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			WEST

			“Querry.”

			My dad’s voice in the dark.

			“Son. Come on. Time to get moving.”

			His hand on my shoulder, shaking me from sleep.

			“Querry. On your feet. Now.”

			I opened my eyes to more darkness and my dad’s shadowy shape filling the tent. I couldn’t make out his face, but I could hear his quiet breath. There was no urgency in his voice, there never was, but I knew this was for real.

			I swung my legs over the side of the cot and fished for my boots. I could see my dad’s silhouette where he’d lifted the tent flap, letting in a pale slice of light.

			“Skaldi?” I asked, fumbling with the laces.

			He grunted.

			“How many?”

			He half turned, moonlight carving his angular features from the night. “It only takes one.”

			“How close?”

			“Let’s hope we don’t find out.” He let the flap fall and approached me in the renewed dark. His hands gripped my shoulders, guiding me to my feet. “Ready? Let’s get moving.” He lifted the heavy canvas and ushered me into the night.

			The hollow where we’d camped bustled with activity. Everywhere I looked, men and women in identical gray-brown camouflage uniforms were taking down shelters, packing camp stoves and propane tanks, loading bundles onto the three remaining trucks. The nozzles and tanks of flame­throwers gleamed dully in the hands of the three sentries on the eastern fringe of camp. Nobody spoke, but there were plenty of quiet sounds: the pad of boots on dusty ground, the clink of metal against metal as tin pots, plates, and cups were rolled into packs, the whisper of tents collapsing. Enough moonlight peeked through the shrouded sky to show figures, but not faces. We don’t use fires or lanterns unless we have to. Fires draw the ones that are hunting us, and fuel is too precious to waste. But our eyes are sharp, even at night.

			Not that there’s much to see. In the daylight, just about everything is brown, like us. Land, sky, and water.

			“I’ll be right back,” my dad said. He took a step toward the small knot of trucks lined up on the western edge of camp.

			Then it hit me. “West?”

			He looked at me sharply, but nodded.

			“The Skaldi always come from the west.”

			“Seems times have changed.”

			“But—”

			He returned to where I stood and held up his right hand, palm facing me, then tapped his forehead with his first two fingers. “Focus.” He forked his fingers and pointed straight at me. “Eyes open. Mind sharp. Remember.” He nodded emphatically and headed for the trucks. His bad hip made him move unevenly, his right leg seeming about to crumple with each step. He huddled with his officers, giving orders in a quiet but forceful voice.

			I knew my job. Working as quickly as possible, I tugged my cot from the tent, released the legs, and folded it in half. Next I yanked the tent stakes out, collapsed the frame, and rolled the tent into a tight bundle. When I hoisted everything onto my back, it was like carrying another body around with me. But we needed every inch of space on the trucks to hold the fuel drums and supplies, the stoves and tools and ammunition, while still leaving room for the people too young to keep up with the rest of us. My dad had been giving me driving lessons for the past month, showing me how to work the heavy, awkward stick, how to put my weight on the squeaky brakes, but that was only in case of an emergency. Realistically, it would be another couple years before he let me take a turn behind the wheel.

			If the fuel lasted that long.

			If we lasted that long.

			I wiggled my shoulders, trying to find a more comfortable fit. Even with the sun down, sweat beaded on my forehead, pooled under my arms. The whole procedure had taken me just over seven minutes, which was good but not great. My dad wanted me to get it down to five. When I first started breaking camp on my own, he would stand there with a stopwatch while I fumbled with all the stakes and straps, his presence making me way clumsier than I would have been if I was practicing alone, and when I finally finished he’d hold out the watch without saying a word. Then the watch stopped working and he kept count instead. Which was even worse, him standing there counting the seconds in his head. Even now that he trusted me to keep my own time, I couldn’t break camp without seeing him there, silent and impatient, counting for me.

			I made one final check of my area, verified that nothing was missing, nothing left behind. Then, bent under my pack, I hurried to where the trucks were parked and being readied for evacuation.

			I double-checked our coordinates. The command truck pointed due west.

			I tried not to think about what that meant.

			The little kids had already been loaded onto the back of the rear truck, seven of them in all. They were keeping quiet, sitting among the dark mountains of crates under the canvas frame, only their eyes visible in the moonlight. I could tell they were scared, though. Most of the time, in daylight or when there hadn’t been an alarm for weeks, you could convince yourself they were just kids, having fun, playing kick the can around camp, getting into arguments, who tagged who or where base was or whatever. But they grew up in a hurry. Kids six, seven years old, kids with gaps in their mouths from lost baby teeth, wouldn’t cry even when they had to move out in the middle of the night. That was one of the first jobs my dad gave me, once he decided I was ready for the responsibility. I’d come to their tents and take their hands, lead them in a chain to the trucks, and they wouldn’t make a sound. The littlest of the bunch, a five-year-old named Keely, the son of my dad’s driver, would peer out at me through uncut bangs, brown and as thick as they say the forests used to be. He’d squeeze my hand so tight I knew he was determined to prove he was brave. I’d squeeze back, glad he was too little to realize I was trying to prove the same thing.

