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PART ONE FIRE



“Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.”

—MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN








RAVEN

It’s cold.

And silent.

And dark.

I am as weightless as a thought, as a shadow underwater. The only thing that gives me substance is the sense of filling up with… something. Something thick and powerful and inhuman, unearthly. I want to squirm away from it but there is nothing to squirm with. All I am is a selection of verbs: to fill, to grow, to change, to perfect. It’s as though I’m being rebuilt from scratch.

Days pass like this. Lifetimes. A lonely wisp of nothing floating in a sea of… what’s left of my mind searches for the word.

Obedience? Duty? I’m being entwined in something, as though my nerves are unraveling and tangling into some idea of… I can’t see it. I can’t hear it or smell it or taste it. It’s nothing, a void, like the space left behind when something is lost. I can feel its emptiness, feel it trying to consume me, to ensnare me. But there’s something else resisting it, something stubborn and intractable, something human.

Regret. And the idea that not every broken thing is unfixable.

In the darkness, I sense someone with me, and though this someone is no more substantial than I am, they feel heavy, like tears of grief or remorse. Tiny yet galactic.

“Hello?” I’m not sure how I say it. I don’t seem to have a mouth.

The answer comes back to me as an impression of force on matter—the particles of air vibrating from sound, the light flickering on August’s hands moving as he signed.

Memory.

Oh… August. Get me out of here. I’m afraid. August?






XANDER

It’s not until ten days after August left Raven’s body in an abandoned hotel near Jasper that I feel her death, actually feel it, the way I felt Tucker’s death and Lochie’s and Felix’s and Mandy’s and… the rest. Like boulders dropped on me from great heights that I have to carry—first the pain of the impact, then the weight of them. Sometimes, plodding through the mountains, I look down at my feet and wonder why I’m not sinking into the earth like an overloaded mule in a muddy paddock.

August turns back to me, his hand raised palm up, a sign I’ve learned is a generic question.

What’s wrong?

“Nothing,” I lie. I’ve been staring at my feet, trying to wriggle some feeling back into them.

I’ve made a promise, to myself, to Raven and all the dead, and to Topher and everyone I left behind in the failing human sanctuary under the mountains. I just need to get out of the Nahx occupation zone, then I can lose my mind. Get word to the human authorities, tell them there are two hundred people starving, running out of fuel and resolve, two hundred people marked for death in a place where no humans are supposed to be breathing, as far as I can tell. Maybe no one will care. What’s another two hundred on top of millions? On top of Raven and Tucker, and Lochie, and Felix, Mandy, Sawyer…

And my family. Mom. Dad and Nai Nai. Chloe. She was only thirteen.

Was. Is. She’d be fourteen now. Maybe I’ll never know.

This is how I keep moving, by mentally scheduling a future freak-out, fighting not to tremble from cold, and following a seven-foot armored alien through a spring-soggy landscape that is utterly indifferent to the absence of my species. Geese fly north in neat Vs, squirrels scatter up gnarled tree trunks, big-horned sheep turn their ponderous heads to us as we pass. And the earth springs back to life, oblivious, even grateful to have this respite from human interference. The colors of spring keep me focused on my goal—the soft green of new pine needles, the silvery blue lichen on rocks, and dandelions, golden glowing dandelions everywhere.

August stops to pick them periodically, twisting their stems into his armor. I keep meaning to ask him about this but I probably wouldn’t understand his answer. We don’t have time to teach me his sign language.

Yes and no are obvious signs. And there’s one he repeats daily.

Promise, he says, before turning away from me. I learned this word the day Raven died. August means he will fulfill his promise to get me out of the Nahx-occupied territory. He promised Raven, and to him that means everything. I don’t know why. What’s one human boy out of millions?

A few minutes later he turns back again. Cold? That’s another obvious sign, as some of them are.

“No. Can we just keep moving?”

I’m wearing the coat, gloves, and sidearm of a dead RCMP officer we found on the empty highway two days ago. The Mountie’s rifle is slung over August’s back, along with a Nahx rifle he found discarded under a shrub.

Days and nights pass like this in silence, tramping through the mountains, picking up various treasures as we find them. I find a maple leaf scarf mashed in a puddle. August wrings it out and tucks it into his armor. An hour later when he gives it back to me, it is bone dry and toasty warm, as though it has just come out of the dryer. And we find food occasionally, in between days of living with my growling stomach. I now have pockets full of chocolate bars and nuts taken from a deserted gas station.

It’s been two weeks, by my count, since we left the plateau where Raven died. Now a week and a half since we laid her to rest in Jasper, wearing a silky green dress August found in a hotel room. I didn’t ask questions about that either. Her own clothes were stiff with dry blood and smelled of death. I suppose he only wanted to give her a little dignity in her final destination.

Ahead of me, in a patch of green, August bends to pick another dandelion, and I’m struck by the sudden weight of pure silence descending over us.

“August…”

He spins, hissing.

The Nahx transport is careening over our heads before he even reaches me. I dive down into an embankment without thinking, rolling until I crash to a stop among a thatch of weeds.

There’s another low hiss.

“I’m here,” I whisper. “Did they see us?”

Before I get an answer, the transport hurtles overhead again. August lashes out and grabs me, pulling me up by the back of my coat.

Run FAST, he says. Two more obvious signs I learned early on.

I tear away from him, off in the other direction and down toward the shallows of a creek, straining my head back to try to spot the transport just as its engine suddenly roars and howls. The high-pitched screech makes the air seem to tremble and turn everything blurry.

“Where to?!” I yell back. August crashes through the trees behind me. “Which way?”

We have reached a split in the creek where the sparkling water tumbles and flows around a rocky island dotted with trees.

Up, he signs.

I plow through the shallow churning creek, over logs and stones, and pull myself onto the island, collapsing in the shrubs. Just as I roll over, August appears through the trees, his dark shape blotting out the sky behind him. He blurs as he swings the Nahx rifle and points it at me.

“August… fuck.”

Dead. DEAD! His hand slices across his neck. DEAD!

“What…”

He shoves the rifle into my chest, pushing me backward onto the ground.

DEAD! You dead!

I close my eyes as his rifle starts to whine. There’s a loud hiss, and a dart thunks into the ground next to my head. I open my eyes a sliver to see August bend and retrieve the dart, breaking off its tip. He hesitates a moment before twisting my head to the side and jamming the blunt dart into my ear.

His hand smacks down over my mouth before I can complain.

Dead!

I close my eyes again. Over the low rumble of the transport engine idling and the rushing of the creek, I can hear approaching footsteps, heavy footsteps splashing toward us. I hear August’s armor rattle and his familiar hiss.

Another hiss answers it. At the very last moment I think I can hold my breath August nudges me hard with his boot, rolling me over onto my face in the mud. It gives me a chance to take a careful breath.

There’s more hissing, and someone growls. They are angry, and I’m trying not to panic. An eternity goes past.

Finally a warm hand touches my head, resting there as I listen to the footsteps sloshing away and the engines of the transport taking off.

I take another careful breath. Then another.

“That’s you, August, right?”

He pats me on the back and pulls the dart out of my ear.

As I roll over slowly, August kneels there, watching me.

Sorry, he says.

“Were those the same ones as… whenever it was?” A few days ago we narrowly avoided a group of Nahx by hiding in an abandoned bus. Then there was the time we nearly got spotted crossing a rail bridge. And once we missed a transport flying right over us by seconds. Our luck clearly ran out today.

I sit up and wipe my face, trying to will my heart to stop punching the inside of my rib cage.

Broken you?

“I’m not broken… I mean hurt. No, I’m not hurt.”

August stands and looks down at me expectantly, but I’m not quite ready to get up yet. After a moment, he kneels again, resting back on his heels, and makes a bunch of signs.

