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Aleka looked out over the land and frowned.


She stood at the crest of a low hill, squinting in the sunlight, the lines deepening around her mouth. I tried to read her expression, but as usual I failed.


This was Aleka, after all. Her close-cropped, graying blond hair framed a face she could turn into a mask at a moment’s notice. I’d been studying that face for the better part of a week, and I still had no idea what was going on behind her deep gray eyes.


Aleka. My mother. And as much a mystery to me as my own past.


After a long minute she spoke the name of her second-in-command. “Soon.”


Soon, a big guy with what might have been called a potbelly in a different time, came up beside her.


Aleka surveyed the unforgiving landscape, the lazy glint of river the only sign of movement in the waste. “How long?”


“A week. Maybe two if we’re extra careful.” He searched her face, but he must have come up empty too. “Why?”


She didn’t answer. The others had edged closer, listening. Any conversation that hinted at our dwindling supply of canned goods got their attention.


But after another long look over the barren land, she turned and strode back down the hill, refusing to meet any of our eyes. Everyone watched her go in silence, until she disappeared behind a clump of rock that stood at the base of the hill.


“Well, that was enlightening,” Wali said.


There were sixteen of us, the last survivors of Survival Colony 9. Five grown-ups counting Aleka, Soon, our camp healer Tyris, our craftswoman Nekane, and the old woman whose name no one knew, a wraith with wild white hair and a threadbare shift the same drab gray-brown as our uniforms. For the past week we’d been carrying her on a homemade stretcher, while she gripped her late husband’s collection container, a scuffed, bottle-green jar overflowing with scraps of his hair and fingernails. She was amazingly heavy for a woman who’d dwindled to skin and bones.


The rest of us were teens and younger. Wali, with his shaggy hair and bronzed muscles, the oldest at seventeen. Nessa, the only teenage girl left in our colony since the death of Wali’s girlfriend, Korah. Then there was Adem, a tall skinny awkward guy who communicated mostly with gulps and blushes. And the little ones, seven of them total, from ragged five-year-old Keely to knowing Zataias at age ten, with straggly-haired Bea in the middle.


And that left only me. Querry Genn. Fifteen years old last week, and thanks to an accident seven months ago, with no memory of the first fourteen.


Only my mother held the secret to who I was. But she wasn’t talking.


She hadn’t said a word to me the whole week. That entire time, we’d been creeping across a desert landscape of stripped stone and yawning crevices, the scars our ancestors had cut into the face of the land. For six of those seven days we’d been carrying the old woman. Aleka had driven us at a pace unusual even for her, with only short rests at the brutal height of day and long marches deep into the night. What she was hurrying for was another thing she wouldn’t talk to me about.


When we’d left our camp by the river, the old woman had babbled on about mountains somewhere to the north, licking her lips while she talked as if she could taste the fresh air. She’d described green grass as high as our knees, wind rippling across it so it seemed to shimmer like something she called satin. She’d told us about yellow flowers and purple ones, trickling water so clear you could see brightly colored fish darting among the submerged stones. Clouds, she said, blanketed the mountain peaks, cool and white and soft, unlike the oppressive brown clouds that smothered the sun but almost never rained in the world we knew. At first I refused to believe her, told myself that half of what she said had to be exaggerated or misremembered or just plain crazy. But like everyone else, I’d fallen in love with the picture she painted. None of the rest of us had seen mountains, not even Tyris, who’d been two or three years old when the wars started. After a lifetime in the desert, the prospect of mountains rearing up out of nowhere, white and purple and capped with gold from the sun, was irresistible.


By now, though, it seemed even the old woman had forgotten where we were headed. She’d lapsed into silence, except when she stroked her collection jar, mumbling to it. She slept most of the time, sometimes beating her hands against her chest and mouthing words no one could make out. But even when her eyes opened, her glassy expression showed no awareness of anyone or anything around her.


We set her stretcher down in the best shade we could find and stood there, waiting for Aleka to return. Nessa held the old woman’s gnarled hand and sang softly, something the old woman had sung to her when Nessa was a kid. I tried to organize a game with the little ones, but they just flopped in the dirt, limbs flung everywhere in postures of dramatic protest. I’d learned the hard way that you couldn’t get all seven of them to do anything at once, but occasionally, if you got one of them doing something that looked interesting enough, the others couldn’t stand to be left out.


Today, though, it wasn’t going to happen. A fossil hunt usually got them going, but this time even Keely wouldn’t bite when I told him an old, rotting buffalo skull was a T. rex.