			I don’t know if Keely knew what we were running from. But he definitely knew we were running.

			I joined the other teenagers, clustered by the back of the command truck, talking nervously in low voices, waiting for my dad to give the order to move out. Eight total, counting me, though as usual, Yov hadn’t showed up yet. Most had no parents, or only one, and my dad relied on them to get ready on their own.

			“What’s taking so long?” one girl, Nessa, said in a pinched whisper.

			“Maybe it’s a false alarm,” a boy named Wali whispered back.

			“If it’s a false alarm, why are you whispering?” Wali’s girlfriend, Korah, mimicked his hushed voice. She shook her black hair and made a face. The others giggled nervously, all except Kelmen, a dimwitted giant who always looked like he had no idea what anyone was talking about.

			That was when Yov showed up, slouching toward us with his pack slung carelessly over one shoulder. He was the oldest kid in camp, about seventeen, and taller than most of the grown-ups.

			“How do we know this isn’t some kind of drill?” he said, not bothering to lower his voice. “Did the scouts even report in?”

			“The scouts to the east, you mean,” I said.

			Everyone got really quiet. Yov glared at me.

			“Yeah,” he said. “That’s what I mean.”

			“Well?” I said. “What do you think?”

			“We’re supposed to think now?” he sniffed. “Isn’t that what daddy’s for?” He smirked at me. “Space Boy.”

			“Shut up,” I said.

			“And if I don’t?”

			“Hey!” Keely’s father, Araz, leaned out the driver’s side window. “Skaldi have ears, you know.”

			“You sure?” Yov shot back. “Because I was under the impression they followed our lovely stench.”

			“Wise guy,” Araz muttered.

			“So did the scouts report in?” Yov called out.

			Araz opened his mouth to yell back, but he caught himself and spoke in a tense undertone. “We’re leaving, aren’t we? Figure it out yourself, genius.”

			“Yes sir!” Yov tossed him a pretend salute.

			Araz looked like he was about to exit the truck. Then, saying something under his breath, he pulled his head back in the window.

			Yov put his hands on his hips and turned dramatically to face me. The smirk never left his lips. Korah got my attention, rolled her eyes, and let out a loud, exaggerated sigh. I looked away, feeling my face grow warm.

			With Yov, it was easy to forget my dad’s orders. With Korah, it was impossible to remember anything.

			We waited without saying another word while workers hurriedly loaded the rest of the supplies onto the trucks, hauled up the ramps, and slammed the tailgates. As usual, it took forever for the oldest person in camp to climb into the cab of the rear truck, a crazy old woman clutching a large, bottle-green jar to her chest. I watched my dad move from vehicle to vehicle, making sure all the little kids were on board and the equipment tied down, giving final instructions to the drivers. To save fuel, they wouldn’t start the engines until he gave the order. When he was satisfied with the preparations, he came over to us.

			“You ready?” he said.

			Everyone nodded. Even Yov kept his mouth shut.

			“Querry,” my dad said, “you forget anything?”

			“No,” I mumbled. A little wave of giggles and shoves passed through the group. Yov, I noticed, was grinning broadly. My dad looked me up and down, but for once he didn’t pursue it.

			“Stay close,” he said to all of us. “And stick with the group. No heroics, right?”

			We nodded again.

			“Good.” He signaled and his second-in-command, Aleka, a tall woman with a severe face, joined us at the back of the truck. They consulted quietly for a moment before he hobbled off to make one final check of everything. He looked once over his shoulder as he left, and I tried to stand straight under the burden of my pack.

			Aleka eyed us dispassionately. “If we get separated, don’t wander,” she said. “Lay low and wait for my signal. Querry.” I stepped forward. “You’re staying with me.”

			“What for?”

			She shot me a look, but didn’t answer. “Yov.” He gave a lazy nod. “You’re in charge tonight. I need you to keep an eye on the others.”

			“What’s so special about him?”

			“I need you to watch the others,” Aleka said. Her eyes never left his.

			For a minute he stared back, and I was sure he was going to give her grief like he’d done with Araz. Korah opened her mouth and seemed about to intervene when Yov let out a laugh. It sounded loud and tinny in the quiet night.

			“We clear?” Aleka said.

			“Yeah,” Yov shrugged. “Whatever.”

			Aleka took my arm. I could feel my ears burning, Yov’s eyes boring into my back. I couldn’t get his question out of my mind.

			What’s so special about him?

			“I can walk,” I said, trying to shrug away from her.

			“I need you to stay close,” she said, but she let go of my arm.

			My dad leaned out the passenger window of the command truck, looking back at us. Under his long hair his dark eyes glittered, and his face was unsmiling beneath his beard. I’d never seen him smile that I could remember.