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand…”

Promise, he says with a sigh.






XANDER

Three days later we catch sight of the border drones just as it’s getting dark. Back at the base, our commander, Kim, told us her gathered intel suggested that there was a “web of attack drones” along the border, and I guess I pictured that more metaphorically. This actually looks like a web, a hideous web some monstrous spider has spun across miles and miles of mountains, with tiny pinpoints of light floating above the western peaks, each one projecting an array of thin beams in every direction. It delineates the Nahx occupation zone. This is the border we need to cross to get me back among my own kind, among humans.

We creep through the trees until the web is looming above us only a hundred yards away. August puts one hand on his head and taps his helmet, as though he’s thinking.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s head north again, or south. It can’t go on forever.”

Forever, he says, shaking his head slowly.

“Through it somehow, then?” I suggest. “Isn’t it designed for vehicles and aircraft? Maybe we could just walk through it.”

I’m not sure how someone in a full suit of armor and mask can look doubtful, but August manages it. He bends, retrieving a heavy chunk of wood from a crumbling tree. Curling his arm back, he flings it precisely in an impressively high arc so it sails gracefully through the air. The web crackles as the wood flies right through it.

“See? It—”

In a microsecond ten of the drones have converged on the spot the log breached. I stumble back as the night is shaken by a loud crack, and a bolt of electricity shoots out from the web, incinerating the log where it landed.

“Okay. Yeah. Maybe we should…” I’m tugging August away before the smoke even clears.

We backtrack to a crumbling one-room cabin by a stream we passed earlier in the day. August gives me one of his lights as I spread my map out on the dirt floor. Then he does this cool thing he can do, snapping his fingers to make sparks, and starts a small fire in the remnants of the fireplace. It warms me as I study the map.

At the base, after Kim died, her son, Liam, let me look at some of the topographical and military maps showing our location and the surrounding terrain. I combined that with a couple of other travel maps and stuff I could remember from geography class into what I thought might be an escape route. It became my project, pretty much the only thing that would calm my mind in the long nights when I was sure I was going to die up there, sure we all were.

The journey I mapped out was meant to be for everyone—some two hundred survivors were going to hug the low sides of the Yellowhead Pass, keeping to the trees where possible, switching over to the service roads by the railway tracks where the highway climbed too high in elevation. I suggested we plan for a month, given that such a large group, and one including children and the elderly, would be slow.

People came to believe in the map, to believe that we could just walk out of the occupied territory and be free of the Nahx. I don’t know what I was thinking. It has been hard enough for me and August to walk through the wilderness undetected. Two hundred of us would likely have been picked off by the Nahx on the second day. Maybe everyone knew this deep down, and that’s why we never quite worked up the momentum to actually leave.

It’s the same route that August and I took, more or less, not so much an escape route, I now realize. More of a long, pointless hike. I let my finger trail along the route, coming to a stop where I think the Nahx web comes down. We’re a few miles east of the web now, and the lingering paranoia incited by our last encounter with the Nahx makes me reluctant to stop moving.

I’m exhausted. When I slow, wanting nothing more than to lie down and sleep, he just nudges me again, and we tramp on like determined elks, migrating north. August never sleeps that I can tell. He doesn’t eat. Sometimes, in bright sunlight, he’ll slow his pace and hold his arms out to let the sun shine down on him. Is it possible he has some kind of solar generator? That would be useful.

I wish before Raven had died I’d had more time to ask her about him. We know so little about the Nahx, even after they have occupied our planet for nearly a year. But then, maybe it’s just us unfortunates who were surrendered, left behind in the occupied zones, who know nothing. Maybe in the free human territory people are already writing books and pithy think pieces about Nahx physiology.

Bulletproof. Practically immortal. Silent. Driven. Tireless. Brutally efficient. Callous.

Well, August isn’t very callous. He seems to care about me, anyway.

Hungry? he signs, touching my shoulder.

“I’m fine. I’m kind of sick of chocolate bars.”

I stare down at the map. If I’m not mistaken, this cabin is on the southern shore of a nameless lake about five miles west of a bridge over the Fraser River. So we’ll have to backtrack. My finger traces up to the thick line of river, then above it to…

There’s another thin line on the map. I remember drawing it on, thinking it might be handy to know it’s there, though not why. It’s a crazy idea and I know August won’t like it, but it might work.

“There’s a kind of tunnel, north of here.” “Tunnel” is a nice way of saying it. It’s an enormous pipe—an oil pipeline that the socially conscious kids used to think would hasten the end of the world. The only reason I know it is there is because I helped my sister draw a map for a school project about it. And like most maps I’ve drawn, I remembered it in enough detail to draw it again.

Now my sister’s voice is in my head, reciting her report. Glancing up, I wipe my eyes quickly so August won’t see.

The pipeline was supposed to go from Edmonton to the coast, but First Nations’ lawsuits stopped it. So now, if I’m right, it ends in a refinery in a small town about fifty miles north of Prince George and just west of the web, outside Nahx territory.

As I think it through it seems to have too many variables and ways it could go horribly wrong. How can I get into the pipe, and how far will I have to crawl to get out? And when I arrive among humans covered in oil sludge like some creature from the deep, will they welcome me like a lost hero? It’s lunacy.

But it could work. I mean, I think there’s a small chance.

“If we head north, we can look for the p—tunnel.”

Dark. Yes?

“Probably be safer in the dark. You’re right.”

After we leave the cabin, the hours pass uneventfully, and that makes me uneasy. It’s cold as hell, though, even with the Mountie’s coat and gloves. Just before dawn, when we stop for a breather, August puts his hands over my ears to warm them up. He can control his temperature somehow, up to burning hot if he’s in danger or agitated. We learned that when Liam took him prisoner. Just two weeks ago, was it? It feels like centuries.

How things would have been different if Liam had listened to me. I could see August was trying to surrender peacefully. He had come to find Raven to get her safely away. But how do you reason with someone who has lost their reason? Liam and Topher and most of the rest of the ragtag militia we’d formed didn’t even want to talk about plans for hiking out of the mountains in the spring. They considered themselves the holdouts of the Canadian Rockies—no retreat, no surrender.

So Liam blew our only chance. It didn’t end up mattering to him. He’s dead on a mountainside. Along with everyone else.

I stopped thinking about what happened to my family months ago. I saw the remains of our apartment building in Calgary—unlike other ones closer to downtown, it was a burned-out pile of bent metal and ash. If anyone was inside when the Nahx bombed it, they’re dead. If they were outside, the Nahx would have darted them and left them somewhere. We didn’t have time to flip over every corpse to see if it was someone I knew or my parents. My little sister. Or Nai Nai.

I shrug off August’s hand.

Hours later, as my legs begin to wobble beneath me, we arrive at a small work camp. Abandoned, of course, but the detritus left behind makes me think it’s the right vintage to be related to the pipeline—maybe a year or two old. We follow a deeply rutted mud road into the forest, past a few discarded bulldozer blades, truck tires, and other careless signs of human disdain for nature.

At last in a clearing we come upon a kind of excavation, and sure enough, dug into the earth is a large pipe, about four feet in diameter. I’m relieved to see its size. The pipe disappears off into the trees in either direction like a tenacious snake. August approaches it cautiously, as though it might come to life and devour us both before slithering away. The sharp metallic clang of his knuckles rapping on the pipe resonates through the trees.

Under? he signs.

“Yes. It might go underground, under rivers or whatever. Right under the drone web, I think.”

He taps his temple with one finger. Smart.

We follow the pipeline west, and soon, cresting a rise, we get a good view of the ground level where the web comes down. It’s hard to see some parts of it where it disappears into the thick forest, but there’s a Nahx transport vessel parked on a nearby road.

