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    CHAPTER 1




    The Wasteland




    SHE GRABBED THE HILT of her knife and scrambled backward into the darkness, holding the baby close in her other arm. Beyond the fire, the wasteland was still, as if the wind and even the stones had frozen in the night to listen, and then she heard it again, a faint chink, like a footfall in pebbles. Someone or something was out there, watching her.




    Gaia turned the knife in her palm, resettling her grip, and peered toward where the far edge of the firelight touched the boulders and the gnarled, wind-stunted trees of the gulch. Without dropping her gaze, she felt by hand that the baby was secure in the sling across her chest, her warm, light weight hardly more than a loaf of bread. She’d left the baby bottle on a ledge of rock, out by the fire, and she hoped whoever was watching her wouldn’t take that bottle, what ever else they might do.




    The chinking noise came again, drawing her gaze to the far side of the fire. Then a head, an enormous, animal head, big as a cow’s but long of face, appeared at the edge of the firelight, looking directly at her. A horse? she thought, astounded to see an animal she’d believed was extinct. She checked its back for a rider, but there was none.




    Inadvertently, she lowered her knife. In that instant, a powerful hand closed around her wrist and another touched around her throat.




    “Drop it.”




    The voice came softly from behind her right ear. Sweat broke out along her arms and neck, but still she clasped the knife. His grip did not move, did not lessen or increase at all, conveying his confidence that he simply had to wait until she obeyed. So completely, so imperceptibly had he crept up around her that she stood no chance of fighting back. Below her jaw, she could feel her own pulse beating against the firm, pernicious pressure of his thumb.




    “Don’t hurt me,” she said, but even as she spoke, she realized he could have killed her already if that had been his intention. Rapidly, she imagined trying to twist free of him with a kick, but the baby might get hurt. She couldn’t risk it.




    “Just drop it,” came the voice again. “We’ll talk.”




    With a sense of despair, she dropped her knife.




    “Do you have any other weapons on you?”




    She shook her head.




    “No sudden moves,” he said, and his hands released her.




    She sagged slightly, feeling the adrenaline still coursing through her. He picked up her knife and took a step toward the glow of the fire. A broad-shouldered, bearded man, he wore clothes and a hat of the same worn, dusty color as the wasteland.




    “Step forward where I can see you properly,” he said, and held out a hand to invite her forward. “Where’s the rest of your group?”




    “We’re it,” she said.




    Gaia stepped into the firelight, and now that the burst of fear that had given her strength was receding, she doubted she could stand for long. The campsite, she knew, must reveal how she’d been reduced to the last, pathetic shreds of survival. He picked up the baby bottle. She watched his gaze settle on the sling that crossed her chest and the protective hand she kept there. He jogged up the brim of his hat with his thumb in obvious surprise.




    “You have a baby?”




    Gaia braced a hand against the tree trunk. “You don’t have any baby formula with you, do you?”




    “I don’t usually carry that. What’s in this?” He gave the bottle a little shake, and the translucent liquid caught the golden firelight.




    “Rabbit broth. She won’t take it anymore. She’s too weak.”




    “A girl, even. Let me see her.”




    She curved back the edge of the sling for him to see, and as she had done a thousand times since she’d left the Enclave, she checked her sleeping sister to see if she was still breathing. Firelight flickered over the little, pinched face, bathing it in brief color before sending it back to black and white. A delicate vein arched along Maya’s right temple, and a breath lifted her little chest.




    The man touched a finger to the baby’s eyelid, lifted it a moment, then let it go.




    He gave a sharp whistle, and the horse came nearer. “Here we go, then, Mlady,” he said. Decisively, the outrider lifted Gaia from the ground and up to the saddle. She grabbed the pommel to balance herself and Maya, and swung a leg over. He passed her the bottle and her cloak, then collected her meager things into her pack and slung it over his own shoulder.




    “Where are we going?” Gaia asked.




    “To Sylum as directly as we can. I hope it’s not too late.”




    Shifting, she tried to arrange some of the fabric of her dress between herself and the saddle. She could feel the dark, cool air touching her legs above the tops of her boots. When the outrider swung up behind her on the horse, she instinctively leaned forward, trying not to crowd against him. His arms encircled her as he reached for the reins, and then he kicked the horse into motion.




    “Hey, Spider.”




    The horse’s movements seemed jerky to Gaia at first, but when her hips relaxed into the horse’s stride, the ride became smoother. Behind them, the gibbous moon was low on the western horizon, casting a light strong enough to create shadows in their path, and Gaia peered to her right, toward the south, to where the Enclave and all she’d left behind had long ago dropped beneath the dark horizon.




    For the first time in days, Gaia realized she might live, and hope was almost painful as it reawakened inside her. Inexplicably, she thought of Leon, and a lightless, lonely feeling surrounded her, as real as the outrider’s unfamiliar, protective arms. She’d lost him. Whether he lived or died she would never know, and in a way, the uncertainty rivaled the unhappiness of knowing definitively that her parents were dead.




    Her sister could well be next. Gaia reached her hand into the sling, easing her fingers between layers of fabric so that she could feel the baby’s warm head in the palm of her hand. She made sure the cloak couldn’t smother the little face, and then she let her eyes close. She nodded gently with the rhythm of the horse.




    “Maya is dying,” she said, finally admitting it to herself.




    The man didn’t reply at first, and she thought he must not care. But then there was a careful shifting behind her.




    “She may die,” he confirmed quietly. “Is she suffering now?”




    Not anymore, she thought. Maya’s crying, before, had been hard to bear. This was a much quieter, more final form of heartbreak. “No,” Gaia said.




    She slumped forward, dimly aware that he was helping, with singular tenderness, to support her and the baby both. Why a stranger’s kindness should amplify her sadness she didn’t know, but it did. Her legs were chilled, but the rest of her was fast becoming warmer. Lulled by despair and the soporific, distance-eating gait, she gave in to what ever relief oblivion could bring, and slept.




