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CHAPTER 1






Ayanna’s eyes popped open. She heard a clatter, then a thud, followed by a cry of pain.


She pushed away a torn, thin sheet from her legs and reached over the side of her small, canvas cot. Her hand touched the cool concrete floor of the closet where she slept, and she fumbled in the dark for her boots. It would be stupid to go without them.


With a small stretch and a little tug, her fingers arrived at tough leather. She hoped these were the black ones. They were sturdier than the brown pair. The brown ones had a hole in the toe—useless. She had planned to throw them out, but Maya, being a dutiful best friend, had reminded her that the militia might need the leather to patch their uniforms. Maya had always been more prudent than Ayanna.


She shoved her foot into her boot with a painful nudge. These might not fare any better than the brown ones by the time the summer was over, but they would do for now.


Ayanna’s pulse beat faster. She was scared. She knew what the crashing sound meant. The same thing had happened two weeks ago. Dr. Keaton had fallen in his room again. She imagined his aged, fragile body sprawled out on the hard, barren floor.


Had his heart given out?


Ayanna took in a deep breath to try to calm herself, but it did little good. She could still feel her heart banging against her rib cage as she snatched a tattered stethoscope from the aluminum shelf next to the metal door and wrapped her fingers around the steel handle, jerking it open.


The metal scraped against the concrete and focused her mind. Blood pressure, temperature, heart rate, pulse, consciousness, airway. Blood pressure, temperature, heart rate, pulse, consciousness, airway. The emergency triage protocol rattled in her brain as a well-rehearsed mantra, and she repeated it as she made her way across the hall to her mentor’s quarters.


The hallway’s cool air prickled her skin, and a single LED light buzzed on and off, lighting her way through the concrete sub-basement corridor.


She reached Dr. Keaton’s room in ten strides and used both hands to push against his door without knocking. It made only the slightest budge. Dr. Keaton was probably pressed against the other side of the door, blocking her entrance. She could hear him trying to breathe. The noise came out in short, quick gasps as the air escaped his lungs in shallow, desperate wisps. She didn’t have much time.


“Dr. Keaton, can you move?” she called out. A moan answered from the other side of the door. He was still conscious. That was a good sign at least.


“If you can hear me, try to move away from the door. If only a little,” said Ayanna. Her voice sounded strained, even to herself. I need to control that, for the sake of the patient, she thought. Her mind quickly harkened back to her training. “When treating the sick, it is important to remain calm and levelheaded,” Dr. Keaton had told her in a raspy voice.


Ayanna took in another deep breath. She would try to do as she was taught and mask her terror, but that wasn’t going to be easy. What if Dr. Keaton died this time? What if she couldn’t save him? What would happen to Terra? What would happen to her?


Ayanna did not want Dr. Keaton to die. He was her friend. He was her teacher, and he was one of the few people in her life who didn’t resent her for her father’s mistake of helping to destroy the world—well, not exactly. It was the dragons that had destroyed the world. Her father had only invited them in to do it. Unwittingly. But she didn’t have time to think about how and why people hated her father right now. Dr. Keaton needed her help.


Ayanna placed her ear against the doorframe and listened. After a few seconds, she heard Dr. Keaton make an effort to roll away from the entrance. Ayanna gave the door a shove and squeezed her thin body through the crack.


She stumbled into the tiny room and fumbled for the light. Dr. Keaton was faceup on the floor, just as she had imagined him. He struggled for breath with his chest rising and falling in short, sporadic bursts. At least there was some oxygen coursing through his body.


Dr. Keaton’s gray hair clung to his sweat-covered forehead, and his long legs lay sprawled beneath him. His pale, wrinkled skin tightened around his light blue eyes. It made him look a great deal older than sixty-five. His eyes found Ayanna, and her heart sank. She felt profound sadness looking into Dr. Keaton’s eyes. He looked desperate and very, very frightened.


Ayanna scampered to Dr. Keaton’s side. She found his wrist and slid her slender fingers around it as she looked at her watch and counted to herself. She quickly did the math in her head and lifted her stethoscope from around her neck and placed the diaphragm to Dr. Keaton’s chest just above his heart. She listened and shifted the instrument to his lungs.


Dr. Keaton wheezed in what seemed like an attempt to speak.


“No, don’t talk,” she said. “I think you have pleural effusion, and I need to drain your lungs. Can you sit up?” She slid her arm beneath Dr. Keaton’s back and worked to lift him so his back rested against his cot. This took a lot of effort. It was like trying to move a water-soaked log, but she managed to position his body upright.


Dr. Keaton formed a tight smile. “Good diag … nosis, Young Doc. Could not … d … done better … myself.” He struggled through his words.


Ayanna pursed her lips as a lump formed in her throat. She forced it down with a hard swallow. “Please, don’t,” she begged. “I’ll be right back.”


Ayanna lifted herself from the floor and ran into the hallway. Her long legs carried her past four concrete-reinforced rooms. She crossed Dr. Keaton’s makeshift laboratory and finally entered the space that Terra’s council had deemed the compound’s infirmary inside the Clear Areas Metro Station.


The short sprint down the dimly lit hall made Ayanna think of how quickly her life had changed from relatively ordinary to surreal. Ayanna had spent over a year in the underground station and, out of necessity, had become intimately aware of every tunnel, pathway, and track inside the structure. Terra was small. Only 120 people lived in the basement community under the city, and the subway suited the community’s need to hide.


Before the Fire Sky War, the sparsely furnished rooms had served as offices for the City of Tropeck’s metro railway workers. The rooms were equipped with power outlets to route electricity from the compound’s solar powered generators, sinks to siphon water through the pipes, and plenty of cabinets, desks, and tables that, with the addition of a few cots, allowed Dr. Keaton and Ayanna to use the space as a clinic.