			He nodded to Aleka, or to me, and his head disappeared into the cab.

			With a rattle and cough the trucks started up, filling the air with the oily smell of diesel. The ground shook as, headlights off, the line of trucks rumbled up the hill and out of the hollow. Aleka waved a hand and our group started to march, the two of us in the lead, the rest behind. I heard Yov grumbling under his breath, but I couldn’t make out the words.

			At the crest of the hill, a trio of bare trees drew twisted shapes against the night sky. Through clouds of dust and exhaust I saw the other walkers, the twenty or so adults who weren’t driving or babysitting, trudging up the opposite slope, their packs double the size of ours. Behind them the sentries marched backward, flamethrowers at the ready. In the gray light everyone looked shadowy and leeched of color like old photos, the kind I’d seen people take out of their packs at night and caress with their fingertips, as if they were trying to cast a magic spell to bring the scarred, glossy images back to life.

			When we reached the top of the hill I leaned a hand against a tree trunk, its bark as dry and scaly as thorns. The land to our west stretched into darkness. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but the knot in my gut wouldn’t let it go down.

			Did it really matter which way we were heading? East, west, it all looked the same.

			I took a step.

			Then I heard a sharp hiss of breath from behind me, and I turned to peer back down the hill.

			A tall, thin man stood in the swirling smoke we’d left in our wake.

			He could have been anyone, with his camouflage uniform and shadowed face. But the way he moved was wrong. All the grown-ups in camp moved with purpose, keeping the drills and rituals intact, never showing hesitation or doubt no matter what they felt. This man moved in a drifting, unsteady way, taking small steps in one direction, then the other, as if he was up to his waist in water. Only his head, turning back and forth like a snake tonguing the air for prey, seemed fixed with intent.

			“Skaldi!” someone yelled.

			The man in the hollow froze. His nose lifted into the air, more like he’d caught the scent than heard the sound. For a second he stood rooted to the spot, swaying slightly.

			Then he dropped to a crouch and sprang up the hill toward us, one hand propelling him across the ground, the other tucked at his side. His face stayed in shadow, but I caught a glint of his teeth, bared and white in the moonlight.

			Aleka grabbed my arm and dragged me toward the trucks. The group behind us broke formation and ran in the same direction. Korah shouted above the confusion. Doors slammed and my dad’s voice barked orders.

			A yellow burst of flame exploded from the rear truck, its heat searing my eyeballs. The next thing I knew, Aleka had thrown me into the back of the command truck, whispering harshly, “Stay down!” Then she disappeared.

			I lay still and listened to the chaos outside. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I lifted my head to look over the cargo door, but just then Araz hit the gas and all I saw as we blasted into enemy territory were the zigzag trails of flame against a sky without a hint of dawn.

			“The colony!” my dad’s voice rose for a second before drowning in the trucks’ roar. “Protect . . .” Then I heard nothing more.

			The colony. HSC-9, Human Survival Colony Number 9.

			Survival Colony 9. The only home I can remember.

			I just wish I could remember how I got here.

			Or who I am.
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			DUST

			Somehow we gave it the slip.

			The flamethrowers held it at bay long enough for everyone to scramble out of the hollow and onto the trucks. There wasn’t nearly enough room, people hung out the windows and held onto the rails as we bounced and jolted over rough ground. Yov stuck his elbow in my eye, I’m pretty sure not by accident. We must have put twenty miles between us and the creature before slowing down, circling the trucks, and checking for injured or missing. Miraculously, no one had fallen off. The worst anyone got was a scrape from someone else’s fingernails or a bruise from one of the fuel drums. My dad did a head count, twice, but of the fifty-one of us, the only people not accounted for were six of our eight scouts.

			The little kids hadn’t cried once the whole ride.

			My dad stayed up the rest of the night in the command truck, talking to Aleka and the other officers. Everyone else found a spot in the remaining trucks or just threw themselves on the ground. But no one really slept. I curled up behind a tire, and for what was left of the night I lay half-awake, hearing boots shuffle past my head and whispers from the other teenagers lying nearby. Every time my eyes flickered open, I saw the shadowy forms of the sentries prowling the outskirts of our makeshift camp. Sometime in the middle of the night I heard Korah reading our one storybook to the little kids, a fable about a mother rabbit and a baby rabbit. “I’ll come back for you,” she said soothingly. But her voice got all mixed up with the image of the bared teeth of the man in the hollow, and I had the weird thought that the mother rabbit was threatening her baby instead of comforting it. It must have been near morning when I heard two grown-ups arguing, in the hissing whispers people use when they’re trying to keep their voices down.

			“It was too close this time.”

			“Do you think they know?”

			“Don’t be absurd.”

			“This is new territory. Unmapped territory.”

			“You’re suggesting we go back?”

			“I’m suggesting it’s not safe.”

			“It never was.”