    It seemed like years passed before Gaia became dimly aware of a change around them. She ached everywhere, and she was still riding, but she was leaning back against the man whose arms were supporting her and the baby securely. The baby’s body was warm. Gaia took a deep breath and opened her eyes to search Maya’s face. The baby’s skin was translucent, almost blue in its pallor, but she still breathed. When sunlight flickered over the little face, Gaia looked up in wonder to see that they were in a forest.




    Tiny dust motes floated in shafts of sunlight that dropped through the canopy of leaves and pine needles, and the air had a lush, humid luminosity that changed breathing fundamentally, filling her lungs with something warm and rich each time she inhaled.




    “What is it, in the air?” she asked.




    “It’s just the forest,” he said. “You might be smelling the marsh. We don’t have much farther to go.”




    Even when it had rained in Wharfton, the air itself had remained sere between each raindrop, aching to suck away any moisture, but here, when she lifted her hand, she could feel a trace of new elasticity between her fingers.




    “You talk in your sleep,” the outrider said. “Is Leon your husband?”




    The thought of Leon as her husband was too ludicrous and sad to bear, no matter what she might say in her dreams. “No,” she said. “I’m not married.”




    She glanced down, checking to see if the necklace Leon had returned to her was still around her neck. She tugged the chain so her locket watch rested on top of the neckline of her dress and loosened her cloak. As she straightened, the man let her go, using only his right hand to hold the reins. His fingers, she saw, were clean, with stubby fingernails.




    “Where are you from?” he asked.




    “South of here. From Wharfton, on the other side of the wasteland.”




    “So that still exists?” he asked. “How long have you been traveling?”




    She thought back over a daze of time in the wasteland. “The formula for Maya lasted ten days. I lost track after that. I found an oasis and caught a rabbit. That was, I’m not sure, maybe two days ago.” There’d been a corpse at the oasis, a body with no visible wounds, like a harbinger of her own pending starvation. Yet she’d made it this far.




    “You’re safe now,” he said. “Or almost.”




    The path rose one last time, turned, and the earth dropped away on their right. Stretching far toward the eastern horizon was a great, blue-green flatness that reflected bits of sky between hillocks of green.




    She had to squint to see it clearly, and even then she could hardly believe what she was seeing. “Is it a lake?”




    “It’s the marsh. Marsh Nipigon.”




    “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” she said.




    Lifting a hand to shade her eyes, she stared, marveling. Gaia had spent much of her childhood trying to imagine Unlake Superior full of water, but she’d never guessed it would be like having a second, broken sky down below the horizon. The marsh expanded across much of the visible world: part serpentine paths of water, part patches of green, with three islands receding into the distance. Even from this height, she could breathe in the cool freshness of it, laced with the loamy tang of mud.




    “How can there be so much water?” she asked. “Why hasn’t it all evaporated?”




    “Most of the water is gone. This is all that’s left of an old lake from the cool age, and the water gets lower every year.”




    She pointed to a swatch of dark green that rippled in a slow-motion wave as the wind moved across it. “What’s that area there?”




    “There? That’s the black rice slue,” he said.




    The path took a long, left-handed turn along the bluff, and as they rode, Gaia could see where the landscape dipped down to form a sprawling V-shaped valley. At the wide end, the forest descended to meet the marsh. A patchwork of woods, farmland, and backyard gardens seemed to be stitched together by dirt roads and pinned in place by three water towers. Where the path curved down to meet the sandy beach, a dozen groups of men were working around canoes and skiffs.




    “Havandish!” the outrider called. “Hurry ahead and tell the Matrarc I’ve brought in a girl with a starving baby. She needs a wet nurse.”




    “We’ll meet you at the lodge,” a man answered, swinging onto another horse and bolting ahead. People turned to stare.




    “Who’s the Matrarc?” Gaia asked.




    “Mlady Olivia. She runs Sylum for us,” he said.




    He steered his horse rapidly up the shore and through the village, and for the first time, the horse stumbled. Gaia clutched at the pommel, but the horse regained its footing.




    “Almost there, Spider,” the outrider said. “Good boy.”




    Caked with sweat, double-burdened, the horse flicked back an ear and pushed onward. The road turned to abut a level, open oval of lawn, edged with oaks and ringed farther out by sturdy log cabins. Simply dressed people paused in their work to follow their progress.




    Ahead, a sun-scorched strip of dirt separated the commons from a big lodge of hewn, dovetailed logs, and in this area stood a row of four wooden frames, like disconnected parts of a fence. Puzzled by the jumbled sight, Gaia stared at a hunched form in the last frame until understanding came to her: they were stocks, and the dark form was a slumped prisoner, passed out or dead under the noonday sun.




    “Why is that man in the stocks?” she asked.




    “Attempted rape.”




    “Is the girl okay?” Gaia asked. What sort of place have I come to?




    “Yes,” he said, and dismounted from behind her. Rugged and lean, bearded and strong, the outrider ran a hand down his horse’s neck and turned to look up at Gaia. He isn’t old, she thought, surprised by her first clear look at him. She’d seen the outrider only by the light of the fire, and she was curious now to see how this man, to whom she owed her life, matched his voice and clean hands.




    He tilted his face slightly, regarding her closely, and she waited for a question about the scar that disfigured the left side of her face. It never came. Instead, he took off his hat to rake a hand through hair that was dark with sweat. Decisive, perceptive eyes dominated his even features with inviting candor. Beneath his beard, the corners of his mouth turned down briefly with a trace of regret.




    He donned his hat again. “I hope your baby makes it, Mlass,” he said. “For your own sake.”