Before the dragon infestation, she had never seen the basement of any metro station, let alone dreamt of living in one. And she could count on one hand the number of times she had taken public transportation. Her family had been a member of the “Black elite,” or so she was told. She had never needed to hop on the train to travel across town, as Maya did, in order to make it to Mrs. McLeod’s sophomore biology class at Sacred Heart Academy. And on her fifteenth birthday, she had passed her driver’s exam and received her first car in one exciting blur.


That was all before her father had opened a wormhole and ushered dragons into the world. Ayanna shook her head. I don’t have time to think about that, she told herself. She needed to concentrate on the task in front of her. She had to drain Dr. Keaton’s lungs. She had to save him.


Ayanna considered how unfair life had been to Dr. Keaton. Before the dragons, Dr. Keaton had been a trusted friend and colleague of her mother, Dr. Naomi Grace. Her mother and Dr. Keaton had both worked as doctors at Dixon Lee Memorial Hospital. And from what Ayanna could tell, Dr. Keaton had had a very happy life, a wife, and two teenage daughters. But the dragons had destroyed everything good in Dr. Keaton’s life. The creatures had killed his wife and both his daughters, and despite his having survived the war against the dragons, his failing health was trying to kill him too.


Ayanna walked into the clinic. She passed her sunlamp lit herb garden. She would come back later to steep turmeric, angelica archangelica, and dandelion root into a tea for Dr. Keaton. The combination of herbs would relieve some of the pressure in his chest, but they would not be enough on their own. She tore through the wooden cabinets. She knew exactly what she needed. This was not the first time she had performed this procedure.


She yanked a small canvas bag from a shelf and threw into it a scalpel, a bottle of ethyl alcohol, a square plastic container, a syringe, clean gauze, some cotton balls, and a tiny plastic tube. Her hands shook as she stuffed the equipment into the bag, so she balled her left hand into a fist, trying to control the motion. It didn’t help.


Ayanna paused and stared at her trembling hand for a fraction of a second. She was nervous. It was no wonder. She knew the truth that she and Dr. Keaton had been avoiding for too long: he was dying. Sure, she would drain the fluid from his lungs this time, but it wouldn’t fix the problem. His failing heart would give out sooner rather than later, and then what? Who would take care of Terra’s clinic? Her?


Don’t be stupid, she thought. She was not qualified to run the clinic, even if there was no one else to do it. She had not learned enough. She had not practiced enough. She was not enough.


Ayanna hurried back to Dr. Keaton’s quarters. Good. He hadn’t tried to move. His body sat slumped where she had left him with his eyes closed. But his body was so still that her breath caught in her throat. Ayanna’s eyes blinked slowly. Was she too late? No. His chest continued to rise and fall with small movements, she realized with a sigh of relief.


“I’ve got everything,” she said.


Dr. Keaton tried to look up at her, but his head barely left his chest.


Ayanna kneeled down and started her work. Again, she struggled to move Dr. Keaton’s body. He was so much heavier than she, but she managed to lean his body forward. She took the syringe from the bag and lifted Dr. Keaton’s nightshirt in the back. He felt cold. She wished she had something to numb the skin, but nothing in her garden could help with that right now. She knew from experience it was best to insert the needle in the back, at the bottom of the rib cage. She used the cotton balls and ethyl alcohol to sanitize the area.


“This is going to sting,” she said.


Dr. Keaton nodded weakly. Ayanna took a syringe and stabbed it into the space between his ribs. She pulled back the plunger and watched as a semi-clear fluid filled the syringe. Dr. Keaton’s breathing eased.


“Good job, Young Doc. Good job,” he said. His voice trembled, but he sounded relieved. Ayanna relaxed and slumped on the floor as she continued to drain Dr. Keaton’s lungs.


Her eyes quickly scanned the small utility closet now used as a bedroom. Dr. Keaton’s standard military issued cot was the largest item in the space, and medical books were piled high in a corner.


Seeing the pile of books reminded Ayanna of the hundreds of books that had filled her parents’ study in the house where she grew up. Three large mahogany bookshelves had lined the walls, but there still had not been enough room for all their volumes. Tall piles of books had lain stacked in each corner of the room. The books had been read so frequently that they hadn’t had time to collect dust. The memory brought a small smile to the corner of Ayanna’s mouth.


That was gone now, she quickly remembered. She felt the smile drop from her face. The pleasant memory from her childhood vanished and reality set back in. Yes, Ayanna had been happy as a child, but that was before cancer had killed her mother and dragons had burned away the rest of her childhood. Dragons had burned her house to ashes. They had burned her city to smoldering pillars. They had forced her to give up her life and move underground. And perhaps most memorable of all, dragons had killed her father.


Ayanna shifted her weight and tried to push the thought away. Even if she had the time now, she didn’t want to think about her father’s death. But maybe there was no point in trying to fight it. No matter what she did, it seemed like her father was always on her mind.


Ayanna walked back to the lab slowly. She had bandaged Dr. Keaton’s wound and helped him get back onto his cot. Her arms ached from the effort. She didn’t know how many more times she could go through that.


Ayanna glanced at her herb garden again as she passed by, and an old idea formed in her mind that, until now, she had never taken seriously. Looters had wiped the shelves of the city’s pharmacies and grocery stores clean at least a year ago, but there was one place where she might still find medicine.


For the first time in the night, Ayanna allowed her mind to linger on the memory of her father. She remembered that when she was a little girl, her father had taken her to visit Tropeck’s Botanical Gardens. The average tourist trap sat on the shores of the Upper Savannah River near the border between Georgia and South Carolina. Even if dragons had burned the garden’s outer walls to dust, the seeds of the plants were still bound to be around. There, in the scorched earth, she might find digitalis, and digitalis might work to treat Dr. Keaton’s heart. At the very least, it might keep him alive longer.