“I don’t want to play that game, Querry,” he managed weakly, before putting his head down and closing his eyes. “It’s boring.”


Without warning, Aleka stalked back to the group. To my complete surprise, she took my arm and pulled me away from the others. I stumbled to keep up with her long strides. When we reached the rock where she’d hidden herself before, she stopped, so suddenly she just about spun me around.


“Querry,” she said. “We need to talk.”


“We’ve needed to talk all week,” I said under my breath.


She heard me. She always did. “That will have to wait. This is priority.”


“Something else always is, isn’t it?”


We faced off for a moment.


“I’m asking you to be patient,” she said. “And to believe I’m working on this.”


“Fine.” I wished for once I could meet her on even ground, but she had a good six inches on me, not to mention at least thirty years. “Let me know when you’ve got it all worked out.”


If I thought I’d get a reaction from that, I was wrong. Her face went into lockdown, and I was pretty sure the conversation was over. But then she asked, “What is it you want, Querry?”


“Answers,” I said. “The truth.” “Answers aren’t always true,” she said. “And the truth isn’t always the answer you want.”


“Whatever that means.”


She glared at me, but kept her voice in check.


“It means what it means,” she said. “For one, it means that Soon’s estimate is wildly optimistic. I’ve checked our stores, and we have only a few days of food left. If we’re even stingier than usual. Which is a risk, since there’s nothing out here to supplement our supplies.”


“Why would Soon . . .”


She ignored me. “And it means the old woman is failing. Earlier today she asked me if she could talk to Laman.”


“You’re kidding.”


“I wish I were.”


I stared at her, not knowing what to say. Laman Genn had led Survival Colony 9 for twenty-five years. But like so many of his followers, he’d died a little over a week ago, just before we set out on our journey.


Died. Been killed. I tried not to think about it, but I remembered the nest, the bloody wound in his side, the creature that had torn him open.


The Skaldi.


The ones we’d been fleeing all our lives. Monsters with the ability to consume and mimic human hosts. It was hard to believe anyone could forget them. Even though we’d destroyed their nest, I kept expecting them to reappear, like a second nightmare that catches you when you think you’re awake and drags you back under.


“Any more good news?” I said, trying to smile.


She didn’t return the offering. “The children are failing too,” she said. “Keely and Beatrice especially. If we run out of solid food . . . We forget how fragile they are. And how many of the little ones simply don’t make it.”


I turned to look at the kids, lying on the ground like so many dusty garlands. “What can we do?”


She didn’t say anything for a long time, and her gaze left mine, drifting to the desert beyond. I thought she wasn’t going to answer when her voice came again, as far away as her eyes.


“I know this area,” she said. “Or at least, I did. None of the others has been here—Laman seems to have avoided it assiduously. But I was here, once upon a time. So long ago the details are fuzzy. Either that or it’s . . . changed.”


I glanced around us, as if I expected to see something I hadn’t noticed before. “Why didn’t you tell anyone?”


Her shoulders inched up in the slightest of shrugs. “I didn’t want to give anyone false hope. They were excited enough about the mountains. And I wasn’t sure I could find it again. I’m still not sure.”


“What is it?”


She waved vaguely toward the northwest. “A sanctuary, or as much of one as we’re likely to find in this world. Not mountains, but a canyon. Shaded, protected from the worst damage of the wars. The river gains strength as it flows through, nourishing what grows on its banks. If we could only reach it, there might be a chance for the most vulnerable members of the colony.”


I studied her face, as still and remote as the surface of the moon. This time, though, I thought I caught something there.


“If this place is so great,” I said carefully, “why did Laman stay away from it?”


Her eyes snapped to mine, and for the briefest second I imagined I saw a glimmer of fear. But it vanished so quickly I wasn’t sure I’d seen it to begin with.


“I’ve been seeking the canyon since we left camp,” she said. “But it seems my memory failed me. I thought we’d be there by now. I pushed us too hard in an effort to attain a goal I believed was within reach, and now the little ones might not have the strength for the final leg of the journey.”


“Then we turn back.”


She shook her head. “You’ve seen the terrain we passed through. They won’t make it.”


“So we keep pushing forward,” I said. “We don’t give up. I’ll help. What do you need me to do?”


Doubt and relief warred in her eyes. “You’ve always been good with the little ones. Maybe you can find a way to . . . inspire them.”


I nodded.


“But be careful, Querry. Especially with Zataias. He’s sharp. We can’t let him know how dire the situation is.”


“We won’t,” I said. “I won’t.”