“Do you think they know about the pipe?” I whisper.

August shrugs.

Repeat. Think. No.

“Not very smart?” I tug off my hat and scratch my greasy hair. “So maybe they won’t notice anything? This could work.”

August nods.

I estimate the web is about a half mile away. Pulling the crumpled map from my pocket, I spread it out on the curved metal of the pipe. I’ve been trying to mark our progress, noting landmarks like roads, lakes, and creeks where I can. I’m pretty sure Bear Lake, where the refinery is, is about five miles west of here.

Can I do that? Can I crawl through five miles of pipe? That’s insane.

August bends to inspect a round, bolt-ringed plate on the side of the pipe, tapping it lightly.

“That’s an access port, I think.” We passed one of them along the way. I assume they appear at regular intervals—about a mile apart. August pinches one of the bolts and tries to turn it. I’m about to tell him we need some kind of tool when there’s a rusty creak and the bolt comes away in his hand.

Jesus. I knew he was strong, but that’s extraordinary.

I watch for any movement down by the web while August removes the rest of the bolts. When the last one is gone he wrenches at the plate. I stand back as he pulls it away, pretty sure that since the invasion shut down the power grid there’s no pressure in the pipes anymore.

Pretty sure, but not certain.

Black sludge dribbles out onto the forest floor as the plate comes away and August lets it clank down. So no. No pressure, just some residual crude oil coating the bottom of the pipe. That will make it easy to slide along it, I guess, though fumes might be a problem; they waft out of the pipe, making the air thick and acrid.

August steps aside as I poke my head into the pipe, shining my flashlight down it either way. The danger is we’ll meet some kind of blockage and have to shimmy backward and uphill to get back out. And there’s the danger that we won’t find another access hatch and I’ll be crawling through sludge for days. And the danger the Nahx will hear us and bust us out of there before I make it to the other side.

It’s a very slim chance we’ll survive, but what options do I have?

The pipe is pretty wide inside—wide enough to crawl as opposed to sliding along like an eel, so that’s something. By the sky, it’s only about midday. The pipe goes downhill most of the way from here, so we might be able to slide like in a water park. That will save time. If it continues downhill all the way to the next hatch, the whole prospect becomes a lot more plausible.

“Do you think you could open one of these plates from the inside?” I ask.

August bends again to inspect the bolt holes, the thickness of the plate, and the bolts.

Maybe, he signs.

“The next plate should be on the other side of the web. If you can open it, I can get out there. It’ll be about a mile. It might take us an hour to get there.” An hour in the dark, crawling through slime.

Once I hoist myself into the pipe I find I’m able to easily maneuver around on my hands and knees. Shining my flashlight, I can see where the pipe bends downward, like a waterslide. My confidence is wavering now that I’m inside it. What if August can’t get those belts undone? What if I’m wrong about those lawsuits and the pipeline bypasses the refinery and goes all the way to the coast? There’s no human alive who could crawl in the dark for however long that would take. Weeks? Months?

I turn back, poking my head out. August stands there with one hand on his helmet. It would be nice if I had a choice to leave him here, because he’s definitely done enough to call his promise to Raven fulfilled.

But I need him. Which is both annoying and something else. Nahx and humans are supposed to be enemies. Back at the base, Liam and Topher talked as though we could somehow drive the Nahx from the earth, wage some great battle and eradicate them like smallpox. Only an idiot would think that was an option now.

August saved Raven’s life. She saved his life. He’s saving my life. Maybe there’s meaning to it. If we do this enough, we might be able to live with one another.

This one little bridge of trust might be bigger than any dream of great battles and victories.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to open the pipe from inside.”

August nods and clambers into the pipe behind me. I move forward to give him room as he arranges his long limbs around him. He’s too tall to crawl, but the bottom of the pipe is slippery with oil, so he should be able to pull himself along easily enough. He clicks something and a light on his shoulder turns on, its beam dancing on the slick metallic walls of the pipe.

“How long does that battery last?”

Forever, he signs. Promise Not scared.

We inch along slowly. When I reach the slope in the pipe I kind of tumble down it, landing with an oily splash in the lower curve. August is much more graceful behind me, controlling his descent with his hands on the pipe walls, keeping his light steady as he reaches me.

Broken?

“No, I’m fine.” I untangle myself and crawl farther into the dark. The air smells like a badly managed gas station in here, and even with my scarf pulled up over my nose I’m getting light-headed. I can’t imagine a worse death than this would be. Poisoned by toxic fumes in a greasy pipe? I wonder if August will just leave my body in here. Something tells me that he wouldn’t, but when I turn back to look at him easing himself along the pipe, I notice he’s wheezing. Great. Maybe we’ll both die in here. Archaeologists will have fun with that.

I feel along the pipe walls as we make slow progress, searching for the access hatch. It feels like we should have come across it by now. Have we already gone under the web? I thought maybe we might see some sign of it, but so far it’s just been fumes and sludge and darkness. Kind of like my worst days at high school.

August’s fingers close on my ankle.

“What?” I say, turning back. He holds a finger over his mouth and twists his body to face behind us. Several long seconds pass while I hold my breath. A moment later we hear the unmistakable sound of someone in metallic armor clattering down a sloping pipe. It resonates toward us like a death knell.

“Fuck!”

Fast. Fast!

He shoves me, pushing himself along with his free hand. We reach another slope and slither down that, landing in a pile at the bottom. August hisses as we extricate ourselves, before launching me forward with another shove. The slimy mix of oil and fetid water sprays up in my face, making me press my eyes and mouth firmly closed. I’m scrambling my hands along the pipe now, desperately searching for anything that feels like the access panel.

“Did we pass it? We must have passed it!”

Over the sound of my frantic hands pounding on the metal, I can hear the progress of the other Nahx behind us. They’re gaining on us.

August shoves me to the side and slithers past me, shining two lights ahead of us. He waves his hand in front of my face, closing his fingers tightly.

Grab me!

I latch onto his foot and he tugs us along, with me trying to improve our momentum any way I can. An eternity of desperate scrabbling later, August slides to a stop, his light flashing around.

“There!” It’s a panel, the stubby bolts casting long shadows on the metal. August curls his fist around one and twists. Only a Nahx would have the strength to remove these bolts; it’s only because of August that I have a chance of surviving. I roll over and face backward, pointing my pathetic gun into the dark.

Behind me August loosens another bolt. I hear it clang onto the concrete outside the pipe.

If I’m getting out of this pipe ever, I’m doing it here, and if here is not beyond the drone web, then this has all been for nothing. Bile rises in my throat as the combination of oil fumes and mortal fear becomes unbearable. Clang! Another bolt comes free. I haven’t been keeping count. Was that three or four?

Sound carries uncannily through this pipe, and I hear a distinctive Nahx hiss as if it is right in front of me. August hears it too and grabs me by the foot, dragging me past him and pushing me down into the sludge. He twists two more bolts away, slamming the heel of his hand on them to force them out.

Another hiss resonates down the tube, followed by a growl.

August presses his back against the pipe wall and simply kicks the panel, making the metal clang loud enough for my ears to ache. All attempts at stealth are done now. The whole pipe vibrates with every kick. I’m trying not to gasp with desperation because each breath fills me with the vile fumes.

August turns and shines one of his lights down the tunnel at the approaching noise as he continues to kick.

CLANG! CLANG! I put my hands over my ears. This is truly the ringing of the bells of death. I’m done for.

Suddenly the panel gives way with a loud pop. August dives for me, grabbing me by the sweater and shoving me out the hole. I crash to the concrete pylon, my head cracking on something hard. Dazed, I stumble upward, my fingers curled over the edges of the access hole.

“Get out of there! August!”

All I see is a blur of metal as he scrambles around in the pipe and disappears in the direction of the other Nahx.