She had good reason to believe this. Dr. Keaton had spent all year teaching Ayanna how to use plants as medicine. And even though the Watchers forbade anyone outside of Terra’s militia, known as the Protectorate, to travel to the surface, she had made five unauthorized trips outside the compound.


On her trips, she had managed to bring back different treasures: lavender for wounds, chamomile for nerves, and wild indigo to fight infection. But she had never traveled more than half a mile beyond the compound for the obvious reason that the risk of encountering dragons in flight was very real.


Attempting to travel to the Savannah River would be incredibly foolish because it was five miles away, and it was the very place where the dragons spent the daylight hours while they waited for night. The very thought sent shivers up her spine.


Dragons were just animals, no smarter than a wolf or a crocodile, but certainly larger, faster, and more vicious. Ayanna was no soldier. She knew what the massive creatures could do. Their armored skin and claws alone often destroyed their victims long before they blew out a deadly flame to finish the job.


She had never come close to killing a dragon. She had never even tried. If it weren’t for all the time she had spent treating the wounded soldiers who had, she would not have thought it was even possible to kill one. But I’ve outrun them, she thought. More than once.


Ayanna shook her head. She wanted to push back against the ridiculous plan that threatened to possess her. She had no desire to be a martyr and traveling to the Savannah River to search for digitalis seemed an awful lot like that. The very notion reminded her of one of those god-awful fairytales where the hero took up a sword and shield and marched out to slay the monster in order to rescue the village.


The idea made her stomach turn. She had seen enough people brutally ripped to shreds, bitten in half, or burned to ash while their loved ones screamed in helpless agony to know that she was not living in any stupid fairy tale. Dragons were not a made-up myth.


Not to mention, she reminded herself, that guardsmen had already caught her leaving Terra twice and reported her directly to the Watchers Council. She did not want to relive anymore of the Watchers’ punishments. Ayanna winced at the thought.


Terra’s leaders viewed defying their rules and traveling to the surface as pretty much signing a death warrant to the rest of the group. And they made sure that anyone who thought about leaving knew what was at risk if they did.


The last time Ayanna had been caught, it was because she had gotten careless. Sneaking out was always easier than sneaking back in, and on that day, Ayanna had forgotten to avoid the cameras on the outer western wall when she returned to the compound.


To clarify their point about following the rules, the Watchers had locked Ayanna in a closet with water but no food for three days. She had no visitors, no toilet, except for a bucket, no shower, and she didn’t even have her books to keep from going stir crazy.


Before slamming the closet door in her face and turning the key, the Watchers had told her that she should experience what her life would be like on the surface if she were left outside of Terra’s walls for good. Those three days had felt close to torture, and they had been enough to make her think twice about leaving again.


Still, despite the Watchers and the dragons, Dr. Keaton needed digitalis. Ayanna threw her supplies back into the cabinet. Deadly dragons or not, she did not want to hold 119 lives in her hands. No one in Terra had come across any other doctor in over a year. Dr. Keaton was all they had. What other choice did she have but to try to keep him alive?


Ayanna swung open another cabinet and tossed her unused, clean gauze into it, slamming the door shut. She knew the answer, even if she did not want to admit it. There was no other choice.


Ayanna glanced at her watch. It was only one in the morning and still dark outside. No one, not even Terra’s militia leader, would leave the compound in the dark. Her plan may be dumb, but she wasn’t.


She had decided. She would leave for the Savannah River when the sun came up.












CHAPTER 2






Ayanna moved a cardboard box from her shelf and placed it on her bed. She opened the lid and removed a knife covered in a leather sheath that she attached to her belt. Then, she reached for a silver charm bracelet and placed it on her left wrist. The bracelet was a gift her father had given her, and she liked to think that it brought her luck.


Ayanna lightly touched her fingers across the silver bracelet and let out a sigh. She choked back a lump that had formed in her throat. It was hard to think of her father. She missed him so much, but sometimes that made her feel guilty. People hated him, and she knew why. And even though she didn’t agree with them, she still struggled to understand what he had done.


His name, Professor Jonathan Grace, PhD, had been in news articles, scrolled across cable television screens, and written all over the Internet from the moment he had decided to join the government’s project to complete the world’s largest spherical exotic matter shell, or SEMS, device.


Ayanna remembered watching a news show on television reporting that astrophysicists like her father had called the SEMS device a traversable wormhole creator. Scientists everywhere were clamoring to work with Jonathan Grace, world famous for having successfully tunneled a magnetic field through space that linked two different points in the space-time continuum. Her father’s fame grew even more after the project appeared to be a great success.


But in only a short time, his fame turned into infamy. When the SEMS device was finally activated, it opened a wormhole just like it was supposed to. But it wasn’t supposed to accidentally form a doorway to the Draconus Planetary System and usher dragons into the world.


With a wave of hysteria, newspapers, cable networks, and radio stations all reported that dragons had begun to flood through the wormhole and occupy Earth by the thousands. The same scientists and government officials who had at first been thrilled with the creation of the SEMS device later blamed the arrival of the dragons solely on Ayanna’s father.


People from all directions had demanded answers from her father on how to close the wormhole, and it was no surprise when the headlines started to call the arrival of the dragons “The Mess that Grace Made.”


It had all been unfair, of course, at least in Ayanna’s view. Her father was a scientist. He made new discoveries. That was his job. There was no way he could have known what would happen.


But perhaps he, along with the government and the military that funded his work, should have considered what might have happened when they managed to create the largest manmade wormhole ever known. But her father hadn’t meant to usher in the dragons, she knew. Ayanna, at least, had never blamed him. It didn’t feel right to start now, especially since he was gone.


“Don’t speak ill of the dead,” her mother had told her when she was a little girl. And because they were both dead, the idea seemed doubly wrong.