“Tyris is aware of my concerns. She checked vitals when everyone was asleep. She assures me there’s no sign of . . .”


She didn’t need to finish. No sign of infection. No evidence Skaldi had taken over people’s bodies. That we might be carrying a monster with us.


“And I’ve spoken to Nessa about the old woman,” she continued. “She’s going to do what she can to help.”


“Nessa?” With her random comments and sleepy green eyes, I’d always thought Nessa was kind of dense.


“She’s been a help to me many times in the past,” Aleka said. “Including the time we rescued Laman, as you may recall. Plus the old woman’s always been fond of her. Don’t be so quick to judge, Querry. There’s more to people than meets the eye.”


I looked down, feeling like a stupid kid who’d just been scolded by his mother. Which I pretty much had.


“But the others don’t need to know the true state of affairs,” Aleka finished. “I don’t want anyone to get their hopes up until I’m sure of our position. So for public consumption, this journey is just business as usual.”


I nodded. Secrets were one thing I’d come to expect from her.


“Good.” Her face softened for a moment, and her long, thin fingers reached out to caress my cheek. “And Querry. If we get there—when we get there—I promise we can talk. Really talk.”


“That’s all I want,” I said.


“I know,” she said in almost a whisper. “And I’m sorry I haven’t been able to give it to you.”


Before I could say anything else, she turned and strode back to the others.


We found them resting beneath a thumb of volcanic rock. The kids hadn’t budged, and Nessa was busy draping tattered blankets over them. I watched her, trying to see what Aleka saw, but when she glanced in my direction, I looked away in a hurry. The rest of the adults and teens milled around, not doing much of anything. Wali looked up and smiled wryly.


“Anything you’d like to share?”


Aleka gazed at the spot where the old woman lay, a nearly motionless bundle in the shade of a dead tree that somehow clung to its rocky perch. She snored noisily, her mouth more full of darkness than teeth.


“We could all use a break,” Aleka said. “A couple of hours. Querry, can you help Soon set up camp?”


I jumped to my feet faster than I should have and started digging through my pack. Soon ambled over to join me, and when his eyes met mine, I realized he’d known all along what Aleka had managed to hide from me. I glanced at the other adults and teens, saw them going through their routines wordlessly, and I was pretty sure Aleka’s schemes had come to nothing.


They all knew what we were up against. They all knew we were in a race against time, with no sure goal in sight, and with the little ones’ lives at stake.
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We rested in the shade of piled rock through the worst part of the afternoon, when the sun felt like a hot knife slicing through my uniform and into my skin. Aleka had said two hours, but when two turned to three and three to four, she made no effort to get us moving. I fed the kids a spoonful of concentrated mush, and they swallowed it dutifully enough, but I couldn’t help noticing the vacant look in their eyes as they chewed mechanically. Trying to start a conversation with them was like tossing a handful of dust in the air. The old woman slept the whole time. Nessa sang to her, in a soft, clear voice I heard only as notes, not words. Maybe it was the same lullaby she’d sung before. Me, I couldn’t remember any lullabies, and I was the only teen who’d joined Survival Colony 9 too recently to have heard the old woman sing. Hard to say if Nessa’s efforts did any good. The old woman’s brow never lost the pinch she’d worn when she fell asleep, but at least she did sleep.


I wondered if she was dreaming. Remembering the time before. I wondered if that was the problem.


Eventually, though, she had to wake up, and that gave Aleka her signal to get us moving again. Gauging the sun, I estimated we had enough daylight to cover three or four miles, what with the rough terrain and the twin burdens of the old woman and the little kids. Adem helped Soon with the stretcher, while the rest of us took turns giving the little ones piggybacks. There weren’t enough big people to go around, so one of the kids always ended up lurching along beside me, immune to my attempts at chatter or jokes, holding a hand that dragged him more than it held him up. Zataias skipped his turn more than most. I suspected he was in on Aleka’s secret too. That would be just like him, young enough to play the grown-ups’ game even though he was old enough to guess its true purpose was to deceive.


We descended the slight rise where we’d set up our temporary camp and entered a flat, broad valley of stone. I’d have said the terrain looked no different from the land I remembered the past seven months, but that wouldn’t have been fair to the past seven months. In fact, this area looked a lot worse. I’d grown accustomed to dust, a choking brown dust that coated every surface and rose in swirling storms when the wind blew. Out here the dust had been swept away along with everything else, exposing reddish rock that rippled like an endless series of motionless waves. If there’d ever been a human civilization in the vicinity, roads and houses and farms, it had all been leveled as completely as if a giant hand had wiped the place clean. I kept alert for possible food sources—flowering trees, river stones that could be flipped for squirming multi-legged creatures—but there truly was nothing, just an endless table of rock like an enormous tombstone.