			The next thing I knew, a hand settled on my shoulder and my eyes fluttered open to see a man crouching beside me. The light stood behind him, and it took me a second to recognize him as my dad.

			“We have to talk,” he said.

			“Did it come back?”

			“Not so far.”

			I dragged myself from behind the truck and sat to face him. He lowered himself carefully, with his good leg, the left, tucked beneath the right. His hair, long and brown and streaked with gray, veiled his face. With a stick, he absently traced patterns in the dirt. Nothing I had to worry about memorizing, like instructions or schematics, just doodles. Swirls of dust rose to coat his already filthy boots.

			I surveyed the scene while I waited. The sun hung above the trucks, a brownish smear in the brown sky. People sleepwalked around camp in soiled uniforms. My dad had switched the sentries, but even the fresh ones looked dead on their feet. The little kids were still dozing, their bodies flung everywhere like firewood. I could tell from the low haze on the southern horizon that we’d camped near the river, but other than that, the land was empty of familiar markers, no road or rise or ripple to fix our position.

			“Aleka tells me you gave her a hard time last night,” my dad said, not looking at me, still drawing his random squiggles.

			“What?”

			“You heard me.”

			I ran back over the events of the night before, but I couldn’t think of anything that would qualify as “a hard time.” I wondered if Yov had been bad-mouthing me.

			“Is it true?”

			“No way,” I said. “She told me to stick with her and I did. She practically threw me in the back of the truck. End of story.”

			“Because you know I expect you to listen to her the same way you listen to me.”

			“I did, Dad,” I said. “What did she tell you?”

			He sighed and lifted his head to look at me. His face was deeply lined, with dirt in the crevices of his cheeks and the hollows beneath his eyes. An old scar trailed across his forehead to the bridge of his nose, so filthy it seemed to have been dyed black.

			“Aleka’s the best officer I have,” he said. “You saw how close we came last night. From now on, we all need to buckle down. No more fun and games.”

			“Yeah, it’s been such a blast till now.”

			He ignored me. “And we both know you can have trouble focusing. Concentrating on what you need to do.” His fingers speared the air between us, the old signal. “You remember what happened six months ago.”

			“That’s the problem, Dad,” I said bitterly. “I can’t.”

			His eyes flared briefly at the interruption, but his voice stayed calm. “Next time, if there is a next time, I don’t want to have to have this conversation.”

			That makes two of us, I thought.

			“Querry?”

			“Yeah,” I said. “All right. Fine.”

			“I can’t be worrying about you in addition to everything else.”

			“All right, Dad,” I said. “I get it.”

			“I hope so.” He tossed his stick aside and climbed slowly and painfully to his feet, then held out his hand. “Let’s get moving.”

			I took his hand and stood. We didn’t exchange another word. His lecture took me back to the morning, six months ago, when I’d woken to discover two things: I was a member of Survival Colony 9, and my past was gone. I squeezed my eyes shut, recalling that morning, trying to recall what lay beyond it. But as always, I came up empty.

			The smudge of a sun beat down on us as we started our first day on the edge of the unknown.

			*    *    *

			Querry.

			That was the first thing I remember him saying that morning six months ago. His bearded face hovering over me in the gray dark. His almost black eyes keen and watchful. And the unfamiliar word on his lips, spoken with an intensity that made me sure I was supposed to know what it meant.

			“Querry,” he repeated that morning. “How are you feeling?”

			I shook my head.

			“Let’s see if we can get you on your feet,” he said.

			I threw aside the blanket, found myself clothed in camouflage gear. My body ached, hypersensitive to his touch. But I stood, draped my arm over his shoulder. Together we staggered into the bleak light of a newly risen sun.

			And I stared, speechless, at the scene that lay at my feet.

			“What . . .” The word felt like a weight on my tongue. “What is this place?”

			He looked at me sharply. My head throbbed, my eyes felt like they’d been held to a fire.

			“You don’t remember,” he said.

			I shook my head. Everything was fuzzy, blank. I didn’t know what I’d expected to see. Just not this.

			The world stretched in an endless circle of dust around me, broken only by the shapes of ragged tents and squat, rusted trucks. Both were patterned with camouflage colors. Everything else was a dead reddish-brown, the color of dried blood under fingernails. The sky reared across the waste, a uniform brown so similar to the soil my head spun with the feeling that the solid ground was only a reflection. The heat felt like a blanket wrapped around my hands, my eyes, my throat.

			“The Skaldi,” he said. “Do you remember?”

			The word made me shiver, shiver in a hundred-twenty-plus degree day, but why it did I couldn’t have said.

			That’s when he did a strange thing. At first, when he reached out, I flinched. He gripped my hand, guided my fingers to the back of my head, a few inches above where my skull joined my neck. My fingertips brushed against a lump, hard and sore.

			“Querry,” he said. “We have to talk.”