Ayanna moved one of her father’s black-and-white composition science notebooks to the side. She had saved over a dozen of them and had spent countless hours combing through the lined sheets every night. She was searching for some clue, some equation that might make sense of what had happened. But she knew better than anyone that her father’s complicated notes were meant for someone much smarter than she. She could barely follow one page without having to look up a dozen words. It didn’t really matter anyway. Nothing in his journals could help her with what she had to do now. Nothing in his journals could teach her how to face dragons.


She reached for a metal water bottle and stuffed it into her black backpack before pulling three sorghum bars from the shelf and tossing them into the bag. Miriam, the head of the rations team, had handed her the protein-filled morsels after a bit of an argument. Miriam had asked why Ayanna needed them. It was a perfectly good question that Ayanna had not intended to answer. Instead, she told Miriam that she would be working on replicating a new medicine in the lab this week, so she would not be able to make her way to the cafeteria for her designated mealtimes. This was mostly true, and it had softened Miriam’s heart enough for her to fork over the tasteless bars.


The last item Ayanna reached for was a small blue hair tie that she used to haphazardly wrestle her long, thick, kinky, coiled tresses into a ponytail. She knew better than to think the small elastic band would do anything to corral her hair in the long run, but it would work well enough to keep it from falling into her eyes.


As she touched her messy ponytail one last time, she could practically hear Maya’s voice in her head. Maya would be appalled to see her like this. She would insist that Ayanna at least take a swipe at her hair with a hard-bristled brush and maybe massage a few drops of coconut oil into her roots before walking around for everyone to see. Things like that still mattered to Maya, even though the world had ended two years ago. Maya always kept her tightly curled, reddish-brown tendrils neatly braided.


The hair oil she used had been nearly impossible to come by, and Ayanna had sought it out especially for Maya’s seventeenth birthday. Maya guarded it like a treasure, partly because it was. Everything ran low at Terra. There were at least a few girls who would gladly trade their leather belts for a few ounces.


Satisfied with her meager preparations, Ayanna placed her hand on her bunker door and swung it open with a strong whoosh, only to come face-to-face with Maya herself.


“Hey.”


Ayanna jumped back. “Crap! My, you scared me!”


“Sorry. I knocked … you didn’t answer,” said Maya.


Maya scanned Ayanna from top to bottom. She seemed to take note of the black backpack Ayanna wore strapped to her back. “Where are you going?” said Maya.


Ayanna heard the twinge of panic in Maya’s voice. Lie, she thought. It would be the easiest, fastest, and safest way out of this. If she lied, then Maya would not have to worry about explaining to anyone, especially to the Watchers Council, about Ayanna’s whereabouts.


Perfectly good explanations tumbled around in Ayanna’s head: She was just moving things into the lab and did not want to make two trips. Dr. Keaton had asked her to check on Quentin’s broken arm. She was finally getting around to handing her old boots over to the militia. All sounded believable, and she was sure Maya would accept one of them.


Maya stood patiently as she looked up at Ayanna with sad, cool, brown eyes. Her bottom lip quivered a little, making her appear even more innocent than her tiny stature did. Ayanna hesitated. From this angle, Maya looked almost like a baby doll. Her golden-brown complexion with orange-red freckles that sprinkled her small, round face worked to exaggerate her cherubic features. Her expression made Ayanna think of Maya’s younger brother, Malik—although Ayanna was sure that if Malik had been watching them, he would point out for the millionth time that it was she who could be mistaken for his older sister, not Maya. Ayanna’s skin matched Malik’s onyx-colored skin tone. Ayanna had smooth, dark-brown skin with cool, jeweled undertones and wide, umber eyes. Maya was the odd one out.


Still, standing next to each other, one could easily assume that Ayanna and Maya were cousins at the very least. Ayanna liked whenever people mistook her and Maya and Malik Sanders for relatives. Maya was, after all, the closest thing to a sibling she would ever have. This was why Ayanna had trouble shaping her mouth into a lie.


“I’m going to make a run to the surface. I’ll be back in no time,” Ayanna confessed.


Maya gaped. She shook her head with vigor. “No. Not again. Don’t … you can’t … I mean, you shouldn’t. What if you get stuck out there at night?”


Ayanna thought for a moment. Should she tell Maya everything? That Dr. Keaton was very ill? That things were not fine? That his dying would be dangerous for everyone at Terra? And what about going to the river?


Ayanna bit the inside of her cheek. Telling Maya any of this would be a mistake. It was not that she did not trust Maya to keep a secret. Maya was quite good at secret keeping; she had even helped Ayanna travel to the surface before. But Ayanna did not want to force Maya to have to do it. The guilt of secret keeping weighed on Maya in a way that it never did for Ayanna.


“It’ll be OK, Maya. Really it will. I won’t be gone more than a few hours. I’ve done it before. Right?” she said.


Maya crossed her arms over her chest. She seemed torn between fighting Ayanna and bursting into tears. “At least let me braid your hair before you leave. You don’t want it sticking up every which way,” she offered.


Ayanna smiled. She had known that Maya wouldn’t be able to stand her appearance. Maya liked to control the things she was able to control. “When I come home,” Ayanna said. “I promise.” She took a step past Maya and pulled the bunker door behind her.


“But you’ll miss Eight in Eighteen,” said Maya, as if she had just remembered what she had come to tell Ayanna in the first place.


“It’s optional, My. You know that.”


Maya huffed and Ayanna held back a smile. Maya hated militia-led trainings, especially Eight in Eighteens. That was when Terra members had eighteen minutes to finish eight different circuits. Maya only participated when Ayanna did, stumbling through the obstacle courses and never volunteering to practice sparring. Ayanna wished she would, though. The outside world was too dangerous to walk through without knowing how to fight.


Ayanna took two steps toward the exit. She stopped and stood under a light that flickered in the corridor. “You’re helping Taylor rewire the generators today, yeah?”


“Yeah,” Maya answered. Her tone remained shaky.