“No! Get out! August!”

I know the plan was to leave him behind, but I never thought it would be like this. They’ll kill him.

Head still spinning, I hoist myself up to the hole, leaning inside. August is a few feet away, lying prone in the circle of illumination cast by his lights, the Mountie’s rifle aimed back down the pipe.

“August!”

He turns and looks at me just as three other Nahx appear around a bend in the pipe. The horrifying metallic scraping of the other Nahx slithering toward him makes my teeth chatter. I reach for him, half back in the hole, my hand flailing vainly to grab him. But he’s just out of reach.

“Come with me. Come with me…”

He tilts his head to the side, raising one of his hands, his finger and thumb touching like he’s going to snap his fingers.

“NO! No, August, don’t! DON’T!”

Snap.

There’s a low whomp as the fumes and fuel around him ignite. The bluish flame tumbles back toward me and away from him, toward the other Nahx. I recoil from the heat, feeling the hairs on my fingers singe away.

“Get out of there! August! August!”

Without looking back, he launches himself toward the other Nahx. They slide away into the flames.

The pipe starts to vibrate weirdly, but before I can even think what that means, there’s a deafening crack, and suddenly I’m flying through the air with the glowing hot hole in the pipe sailing away from me. I land hard and keep my eyes open only long enough to see the inferno of ignited gas fumes shooting out the hole and back toward me like a rocket launch.

It’s near dark when my eyes open again, and the forest is on fire around me. I struggle to my feet, turning on the spot, disoriented. Over the glow of the flames, I can see the drone web outlined against the billows of smoke in the sky, less than a hundred feet away. The pipe is lying in still-burning pieces scattered around the charred concrete pylons. I can barely make out that the destruction extends well past the web into the Nahx zone. That escape route, such as it was, is gone now.

In the other direction, there’s a thin strip of pink along the horizon—the setting sun. The west.

I stagger that way, dodging burning trees, blinking tears from my eyes. Home, I think as I escape the fire. Home.

My home is gone. Names and faces flare in my delirium. Mom. Chloe. Toph… everyone is gone. “Home” is simply “humans” now. And the words don’t inspire me to keep moving as I thought they might. Gravity pushes me as much as anything else. The downhill slope I’m on suggests a creek or river. I need water.

“Promise,” I say out loud. My lips sting, and when I reach up to touch them I find my fingers red and blistered. My throat burns, each breath like swallowing broken glass. But I keep repeating the word like a prayer for salvation. “Promise. Promise. Promise…”






PART TWO EARTH



“There is something at work in my soul which I do not understand.”

—MARY SHELLEY, FRANKENSTEIN








RAVEN

Suddenly I’m no longer in the void. I’m still weightless, insubstantial as a gust of wind, but there’s some resistance, something tugging at me, something beneath me, anchoring me.

It’s the earth. Gravity.

I’m not alone. And I can hear.

Chuff chuff chuff.

I know that sound. Digging. Digging in rich, leafy ground, damp with snowmelt, bursting to life with spring. The smell burrows into my thoughts, a birch tree, a lake, and ashes, charcoal. The sounds and smells seem to line up in my mind until they form a picture and I know what is happening.

They’re digging a grave. They’re going to bury me. They’re going to bury me alive! I have to stop them somehow. Move. Speak. Open my eyes.

But I have no eyes. Though I can feel the suck of gravity tethering me to the earth, I feel nothing else. No limbs. No body. I think the words “look around,” and something so odd happens that it almost distracts me from my terror of being buried alive. The idea “look around” stretches out, becoming a filament that twists and twines and spirals until every part of me is encased in its web. Then some of my cells simply awaken, and processing my desire to see, they do. Not my eyes—my skin, my hair, my pores. They… look around.

It’s only moving shadows that I see. Someone very tall throws an object away, then kneels and bends, tugging something bulky from a hole in the ground. There are trees all around us, and above us a sun bright enough to fill my consciousness so that everything else momentarily disappears.

By the time I can see shadows again they are walking away.

My attention drifts down to the bulky thing the shadow pulled from the hole, but before I can turn what I see into a thought, as though someone has flicked a switch, the void reclaims me.






XANDER

Five Months Later

Fighting is against the rules in the refugee camps around Prince George. Outside the camps too, in the streets and alleys, wherever they let us go, in the places that aren’t completely off-limits to the thousands of desperate interlopers made homeless by the Nahx. We can beg, starve, cough up our lungs, or die behind dumpsters, but God forbid we fight.

Still, fighting calms my mind. There is just enough stimulation in the movement, the color, the smells and tastes and noise to distract me from the other nonsense I think about, but not enough that I get confused and overwhelmed. A little pain helps. I know the object of martial arts is to not get hit, but sometimes I let my opponent get in a good one, just to keep things entertaining.

“Get him, Lou!”

The other kids from my refugee camp call me “Lou” because no one can be bothered to properly pronounce my surname, Liu, and I guess “Xander” is not tough enough for them. Like Alexander the Great was just some schmuck.

I duck and barely avoid a half-hearted straight jab to my forehead as the North Camp kid blinks blood from his eyes. This is nearly over.

“You’re going down, northy!” someone shouts.

I step back and my boot slips on a patch of ice, sending me ass first into the powdery snow. The northy takes full advantage, jumping on me and pounding my head with his white-cold fists. Fighting outdoors at night in northern Canada is pretty stupid, but there are snack rations on the line. A week’s worth of nuts, salmon jerky, dried blueberries. We South Camp miscreants can party like kings if I can just get this goober off me.

Technically this is supposed to be a fists-only fight, since our boots could do permanent damage, but we don’t exactly have a referee, and as we’re breaking about a thousand rules already I doubt anyone will call it. I sit up quickly and head butt the northy hard in his chin. He goes flying backward as I scramble out from under him, kip up to my feet, and fall back on him fist first.

The impact of fist on face travels up my arm and into my brain, smashing things in there, memories, knocking them down like toy soldiers.

Raven. Tucker. Felix. Sawyer. Mandy. Emily. Lochie. Liam.

They’re all dead. Maybe the brightness of that should have faded over the last months, over a sad and soggy spring, a hot and humorless summer, and now this winter, cold and hungry. But nothing has faded. Not even August, on fire, sliding away in the pipe as I dove for him, to stop him, to stay with him. To have someone left.

Topher drifts through my consciousness like a sullen ghost, and I hit the northy again, just because I can.

“He’s down, Lou, hold off.”

I lean back, poised, aching to keep going, but even I don’t think it’s cool to hit a barely conscious opponent.

“Get up, David.”

“He’s not getting up,” I say. The adrenaline of the fight wearing off now, I’m tired, relaxed almost, and starting to process how I won. Badly. I hit him too hard.

“Bro,” I say, gently slapping his face. “Wakey, wakey.” He moans feebly, his eyes fluttering.

“Ah shit, troopers!” someone shouts. I look up from the insensible lump underneath me, seeing flashing lights over the top of the derelict gas station in front of the alley we’re in, this week’s Fight Night location.

The spectators scatter, and David’s so-called friends give me a pleading, apologetic look before clomping off into the dark, their boots making clouds of snow as they run. I hear car doors slam, and shouts.

“Come on, David.” I shake him. “We’ve got to go. Get up.”

More shouting. A truck engine roars and the siren bursts to life, cutting open the silent night.

“Did I win?” David mumbles.

“Nobody won, dude.” All the spoils, the promised snacks, ran off with David’s campmates. “Get up. Get up.”

“Hey!” Three troopers waving flashlights and rifles appear at the end of the alley. “Don’t move!”

I try to drag David upward, but he slumps back as the troopers close in. I have a few milliseconds of wild impulses. I want to search his pockets. Maybe he has a working lighter or a pencil or something. I could take his socks. Socks are worth nearly as much as freedom.