			He told me about the accident that had occurred the night before. The Skaldi attack, the creature in our midst. Me falling off the truck as we were peeling out, the blow to my head. When I still looked at him blankly he gave me a crash course on planetary history. As much of it as he knew, anyway. The wars, the colonies, the Skaldi. How five thousand years of civilization had been wiped out in a few years of madness, how the survivors had barely begun to pick up the pieces when the Skaldi appeared to feed on the few who remained. He sounded annoyed, maybe because this was all news to me. Or maybe because he was so unclear on the details. He’d only been a little kid himself when the wars began, and by the time they were over, hardly anyone was left who remembered.

			“Let’s take a walk,” he said. “Check in on the troops.”

			He helped me stand. Dust billowed around our legs as we walked. When I looked back I saw clouds of it suspended in the angled rays of the sun like spears.

			We approached a tall woman who stood with her back to us, hands on hips, the sharp angles of her elbows accentuating her slenderness. When she heard us she turned, and her eyes, hard and gray as iron, fell on me.

			“Aleka,” he said. “As you can see, Querry’s back on his feet.”

			She nodded curtly. “Laman,” she said. “I’d like to have a few words with you once you’re done showing Querry around.”

			She spun and stalked away.

			“What did I . . . ?” I started to say.

			“Nothing,” he said. “It’s just been a bad day for all of us.”

			We resumed our walk. More faces passed in front of me. A boy with bare, muscled arms and shaggy hair, who looked at me with a smug, superior smile. Wali. The black-haired girl by his side, whose brilliant blue eyes watched me curiously in a way that made my heart pound in my chest. Korah. Grown-ups, all of them confronting me with surly expressions I couldn’t understand. Araz. Soon. Kin. A group of little kids who trailed each other in some frenzied game, moving so fast the names he hurled at them didn’t seem to stick on any one in particular. A lean, lanky boy who lounged on a crate outside a tent, skinning a stake with his pocketknife. He smiled crookedly and pointed his blade at my chest as we approached.

			“Might want to button up,” he said. “Wouldn’t want to catch cold.” His eyebrows rose mockingly. “Space Boy.”

			I looked down and saw that my uniform top was unbuttoned from my midsection to my belt. I hastily did the remaining buttons, shoved the top into my pants. My escort looked at me, shaking his head slowly.

			“This is Yov,” he said.

			The scraping sound of the knife prickled along my spine.

			We moved on. More names, faces. Scouts, officers, drivers. The camp healer, Tyris. The mechanic, Mika. A group of teens. Adem. Nessa. Kelmen. With each introduction my right hand itched to reach out, but none of the uniformed people offered to do the same. And their names and faces, no matter how much I repeated them, became tangled the moment we moved on.

			My guide must have seen it in my eyes.

			“They’re just spooked by what happened,” he said. “Give it time.”

			I nodded. The knot on my skull throbbed.

			The days immediately after the accident were the worst. I walked around in a fog, staring at faces without names, thinking I had to get dressed only to discover I already had my clothes on. Every morning the same: his bearded face floating above me, the word on his tongue, the empty world outside. He walked me through camp, showing me the trucks, the supply tent, the latrine. That was nothing but a hole in the ground. He reviewed drills, briefed me on the procedure in case of Skaldi attack. He tried to fill in the larger world, our coordinates, our movements. We hiked south to the riverside, north to the remains of the road that had once carried thousands of cars, then squadrons of military vehicles, then nothing but dust. But for those first few days my brain was like the road, empty of traffic. Only snippets stuck: Yov’s knife, Aleka’s frown, Korah’s eyes. Maybe a week passed before the snippets turned to solids, before the camp started to fall into place, the names, the history, the routines. One morning, I woke with the realization that I could string days together, each day enough unlike the others to tell the difference, and fix the whole sequence in my head to compose a larger span of time. I reached behind me to touch the tender spot on my head, only to find it was gone.

			“I remember,” I told him that morning. For the first time, when I’d woken to find him hanging over me, it hadn’t been either a surprise or a shock.

			“Tell me.”

			“I remember what we did yesterday.” The concept of yesterday was so new to me it seemed miraculous. “When we reviewed troop formations. And the day before. When Korah helped me set up the tent.”

			I felt my face grow warm as I said her name, and I knew I remembered her. Our hands had touched once or twice when she instructed me how to lift the frame, tie the stakes. I even thought she’d smiled at me, before Wali showed up to steer her away.

			“And . . . ?”

			“And . . . the day before. I remember about the Skaldi, what you told me. How they take control of your body. Imitate you. How you can’t trust anyone you don’t know.” I sensed I’d reached the end of what I remembered, so I added, “Or anyone you’re not sure you know either.”

			“You watch them,” he said, nodding, his face darkening. “For erratic behavior. Not acting like themselves. If you suspect, you alert the commander and have them taken in for the trials.” He leaned back on the canvas and metal seat beside my bed. “That’s all?”

			“That’s all.”