“Great, I’ll be back before you’re done.”


Ayanna turned to leave, but Maya spoke up again. “Ayanna, what about Captain Daniels?”


Ayanna stopped. Richard of course. His face flashed into her mind, and an anxious feeling filled her abdomen. She had gone four days without thinking about Richard. That was a new record.


She and Richard used to be friends, or maybe they had been more than that, but that had been before the war, and before Richard had returned home different from how he used to be. Instead of smiling and being full of life, he was now serious, humorless—sad.


Ayanna tightened her lips. “What about him?” she asked, trying to keep her voice calm.


“It’s just …” Maya hesitated. “It’s just he’s in charge of security now. He tends to know where people are.…” Her voice fell. She looked pained, and Ayanna knew where she was headed. “I mean, he’s bound to notice if you’re gone too long.”


There was an unmistakable emphasis on the “you’re,” and Ayanna took in a slow breath. She wished with every cell in her body that she could definitively say that she did not care what the young militia leader would think if he realized she had gone to the surface without the council’s permission. But wishing for this was as dumb as wishing that dragons had never flown from the wormhole.


“I’ll handle the captain,” Ayanna said.


“But what if he asks me? You know how Malik worships him. I’d probably be the first one he’d ask.”


“Tell him you don’t know.”


Maya’s eyes fell and Ayanna sighed. “Listen, he won’t take you in for a reprimand or try to make you tell him. He won’t,” Ayanna added with force. “He’s not like that, My. He’s just … I’ll be back before anyone even notices I’m gone, OK?”


“Before sundown?” Maya asked. The fear she had seemed to momentarily suppress crept back into her voice.


“Before sundown. I promise.”


Maya closed the space between them, flinging her arms around her friend for a full body hug. Before she had time to protest, Ayanna gave in and wrapped her right arm around Maya’s back.


“You should get to your post,” she said quietly. Maya pulled away and nodded slowly.


Ayanna watched her best friend walk away before heading to the access tunnel that led to the surface.












CHAPTER 3






Heat bounced off the scorched ground and formed a wavy pattern in Ayanna’s view. Sweat dripped from her skin and pooled at her waistline, soaking into her gray T-shirt. The feeling made her grimace. She would be drenched by the time she made it to the river.


The shades she wore did little to protect her eyes from the arrogant sun. It sat high in the cloudless sky, surrounded by a sea of blue. It seemed to mock her, as if to say in no uncertain terms, “I could kill you.”


She did not doubt its power. The sun could dehydrate her and leave her delirious and blind. She would have cursed the damn thing, were it not her only ally on the surface. The sun kept the dragons at bay.


When the universities and military bases were still operating, scientists had endlessly sought to discover more about the atmosphere of the dragons’ home, the Draconus Planetary System, but most of what they knew was conjecture. Humans couldn’t travel to Draconus, at least not yet, but given that dragons could travel to Earth and survive, it must have meant that the atmosphere on their home planet was somewhat like Earth’s. And the one thing that must have been the same was water. Dragons loved the water.


Once the dragons made their way into the rivers, lakes, and swamps, they became impossible to wipe out. If there was water, they were there: breeding, growing, feeding, and destroying. In a short time, the dragons had taken over. But, like any animal, they had some weaknesses.


Dragons were nocturnal. They could tolerate the sun, and sometimes they did, but for the most part, their breed avoided it. They had perfect vision in the dark, but the sun’s rays refracted in their eyes in a way that nearly blinded them. And their raised body temperature meant that in extreme heat, they had as much chance of overheating as any person did. These genetic defects were on the short list of small favors that nature had granted Ayanna for her journey.





What would Ayanna give for an easier route to downtown Tropeck than Highway 87? She groaned as she looked ahead at the huge cracks in the street that littered her path. She angled her feet to walk around the edge of truck-sized sinkholes and tried her best not to slip in. This latest hole she passed was the third one she had nearly fallen into since she’d started her trek two hours earlier. Her long legs were not carrying her far enough fast enough, and the broken pavement, mixed with the sea of abandoned and wrecked cars that crowded every inch of the highway’s six lanes, slowed her pace to a crawl.


She surveyed the cars jammed together and bit her bottom lip. She did not see an easy way to escape if she needed to. The underside of a car made for a pretty crappy hiding spot from dragons or people, she realized. Her stomach sank. Dehydration, dragons, and sinkholes were not the only thing that could kill her on the surface; a random wanderer was just as likely to do the job, or a bomb left over from the war.


Ayanna looked around. From what she could see, she was alone. That both scared and comforted her. At least she didn’t have anyone to take care of out here. But that also meant that there was no one to take care of her.


She raised her head and spotted a green-and-white highway marker that hung from its post by one rusted bolt. Dirt and ash caked the face of the sign, but through a squint she could make out a few letters. Exit 38, two miles. She had walked three of the five miles to the river. Two more were manageable, she decided. They would have to be. Even if she turned back now, it would take her twice as long to shuffle back through the metal maze that stood between her and Terra.


Before her, she could see the ruins of the skyscrapers that had once made up downtown Tropeck. All she needed to do was make it past the burnt-out college campus, the long-forgotten restaurants, and the looted shopping plazas to get to First Street. That led to the Cypress Bridge that spanned the Savannah River. That was her plan, even if it was dangerous to the point of foolhardiness.


A bead of sweat dripped down Ayanna’s forehead and landed in her eye. She swung her backpack around and fished out her water bottle. Her hand trembled as she wrestled with the steel top. Great. If her nerves made her feel this unsteady already, what was going to happen when she got to the river?


She held the canteen in her left hand and made a fist with her right. Maybe the movement would help calm her nervous twitching. She needed to get it together. With a jerk, she managed to lift the canteen top off and take a swig of water. The water slid down her throat, relieving the feeling of sandpaper that had nearly choked her seconds earlier. This was progress.