“Get your hands up!”

I run instead. Three troopers, well fed and laden with gear and winter clothes, are no match for me. I’ve been running nonstop for the past year and a half. I can outrun these spoiled mall cops. I bend to grab my coat at the other end of the alley, ducking to the left and out of sight as two of the troopers yell after me. I catch a glimpse of the third trooper leaning over David. He’s busted now, but at least he won’t freeze to death. They’ll take him somewhere warm and patch him up.

The dark is profound once I’m out of the alley. The reason we chose the fight location is that it’s one of the few places with a little light at night, from the security beacon shining down from the hillside above the road. Now I’m running in the dark, on pure instinct. I’ve run through here before and only hope I remember enough to lose the troopers without smacking into a wall.

Hard left. A narrow gap between two empty stores. Nothing to sell. No money to buy anything.

Right. Through the ruins of a burned-out house. Probably someone knocked over a candle during the blackout hours. No one rebuilds anything anymore. Get burnt. Stay burnt.

Left. Two school buses parked in a vacant lot. No gas, no diesel, the military gets what there is. If you want to go to school, you walk. I stop there to catch my breath, zipping up my coat between the buses, pressed against a wheel so the troopers won’t see my feet. But I lost them. I bend and peek under the bus, not seeing any flashlight beams or movement. Not hearing anything. Troopers are about as stealthy as rutting moose. I think I’m good.

Sweaty, I think, looking down at my feet. My face will be bruised tomorrow. And I’m covered in soot now too. It smells of…

When I turn to continue around the back of the buses, there’s a large shape there. Unnaturally tall, a heavy rifle, barely visible. Like a walking shadow.

“Ah no…” My heart practically jumps into my mouth as I spin, running before I’ve even processed it.

A Nahx? Here? It’s impossible. We’re twenty miles inside the human-controlled territory. We’re below 2,000 feet—the so-called low country the Nahx let us keep. I look back as I emerge from the vacant lot. A smudge of shadow moves between the buses. I twist my head around as I run, trying to locate the Nahx’s partner, but I don’t see anyone. The adrenaline has sucked the blood from my hands and feet so it’s like running on blades. Ahead of me, an ice-covered car blocks a passage between two silent apartment low-rises. I leap it headfirst, sliding over the hood and rolling to my feet on the other side.

“CODE BLACK!” I scream. Maybe someone in the apartments will have a gun or something. Behind me the shadow moves like a ghost past the car. “CODE BLACK! Someone help!”

I veer hard left again, edging down through another alley, past dumpsters and piles of trash, which any other time I would stop and scavenge, before shooting out onto the open street.

A trooper truck skids to a stop right in front of me. I’m moving so fast, I smack right into it, bouncing backward onto my ass. But I scramble away, because we’re dead if that Nahx catches up with us.

“Stop!” one of them yells.

“Code black!” I wail again, but the other trooper crash tackles me. We roll into a snowdrift. “C-c-code black. Code black. There’s a Nahx.”

His partner spins, raising his rifle, while the other one hauls me to my feet.

“Where? Do you see one or two?”

I point back to the apartments.

“He was following me… there. I didn’t see his partner.”

We wait, counting the seconds, but nothing happens. No walking shadow, no Nahx, no brown bear, no lost moose, nothing.

Ten interminable seconds go past while the three of us wait to learn whether we live or die.

“Get him in the truck,” one of the troopers says at last. “Handcuff him.”

I know they don’t believe me, but the speed at which we skid off gives me some satisfaction.

An hour later I’m in a dim jail cell with three drunks and someone who thinks the Nahx are fallen angels come to make us pay for our sins. There are worse theories, I guess.

There’s a poster on the wall outside the cell, a stylized drawing of a giant Nahx looming over a sleepy-looking village. AVOID AND REPORT it says in bold black letters. ENGAGING WITH THE NAHX IS PROHIBITED BY LAW AND WILL BE PROSECUTED. I’m interested in the design of the poster more than its pointlessly obvious message. It’s an old-style screen print—bold shapes and simple colors, black, gray, red. Most of the digital technology was disabled by electromagnetic pulses in the first siege, so we’re back to propagandizing like they did during World War II. I wonder who in town had an old printing press that they dusted off and cranked into this new life.

Behind the giant Nahx on the poster, you can just see his partner, rendered as a dim gray shadow in the background against a swirling sky. I close my eyes and try to picture the Nahx I saw by the school bus. I didn’t engage with it. I avoided it. I reported it. So I don’t know why I’m in jail.

“Liu! You’re up!” a voice says through a crackly speaker. The speaker makes me feel, of all things, nostalgia. I miss my crappy sound system at home—my phone plugged into some cheap speakers Tucker gave me. He didn’t tell me until it was too late that he stole them.

I move over to the cell door as an officer unlocks it and slides it open. Following him, I read some more shabby posters on the walls of the frigid hallway. HOARD AND GO NORTH one reads—an edict to not hoard food, one that everyone ignores. Another reads HELP KEEP PEACE AND ORDER: JOIN THE ICDF. I already looked into this. You need to be at least twenty years old and to have finished high school, so that counts me out.

The officer ushers me into a cramped room, where I recognize the uniformed woman behind the desk. Captain Roopa Chaudhry, former RCMP, now part of the ICDF, the International Cooperative Defense Force, a new collective of militarized patrols responsible for policing the human-controlled regions most affected by the invasion. Peace and order, just like the poster says. They keep the refugee stew in Prince George at a slow simmer rather than a rolling boil. She sighs as I sit down.

“Xander, can’t you give me a small break?”

“I can explain. I—”

She has a file. My file, which she flips open, pointedly interrupting me. “Fighting. Again. These camp rivalries are ridiculous. Buying black market liquor. Selling black market cigarettes. And two weeks ago you got added to the watch list for kids who are trying to join the insurgents? Because you were up by the border web? What the hell?”

“I wasn’t! I don’t know anything about that.” A lie, but only partly. I do know about the insurgency, though mostly as legend. “I was just hiking.”

“Hiking to within a hundred feet of the web in weather like this? That zone is restricted. By us, and by the Nahx. You were there for fun, I assume?”

“No, I was…” Looking for a way through, because I want out of this nightmare and I can’t think of a better way than to try to get back to the people I left behind. Even though most of them are dead. Half the rumors about the insurgency are that they are already on the other side of the web, doing whatever insurgents do. If they got through, so can I. If I get through, I can go back to the base and bring everyone out. Bring Topher out. I have to fight to keep from rolling my eyes at myself. I know it’s just another weird obsession. I like getting a close look at the web because it reminds me that the things I remember actually happened. “Hunting,” I finish.

“Weapons are also contraband,” Captain Chaudhry says in a bored tone. “Did you have a weapon?”

“No. A lot of animals are hibernating. If you can find their dens, you can just dig them up and whack them.”

“With a shovel, I presume. Where did you get the shovel? Did you steal it?”

“No!” I say it a little louder than I mean to because it’s the middle of the night and I’m cold and tired and starving. I haven’t eaten a proper meal in days because poachers took out the supply truck to the camp for the second week in a row. The elusive snack fest I fought for is now a distant memory. “There was a Nahx tonight,” I say, to change the subject and as a distraction and because if there was a Nahx out there, I want someone to do something.

“About that,” Captain Chaudhry says. “I sent ten men on patrol with two Humvees and we didn’t find a thing. Not even tracks.”

“I…”

“False reports of Nahx activity are also a chargeable offense, Xander. You are running out of lives here.”

“But I saw one!”

“You screw around. You refuse to go to school.” She shakes her head, closing my file. “Do you want to get moved to a work camp? Is that what’s happening? You know they sleep in tents up there?”

