The narrow path starts to curl back to the left. And that’s when my stomach drops. There’s a truck. Waiting for us.


It’s parked along the road so that the entire path is blocked. Rhodes de Born stands with his arms folded in front of it. Like he’s been waiting there all morning just for me. I’d recognise him anywhere with that red-tinged whisper of a mustache and the arrow-thin frame. Three crew members stand with him. This shouldn’t be possible. I’m about to shout something to Little Will when we get slammed hard from the left.


Steel scrapes against steel. My grip on the handlebars shakes loose. There was another bike hiding behind the nearest outcropping. The rider rammed us. The only reason I don’t go flying off my own vehicle is because my left leg is pinned. A scream rips from my throat. The pain is sharp and brutal.


Momentum takes us right to the edge of the cliff. The second bike tangles with ours. We can’t separate. Ahead, Rhodes de Born is shouting. He runs forwards, sending rapid hand signals. I realise there’s no possible hope of escape. No way we can keep our prize. I shout for the other biker to stand down. We’ll surrender.


But then a scream sounds behind us.


I forgot we were towing the mech suit. All the momentum from the other bike hitting us took my own vehicle right to the edge. It didn’t go over, but the suit? It slips off the ledge. The scream we hear comes from the girl who boarded us. I look back in time to see her clinging for dear life as the metal begins to plummet. My brain figures out what’s about to happen a second too late.


I try to scramble off the bike, but my leg is still pinned.


Gravity snares us. There’s a sickening lurch as we’re yanked once. Twice. I get a final look at Rhodes and his crew. Thoughts come like strikes of lightning.


Someone told them.


Someone betrayed me.


This was a trap.


A snarl of metal.


Then we’re falling.





5


THE SURVIVOR


My world is pain. Fire pulses down my entire right side. It’s like a set of giant, invisible hands has me pinned to the ground and won’t stop pressing down.


But pain means you’re alive.


That thought echoes strangely in my mind. Almost like it’s not my thought at all. The words bring me gasping back to life. All around me, the real world sharpens. I’m flat-backed on the desert floor in a pile of my own sweat. There’s blood, too.


The code-generated bike is gone. My brain accepts this quickly. If you push something too far away from its original design – like, I don’t know, dropping it off a cliff – it stops existing. The mech suit is still there. It survived the fall with almost no damage at all. About ten paces away, I spy the girl who boarded our bike. Her chest rises a fraction. She’s not dead, but there’s a nasty-looking gash on her arm. Her blood drips down, darkening the dust. I push to my feet. The world spins. I feel like I’m going to throw up. It takes all of my focus to stand up.


Where’s Little Will?


Turning, I spot him. He’s spread-eagled in the dirt. His ankle is bent all the wrong ways. Looks completely shattered. The pain must have knocked him out, because as I move closer, I can hear his breath whistling in and out. He’s alive too. We’re the three luckiest people on Mars.


Above, an engine roars. Right. Maybe not so lucky. We’re a long way down, but I watch as de Born’s crew splits up. The trucks and bikes take separate ridges. All hands are on deck to find a way to get to us as fast as humanly possible. Anything to secure the bounty that’s now up for grabs. With my bike gone, the armoured suit is as good as theirs. I watch them vanish from sight. One thought keeps pulsing in my mind.


How did they track us?


My eyes land on Little Will. He’s the only possible answer. I didn’t even think to double-check him earlier. He called out an all-clear when we were driving. He said there weren’t any trucks in our rear view. But they still followed us? I’d bet good money he was flashing a mirror light so they wouldn’t lose our trail. My brain is trying to piece it all together. I’m trying to figure out why.


Did Trey tell them about our treasure? Is that why he’s not here today? Something feels off about that. The split for Trey and me would have been fifty-fifty. Right down the middle. Rhodes has a huge crew. Why would Trey sell our treasure to someone who would give him a smaller cut? And if he was going to betray me, why not come out and do it himself? Feels weird that he’d put his little brother at risk.


Pain shoots up my right side again. It’s a reminder. Get moving. Stay focused. I don’t have time to play detective. If I’m here when Rhodes de Born arrives, I’ve got about a two percent chance of surviving. I would be at his mercy. And why would he risk letting me go back to Harvest? If I tell the other crews what he pulled today, Rhodes would get blacklisted. He didn’t follow the rules. We’ve run off other scavengers for way less than what he did today. No, if I stay here, I might as well start digging my own grave.


Think, think, think.


But every thought feels as useless as the next. I have no escape route. My bike vanished. I cough into an elbow. Blood spatters the fabric. Internal bleeding. That’s always a good sign, right?


The distant engines aren’t sounding quite so distant now. I turn in a circle, and my eyes finally spot the red lights in the distance. They blink in an odd pattern. A sequence of flashes, a longer pause, a sequence of flashes. It’s the militarised zone. I’ll probably get taken out if I take even one step across that barrier, but right now the word “probably” sounds a whole lot better than the word “definitely.” Another engine roars. They’re getting closer.


“Move, Lunar,” I say to myself. “You need to move.”


I stumble into a walk. One step after another. I make it about fifty paces when a thought stops me in my tracks. I glance back at Little Will. On the ground. Alone. What if I’m wrong? What if he’s not the one who betrayed me? What if I abandon Trey’s brother here to be rusted?


He’d never forgive me. I’d never forgive myself either.


“Always taking on the worst charity cases . . .”