Her boots brought her another twenty feet. A mangled car blocked her path, and she moved to walk through the tight space between it and a neighboring military jeep. What was left of the car resembled the charred frame of a station wagon—a family car. There was no point in questioning what had happened to its owners. Dragons had burned them to dust, no doubt. The melted steel had coiled onto itself, and gaping holes remained where the windows had been. Had this family had children? Had they suffered or gone quickly?


Ayanna did not want to imagine the former, and she had witnessed the latter exactly six times. One second, a person was there. The next, they were not.


Her throat tightened, and she forced down a deep breath of hot air. She still had a ways to go before she got to the river.












CHAPTER 4






Ayanna walked in the shadows of the office buildings. Vagrant brick and concrete structures towered over her as she made her way through the gridded city streets. Everything dwarfed her. Large and small blocks of red and gray spread through the deserted road, and shattered glass crumpled beneath her feet, making crackling noises that echoed against the buildings’ facades. Crunch, crunch, crunch, her boots sang with each hurried step.


The debris explained the huge missing sections of most of the buildings’ roofs. But even though the top halves of the business towers had taken a beating, most of their frames stood intact. Ayanna looked for the blue light of the sky through the holes that the broken towers formed. A tiny shiver ran up her spine. It was important to keep one eye on the sky at all times, even with the sun shining brightly, and even if there were plenty of buildings to hide in if she had to. Buildings were not foolproof. There was no guarantee that she would be alone if she scurried into one. Unless there was a barrier that kept them out, dragons could, and would, go into any building they wanted.


Ayanna ignored the gnawing fear that ate away at her stomach. Daylight still worked in her favor. She could not forget this. She counted on it.


She pulled a city map from her back pocket without slowing her stride and turned the map upright. Back when the government was still working, and Tropeck’s mayor was trying to encourage visitors to spend money downtown, she had had City Hall print a few thousand of these small maps on glossy paper with bright colors. The mayor had even gone as far as to post ads on the sides of city buses encouraging people to stop by City Hall to pick up a copy. It had been a wasted effort, in Ayanna’s view.


Ayanna’s eyes scanned the lines that crossed the page and made a sharp right turn onto Main Street. She was close. She remembered these streets. She was not far from the Dixon Lee Memorial Hospital where her mother and Dr. Keaton had worked long before the Fire Sky War. It was also the place where her mother had died when Ayanna was twelve years old.


Ayanna shook the thought from her head. There was no sense thinking about Dixon Lee Memorial Hospital. Nothing was left of the building except for rubble and ash.


Ayanna stopped at the end of Main Street. She heard the gentle flow of the water before she saw it. The rippling waves sounded like a hushed conversation between friends. Under a different circumstance, the serene sound would have soothed her. But she knew better than to be fooled. Nothing good came out of the river. Not now. Not anymore.


She took a few more steps, and the office buildings gave way to a miles-long stretch of burned-out waterfront stores and scorched soil. In what seemed like a few hundred feet from where she stood, she could see her goal, the Cypress Bridge.


Ayanna craned her neck to the side. Two center pillars that held the bridge up had three large cracks in their posts, but the structure was intact.


Beneath the bridge, the river water sparkled majestically in the sun’s rays, giving a false impression of tranquility. The riverbed stretched at least fifty feet across, transferring fast-flowing dark water south toward a distant location.


Ayanna felt her breath hitch. Realization hit suddenly. She had made it, but now what? Her heart started to pound, and the shaking she had tried to get rid of earlier was back. There was a good chance it was not going anywhere this time. She had been certain all morning that this was what she had to do, but now her doubt seemed overwhelming.


Ayanna shook her head. She was doing this. She might as well do her best to stay alive. She raised her hand to look at the map that now lay crumpled in her sweaty palm. She turned it upright and squinted at the lines and curves of the page, but she could not get her mind to focus. This city map wasn’t going to help anyway, as it did not list the landmarks she needed. She crushed the paper into a ball and stuffed it back into her pocket. She would have to guess from memory where the waterfront gardens used to be.


Ayanna closed her eyes and tried to imagine glimpses of her childhood. There had been boutiques, restaurants, a small museum. Her mother had particularly liked to take her to a French bakery with large glass windows. Flashes of images came to her. Ayanna remembered the smell of confectioners’ sugar that wafted from inside the bakery when they entered and the dozens of rows of pastries, cakes, and pies that filled the shelves of the shop. She decided to walk to the right. But there was nothing left of how things used to look and no real way to tell if she were traveling in the right direction. What used to be a store was now just a pile of blackened timber and ash, indistinguishable from the rest.


She moved along the waterfront with delicate steps. Any bricks that had once paved a path were now scattered to the wind or ground to dust, and the loose soil that remained shifted beneath her boots, slowing her pace.


There was no sign of any wildlife, not even birds, but Ayanna had expected this. The smoke from the fires the dragons had set and the rain of bullets and bombs the army had fired made it impossible for most natural creatures to survive anywhere near the river.


Ayanna turned her head to the side to check that she was alone. On her left, something in the water drew her attention. She stopped and stared into the riverbed. The water flowed in two paths at a fork in the center. It was strange. Anything could block the water’s flow with the amount of debris that scattered over everything, she guessed, but this seemed different. This seemed deliberate.


Ayanna followed the fork and saw huge chunks of dead tree trunks and misshapen, square concrete blocks sticking out from the water. She squinted. The tree limbs and rocks formed a tall structure that only seemed to grow in size from the far side of the river.


She wanted to study the blockade, but a loud echo drew her attention away. She heard something that reminded her of a flag flapping in the wind during a thunderstorm. The sound grew louder with each passing second and a dark object cast a shadow across the ground on the other side of the riverbank. Ayanna froze. A dragon flew overhead. She hadn’t seen it, but she knew it was there. It let out a high-pitched cry followed by a snarl. Ayanna’s mind fought with her body. She pressed her feet into her boots and willed herself not to run. There was a chance that it had not spotted her. After all, you came all this way, one part of her brain argued. Yes, and what good will it do when you’re dead? snapped another.