			And that was all. The week rested in my memory, more or less intact. But beyond that, nothing. Not the creature attacking, not the fall from the truck, not the impact with the ground. Not a trace of all the years that had come before. The accident had cut me off from my past as completely as a knife slicing through rope. I could unspool days in my mind, think I was getting closer to the starting point, but then the rope would fall slack. And no matter how much I pulled, all I’d end up with in my hand was the frayed end.

			“Give it time,” he had said. I clung to that.

			But time passed.

			And time failed.

			*    *    *

			That first morning we returned to my tent, as the sun lent a reddish cast to the dun brown sky. I’d begun to feel lightheaded, the bump on my head pulsing to the beat of my heart. He’d reintroduced me to everyone in camp, but I’d confused all the names and faces by now.

			He helped me lower myself to my cot. He was about to go when I stopped him. “How old am I?”

			“Fourteen,” he said. “More or less.” He dropped his eyes. “We don’t keep such good track of dates. They don’t matter much anymore.” He reached inside his jacket. “Here.”

			I took the shard of half-silvered glass. Through splotches and black speckles I saw a shock of sandy blond hair, a forehead sprinkled with red dots, a chin covered with fine fuzz. A face that seemed both lean and lumpy, as if someone had stretched the skin tight over cheekbones and nose and forehead. I stared at it for what seemed hours. Its blue-gray eyes stared back.

			I handed the mirror back to him. “Keep it,” he said, waving it away.

			Finally I asked the question I hadn’t wanted to admit I had to ask.

			“Who am I?”

			“You’re my son.” He said it as if he was trying to force it through the hole in my memory. “My name is Laman Genn, and I’m the commander of this camp. Survival Colony Nine. Your name is Querry Genn. You’re my son.”

			Your name is Querry Genn. I rolled the words around on my tongue, repeated them inside my head, listened for a response. None came.

			“We don’t keep much in camp,” he said, lowering his eyes again. “Only what we need. I wish I had something to show you. Some proof.”

			“Proof?”

			“Something from when you were growing up,” he said. “Boots, a drawing. Some parents keep those things. I don’t.”

			“That’s okay.” I felt the room spinning, not from dizziness or nausea. It was like everything had come loose from its moorings, like the whole world was floating in space with nothing to hold it down. “I’ve lost so much,” I said.

			“How’s that?”

			“I’ve lost everything.” My hands grasped the air between us. I didn’t want to cry in front of him, but I felt the sting in my eyes. “I’ve lost everything.”

			“Then you’ll just have to win it back.” His eyes met mine, and I saw no compromise there. “I’m sorry this happened, Querry. But we don’t have the luxury of mourning or regret. Those creatures are out there, the western desert is swarming with them, and if they see a weakness, they’ll strike. You’ve lost a lifetime of training, information we need to fight against them, and you’ll have to relearn it in a matter of days. Before they find us again.”

			“I’ll try,” I said.

			“Try now.” He leaned forward, his eyes holding mine. “We talked to Araz earlier today about the loading sequence for an evacuation. What do you remember?”

			“Araz?”

			“My driver. The loading sequence.” And then he said it, his fingers pointing straight at me, his mouth a grim line beneath his unkempt beard. “Focus.”

			I tried. I struggled to remember. For my sake, his, ours. I pictured Araz, a burly man with a shaved head, leaning on the tailgate of the truck and ticking off supplies on a mental manifest. I closed my eyes and fought to recover the items on his list, information I’d apparently learned at one time, apparently relearned just hours ago.

			“I don’t remember,” I admitted.

			He sighed, sat back, chewed the ends of his mustache with teeth that were chipped and discolored. “Well then,” he said. “I’d better go over it again.”

			He began, running down the contents of Araz’s list, naming everyone responsible for the loading, rattling off numbers and figures and code. I found myself nodding, his words becoming a steady hum of sound. I studied his mannerisms, the way he narrowed his eyes and averted his head when he paused for thought, the way his bony fingers came together to make a point, steepled then separated, sliced the air in invisible diagrams. Something nagged at me, something important. I didn’t care if he’d thrown away my baby boots and drawings, but this I was sure I needed to know.

			Finally it came to me. “What happened to my mom?”

			He stopped abruptly, hands frozen in mid-motion. “That was a long time ago,” he said softly. “This is what matters today.”

			He stood and went to the door of the tent. Outside, the sounds of the camp filtered through the slit in the heavy canvas. He pulled the flap shut and returned to my cot, and his eyes flashed like hot embers on a dying fire. “You have to understand something, Querry,” he said in a fierce undertone. “Everything around you is a relic from a world that’s disappeared. The trucks, the tents, the weapons. The uniform on your back is the uniform one of them wore, half a century ago, when their armies marched in the millions to destroy each other. They damn near succeeded. They sucked the place dry, bombed it to pieces, and left us with . . . this.” His gesture took in everything, the endless emptiness of the world outside. “Then, when there weren’t enough of them left to kill each other, the Skaldi came and tried to finish the job. Some might say they’ve already won. But from where I’m sitting, they’re exactly fifty-one survivors short of their goal.”