The river struggled along by our side, cutting a slim channel through the unvarying stone. It had shrunk to a muddy trickle, and I found it hard to believe it could ever pick up steam the way Aleka had promised. Still, we hugged its eastern shore, determined not to lose this frail lifeline. We’d never been able to stay so close to water for so long—the Skaldi had always found us by the rivers, so we’d shied from the water’s edge, making furtive trips to fill our canteens then veering off into the desert again. Being near water made me feel as if I was doing something wrong, something risky and disobedient. It wasn’t only that I was afraid something might have survived the destruction of the Skaldi nest. It was that I didn’t trust the river to last. The more we relied on it, the more we’d be lost if it ever ran dry.


It didn’t, though. By late evening it had shriveled to the point where you could barely dunk your hands to the wrist, but it kept going.


We swallowed another spoonful of slop from our nearly empty cans and slept by the river’s side, and when I woke, I realized what none of us had been able to tell during the dusk: the color of the stone around us had changed from rusty red to pitch black, smooth and glossy and bright in the gleam of the new day. It might have been the remains of a road if not for the fact that it was simply immense, extending as far as I could see to the east and northwest. And there was something else: stone shapes were visible all around us, not just the usual ripples or rises in the ground but distinct forms dotting the land like black sculptures. Some of them were roughly the size of the stunted trees that grew in the desert, others no taller than a human being. They were blunt, misshapen, glazed blobs of rock without distinguishing features. But all of them gave me the eerie feeling that they’d once been alive, as if a thick, glassy layer of stone had flowed over and trapped whatever lay inside.


Nessa tried another of her songs, but she fell silent when the stone bounced back her voice in a hollow, mocking echo. “Maybe this is the mountains?” she suggested.


“Does this look like mountains?” Wali said.


“I was just asking.”


“Try using your brain instead,” he muttered.


Nessa turned on him, eyes hot, but Aleka stepped between them.


“This isn’t the mountains,” she said. “But it’s a good sign.”


I looked around at the endless desert of black stone. How it could be a good sign of anything I couldn’t figure.


Aleka turned to the rest of us and gestured toward the northwest, where the expanse of black rock vanished into a gleaming haze of distance. “We’re close to our destination,” she said. “We came out of the desert farther east than I wanted us to be, but not so far that we can’t cut across this region in a day or less. We’ll need to take precautions, though. The stone gets very hot, especially at high noon.”


“What’s on the other side?” Wali said.


“Shelter,” she replied. “Clean water. Possibly—”


“Food?” Soon interrupted.


She didn’t answer. I glanced at the little ones, the pitiful thinness of their shoulders and cheeks, the eagerness glowing through the dusty veil that had descended over their eyes. I realized it wasn’t only Zataias who suspected that this journey was anything but business as usual.


I think Aleka realized it too. “We’ll have to wait and see,” she said softly. “But we’re in a much better position now. Let’s break camp quickly and prepare to cover as much ground as possible before midday.”


Everyone moved with new purpose. In minutes we were packed and ready to go. I rounded up the kids and made sure the littlest ones had the lightest burdens. Aleka insisted on wrapping extra cloth bandages around people’s boots, tying extra head scarves to cover faces and necks. We spent precious minutes erecting a canopy over the old woman, who snoozed on. We filled our canteens with muddy water, and I saw people lick their lips at the thought of what we might find ahead.


Then we were on the move.


I turned to say a word to Aleka, but found her already at my side. She dropped her voice and spoke low enough that Keely and Zataias wouldn’t overhear, but still her words gained a weird, tinny reverberation from the polished stone.


“Stay alert,” she said. “We’re not in the clear yet.”


“What are you afraid of?” I whispered back.


She sized me up, as if gauging how much to say.


“You wanted answers, Querry,” she said at last. “I hope you’re prepared to get them.”
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We tramped across the plateau in double file, weaving our way through monuments of stone.


Aleka must have cautioned the other adults and teens as well, because Soon discreetly withdrew his gun and Wali his knife. Nessa stayed by the old woman’s stretcher, but she didn’t sing, and her eyes darted from side to side, all sleepiness gone from them. Even Zataias looked edgy, though maybe that was only from the excitement of playing an adult game.