    Startled, she instinctively held her sister closer, but before she could ask what he meant, a light tapping noise came from behind her. She turned. A wide, deep veranda spanned the width of the big lodge, and a white-haired woman with a red cane was coming through the screen door. She stood straight, and her pale blue dress draped over her pregnant form with regal simplicity. A bit of gold and glass hung from a necklace, gleaming against her dark skin.




    Six months, Gaia estimated. The Matrarc was six months pregnant.




    Half a dozen women were coming out of the lodge behind the Matrarc, openly curious, and more people were gathering in the commons.




    The Matrarc held out a slender hand in a gesture of expectation. “Chardo Peter? You brought in a girl and a baby?”




    Gaia noticed a subtle disconnection between the Matrarc’s gesture and the direction of her gaze, and put it together with the significance of the cane: she was blind.




    “Yes, Mlady,” he said. “The baby’s a girl and nearly dead from starvation.”




    “Bring them here to me,” said the Matrarc. “I suppose the girl is weak. Carry her if you must.”




    Chardo propped his hat on the pommel and reached up to help Gaia. She shifted her sling to make sure Maya was secure. As her feet touched the dirt, her knees buckled, and he caught her before her legs gave out entirely. “Forgive me, Mlass,” he said. He scooped her up in his arms and delivered her to the top of the steps. Gaia steadied herself against a log pillar and glanced furtively around. She didn’t know why she was uneasy, but something felt wrong.




    “Please,” Gaia said. “We need a doctor.”




    The tip of the Matrarc’s red cane nudged Gaia’s boot, but then she set the cane aside and extended her hands. “I want to see the baby.” There was a melodious, deep quality in her voice that took the edge off her direct command, and yet she clearly expected to be obeyed.




    Gaia gently extricated Maya from the sling and lifted her into those expectant hands. Unbelievably scrawny and fragile, the baby was hardly more than a listless bundle of blankets. The Matrarc cradled Maya in one arm and ran quick fingers over her face and arms, settling at the baby’s throat.




    Up close, Gaia saw the Matrarc’s complexion was a deep tan, with darker freckles splayed across her nose and cheeks. Her wrinkles were few. Despite prematurely white hair, which was arranged in a soft, heavy bun, the Matrarc was in her midthirties, Gaia guessed, and obviously competent with a baby. The clear, translucent brown of her sightless eyes was lit by an alert, trenchant expression, and then she frowned with concern.




    “You see?” Gaia said.




    “It’s not good,” the Matrarc said. “When was she born?”




    “About two weeks ago. She was premature.”




    “Where’s Mlady Eva?” the Matrarc said.




    A woman was hurrying across the commons carrying a baby of her own. “I’m here!” she called. Her apron had streaks of red, and her dark hair was coming loose from its ponytail. “I was just putting up my preserves, but Havandish told me this couldn’t wait. Why do you need my baby?”




    “You’ll need him to get your milk flowing,” the Matrarc said. “A baby has just arrived who’s too weak even to suck. Do the best you can for her. Mlady Roxanne, take them in. Quickly, please.”




    The Matrarc passed Gaia’s sister to a tall, angular woman who gave Gaia a swift look through her glasses, then took the baby into the lodge. Mlady Eva was untucking her blouse as she hurried after them.




    “Wait for me,” Gaia said.




    “No, stay,” the Matrarc said. “We need to get acquainted. What’s your name, child?”




    Gaia peered anxiously through the screen door, but already the others were out of sight. She tried to follow, but her legs were still too wobbly. “Where are they going? I need to be with my sister.”




    “She’s not your own child, then?” the Matrarc asked.




    “No. Of course not.” Gaia glanced at Chardo to find him regarding her with faint surprise, as if he had been operating under the same misassumption as the Matrarc. “I would never have been feeding her rabbit broth if I could have nursed her myself,” she said to him.




    “I didn’t know what to think,” he said.




    “Obviously, you’ve been through an ordeal,” the Matrarc cut in, lifting a hand. “Let me see your face.”




    Gaia backed against the railing to avoid the Matrarc’s touch. “No,” she said.




    “Ah!” said the Matrarc in surprise, dropping her hand.




    “Mlass, you need to cooperate with her,” Chardo said.




    Cooperating, Gaia had learned, could be dangerous. “I need to be with my sister,” she argued. “Take me to her and then I’ll cooperate.”




    The Matrarc drummed her fingers on top of her cane. “You have that backward, I’m afraid. How old are you? Where have you come from?”




    “I’m Gaia Stone,” she said. “I’m sixteen. I left Wharfton two weeks ago. Now let me in there. We’re wasting time.”




    A puzzled crease came to the Matrarc’s forehead. “Why do I know this name?” she asked. “Who are your parents?”




    “They were Bonnie and Jasper Stone.” A thought hit Gaia. “Do you know my grandmother, Danni Orion? Is she here?”




    The Matrarc touched her own necklace, and took a long moment before she replied. “Danni Orion was the Matrarc before me. I’m sorry to tell you she’s been dead these ten years now.”




    As the Matrarc released her necklace, Gaia saw the pendant clearly for the first time. It was a gilt-edged monocle, and the familiarity of it stunned her. Years ago, in one of her earliest memories, she’d seen the same monocle in the sunlight as her grandmother twisted it to dazzle her.




    “You have my grandmother’s monocle,” Gaia said in wonder. Gone was the chance to ever know her grandmother, replaced by a concrete truth: this was the place she’d been seeking for weeks in the wasteland, her grandmother’s home, the Dead Forest that Gaia’s mother and Old Meg had urged her to find. She gazed out at the big, shady trees and lush greens of the commons, proof that nothing here was dead except the possibility she would ever be reunited with Danni O.




    “Gaia Stone,” the Matrarc said slowly, testing the name. “Your grandmother told me about your family. A brother was taken away from you, I think. I remember now. They burned your face, didn’t they?”