			He leaned in closer, fixing me with his eyes. “The past is gone, Querry. We’re still here. The only things you need to remember are the things that will help us stay alive. I haven’t lost anyone in a very long time. And I don’t intend to start now.”

			I dropped my eyes and nodded, understanding.

			“All right,” he said. “Now focus. Again.”

			And it began, my reeducation into the life of Survival Colony 9. It continued through six months of drills, attacks, escapes. It continued through Korah’s smile, Aleka’s stony gaze, Yov’s sneer. It continued through days I hoped I would remember my past, nights I began to doubt I ever would. In six short months, I tried to relearn a lifetime, and he was always there to remind me when I forgot.

			But through the entire six months, I never forgot that first morning. I never forgot how I watched his hands, his eyes, how I formed his words silently on my tongue. How I tried to focus on what the colony had suffered, what it needed from me. How I tried not to let all I’d lost flicker across my mind.
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			Post

			The missing scouts returned the second morning after the attack in the hollow.

			Most of them, anyway. They’d found the remains of our camp, figured out from the scorch marks and tire tracks what had happened, and tramped across the desert to our new hideout. They’d met nothing along the way.

			But one of the scouting teams, a man named Danis and a woman named Petra, never reported back. My dad tried raising them on the walkie-talkie, but all he got was static. Not that this was unusual. All he got most of the time was static.

			What was unusual, though, was for Petra to lag behind. She was our best scout, the one we always counted on to keep us on alert. She wasn’t the best at taking orders, she pretty much did her own thing, but my dad overlooked that in her case.

			Her absence settled over the camp, heavy as a stone. No one said anything, but I could see in their eyes what they were thinking.

			No chance she’d gotten lost. She might still be scouting, trying to draw them off our trail. But it might be that the one in the hollow had finished with that body and jumped to hers.

			So we had to be careful if she did return. She might not be herself.

			That’s the worst thing about them. Besides what they can do to you, I mean. They make you suspicious, paranoid. It’s not so bad when they attack the whole camp. At least then you know what you’re up against. More often, though, they show up in the body of someone you used to know, a scout or some other straggler. They insinuate themselves into the colony, wait for nightfall, for someone to stray off by himself. Then they take that body and leave the other behind. Tyris figures they use up a body in days, weeks at most. But even when you find the remains of their last victim, you’re never sure who’s infected. My dad told me about this one guy, years ago, when he was second-in-command of Survival Colony 9. The guy had a mannerism, or a tic: the left side of his face would jerk up in a sort of half-smile. When the Skaldi took him, it copied that quirk so perfectly no one knew it wasn’t him. It fooled everyone except my dad, who insisted they drag the guy in for the trials. My dad’s predecessor nearly became the creature’s final kill before it got fed to the flamethrowers.

			“I can still see it,” my dad said to me. “The head was the last thing to go. And I’ll swear it still had that half-smile on its face.”

			Leeches, he calls them. Soul-suckers. Others call them a whole lot worse.

			No one knows how they do what they do. How they mimic the people they infect, why they use up bodies so fast. You’d think after a half-century of being hunted by them we’d have a better idea of what we’re up against, but the sad truth is, we’re no closer than we ever were. No one knows how many of them there are, why they tend to attack singly, why their attacks have always come from the west. I’ve heard that the cities, what’s left of them, are overrun by Skaldi, and that’s why the colonies fled to the desert fifty years ago. But it’s all rumor. No one’s ever seen Skaldi outside the bodies they steal, or at least no one’s ever lived to tell the tale. No one even knows how they got their name. They’ve always been called Skaldi, and I don’t think anyone’s ever figured out where the word came from.

			And no one knows where they came from, either. The first anyone heard of them was after the wars, when the survival colonies had newly come into existence. Once the colonists realized the Skaldi were among them, their task—rebuilding civilization—turned into something a lot less lofty: staying alive. Everyone has a theory of Skaldi origins. Radiation, evolution, outer space. But no one knows.

			All anyone knows is that they’re here.

			*    *    *

			When the missing scouts straggled into camp, I was still in bed. Not sleeping, just lying there, running over lists in my head. Trying to fill in the blanks. I knew I should be up, I knew I needed to set an example. I also knew that with my dad a fine line existed between toleration and fury. But it was one of my few moments to be completely by myself, and I wasn’t willing to lose it.

			This morning, though, it wasn’t going to happen. The scouts were too beat to go back out, and we needed to investigate our new surroundings. We’d never been this far west, not that I could remember, and Korah confirmed what my memory couldn’t. We’d seen no signs of Skaldi at our new camp, but that was like saying we’d seen no signs of air. Some things you don’t need to see.