I start back in the other direction. Running isn’t an option. I settle on a speed limp. There’s dust rising on my right. From the look of those swirls, I’d guess one of their trucks found a path down into this valley. I pick up the pace.


Little Will is muttering and feverish. I throw him over one shoulder using a fireman’s carry. For the first time, I’m grateful the kid is nothing but bones. He lets out a groan and I shove down the anger that’s burning in my chest. It’s possible this kid sold me out. It’s possible Trey sold me out. They betrayed me. I resist the temptation to dump him back in the dirt for Rhodes to find. Instead, I reposition him on my shoulder and start a light jog.


Halfway to the warning lights, I hear them.


A glance back shows the girl who fell with us is awake. She’s bent over on all fours, trying to breathe. Maybe she punctured a lung. One of their trucks is about to reach her. They’re about to collect the reward that I found. A mech suit that I dug out of the sand. All the words I want to shout back at them burn in my throat. It doesn’t matter. Survive first. Get revenge later. I keep stumbling in the direction of the only chance I’ve got: the military beacons.


I’m about a hundred paces from my target when the hairs on the back of my neck rise. My head whips around. The first truck is stopped back at the crash site, but the second truck doesn’t hesitate. It doesn’t pull over to help them with the mech suit. Instead, it aims like an arrow.


Right at us.


Grunting, I break into a run. The combination of my wounds and Little Will’s extra weight have me moving at about half my normal speed. Not that I’ve ever been a world-class sprinter. The engine roars louder. I can’t risk looking back. I keep both legs pumping.


I stumble across the marked barrier. Into the military zone. There’s no electric zap. No sentry cannons unfold from hidden locations and blast me. I keep running. Behind me, the truck skids to a stop. I have no idea if they’ll be brave enough to cross into the military zone, and I’m not waiting to find out. Ahead, there’s a small section of woods. I plunge through the first gap I can see, high-stepping roots, ducking beneath vines. Anything to keep moving so they don’t have a visual on us. When I’m sure we’re out of sight, I dump Little Will onto the ground and collapse beside him.


My entire body is flashing warning signs. It’s telling me it needs to shut down, but I know I’m not in the clear. If another storm rolls through, we’re rusted. If they decided to come after us? Also rusted. I sit in silence until my chest finally stops heaving. Little Will is out cold. I know there’s no way I can get both of us back to the city, but we can’t sleep out here, exposed like this. An animal or a storm would eventually sniff us out.


So now what?


The first thing I do is dig through my pockets. Hoping this is the one time I’ve got something useful I forgot to take out. I find a single stasis injection. It’s the kind of med that will keep Little Will knocked out for a few more hours and not feeling the full intensity of that broken ankle. I roll up one of his sleeves and plunge the thing into his right bicep. His eyes briefly flicker, but the meds kick in. At least he’s not going to wake up screaming and give away our position.


Next step: scouting. The woods are isolated and thin. They run about a hundred feet in either direction. The edges of the militarised zone are clearly marked, but now that I’m looking more closely, there’s no sign of any actual buildings out here. No walls or towers or any of that. I guess I could carry Little Will deeper into the zone and hope someone spots us. But which way? Do I go south towards Harvest? Or is the military complex somewhere west of here?


The truck is gone. Our biggest threat now is the distant storms that will eventually roll straight through this valley. We won’t survive them. Not out here. Not like this. I backtrack through the woods, searching for other options.


“There.”


About fifty paces away, there’s a hatch in the ground. It’s almost completely covered in dirt. Just a sliver of iron. I check my surroundings one more time before jogging over. Not really a hatch. It’s more of a storm drain. I use my hands to dig at the edges. It takes time, but I manage to unbury a rusty handle. A few good tugs and the thing gives way. The waiting tunnel is nothing but shadows. Creepy, but I know that what’s down there will be a thousand times safer than being on the surface during a storm.


It takes all the energy I have left to drag Little Will across the clearing. There’s a ladder built into the access tunnel. I struggle down the thing and almost drop him a few times. When I finally reach the bottom, about twenty metres underground, I slump down next to Will. He’s out. I have no doubt he’ll eventually be in a world of pain, but the stasis injection bought us time. For now, I drape my jacket over the two of us and shut my eyes. I’m just going to rest them for a little.


Just for a minute.
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THE IMPOSSIBLE


An echo in the darkness.


I bolt upright. Voices?


How much time has passed? Overhead, I can see slashes of grey through the tiny gaps in the grate. The tunnel is almost lightless as a storm rakes across the land above us. I wait for the voices to sound again and realise it’s just a distant pipe dripping. Somewhere deeper in the tunnel.


Little Will is still out cold. When the stasis injection wears off, I’ll have a new set of problems to deal with. He will too. I take a second to tuck him safely beneath my jacket before tapping the flashlight hooked onto my belt. It cuts a bright path forwards. The tunnels are pretty big. I don’t even have to hunch down. Clearly human-built. Not some random wolf tunnels. Do wolves dig tunnels? I have zero clue. But I know these tunnels are here for a reason. They have to lead somewhere.


There’s only one way to find out.


I turn on my belt light and start walking. I mentally note every step, every turn. One path leads up and one leads down. I decide to take the descent. The path slopes into a right turn, then slopes again. Deeper and deeper. I’m starting to wonder if I should head back when another grate appears. It matches the one I found on the surface. I aim my belt light through the bars. There’s an open space beyond. I can see the ground, but the side walls are too far away. The ceiling isn’t close enough for my light to reach. How is that possible? Aren’t we underground? The place would have to be massive.
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