    Everything inside Gaia slowed down, and she let her gaze drift up to the woman’s sightless eyes. It was beyond strange to come all this way and meet someone who knew, without seeing or touching her, that her face was scarred. She untucked the hair behind her left ear to let it slide forward.




    “Two brothers,” Gaia said, correcting her, as if it still mattered. “The Enclave took both of my brothers. One I’ve never met. The other left for the wasteland shortly before I did.”




    “Why weren’t you taken into the Enclave? I don’t understand.”




    “The burn scar kept me out of consideration for advancing or I might have been taken, too.”




    “Where are your parents now?” the Matrarc asked.




    “Dead, back in the Enclave. My father was murdered. My mother died giving birth to my sister.”




    “I’m sorry,” the Matrarc said.




    Gaia stared bleakly toward the screen door. “Please,” she said. “Let me go to my sister. I need to be sure she’s okay.”




    “You can’t do anything more for her, and there’s something we need to settle,” the Matrarc said. She made a gesture. “Bring her a chair.”




    Chardo fetched one from farther along the porch, and Gaia eased down upon it gripping the edge of the wooden seat.




    “Tell me something,” the Matrarc said. “Why did you go into the wasteland with a baby? Why would you risk her life?”




    “I didn’t have a choice,” Gaia said.




    “Maybe you didn’t for yourself,” the Matrarc said. “But why couldn’t you leave the baby behind? Surely someone in Wharfton would have cared for her.”




    Gaia’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. She had promised her mother to protect Maya, and for Gaia, that had meant staying together as a family. “I couldn’t leave her.”




    “Even knowing it was likely she would die?”




    Gaia shook her head. “You don’t understand. I had to take care of her. I didn’t know it would take us so long to cross the wasteland.” Then she remembered that her friend Emily had offered to care for Maya, and she’d refused. Had that been a mistake?




    “Or what you would find on the other side, I expect,” the Matrarc asked. “It was a terrible risk. A desperate, suicidal risk, in fact. Were you persecuted in your home? Were you a criminal or a rebel of some kind? Did you leave to escape the law?”




    Gaia looked uneasily at Chardo and the others.




    “I resisted the government in the Enclave,” she admitted. “But I didn’t cause any rebellion. I did what I thought was right. That’s all.”




    “ ‘That’s all’?” the Matrarc echoed, and then laughed. She pensively circled her cane tip against the floor while her eyes grew serious again. “You have a decision to make, Mlass Gaia. Staying in Sylum is like coming through a one-way gate. You can enter, but anyone who tries to leave Sylum dies. We don’t understand fully why this happens, but we find their bodies.”




    Gaia’s eyes grew wide. “I saw a corpse,” she said. “At the oasis two days ago. He was only recently dead. I was afraid it meant the water was poisonous.”




    “A middle-aged man with a full beard and glasses?” the Matrarc asked.




    “Dressed in gray,” Gaia said. It had both frightened her and given her hope that she was nearing civilization.




    “There’s your crim, Chardo,” the Matrarc said. She turned to Gaia. “He escaped from prison here four days ago. It happens to anyone who leaves. We’ve had nomads pass through, but if they stay with us even two days, the same thing happens.”




    Gaia had never heard of anything like it. “What could cause that? Is there a disease here?”




    “We think it’s something in the environment,” the Matrarc explained. “There’s an acclimation period while your body adjusts to being here, but after that, there’s no harm to those of us who stay. Beyond the obvious.”




    Frowning, Gaia gazed at the gathered crowd, trying to see what was so obvious. Aside from the man in the stocks and the Matrarc’s own blindness, the people looked healthy and fit. There were tall people and short, a few chubby ones, and none very skinny. Old men and young lounged nearby, with a fairly even distribution of skin tones, from pure black to birch white. There were plenty of children, and attire suggested a mix of affluent and poor.




    “What do you mean?” Gaia asked.




    Laughter came from the women on the porch. Gaia turned to Chardo, puzzled.




    “We don’t have many women here,” Chardo said. “Only one in ten babies is a girl.”




    Gaia looked around again in amazement, seeing how few women there were, mostly congregated on the veranda around the Matrarc. Out in the commons, nearly every face was masculine, and many had beards. Even the children were nearly all boys. How had she not noticed?




    “It’s more than that,” the Matrarc added. “The last girl was born here two years ago. And since then, only boys.”




    “How can that be?” Gaia asked.




    The Matrarc shrugged. “You don’t have to understand it to realize you need to make your choice. Leave today, or stay forever.”




    “But that’s no choice at all. Where would I go? How would I survive?”




    “There was a small community west of here a few years ago,” the Matrarc said. “And there are nomads who cycle through from the north. You could take your chances in either direction, or you could head back to your own home in the south.”




    Gaia couldn’t possibly go back, not in her weak condition. She could hardly stand. “I can’t go,” she said. “Besides, I’d never leave my sister behind.”




    “I thought you’d say so,” the Matrarc agreed. “Here’s the other side of your decision. If you stay, you must agree to follow the rules of our community. You might find them strict at first, but I assure you, they’re fair.”




    “I can put up with anything as long as I’m with my sister,” Gaia said.




    A faint breeze moved along the porch, and a tendril of white hair shifted across the Matrarc’s face. She smoothed it back, blinking. “Tell me,” the Matrarc said in her soft, lyrical voice. “What would have happened to the baby if Chardo Peter hadn’t found you?”




    Gaia swallowed back the thickness in her throat. “She was dying,” she admitted.




    The Matrarc nodded. She drummed her slender fingers around the top of her cane again. “She still might die. If we didn’t have a mother here to nurse her, she’d have no chance at all. Correct?”




    Gaia nodded.




    “Is that a yes?” the Matrarc pressed.




    Gaia didn’t like where this was going. The Matrarc’s gentle manners belied a quiet, unyielding brutality.




    “Mlass Gaia?” the Matrarc said, waiting. “Say it.”