			So while the scouts dozed in the tents, me and the rest of the teens went out on recon. In the company of grown-ups, of course. Not that it’s all that dangerous in the daytime. The Skaldi mostly come out at night. Aside from the obvious advantage darkness gives them, Tyris thinks the light hurts their skin and eyes. Something about what they do to the bodies they steal makes their flesh burn easily, she thinks. But she and Soon took along flamethrowers just in case, and Aleka carried one of our four functioning walkie-talkies. Before we left, she sat us down for a lecture.

			“We have no idea what’s in this sector,” she said. “If anyone steps out of line, Laman will hear of it.”

			“I’m quaking in my boots,” Yov muttered. Aleka glared but said nothing.

			Tyris and Soon went up ahead with the main body of teenagers, and I pretty much stuck with Aleka. At first I expected an environment totally unlike anything I’d seen—canyons, prairies, I didn’t know what—but it turned out the land didn’t look so different from what we were used to, except the east-west road had vanished into the dust. Bombed, probably. The desert undulated a little like waves, but other than that it was as bare and blank as ever. Once the tents and trucks disappeared into the heat haze, I had the feeling I always got out in the field, like I was a thousand miles from where I’d begun. I’d turn around and in the time it took to turn back, I’d need to use the sun to orient myself. Every once in a while I’d see Wali or Korah glance back, as if they were checking up on me. Wali wasn’t so bad, I’d gotten used to him looking at me coolly, like I was inside a jar. With Korah it was different. My heart jumped every time her dazzling blue eyes swung my way. And then Wali would put his arm around her shoulders or slide his hand down her forearm, and I’d watch the muscles flex beneath his shirt and I’d look somewhere else before he got any ideas.

			My dad had called this a recon operation, and there was something to that. Not only did we need to keep an eye out for Skaldi, but we needed to map this new terrain, to avoid the places so littered with drill pits and sinkholes you could vanish into the land, others so strewn with mines you could blow yourself into the sky. But like all our operations, this one’s unstated purpose was to hunt for food. The land farther east yielded just enough to keep us constantly hungry: tough roots that could be gnawed, tree bark that could be boiled into a watery soup, the occasional desert bloom. Termites afforded a rare delicacy, if by delicacy you meant anything that carried an ounce of protein. We came across their mounds every so often and battered them apart with gun butts to get at the swarming creatures inside. They tasted terrible, like everything else, but they were numerous and easy to catch and there was no telling when you’d have another chance at a meal that size. When you found them your stomach went to war with your head. Your stomach always won, even if your head wasn’t happy about it.

			We’d been stumbling around in the sun and dust for a couple hours, not finding anything except the distortion heat makes on the horizon, when Wali swore he saw something up ahead, a shape the color of the dust creeping on all fours. We froze, and Aleka scouted ahead with our one pair of working binoculars. I crept to her side.

			“Skaldi?”

			She strained into the distance, and for a second I thought I saw her go rigid. Then she relaxed. “False alarm.”

			Yov’s laugh broke the desert stillness. “When’s the last time you heard of Skaldi crawling around like babies?”

			“Laman told me they don’t always try to imitate you,” Wali said. “It depends on what they want your body for.”

			“Laman told you,” Yov sniffed.

			“He said if they’re only using it for locomotion they don’t take care of it. They let it get broken, dirty.” For once, he looked embarrassed. “Dirtier than usual, I mean.”

			“You sound like Space Boy,” Yov said. “Laman this, Laman that.” He turned to me, smiling cruelly. “That right, Space Boy? Daddy write the gospel?”

			“Then what do you think it was?” Wali demanded.

			“How should I know?” Yov said. “Could be an elephant that didn’t get the news the world ended. Or a figment of your overactive imagination.”

			Wali balled his fists and seemed ready to go for Yov, but Korah pulled him away. Her whispered words thrilled me even more than if I’d actually heard what she said. Yov smirked at the two of them, looking about as concerned as he would have if a beetle had dive-bombed his face.

			It was getting dangerously close to midday, and Aleka had just about decided we were wasting our time when Yov reported spotting shapes that looked like trees farther to the west. At first I figured he was still messing with Wali, or maybe he’d gotten sick from the heat and seen something that wasn’t there. But when Aleka trained her binoculars in the direction he pointed, she made out what looked like a row of stakes on a ripple in the land you might call a hill. A mile distant, possibly more. But she decided it was worth checking out. “Carefully,” she said. We pulled our caps lower on our heads and plodded forward, raising trails of dust that eddied around our legs before sinking back as if they’d never been there at all.

			In less than an hour we drew close enough to see that the shapes weren’t trees but the remains of buildings, perched on the only elevation for miles. Aleka called a halt at the base of the hill, and she and Soon conferred for a minute. He thought the structures might be the ruins of a survival colony, one of the earlier ones that had started rebuilding before the Skaldi killed them off or forced them to run. But Aleka said no survival colony would have built houses that large. And she was right, they dominated the landscape, a cluster of them standing stark against the lowering sky. Our boots struck clumps of something black, the remains of a road.
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