The argument in her head ceased to matter when the dragon dove from the sky into the river. Water splashed high into the air, and Ayanna felt cool droplets hit her face. She waited and listened. One second, two, three. If the dragon had seen her, she would know it. Horrible memories flashed in her mind of mangled, bloodied bodies. That was what happened when a dragon hunted someone. This dragon was far from alone, she was sure. The rest were submerged and sleeping on the river floor.


But heading back was not much safer than going ahead. Ayanna steeled herself and pressed forward.












CHAPTER 5






Ayanna checked her watch. She had been walking for at least twenty minutes since seeing the dragon. She looked behind her. The battered government building that marked her exit from Main Street did not seem more than half a mile away. It was no wonder—her boots sank into the earth, making everything harder, and the way the boot leather pinched her big toe made her hyper-aware of each step she took, slowing her pace to a crawl.


Ayanna felt her strength waver as the sun beat down on her head, reminding her of just how frail her body was. Her sweat-drenched shirt stuck to her skin, and she considered that dehydration, only a vague threat before, seemed just around the corner if she did not make progress soon. Her foolish plan to come to the waterfront was threatening to become a suicide mission.


Had Maya been right? Should she have not come at all? The memory she had conjured in her mind of a plentiful garden with thousands of plants might well have been a hallucination. There was no sign that the garden she remembered had ever existed, let alone that any of the plants it harbored had survived. And what about Dr. Keaton? Would she fail him and everyone else at Terra by her foolish actions?


Don’t forget about your own death, the mocking voice in her head sang. There is a pretty good chance that this whole stupid trip will be for nothing, and you will just end up dead.


Ayanna pushed back against the cruel thoughts. There was no time for these doubts. Either the gardens existed, or they did not, but now was the time to find out.


She swiveled her head, searching for any sign, any glimmer of hope that would tell her what to do, and—as if she had been given a miracle—she spotted a tiny field of green peeking from beneath a darkened steel beam just ahead. The oasis of new life contrasted boldly against the dark soil. She felt a bolt of energy shoot through her at the sight, and she lifted her legs high to push faster over the unsteady earth.


Just then, Ayanna heard a new snarl from behind her. The muscles in her shoulders tightened.


Another dragon had come up to the surface, she knew—but she was too close to her prize to turn back. She continued on, and as her path made a gentle curve, a full view of the plants that were growing wildly in the fertile soil came into focus. She had not imagined it. The seeds of the gardens had survived, just as she had hoped. Native and exotic plants created patches of bright green, white, yellow, red, and purple twenty feet in front of her.


Ayanna could barely contain her excitement. Her thoughts jumped to how she would need to make space in her herb box for her new treasures. She was so caught up in her discovery that she barely registered the sound of another growl that reached her ears. She had to ignore it, if only for a second. She was so close.


Sharp steel beams and rods made up the remnants of the former garden house. They fell into themselves, leaving only the vague memory of a structure around which the new garden grew. Through the melted metal pieces, Ayanna spotted a large green plant with purple flowers that took on the shape of small tubes turned upside down. From where she stood, the plant looked exactly like the picture of foxglove she had seen in Dr. Keaton’s botany book. She felt her mouth curl into a smile.


To reach it, Ayanna needed to climb between the beams that crisscrossed her path and into the center of the garden. Her eyes darted back and forth as she tried to figure out the best way to get under the largest beam. She was raising her foot for her next step when she suddenly felt the land beneath her give way and her body lift from the ground.


She kicked her legs and screamed a loud, terrified cry that came from deep in her stomach as a dragon pierced her backpack with its talon. Her hands grasped wildly for anything that could stop her from rising into the air, making contact with a steel rod that scraped across her skin with a sharp, painful sting. Ayanna felt three fingernails break from the force of trying to hold onto her only anchor to the ground, but it was useless. Blue sky replaced the black soil in her vision, and blood pulsed to her head as her heart pounded in her ears.


Hot air slammed into Ayanna’s face, and her stomach jolted with the ascent. The heights mixed with her terror as vomit rose to her throat. Panic consumed her. Only the nearing sight of water beneath her focused her mind. Her legs dangled at least eight feet off the ground. If the dragon dropped her in the river, there was no chance of survival. Dozens of other dragons waited just below the surface of the water, ready to rip her limb from limb to share in an easy meal.


She writhed, trying to break free, but the straps of her bag had tightened and twisted around her arms, forming into a painful straitjacket. Ayanna stretched and reached for her belt. She ignored the burning in her palm and moved her fingers from memory. She pulled her silver-handled knife from its holder and with a desperate, sloppy motion, she stabbed at the dragon’s ankle. The dragon kept its grip on her as it flapped its wings and climbed higher into the sky.


She removed the knife from its scaly skin and pierced its flesh again. This time, the dragon loosened its grip. This was all Ayanna needed. She took another swipe with her knife, but now, she sliced through the straps of her backpack, holding onto the bag as she kicked her legs to create enough propulsion to rip herself from the dragon’s grasp. She held her breath as she fell from the sky, crashing to the soil below, her pack landing only a few feet away.


The force of the blow knocked the wind from her lungs. She opened her mouth to breathe, but her breath felt like tiny razors scraping against her lungs. Ayanna’s eyes darted around. The dragon had flown her back toward the city. How would she get the digitalis now?


Ayanna located the dragon. It was too close for her to even consider trying for the plants again. She watched as the dragon circled around to come back for her. Its long tail, adorned with three spikes at the end, glided behind its thick body. This was a male, smaller than the females, but not by much. The dragon made an attempt to dive for Ayanna, but it missed her, its hardened middle talon scraping the air far above her.