    “Yes,” Gaia said. “My sister would be dead.”




    The Matrarc eased back slightly. “Then from now on, we will consider your sister to be a gift to Sylum. A small and precious gift. What’s more, in light of your gift, and depending on your compliance during your probation, we may pardon your crime.”




    “My crime?”




    “You knowingly, deliberately put your sister in deadly harm.”




    “You’re implying I tried to kill her,” Gaia said, rising stiffly in alarm. “I didn’t! I’ve done everything I could to keep her alive.”




    “You admitted yourself she would be dead without our intervention,” the Matrarc said. “You have forfeited any claim to the child. Your sister, the one you cared for, is dead. The only baby that’s alive is the one Chardo saved, and right now, she needs stable care and a new mother.”




    Gaia had a terrifying glimpse of what it must have been like for the mothers when she herself had taken their babies to be advanced to the Enclave. “Oh, please. Let me see her,” Gaia begged. “She could be dying right now. I need to hold her.”




    The Matrarc turned slightly, tapping her cane once on the wooden planks. “I’m sorry for your loss, of course. It’s terrible to lose a child.”




    She was speaking as if Maya were already dead.




    “You can’t do this!” Gaia said. “You don’t know what we’ve been through. I’ve lost everyone I care for.” Gaia impulsively grabbed the Matrarc’s cane, jerking it in protest. “You can’t steal my sister!”




    The Matrarc released her cane and lifted her hands, stepping back. “Take her.”




    Gaia was grabbed from behind and instantly dragged down the stairs. The cane fell rattling to the floorboards. Gaia’s arms were wrenched behind her while half a dozen men sprang between her and the Matrarc.




    “She’s my family!” Gaia shouted, struggling to break free. “I can’t lose her!”




    The Matrarc smoothed the tendril of her hair back again, and then held out her right hand, palm up, in a silent request. One of the men put the handle of her cane in her hand, and Gaia watched the Matrarc grip it with steely fingers.




    “I want her all the way down,” the Matrarc said.




    Gaia was pushed down so fast that her knees hit the ground hard, and she had to catch herself with her hands in the dirt. It was humiliating. Her chin was millimeters from the dusty ground. She was so weak that it didn’t take much for a guard’s heavy hand to keep her there, physically, while inside she screamed in defiance.




    “She’s down,” said Chardo, and she realized he was the one holding her there. She struggled once more, unbelieving. He’d been so gentle with her before, but now he had the force of a stone block.




    “You’ll listen to me, Mlass Gaia,” the Matrarc said, and her voice had dropped to a honey-smooth alto. “There is only one leader here. One. And I speak for everyone. You will learn to obey our rules, or you will be sent back to the wasteland to die.”




    “What would my grandmother think of the way you’re treating me?” Gaia demanded.




    “Mlady Danni would be the first to support me,” the Matrarc said. “She taught me everything I know. Chardo,” she called.




    “Yes, Mlady,” he said.




    “Where’s Munsch?”




    “I left him back at our camp. There wasn’t time to circle back to him.”




    “Return to him as soon as you can get a fresh horse. And keep an eye out for her brother or anyone else. I’ll send out extra patrols. I don’t for a minute believe she’s the only one out there. Something must have happened down south.”




    “Yes, Mlady,” he said.




    “Gaia Stone, are you ready to cooperate?” the Matrarc asked.




    Gaia ground her teeth. She would get her sister back, whatever it took. Groveling included. “Yes, Mlady,” she said, parroting Chardo’s words.




    “Bring her up, then,” the Matrarc said.




    At the first indication his grip was loosening, Gaia jerked free and staggered to her feet. She flashed a scathing gaze at Chardo. “You rescued me for this?”




    The outrider met her gaze without flinching, as if he wasn’t sorry at all. “It was the right thing to do.”




    The right thing. He’d known all along that the Matrarc would take her sister.




    Sylum was as bad as the Enclave. But the women were running it.








  



    

       

    




    CHAPTER 2




    Libbies




    GAIA TURNED ON HER PILLOW, hearing the soft pattering of rain on leaves just outside her open window, and then she heard a faint cry in the night. She sat up slowly, listening, anxious that it might be Maya. A thin line of light glowed under the door.




    Since her encounter with the Matrarc that afternoon, the villagers hadn’t treated her poorly, but they’d kept her in the lodge, and Maya had clearly been moved elsewhere. They had run Gaia a bath while she ate a bowl of soup, and they’d provided a white cotton shirt and a beige skirt of soft homespun to replace her torn, dirty blue dress. As she swung her feet to the floor, she could feel the floorboards through the wool of new socks. Her boots were nowhere to be found.




    She listened intently until a second cry came floating through the rain, a wild, eerie, spiraling birdcall, as if the marsh itself had found a voice. Gaia shivered, then second-guessed if the earlier cry had truly belonged to a baby. She had to find out.




    Her sore muscles tightened as she first stood, and a faint groan hummed in her throat. Trying her door, she found it locked. She turned to push the window sash up higher and inspected the slats that crossed the opening in a grid, imprisoning her. Mist stirred against her face as she squinted, trying to see. The spaces were barely wider than the span of her hand, but as she tested the solidity of each slat, she found the two on the right side were loose at the nails, just waiting for a good shove. They gave with a crack.




    By twisting and squeezing through the tiny opening, she was free, and she dropped down into the soggy garden. Her socks were instantly soaked. She had no idea where to look first, or even how large the village was, but that didn’t deter her. She began with the cabins around the commons that had lit windows, peering inside, and progressed slowly downhill. For an hour, she succeeded only in getting drenched, and finally, shivering, she ducked under the shelter of a willow tree. A trace of unfamiliar tobacco smoke laced into the clean smell of the rain, and then a man on horse back slowly passed the willow.