Aleka’s promise—or was it a warning?—rang in my ears like an echo off the glassy stone. There were so many things I wanted to know, so many things only she could tell me. About my past. My family. My father. Myself. I knew how a starving man felt when he saw an oasis in the desert. The only difference was, I felt like I’d been starving for seven months, and it was finally coming to an end.


All we had to do was cross the plateau of stone.


We hadn’t gone more than a mile before I realized how hard that was going to be. The sun had barely cleared the horizon, and already it hammered down on us, making the air writhe with heat, the black rock sizzle like a brand. Not only that, but the stone that had seemed so smooth at first glance turned out to be sharp and broken, stabbing into the soles of my shoes with each step—though that wasn’t surprising, considering my boots had been worn down not only by me but by whoever had lived and marched and died in them fifty years ago. Though the kids had started off with a burst of energy, it soon took all my coaxing and hand-holding to keep them on the move. I began to imagine that a giant fist had smashed down on the surface of the plain, shattering everything into shards and splinters of stone that sparkled like a trillion fragments of glass. Waves of heat radiated from the surface, weird ripples that made everything in the dead zone sway as if it was alive. The effects of light and sound produced by this wasteland made the journey as disorienting as it was exhausting: every time I saw one of the stone shapes rising in the distance, I caught my breath, thinking I was seeing an actual, living human being—or worse, one of the monsters that hid in human form. I wouldn’t have been completely surprised if these figures had sprung to life and chased us across the plain, like shadows freed from the coal-black ground.


I touched one of the monoliths as I passed it. I’m not sure if I was testing to see if it was alive or simply checking to make sure it was really there. It burned my fingers as if I’d thrust my hand directly into a fire.


The farther we traveled across the deadly plateau, the more I began to wonder what had created this place, whether it was the result of some natural disaster or a leftover from the wars that had swept away the old civilization. Laman used to talk about the bombs that had been dropped in those days, bombs that could not only level buildings but vaporize entire cities, mimicking the power of the sun for a split second of total destruction. He’d told me that was why there were so few traces left of the old times, why everything was desert, why we so rarely stumbled across the remains of a highway or skyscraper or playground. That also explained why the sky stayed filthy and brown even after all this time, because everything that had been incinerated down here had entered the atmosphere as a permanent, oppressive cloud. What that meant was that every time you breathed, you breathed residue from the world before: houses, shopping malls, people. That used to give me a sick feeling, until I considered the alternative, which was not breathing at all.


But in all his stories, Laman had never told me about bombs that could turn the landscape to volcanic glass. He’d never mentioned a power that could make everything melt and then re-form into the polished, mocking shapes that surrounded me. I supposed this might have been the site of an actual volcanic eruption, the ground heaving upward and spewing out superheated rock that had cooled into these twisted, lopsided remains. If that was the case, though, I couldn’t figure out what had happened to the volcano, unless one of the larger rock formations was its extinct cone. Aleka, as usual, said nothing, and no one asked her for an explanation. What could have had this effect on the landscape, short of some prehistoric monster that had scoured the land with molten fire, was beyond me.


As noon approached, a more pressing problem presented itself: water. I had carefully weighed the canteen in my hand when we set out, and I could tell that we’d drunk far more than usual as we inched across the scorching plain. The kids especially we kept dousing with water, hoping to keep their small bodies from drying up in the blaze. But we’d also discovered that the river had become completely undrinkable in its narrow channel through the rock, its depth little more than a few inches and its color the black of ash. Aleka might say that the watercourse grew again once it reached the canyon, but at the moment, pure water seemed as far off as that oasis in the desert. And like the spectral rock forms that crowded us on all sides, I was beginning to wonder whether the oasis might turn out to be a mirage.


We rested from noon until the sun neared the western horizon. Our shadows spooled out behind us like gigantic threads, but when I looked back, there was no sign of anything they might have connected us to. I could tell from Aleka’s rigid posture that she hated to waste so much time, but we didn’t have any choice. The kids were practically comatose from the heat, and the rest of us were sunburned, famished, and exhausted from carrying them and the old woman. As it was, we were barely able to find relief from the sun’s assault. A shallow declivity was the best we could do, with blankets stretched across the rock to shelter us. Wali, I noticed, draped his own blanket over Nessa’s shoulders, his peace offering I guess. She accepted with a nod and a weary smile. As I sank into a half sleep, I wondered if Aleka planned to march us through the night.


She did. As soon as the sun hit the horizon we were up, and with nothing to trap the heat, the relative cool of dusk—a few degrees cooler than day—hurried in. It was a moonless night, only a single bright star pulsing through the murk that covered our world. Without flashlights or flamethrowers to light a path, I was afraid we’d veer off course. But Aleka was determined not to stop now that her goal was within reach. And so, while the kids slept in our arms and the old woman in her hammock, we followed our leader into the endless black land.