“I don’t want to be moved.” I look down at my boots. They’re too big for me, and I only have two pairs of socks to my name. “I swear I thought I saw a Nahx.”

She’s quiet for a moment. “And how often do you think you see Nahx?”

I resist the urge to rock back and forth, chew my lips, or engage in any other stereotypically crazy behavior. Hunger has kept me awake for two nights, and the truth is, when I’m tired I do sometimes see things—people I know are dead, for example, or my old dog. Or Nahx.

Captain Chaudhry is not a shrink. There’s only one shrink who sees to the mental health of the thousands of refugees crammed into the camps outside Prince George. I got “counseled” in the hospital when I was juiced up on painkillers, my scorched fingers wrapped in weeping gauze. That was five months ago. Five months in a refugee camp, keeping my mouth shut, silent as a Nahx. I fight and steal, but I don’t talk.

“Sometimes,” I say. It’s not so much a lie as my unwillingness to discuss the truth. I know what’s in that file. They all think the story I raved about when they found me, blistered and incoherent, floundering in a freezing stream, is some kind of delusion. A Nahx escorted me out of the occupied territory? Nahx don’t do that.

“Xander.” Captain Chaudhry sighs. “There’s no way through the web. We can’t even get data through anymore.”

“So no one is even trying? What if there are people still alive in Nahx territory?”

“There aren’t.”

“But what if—”

“Xander!” Her sharp tone makes me twitch, and maybe she feels bad because she softens. “People have tried. Hundreds of people have died trying to breach the web. There’s no way through. It’s over. We’re rebuilding now. We’re salvaging what the Nahx let us keep.”

My hands and face are starting to hurt from the fight. I want to go home, such as my home is—a cold shipping container shared with seven other guys. This is what the Nahx let us keep.

There is a kind of fragile treaty with our taciturn new overlords. Any violent resistance against the Nahx is considered a crime, even in the human world. Those caught trying it get sent to camps a lot less comfortable than the one I live in. Ordinary infractions are still crimes here—though, on the face of it, no one, not even Captain Chaudhry, seems to really care. Drugs and prostitution are rampant. Violence is an everyday hazard. And theft, well, I would know.

But the khaki-kitted bureaucrats like Captain Chaudhry are mostly interested in the detection and prosecution of two crimes. Resistance is one of them: messing around with the mythical insurgents, diverting supplies or weapons to them; or worse, attempting to violently engage with the Nahx, whose disproportionate response to any aggression is now legendary. Resistance will get you a tent and a blunt ax in the work camps up north. The other crime, collusion with Nahx, aiding, providing comfort, all that stuff, will get you dead in a dark alley. One of the guys in my trailer claims he saw it happen.

And this is why my particular truth is so dangerous. August was both a Nahx and a rebel against the Nahx. And he was my friend.

“Are you charging me?” About half the times I get in trouble I get off completely scot-free. I’m hoping this is one of those times.

“Snow clearing. Twenty hours.”

I curse under my breath.

“Want to make it forty?”

“No. But someone stole my gloves.”

“They’ll find you a pair. City Hall parking lot. Seven a.m. Don’t be late.” She looks at her watch. “There’s a one a.m. patrol past the South Camp, leaving in about twenty minutes. They can give you a ride.”

“Can I check the register while I wait?”

She nods sadly because I ask this every time I get brought in here. And every time there’s nothing.

The register is a database, a kind of social media for the survivors of the apocalypse. Because the Nahx knocked out so much of our technology, it’s pretty lo-fi. Couriers travel around the human territories with great reams of paper, and updates are entered into the few working computers by hand. The names are people who have been found alive in remote places or who have finally been counted in Vancouver or Seattle, both of which are apparently overflowing with refugees. Or dead. The register also includes names of those confirmed dead. And then there are the hundreds, the thousands of names of all those missing without a trace.

For five months I’ve been checking the register five months; and I haven’t found a person alive that I know.

Topher is alive, on the other side of the border. At least he was alive last time I saw him. And maybe August is alive. Maybe. Though he would never appear on a register, of course. As for the rest, my family, my friends in Calgary, and the ones who survived with me for a time at the hidden base in the mountains, who knows?

I follow Captain Chaudhry out to the reception desk, and I swear I’m not trying to look at her ass but it does occur to me that from this angle she looks pretty well fed. I suppose that’s true of all cops these days. She pulls a chair up to the computer terminal and plugs in her password. The bright red and white interface of the register pops up as I sit.

Each time I’ve done this my heart has skipped hard against my ribs, rattling in hopeful anticipation of the answer I never get. Has someone looked up my name in the search register since the last time I checked, maybe someone who has run out of other names? Anyone who knows me and cares about me enough to give me a bed and a home so I can get out of this rat hole?

I don’t think the people of Prince George set out to make conditions so crappy in their refugee camps, but for a town of seventy thousand to suddenly be dealing with tens of thousands of refugees, with transport from the coastal areas very limited, with hardly any fuel or power… well, what can we expect? I still dream of the hot showers back at the base in the mountains and wonder why I ever left there. As it is, I wash in cold water, once a week, and usually in the dark. And food? It’s not quite a famine yet. But I don’t think that’s far off.

In hindsight, it’s almost funny how woefully unprepared we were for this calamity, how easily our human civilization deteriorated and decayed. Schools barely operate; hospitals offer the minimum of care. Every man-hour is dedicated to the most basic tasks of living. Or dying. In summer, when the ground was soft enough, I earned extra rations by preemptively digging mass graves because we don’t want to waste fuel by burning bodies. That’s fucking macabre.

Once I’m on the register’s search page, I try all the usual names—Mom, Dad, Nai Nai, my sister, Chloe. Names I entered as “missing” myself. I always pause before I hit enter on Chloe’s name, because if she comes up confirmed dead there will be an Oscar-worthy scene with me in the starring role. Thankfully nothing seems to have changed in that regard. That means I can still play out one of my favorite fantasies, the one where they got into the minivan and headed north, plowing through Nahx barricades, Chloe hurling obscenities and Molotov cocktails out the window, Nai Nai hanging out the other side, cursing in Mandarin. I let it run through my mind as I tick off the rest of my list. Aunt Ruby in Edmonton. Nope. The principal of my school. Nope. My karate teachers. Nope and nope. Topher and Tucker’s parents. Nope.

I added Tucker and Topher’s names myself too. Tucker: confirmed darted along with the date, which I’m sure of to within a day or two either side. Topher: confirmed alive on the last day I saw him, walking away from Raven’s death scene on the side of the mountain. That was in spring. It’s now winter again. I don’t know how he and the others in the base could have survived this long. But I can hope.

Naturally I check Raven’s name next. I’m not expecting anything but her name and date of death—details I added myself just after I arrived in Prince George. I’ve checked her entry a few times since then but gave up about two months ago. There are only so many times you want to be reminded of something like that.

But I suppose Captain Chaudhry has put me in a mood to confirm certain details. I saw Raven die. I know who was with us. I didn’t imagine the silvery gray tears streaking down August’s face and the awful, despondent noises he made. I’m not going crazy; although if I were, no one could blame me.

I type the letters in slowly, R A V E N B A I L E Y, and hit enter. The computer hums as its prehistoric processor retrieves the right file, the screen lighting up with blue and white columns.

At first I think I’ve done something wrong, because instead of a nearly blank page with just the few details I entered about Raven, what comes up is a full page with multiple connections linked to Raven’s entry.

“Holy…”

The boxes pop up one by one, each with a line connecting them to Raven. Her mom; her stepdad, Jack; an aunt on Quadra Island; a few cousins. All added to the registry since the last time I checked.

And all alive.