    She didn’t want to get caught, nor did she want to give up. She listened as the horse’s splashing footfalls diminished into the distance. A flash of sheet lightning exposed the marsh in a vast, black-and-white landscape, desolate and alive. Hoping for more lightning, she peered into the darkness, and then, as the thunder rumbled away, Gaia heard another cry, only it wasn’t a baby or a birdcall this time. It was the moaning cry of a woman in labor.




    For an instant she froze, her inner strings reverberating with the familiar sound, and then she was hurrying down a lane toward the echo of the cry. She didn’t stop until she arrived on the narrow porch of a peak-roofed, one-story cabin, where the cry came again. As it faded away, she knocked loudly on the frame of the screen door.




    “Will?” called a woman’s voice from inside.




    “It’s Gaia Stone,” she called. She blinked back the raindrops on her lashes and waited.




    Nobody came. Gaia peered through the screen into the high-ceilinged room, noticing that shelves of books ran waist-high all the way around the walls. More volumes were piled high on the mantel over the fireplace. A lamp with a rose-colored shade was burning on a table. She stripped off her muddy socks and tried to shake off some of the rain that dripped from her arms and hair. When still no one came, she pulled softly at the screen door and stepped inside, hearing the rush of the rain on the steep roof above.




    “Hello?” she called again.




    She tiptoed down a short hallway to a curtained doorway. She fingered the curtain aside to find a tableau of contrasts: a slender, red-haired woman in tidy brown trousers and a white, delicately pleated blouse stood beside a bed where a distraught, disheveled, pregnant girl was clenched in the pain of childbirth.




    The woman’s gaze traveled from Gaia’s soaked clothes to her muddy feet. Her lips curved. “Sure you have the right party?”




    Gaia laughed, rolling back her wet sleeves. “What’s her name? How long has she been in labor?”




    “This is Mx. Josephine. She started just after lunch. I’m Mx. Dinah. Welcome.”




    Josephine’s face was dusky and flushed, her eyes half wild with fear. In a sweat-soaked, gray nightgown, she curled to her side in a thrashing motion.




    “Oh, no!” Josephine said. She wiped a strand of black hair out of her mouth in a panicky gesture. “Here comes another one. Mx. Dinah, help me!” She grabbed for Dinah’s hand and held her breath, gritting her teeth for one long, torturous suspension of time.




    Not good, Gaia thought, hoping the mother’s frenzy didn’t presage an underlying complication. She had to be ready before the next one.




    She took a quick survey of the room to see what she had to work with, noting the lit fireplace and a pile of clean linens. Two oil lamps gave good light, and the bed jutted into the middle of the room so it would be easy to get to both sides. As she washed her hands in the corner basin, she knew she would need more water and a knife. If only she had her old midwifery satchel.




    The next moment Josephine expelled her breath rapidly, panting, and her eyes, glazed, rolled back in her head. Dinah looked back over her shoulder, her expression grim. “I don’t suppose you’ve had any experience with this.”




    “Actually, I have.” Gaia leaned near to the mother. “Here, now, Josephine. Let’s see if you can sit up a bit more before the next one, okay? And try your knees here.” She took the girl’s hand and moved a couple of pillows along her back. “Is this your first baby? How old are you?”




    “It’s my first,” Josephine said. “I’m seventeen. It just hurts so bad. Is it supposed to hurt this bad?”




    Gaia smiled. “It’s normal to hurt some, but you’ll be all right. I’m Gaia and I want you to listen to me. When the next contraction comes, I want you to look in my eyes, okay? Don’t close your eyes. And see if you can keep breathing. I’ll help you. All right? Can you do that?”




    The girl pushed the black curls out of her face and nodded, already a little calmer. “Okay. You look younger than me. What’s wrong with your face?”




    Gaia smiled. “It’s just a scar. I’m sixteen. How much time has there been between contractions? Ten minutes? Five?”




    Josephine looked at Dinah, as if she didn’t know.




    “Closer to three or four, I’d guess,” Dinah said.




    “I’m going to need some hot water and a knife,” Gaia said, taking her locket watch from around her neck. She dried it on the corner of a blanket before she flipped the catch and set it on the bedside table. “And Josephine’s probably thirsty. Do you have any motherwort? Any black cohosh?”




    “I have some chamomile. I’ll get it, and the water. You can’t believe how happy I am that you’re here,” Dinah said.




    “It’s coming again!” Josephine said urgently.




    Gaia ran a sure hand down the girl’s back and gave her the other to hold. “You’re going to be okay. You’re doing a fine job. Just breathe easily here, ready? Breathe in, now.” She took a deep breath herself, inviting the anxious mother to follow. “Josephine, look at me.” She could feel Josephine’s focus on her own lips. “That’s right,” Gaia said, smiling slightly. “A good deep breath now.” She showed her again.




    Gaia could feel Josephine’s eyes fixed on hers in pain but not panic, and when the contraction stopped, she relaxed backward, exhausted.




    Gaia glanced up at Dinah, who had paused in the doorway to watch.




    “Why didn’t you just say you were a midwife?” Dinah asked.




    “I wasn’t sure I still was,” Gaia answered, and laughed somewhere between surprise and despair.




    The last birth she’d handled had gone completely, desperately, fatally wrong. Part of her had never wanted to deliver another baby after her mother’s death, but now, with Josephine needing her, she knew her mother would expect her to take up her duties again. She looked down at her hands as she wiped them again on a clean white cloth.




    “Where’s your usual midwife or doctor?” Gaia asked.




    “Our last doctor died a few years ago and our midwife died in childbirth two summers ago,” Dinah said. “The best we have now is Chardo Will, who’s pretty good with animals. I sent a boy for him an hour ago, but he hasn’t come.”




    “The outrider who brought me in?” Gaia asked, confused.




    “That was Chardo Peter. Will is Peter’s brother.” Dinah went to gather what supplies she could.