She’d never let us down before, I kept reminding myself as we stumbled through the dark. And once we arrived, she’d not only give us what our bodies needed, but give me what my heart so desperately wanted.


As the sky brightened, I saw that we’d entered a part of the landscape where large slabs of the black rock lay jumbled and heaped on each other, looking almost like buildings that had collapsed or been bombed to the ground. Wali and Soon clutched their weapons more tightly now that we’d come to a place that provided cover for enemies. I gripped Keely’s hand, feeling the tiniest bit of relief when he returned my squeeze like he used to. Aleka tested one of the stacks of stone, and when it turned out not to be as precarious as it looked, she led us to its summit to survey the landscape.


Nessa’s hands fumbled with her scarf as she retied her dirty-blond ponytail. “This isn’t the mountains.”


“No,” Aleka said. “There are no mountains here.”


No one showed the least surprise at her announcement that we’d been chasing something that didn’t exist.


“What is this place?” I asked.


Aleka stared into the distance for an eternity before answering.


“A place from long ago,” she said at last. “We need to be careful.”


“Did it look like this before?”


She glanced at me, and I was sure she was hiding something. Then she pointed and said, “We’ve reached the canyon. There!”


Everyone followed her finger as if an electric bolt had shot from it. In the distance, southwest of the wilderness of stone, the black desert came abruptly to an end and the color of the land changed back to its typical drab brown. But I could see, just beyond the edge of the blackness, a dark line zigzagging through the land. It looked as slender as something drawn by a pencil, but it must have been enormous to be visible at all from where we stood. The trickling river angled straight for it, as if it was as eager as we were to get out of this dead land. It might only have been a trick of weariness and distance, but I could have sworn the light that hung over that line was softer than the angry red light of morning, a pale blue light like an exhalation of clean air and water from the canyon’s mouth.


No sooner did Wali see it than he charged down the stone mound. He was followed a second later by Soon, each of them clutching a kid to their chest and leaping down the rock before pounding across the black land. Adem and Nessa were left beside the old woman’s stretcher, while the rest of the kids squirmed out of their caretakers’ arms and charged after their companions, pointing at the canyon and shouting words that alternated between taunts and encouragement.


“I see it!”


“Me too!”


“Beat you there!”


“In your dreams!”


“Hurry up!”


“Wait for me!”


“I need a piggyback!”


“Querry . . .”


“Keep order,” Aleka shouted over the din of their voices as she raced down the hill after her colony. “Querry, watch the children. Tyris, Nekane, guard our rear. Adem . . .”


The rest of her words were drowned out by a chorus like nothing that came from human throats: a long, ululating shriek that emanated from the piles of black rock. Up ahead, I saw Soon raise his gun then fall, the child he held rolling free as his big body hit the ground and lay still.


Aleka whirled, her own gun leveled. The next instant, the heaps of stone seemed to come alive as human figures appeared out of crevices and grabbed Nekane, Tyris, and Adem. Other dark shapes materialized from the ground, intercepting the children and hoisting them into the air, their legs kicking vainly. Wali bounded toward the captives, shouting, “Get your goddamned hands off of them!” But the strangers blocked his path to the children, and he fell beneath their weight, surrendering the child he was holding—Beatrice—to their arms. I lost sight of Soon in all the bodies, but I heard Nessa scream before her voice was cut short as rough hands wrapped her mouth.


For a moment I stood frozen. Our captors looked human, men with long dark hair, faces free of beards, and lean, muscular frames stripped naked except for brown loincloths. Looking human meant nothing, though. If these were Skaldi, in less time than it took to blink they’d shake off the bodies they’d counterfeited and consume the bodies they’d captured, moving from victim to victim while the skins of those they’d eaten fell in tatters to the ground.


But they didn’t. They weren’t Skaldi. They were people like us.


Aleka must have realized it too. Standing at the base of the stone mound, she flourished her gun, a silver pistol. Whether she could manage a clean shot with the prisoners held tightly I couldn’t tell.


“Let them go,” she said in a commanding voice that rebounded across the black land. The men made no move to obey, but one of them raised his voice in a call like a scream of pain.


Aleka spun toward the sound, her weapon on the alert.


She never got a chance to use it. A dark object came hurtling from somewhere high above and struck her arm with a sickening crunch. The gun flew from her fingers and she dropped to the ground, clutching her wrist. Her right hand dangled like a limp weed.