My hands shake as I open a text box so I can leave a note on her listing. Jesus, what do I say? Glancing up at the clock, I see it’s nearly time to find the patrol truck and go back to the camp.

My name is Xander Liu, I type quickly. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Raven’s friend from the dojo and camp. We survived for ten months after the invasion, but…

I press my eyes closed for a moment, just letting my brain replay the scene for the millionth time. Blood pulsing out of Raven’s stomach. Liam dead in a heap nearby. Topher walking away from her, from us, because I don’t think his heart could take it.

And August, a Nahx. August holding her and trembling so hard I think I felt the mountain shake. The Nahx can cry, and they can grieve. If people knew that, I wonder if things would be different.

… I was with Raven when she died, I type. If you want, I can tell you about it.






RAVEN

It seems I pass a thousand years like this, floating alone and silent in a sea of nothingness, with only thoughts and remorse to keep me company. The first sign that something might be changing is a faint sense of danger, as though I can no longer trust my thoughts, that perhaps they might be a threat to me. And as soon as that coalesces into its own coherent idea, I analyze it and prepare.

Some of my thoughts might be neither real nor memories, I realize. I need to account for that. So I do. I steel myself against whatever my mind can cook up, and as soon as some unknowable measure deems me strong enough, he appears.

August.

Standing before me in full armor, as tall and graceful and intimidating and mysterious as he ever was. And beautiful. If I had a beating heart, it would flutter at the sight of him.

“I’ve missed you so much,” I say, but no sound comes out. My words are just neurons firing in the dark tangle of my brain. August doesn’t appear to notice me. He turns his face up, and the sky appears. A broken sky.

“No…” I feel myself say it more than hear it. “NO!” Then I’m screaming it because I know what is coming. My weightless nothingness becomes heavy, but rather than sinking down I’m being pulled—upward, out in every direction, apart—as though all my cells are tearing themselves in two.

The desire to speak coils around me like a tremulous vine until I feel my very atoms vibrate. “August, run.” It comes out as a whisper, though I try to scream. “Run away.…”

The shattered sky falls and I open up, splitting, and a rift spreads from my body and mind to the ground, the earth beneath us, the air; everything cracks open, revealing the shadows and death under the surface, the abyss behind the veil of life. The crack spreads along the ground, a jagged fissure creeping toward August, who remains still, as though unmoved or unknowing. Not real, my thoughts remind me, soothingly. It doesn’t make a difference.

“Move…” I say, but my voice is fragmented too, gaping wide open, tearing down through me. “August!”

The fissure takes him, streaking up one leg to split open his armor through his thigh, his groin, his abdomen, chest, neck, and finally his mask and helmet, which bisect as neatly as a nutshell. There is nothing inside. Only smoke.

I try to scream as the smoke pours out of him, billowing over the fractured world and filling me, choking me. Choking…

My body seems to inflate like a balloon animal—head, torso, legs, feet, arms—as I’m launched out of the dream. I feel pressure on my face, as though someone is forcing something into my mouth.

I try to pull my head away but the grip on my jaw intensifies. My eyes shoot open. A dark shape looms over me, with a field of gray behind it. Now my heart pops to life, pumping hard enough to make my ribs ache. I try to yell but whatever is in my mouth prevents it. As I writhe, the dark shape moves, and something in my throat slithers out, making me cough and convulse. The dark figure ignores me, moving to the side.

Nahx. It’s a Nahx. It moves over someone next to me, a boy, pushing him onto his back. A dull gray light from a featureless night sky illuminates the Nahx as it pries the boy’s mouth open. His head flops to the side, facing me.

“T… T…” I struggle to find the word, the boy’s name. It’s rumbling somewhere, hidden until it’s as if I drive a bolt of rage through a wall and it crumbles and suddenly the name is there, along with every other thing I ever knew. “Topher,” I say at last, but that’s wrong. The other name comes to me instantly, even though I know it’s impossible. “Tucker… Tucker!” Everything rushes back with that word.

It’s Tucker. Is this real? How can it be Tucker?

His body moves, his chest expanding as the Nahx inflates his lungs with a small pump. But his eyes remain closed. The Nahx prods him, shaking him roughly.

“Wake up,” I say. “Wake up, Tucker.” I yank on the shackles binding me to him with a long wire attached at our wrists. “Come on, wake up. Wake up.”

The Nahx smacks him hard on the chest once, then again. After the third smack Tucker makes a noise—a muffled cough. Then he starts to twitch and writhe. The Nahx grabs the tube in his throat and tugs it out. He pulls Tucker up by the shirt. I slide over and support him, my arm behind his back.

“Wake up, please, wake up.”

Tucker convulses and explosively coughs out a spray of gray goo. His eyes open, widening as he looks down at his bare feet. The Nahx hisses and makes a hand gesture.

Good.

Yes. Signs. They speak with signs. I know this. I watch it… her walk a short distance away, noticing her wheezing breath. The night is deep and heavy but my vision is starting to clear as though the darkness is siphoning out of my eyes. The Nahx bends over another lifeless body, repeating the treatment with the tube and pump. She’s reviving someone else.

Tucker slumps into me, breathing heavily and moving slowly, testing his limbs. I put my free hand on his head, feeling the softness of his wavy brown hair, the stubble on his chin. He’s wearing the camp T-shirt and shorts we buried him in, and mud and grime are worn into his clothes, his hair, in between his toes and fingers. Even his lips are smeared with it. But he’s alive.

We buried him alive. Oh God.

I try to think back, to put events in the proper order, and find facts and images spread out in sharp formations, like a precisely disciplined army. The Nahx invaded. One of them killed Tucker with a dart. We buried him. We hid from the Nahx for a long time, and then…

“August,” I say. And before I have a chance to think it might not be wise, I yell out into the dark. “AUGUST! AUGUST?!”

The female Nahx turns from her patient, ten feet away. She hisses lightly, as though telling me to be quiet.

He’s not here. August is not here. If he were nearby, he would be at my side.

August saved my life, and then?

I look down at my body. I don’t recognize any of the clothes I’m wearing. A silky green dress over black jeans? A leather jacket? High lace-up boots? None of this is even familiar. I look around. I don’t think we’re in the mountains anymore. Reaching down, I feel the ground we sit on, gathering a handful to inspect.

It’s snow mixed with sand.

Where are we? A sandy desert covered with snow? Are we even on earth?

My thoughts are racing, which is something I should be used to, but this is nothing like my normal agitated mind. Everything has somewhere to go suddenly, as though a tangle of wires in an old trunk has finally been untangled, and everything has been plugged in, and megawatts of electricity are surging through the wires, lighting up my brain like Las Vegas.

New clothes. Sand. Snow. Night. Tucker. Nahx. August…

The Nahx makes a noise, like a wheeze, but when I turn I realize it’s another Nahx, farther away. There are several, I now see, all of them bending over prone humans, trying to revive them. Above us, in the deep gray sky, dark ships appear, hissing as they descend.

I turn back to Tuck, who blinks and twitches his head from side to side. He looks down at our bound wrists, shaking them a bit.

I recognize the shackles. The Nahx carry them tucked away in their armor. They are light, with slightly sharp edges to deter pulling at them. The lightness doesn’t reflect their strength, though. I remember tugging and biting at them, one wrist shackled to a bedpost. The thought fills me fleetingly with rage, even though I know August was only trying to help me. He saved my life, again and again. August came for me at the base in the mountains. He was taken prisoner. He killed someone—Emily.

Emily. Who… yeah. Tucker was my boyfriend. He cheated on me with Emily. And lied about it, over and over. Emily is dead.

August killed her.

August and I escaped the base, and some people followed us. Who? Topher, of course. Of course Topher would come after me. And Xander. Xander hardly left Topher’s side if he could help it.