    Gaia met the gaze of the tired girl on the bed. “Do you mind if I examine you?”




    “Okay.” Josephine’s voice was small. She pointed toward a little table. “Could you hand me my bear first?”




    Gaia saw a ratty brown thing with one button eye. “Sure,” she said, and passed it over before she gently lifted the mother’s gown. “You might feel some pressure.”




    She examined Josephine with steady, perceptive hands. The mother was fully dilated, and the baby’s head was hard in the cervix’s opening. Everything was in line naturally for an uncomplicated delivery, and Gaia was relieved.




    “It’s not too much longer now,” Gaia said. “You did the hard work before I came.”




    Within an hour, it was true, and the mother lay back, spent, while Gaia passed the infant to Dinah.




    “You’ve done so well, Josephine,” Gaia said. “Truly. She’s a beautiful baby girl.”




    “A girl?” Josephine asked. “Really?”




    Dinah tucked a clean blanket around the newborn and set her gently in Josephine’s arms. “A girl. I can’t believe it,” Dinah said. “The first one in two years. The Matrarc will be ecstatic.”




    Gaia cleaned up gently between Josephine’s legs, making sure the afterbirth was complete. More memories of her mother came back to her as she massaged Josephine’s abdomen, helping the uterus to contract. There was nothing dangerous about the blood flow, or Josephine’s coloring, and the baby was full term and healthy, yet Gaia felt an urgency to make sure everything went just right. She kept her head down, working silently, until finally she tucked a wadded towel tightly between Josephine’s legs and settled her sideways where she’d be comfortable for a few hours.




    As she stepped back, a touch of dizziness hit her, and she braced a hand against the wall.




    “You all right?” Dinah asked.




    Gaia touched a hand to her eyebrow. “I’m fine. A little dizzy maybe.”




    “Here, take a seat while I finish tidying up here,” Dinah said, pulling up a chair beside the fireplace and guiding Gaia to it. Dinah laughed. “Your clothes are clammy still. Let me get you some dry things.”




    “I’m okay,” Gaia said.




    “Something for your feet at least. Your toes are blue. Why are you barefoot?”




    “I couldn’t find my boots. I left my socks on your porch.”




    Dinah threw on a couple of logs and gave the fire a poke, then rummaged up some dry socks and a pair of worn, oversized loafers. Gaia inched her shod feet toward the warmth, and then she reached for her locket watch, the only gift she had left from her parents, and tilted it toward the firelight. She ran her thumb over the engraved words: Life first.




    Now that her parents were both dead and her sister taken from her, Gaia took little comfort in the credo. Putting life first hadn’t worked for her parents. If anything, her parents had found things worth dying for. Or being killed for. She closed the lid with a little snap.




    Gaia looked over to see Josephine’s tired eyes gleaming from her pillow. Her damp black hair curled vividly around her bright eyes, and there was a winsome loveliness to her smile as she traced the little face of her daughter.




    “I don’t know how I can ever repay you for tonight,” Josephine murmured. “Either of you.”




    Dinah gave the girl a quick kiss on her forehead. “It was no trouble at all.”




    Gaia felt the same way.




    Now was the time Gaia would normally have a cup of tea with the mother and birthmark the infant’s ankle with the Orion tattoo, but she had no needle, no ink, and no mother of her own to keep the tradition alive for. The onslaught of sadness hit her then, fast and hard. She missed her mother so intensely she could barely take in air. “Excuse me,” she said, rising. “Where’s the washroom?”




    “There’s an out house out the back door,” Dinah said. “Just go down the hall there. Here, take the lantern.” She lit the little candle and dropped the pane of glass back in place.




    Gaia held herself together until she stepped out the back door, but as the rain curtained around her off the overhang, she sank down on the back stoop of the little cabin. She set the lantern beside her, but tilted it so badly the flame went out. She curled her legs up in her arms, resting her forehead against her knees. She had just assisted a birth again. Babies were still coming into the world while, in some far off city, her mother was dead. Thunder crashed around her. Gaia didn’t even get to bury her. Or her father.




    She squeezed hard around her knees, gulping in big, impossible, ragged gasps of air. Blind grief wracked through her, and she wished, she just wished she could have her mother back. She didn’t care at all about getting burned for her scar. She just wished she could take all of the last months back, erase them all, and be back in her old home with the comforting rattle of her father’s treadle sewing machine and her mother kissing her good night.




    But she would never see either of them again.




    She moaned over a little ache in her throat. I hope they at least buried Mom beside Dad.




    The door behind her bumped into her back as it was pushed partly open, letting out a crack of light.




    “Mlass Gaia? Are you all right?” Dinah asked.




    Gaia sniffed in hard and wiped her nose on her wet sleeve.




    “What are you doing out here?” Dinah said.




    “I’m sorry. Is Josephine okay?”




    “She’s fine. But what about you?”




    Gaia dragged herself to her feet. She couldn’t meet Dinah’s gaze. She could feel it coming again, and she was ashamed to cry in front of anyone else. Then she did, anyway.




    “You poor kid,” Dinah said. “Come on in here. Let’s see if we can’t warm you up.”




    “It’s just so unfair,” Gaia sobbed.




    Dinah hugged her hard, and then picked up the lantern and guided her back inside again. She held the curtain aside for her and nudged her toward the fire.




    “Is she okay?” Josephine said.




    Gaia dropped off the big loafers and pulled her feet up on the chair. She had to stop crying. Just had to. She hid her face and felt a big soft towel settling around her shoulders. A shudder rippled through her, and then a hiccup. She clutched at the edge of the towel until finally the worst of it passed.




    When she peeked out again, a bowl of soup was waiting for her. She reached wearily for it and slowly spooned bits of chicken and black rice from the hot broth. To her left, Dinah was softly talking with Josephine, and the baby snuggled in to nurse for the first time. When Dinah came to take the bowl out of her fingers, Gaia stirred enough to thank her.