I shook off my paralysis and leaped down the hill for her gun, but before I could reach it, a pair of powerful arms pinned me from behind and lifted me off the ground. I struggled in a grip like steel. The only members of our party who stayed free were the old woman, who lay untouched on her stretcher, and Aleka, who stayed down, her always pale face drained of every drop of color. Soon lay too far away for me to see what had happened to him, a cluster of warriors surrounding the spot where he’d fallen.


“Strangers from beyond the Shattered Lands,” the man who held me spoke in a deep, oddly accented voice that I not only heard but felt vibrating against my back. I strained to look at him, but he held me fast. “By what right do you travel in our realm?”


No one spoke. One of the warriors lifted Aleka roughly to her feet, her head lolling on her thin neck.


“Release them, Archangel,” a new voice issued from above. The words rolled over the scene of battle, rich and melodious but at the same time as sharp as the crack of the unknown weapon that had maimed Aleka.


The arms dropped me, the other warriors freeing their prisoners as well. I turned to face the most massive human being I’d ever seen: well over seven feet tall, brown-skinned and with a chest and shoulders bulging with muscle. He was dressed as skimpily as the others, in moccasins and loincloth, except he wore an ankle-length cloak made of the same brown material. His clean-shaven face was immobile, impassive, more like the face of a cliff than the face of a man. His black eyes traveled upward to the place where the new voice had come from.


I followed his gaze and saw a man standing on the summit we’d just descended, his skin pale against the black. He was nowhere near as huge as the one he called Archangel. In fact he was small, not much taller than me, and he seemed particularly puny compared to his lieutenant’s hulking frame. Like all the men, he wore no beard, and his brown hair hung to shoulder length. But the cloak that spilled over his shoulders and hid his arms and chest was red, a glaring red that made his figure explode from the empty land like a splash of blood.


He descended his perch, traveling on a narrow trail either carved or worn into the stone. His steps were lithe and quick, almost cocky. When he reached the level ground, he strode toward Aleka, who stood unsteadily, her broken wrist cradled in her left hand. The weapon that had done the damage, a pair of palm-size black balls connected by a foot-long cord, lay coiled at her feet. I waited for the red-cloaked man to retrieve it, but he walked past his weapon, past his victim, to the discarded gun no one had yet touched. I’d thought Wali might go for the pistol when the warriors freed him, but like everyone else in our colony, he seemed too shaken to move. Everyone except Nessa, that is, who had decided to take the opportunity to braid her hair. I turned from her, shaking my head, and followed the progress of the warriors’ leader.


He bent by Aleka’s gun. “Archangel,” he said, and the giant left me. When he reached his captain’s side, the smaller man said, “What do you make of this?”


The giant stooped, picked up the gun gingerly. He held the barrel between thumb and forefinger, dangling it as if he’d never seen anything like it before. In his huge hand, it looked as harmless as a child’s toy.


“Their power lessens, to send such a trinket against us,” he said at last, his deep voice rising on the final words as if he was asking a question or seeking approval.


“So it is foretold.” The man nodded. “Leave it, Archangel. We will bury it with the rest, when the time comes.”


Obediently the giant lowered the gun to the ground. The red-cloaked man kicked it dismissively with the toe of his moccasin, then stood and paced back to Aleka. His lieutenant shadowed his steps.


The red-cloaked man stopped before Aleka, who’d slipped down in the warrior’s grasp, huddling over her injury. Close up, I saw that the leader’s face, though lean and strong, was cut by scars that trailed across his forehead, down his cheeks, over his jaw to his neck and throat. If Aleka had been standing straight, she’d have been looking down at that face. Now she looked up, and her eyes widened in an expression of unmistakable terror.


“Athan,” she said, her voice trembling.


The man said nothing in response. Instead, he shrugged, wiggling his shoulders in a snakelike way that threw the blood-red cloak clear of his arms.


And I saw that the wounds didn’t end with his face.


His entire body was crisscrossed with shiny, long-healed scars. They were thick and broad, as if he’d been deeply gouged by a blade. There were so many of them, running in so many directions across his chest and shoulders and arms and thighs, it looked like he’d been torn apart and stitched back together. The man smiled, the scars on his face stretching his lips back to show all his teeth.


“Aya tivah bis, shashi tivah bracha,” he said in a strange tongue. “The day of the despoilers is no more. The sun has risen on the children of the blessed.”
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The man with scars talked to his warriors in an unknown language, and they bound our hands in front of us while they stripped away our packs and searched through our possessions.