Ayanna knew that the sun had saved her. The glare it caused had probably temporarily blinded the dragon. But would it give up?


She stiffened her torso. She could not stay out in the open like this. Bracing her hands beneath her, she tried to lift herself. Pain stabbed her ribs, and she let out a loud yelp. The fall had bruised her rib cage, she was sure.


Everything hurt. The world started to move in circles before her eyes, but she tried lifting herself up again by pressing her bloody hands to the ground. Her arms gave way, and she collapsed from the effort. What was she going to do?


Ayanna stretched her arms with a wince and reached for her bag. The miraculous save gave her hope, at least, and she cradled the ripped canvas to her chest as she looked around. Her vision blurred, but in her line of sight, she made out a rusted, military truck abandoned by the side of the road. It was at least fifty feet away from where she had landed. What other choice did she have?


Ayanna gripped her bag, took in a few more painful breaths, and managed to crawl from the riverbank to the road. Panting, she squeezed her eyes shut before rolling her body toward the truck. She stopped to catch her breath, then she rolled a second time. Each round hurt more than the one before it. The heated pavement burned her skin, and loose rocks scraped her arms.


She felt as though acid were burning her inside and out, but she was almost there. At last, she rolled the final two feet and felt the truck cast a cool shadow above her. The relief was instant. It would not last, but she stretched her arms out to relish her unsavory, temporary shelter.


Ayanna needed a plan. She had to get out of the city, but the adrenaline that had fueled her escape from the dragon had started to wane and her eyelids started to close. No, she thought. She could not lose consciousness. No. She was not safe. Things were not OK. No.


She fought with her eyes. She needed to keep them open. Objects flashed from white to red to black. She lost. Her eyes won. Darkness overcame her.












CHAPTER 6






Ayanna’s eyes blinked open. She moved her arm that felt numb from sleep and let out a loud moan. The blood on her arms and hands had dried and formed tiny, gelled splotches on her skin.


As she turned to reach for her pack, her midsection screamed with pain. But her breath came out easier than it had before. Ayanna was sure her ribs were just bruised, not broken. She reached in her bag and pulled out her water bottle. Thank goodness she had held onto it. She took a long gulp of water that soothed her throat and replaced the bottle in her bag.


Ayanna’s eyes strained from trying to focus under the shadow of the truck. The sunlight she had worked so hard to escape seemed dimmer now. She raised her wrist close to her eyes, squinting to read the face of her watch. Six o’clock. Dammit. She had been out for four hours. She took three short breaths to prepare herself for the pain and rolled out from under the truck, dragging her strapless bag with her.


A glance at the skyline told her it was clear. Her legs were just beginning to feel more inclined to work, so she lifted her body from the hard concrete with only a slight stumble, trying to gain her bearings. She did not know what street she had ended up on, and from where she stood, she could not tell how far she was from Main Street.


Her shades had fallen to some unknown place, but they were the least of her problems. The glaring sunlight she remembered from before she passed out had morphed into a steady glow close to the horizon. This was worse than any nightmare she could have conjured up in her basement closet. Not only did Ayanna not have time to try to go back for the medicine she had nearly died for, but she did not know if she had enough time to make it back to Terra before the sun set—or before the lone dragon she had met earlier turned into a swarm.


Ayanna looked back at the river. Digitalis was there. She had seen it with her own eyes. That precious purple-and-green foxglove plant existed, and it offered Terra a new hope. How in hell was she ever going to get another chance to get it? Maybe she could come back when she had more time? Some weapons? A car?


She shook her head. It did not matter right now. She had to abandon the medicine if she wanted to save her own life.


She reached in her pocket and unfolded the crumpled map she had stored there. Maybe there was some shortcut through the city. Something she had not thought of before. Tears pricked her eyes and threatened to fall. She was scared. No—terrified was a better word. Ayanna squeezed her eyes shut and took in three deep breaths, blowing them out slowly. Being scared was not going to help her out of this. She knew she had to fight it. Just start walking, she decided.





The sun reflected a reddish-orange glow off the ruins of the skyscrapers. Five miles separated her from Terra. She searched for the strength to press her legs forward as fast as she could, but the pain she felt was relentless. She needed something, anything to dull the stabbing pain shooting through her if she were going to have a chance at getting home.


She shuffled through the city. It was quiet except for the occasional crash of concrete falling from the side of a building. The beams of light that had peeked through the spaces of the buildings were shorter and fainter than they had been when she’d arrived. Just keep walking, she reminded herself. But the ache of her ribs and the pulsing of her wounds slowed her progress, and her only ally seemed farther away with each step.


After what seemed like forever, Ayanna passed the River View Pharmacy. Her eyes scanned the doorframe of the building. A landmark. Good. She was not far from the remains of City Hall. That meant she knew where she was headed. From the looks of the pharmacy, it had been ransacked. Picked clean. She would not find any supplies there. That was not surprising. Its location on a major city street had been too inviting for the survivors and soldiers alike to resist after the army abandoned the city and left behind the stragglers who had been too late getting to the drop point.


Truth be told, the army had left early, their convoys pulling away with half-empty trucks. At least, that was how Ayanna remembered it: bombs exploding around her head; her father and Richard scrambling to help load people onto green-and-gray trucks; the dragons attacking; her father running for his life; Richard’s arms wrapping too tightly around her middle, forcing her back as he dragged her from the site. The memories flooded her senses. She could almost feel the weight of Richard’s hands gripping her so close to his body that she could barely find enough breath to scream; his gruff voice that should have belonged to someone much older than his years, echoing against her eardrum as he shouted into his intercom to try to force his commanders to come back for them; and the tears—Maya’s tears, Ayanna’s tears, pouring out and scalding her cheeks like dry ice against bare skin.
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