And Liam. Who is dead. Really dead.

A replay of that moment surfaces in my memories like it’s nothing to watch someone get shot in the head. I can see each individual droplet of blood spray as though it happened in super-slow-motion.

August blew Liam’s brains out.

And he did it for me. It was revenge after Liam shot me with an arrow, which went through my spine. I lay in August’s arms, my blood pouring out of me, barely able to move, an inferno of pain consuming me.

I died. I died in his arms.

So what am I doing here? Sometime between that moment and now August changed my clothes, dug up Tucker, and shackled me to him? Why?

Tucker tugs at the shackles connecting us. “Who are you?” he asks.

The flurry of reorganization in my thoughts seems to glitch. “I’m… you don’t know me?”

He shakes his head, looking down at his muddy clothes. It occurs to me how cold it is, and he’s only in a T-shirt and shorts. Even I’m not dressed for cold like this, but somehow it doesn’t seem to affect either of us. I feel my face and reach over to feel Tucker’s. We feel warm. Tucker puts his hand over mine, his gaze fixing on me.

“Oh, Tucker…” I can’t help saying it. I dreamed of this for so long, of seeing him alive and breathing again, and he looks almost exactly like I remember, beautiful and wild, his long matted hair falling into his dusky eyes, though he’s different too. I don’t know whether it’s the light, maybe the reflection of the sky on the snow, but he looks metallic, almost as though…

Behind us I hear coughing as another human is revived. And around us, others get shakily to their feet.

“Does anyone know what is going on?” I yell, and many faces turn to me, looking more annoyed than concerned that we’ve all just been raised from the dead on what appears to be another planet. There are Nahx everywhere, though they are moving slowly, dolefully, their wheezing, rattling breath and the crunch of their boots in the snow and sand the only sound.

“Does anyone know where we are?” More blank looks.

Suddenly a series of lights flashes on, illuminating the large ships now hovering low over the rolling terrain. I stand, pulling Tucker up with me. He tugs away, moving toward one of the lights as the other humans around us head in the same direction. As my eyes adjust to the glare I see that the lights are outlining the cargo bay doors of the large Nahx transports. Humans are obediently marching up the gangplanks in neat lines.

“Oh, hell no…” I turn and run in the other direction, barely aware that Tucker is still attached to me.

“Stop!” he says, tugging me back.

I keep running, Tucker dragging after me, until the crowds of humans start to thin. When we reach a small clearing Tucker leaps forward and tackles me. We roll down a dune, tangled in the wire that connects us, coming to a stop in a thicket of scrub.

“What are you doing?!” I say, shoving him off me.

“We need to go with the others.”

“Go? Go where? Do you even know?”

He looks lost for a moment. “No.”

“So you were just going to get on a spaceship and hope for the best?”

He stands with me, shaking snow and sand off his clothes and body. I can see he’s confused, but I know stubborn, know-it-all Tucker is in there somewhere, because rather than just going along with me, he’s going to argue.

“What was your idea, then? Just run off?”

“Damn right it is. You’ve lost the plot, obviously. You need to trust me.”

“No. I need to get on one of those ships.” His voice sounds hollow, like he’s medicated.

“With the Nahx? Do you even remember what the Nahx are?”

He looks back at the ships in the distance, at the Nahx herding the humans on board like cattle, and shakes his head a little.

“Aliens, Tucker,” I say, even though I know that’s not quite right. It seems simplest for now. “They are aliens. Look at me.”

He turns back to look at me, his eyebrows now furrowed with worry.

“We’re humans. They attacked our planet. You don’t remember that?”

He shakes his head, but I can see that his discomfort is growing, his chest rising and falling with deep, panicked breaths. I don’t really think we have time for a lesson in Nahx-era earth history, but if that’s what it takes to get him to come with me…

Suddenly a Nahx appears over the crest of a dune, their weapon raised.

“Oh no…” I spin to run in the other direction, but two more Nahx have us encircled. I edge us downhill. Out of the corner of my eye I can see darkness at the bottom of the hill. Trees? A forest? That would improve our chances of getting away.

The first Nahx leaps at me. A kind of shimmer flows at light speed through my cells and I react instinctively, spinning fast, the green dress swirling around me as I whack him in the head with a flying kick like I’ve never landed in my life. He goes sailing back, landing about ten feet away, his armor clattering as he falls. A kick like that would have knocked even a big human out cold, or killed him, but the Nahx rolls over with a hiss and jumps to his feet. When he lands he has sharp black Nahx knives in each hand. The defensive blades in his face quiver, one of them now bent by my boot into a permanent sneer.

“Oh fuck.”

Behind him more Nahx emerge over the rise. Seeing us, they barrel down the hill. Two of them have nasty-looking rifles—not dart rifles, something else.

“Run!” I scream.

This time Tucker doesn’t hesitate. We half run and half fall down the hill, dodging between two Nahx who come at us from either side. Seconds later we’re in the trees, running unbelievably fast, leaping over debris, the branches flying past us. I don’t have to time to think on this, on my newfound strength and speed and what it might mean. All I’m thinking of is getting away from the Nahx. And finding August. A small part of my brain, maybe just a few neurons, is thinking about August. Every other time I’ve gotten out of a fight with the Nahx alive it was partly because of him. I don’t understand why he’s not here.

Behind us Nahx weapons start to whine as I yank Tucker to the side, around trees, under branches, weaving back and forth to make us a moving target and hard to hit. There’s a whoomph sound and something flies past our heads, smacking into a tree in front of us. I was expecting a Nahx dart, the kind that dispatched and apparently preserved the thousands of humans we left on the dunes. But it’s not a dart; it’s a cylindrical metal object about the size of a soda can that smokes and rolls toward us.

“Ah shit, get down!”

Tucker seems to blur momentarily. Then he grabs me around the waist and jumps a good thirty feet through the air as whatever the thing was explodes, blowing trees to smithereens, spraying snow and wood everywhere.

Nahx grenades. Fantastic.

We hit the ground running, not looking back until the trees clear and suddenly we’re on a huge expanse of flat white snow. And ice.

“Is this a lake?” I hesitate until the sound of the Nahx crashing through the trees makes me move again. Dragging Tucker over rocks and driftwood, we step onto the lake ice, finding it solid enough to keep running. I can’t see the other side, but how big can a lake be, anyway?

Another Nahx grenade thunks down next to us. We veer to the side, sliding away from the explosion of water and ice. It leaves a gaping hole. Soon grenades are falling all around us, blowing apart the surface of the lake

The sky has lightened. The ice ahead of us reflects the cold white light of the overcast dawn, and there’s enough dry snow for us to run reasonably well. I look back. The Nahx are just gray smudges in the distance now, not following us. The grenades have stopped.

Tucker slows a bit, grabbing my arm. I wrench it away. Now that I’ve got my rhythm, I feel like I could run for hours. There’s no reason we can’t run all the way to the other side of the lake.

The ground collapses underneath us.

“Tucker!”

He disappears first, the surface of the lake shattering and instantly turning into a churning froth of ice and water. The thin wire connecting us stretches out as I try to keep my footing on the slippery ice. Tucker surfaces, spluttering.

“Climb out!” I scream, yanking back on the wire. My feet slip as Tucker is sucked under again. “Tucker!”

Tumbling forward to my stomach I lie on the ice, my fingers slipping on the wire as Tucker surfaces once more, scrambling, grabbing at the shattering ice. His face is blue.

“Help me!” he screams, before disappearing again. The wire slips out of my fingers and I slide forward over the ice until it opens under me and I’m sucked in, sinking into the dark, disoriented by the cold and the sudden heaviness of my limbs. Turning frantically, I search for the light, the sky, or Tucker, something to swim back to, but now I don’t know which way is up anymore.
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