The cords they tied around our wrists seemed to be made of the same brown material as their clothes and Archangel’s cloak. It felt both scratchy and sinuous, and as strong as rope. Any thoughts I had of trying to break free ended when they leveled spears at us, wooden shafts topped with evil-looking shards of black stone. But that didn’t stop Wali, who struggled violently as they searched him. “Give that back to me!” he screamed, and I saw that they’d slipped a cord off his neck, something gold glinting at its end. I recognized it instantly, and I knew why he was so desperate to get it back: it was the ring Korah had given him, partner to the one that had been destroyed when fire consumed her body. I hoped they wouldn’t find the red-handled pocketknife I’d inherited from Laman, the one that had belonged to his lost son, but their search was too thorough for that. They also found the book Aleka had given me just a week ago on my fifteenth birthday, a homemade book with a single charcoal portrait from when I was a baby. Wali’s curses rang out against the volcanic stone as they gathered everything we owned and showed it to the scarred man.


Most of it he merely nodded at before Archangel added it to the pile that had started with Aleka’s gun. The old woman’s collection jar he dashed to the ground, where it shattered into a hundred fragments. But he held Wali’s ring up to the sunlight for a long moment, watching it gleam as it slowly rotated on its cord. My knife too caught his attention, as he opened and closed the blades several times before handing it back to Archangel. When he came to the baby book, he seemed to freeze on the portrait, his eyes tightening in concentration. But then he cast it aside, letting it fall to the ground with the rest. As if that was some kind of signal, Archangel dumped everything else onto the pile and gestured to the warriors to lead us away, toward the canyon.


That was when I got my first good look at Soon. One of the warriors stood over him, pulling a spear from his back. It was obvious from the location of the wound and the stillness of his body that he was dead.


I turned shakily from the sight, my eyes seeking Aleka. Her injury didn’t appear to be life-threatening, but it was ugly: an unnatural bulge protruded from her forearm, blood drenching the surrounding skin. Her face had turned gray, and beads of sweat stood on her upper lip as she gritted her teeth against the pain. When Tyris saw her, she tried to muscle through the warriors to Aleka’s side.


“It’s a compound fracture,” she said to their leader. “You have to let me set it.”


“We have medicines of our own,” he replied in a flat voice. “If she cannot walk we will assist her.”


One of the warriors lifted the frail body of the old woman from the stretcher. Nessa started to object, but the old woman slept on in the warrior’s arms, her gnarled hands twisting mechanically now that she had no jar to cuddle. When they led Aleka to the stretcher she stared at it, her eyes unfocused. I edged closer to her and reached out with bound hands to touch her shoulder.


“You should lie down,” I said. “Come on. Aleka. Lie down.”


She barely nodded, but she didn’t resist when the warriors lowered her onto the stretcher.


We were marched toward the canyon, which was visible beyond the edge of the black rock plateau. The warriors offered their backs to the little kids, but all seven shied away—all except Zataias, who roughly shrugged off the hands they held out to him. Nessa refused to let them touch her, and walked with her head high. I tried to follow her example, but the thought of Soon’s lifeless body sprawled on the field of battle behind us rattled me, and I had a hard time keeping up the act. The scarred man walked at the head of the column, surefooted and jaunty in his stride, his red cloak flapping behind him. At some point, probably while they were tending to Aleka, he had retrieved his weapon. It hung at his right side, the weighted balls bouncing with each step. Another object hung at his left hip: a short staff, no more than a foot in length, bone white and polished to a high shine. Given what he’d been able to do with the ball weapon, I hoped we’d never find out what that was for.


After a half hour of silent marching, the black rock ended and we entered a narrow gorge of reddish-brown sandstone, the puny river trickling beside us. The walls of the canyon blocked some of the sunlight, so the air felt cooler than usual, cool enough that you could breathe deeply without feeling your lungs fry. At the same time, it was unnerving to be hemmed in like this, with the knobby-smooth rock rising to a height of twenty, then forty, then seventy feet on either side of us. After a few minutes, though, the gorge broadened to a width of maybe a hundred feet, and the leader called a halt. The warriors set Aleka down near the canyon wall, and Archangel didn’t interfere when I went to her. Tyris joined me. I looked at my mother’s pale, drawn face, her eyes closed tight in an effort to clamp down on the pain. Her right forearm was a mess of flesh and blood. I knelt by her side and took her undamaged hand in mine. I wished I could use my sleeve to pat the sweat from her forehead, but that was more than I could manage with my hands bound.
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