    “You hardly ate anything,” Dinah said. “Better? A little?”




    Gaia nodded.




    “You’ve come far, haven’t you?” Josephine said.




    Gaia closed her eyes to slits, making the fire blur. “From another world,” she murmured.




    Dinah sat on the end of Josephine’s bed, and as she leaned forward, resting her slender forearms on the knees of her trousers, her braid slipped over her shoulder. Her wide gray eyes caught the firelight as she spoke.




    “I wish I could do more for you,” Dinah said. “But I’m afraid you might be in even more trouble for coming here.”




    “How so?”




    Dinah picked a bit of lint off her trousers. “I’m guessing you didn’t exactly have permission to come down. We’re libbies, outcasts from the cuzines. The mlasses of the lodge don’t normally mingle with us. Since this was a medical situation, I’m hoping the Matrarc will overlook it.”




    Gaia frowned. “What’s a libby?”




    “You’re my new hero,” Josephine said, then spoke to Dinah in a hushed squeal. “She’s never heard of a libby!”




    Dinah regarded Gaia curiously. “Where you’re from, what do they call the women who don’t marry?”




    “I don’t know. ‘Single’?” Gaia said.




    Josephine laughed again. “I love that. ‘Single.’ I want to be single.”




    Dinah’s expression remained somber. “Okay. You need to understand something,” she said to Gaia. “It’s very important here for women to marry and have children. Ten children is the goal. Even after they have ten, most mladies keep on having children. They consider it a duty and an honor.”




    Ten children. “That sounds just insane,” Gaia said.




    “Not if you think of it this way. We have roughly two thousand people here in Sylum,” Dinah said. “Nine out of ten are men, and that proportion is getting worse each generation. The men, of course, can’t have children. That means, for our population just to stay the same, each of our two hundred women needs to bear ten children.”




    “And if they don’t?”




    “We’ll die off. We’ve been dying off for generations,” Dinah said, but there was something in her voice that Gaia didn’t understand, as if Dinah was reconciled to this extinction.




    “What does that have to do with you and Josephine?” Gaia said.




    Dinah dovetailed her fingers before her. “Mx. Josephine and I have broken the rules. We’re not getting married. We’ve opted out.”




    “You opted out,” Josephine corrected her. “Some of us got kicked out.”




    “If it mattered to some of us to stay in the cuzines, some of us shouldn’t have been sleeping around with men in the pool,” Dinah said.




    Josephine pouted, reminding Gaia of a cornered, petulant kitten. “Xave is not any ‘man in the pool’,” she said.




    “No. He’s the biggest, handsomest, meanest one of them all,” Dinah said dryly. “Good choice.”




    “I take it you’re not going to marry him,” Gaia said, still watching Josephine.




    Dinah laughed. “It’s too late for that now. Besides, he won’t have anything to do with her.”




    “He might feel differently once he meets his daughter,” Josephine said stubbornly. “We had a girl.” She pushed her black curls back and tucked them behind her ear.




    Dinah clunked her hand against her forehead. “Walker Xavier is not coming back to you now, not after all he went through insisting he was innocent. He’s not going to forget hours in the stocks and a month with the crims.”




    “You don’t know Xave,” Josephine said.




    “I don’t have to know him!” Dinah said. “He’s ignored you utterly for what, seven months now? You think that’s an accident?”




    Josephine’s face closed. “I really don’t need this right now.”




    Dinah smoothed the blanket around the girl’s feet, and as she did so, Dinah’s expression softened. “I don’t mean to pick on you. It’s him I’m mad at when I think of the hardships ahead of you.”




    Gaia glanced up. “What do you mean?”




    Dinah flicked her gaze to Gaia’s. “We’re practically men, with no rights and no vote. Second-class citizens at best. Mx. Josephine will keep her daughter as long as she nurses her, up to a year, and then she’ll give her over to one of the regular families with a mother in the cuzines. It won’t be fun.”




    “But why?” Gaia asked.




    “Libby mothers are unfit to be parents,” Dinah said mockingly. “We don’t demonstrate the proper family values.”




    “Just because you don’t want to marry?” Gaia asked, surprised.




    “It’s the whole thing,” Dinah said. She retucked her blouse where it was a little loose at the back. “Remember what I said about the ten children? The cuzines are devoted to sustaining the population, and they need every girl to take up her duties of motherhood. The costs are very high for a girl who doesn’t. After all, we libbies are accelerating the extinction. That’s hardly patriotic.”




    Gaia looked again at Josephine’s little baby and thought of her own sister. No wonder the Matrarc had been so implacable about taking Maya away, considering that she was accustomed to reassigning libby babies to new parents.




    “You don’t seem to have any illusions about it,” Gaia said.




    Dinah laughed. “I’ve never been one to delude myself.”




    “Do you have any children yourself?” Gaia asked.




    “I have Mikey,” Dinah said. “He’s seven now.”




    “And who’s raising him?” Gaia asked.




    Dinah picked up a blanket from the end of the bed and refolded it carefully. “My brother and his wife. They’re one of the Munsch families, down by the marsh. They dote on him, and he’s happy there now. I visit him often. He calls me his Aunt Dinah.”




    Gaia didn’t understand how she could be so calm about it. Either Dinah had an incredibly thick skin, or her nonchalance was a façade. “Why didn’t you just marry the father of your child?”




    Dinah smiled with amusement. “I wasn’t going to shackle my life to a man’s just to keep my child and then be bound to have nine more children by him. Besides, I was already a libby by then.”




    “But you must have loved him, at least for a time,” Gaia pressed.




    “I don’t love anyone,” Dinah said. “I’d rather have my books.”




    “Don’t believe her,” Josephine said. “She was chosen as the prize in the thirty-two games five times before she became a libby, and she’s had plenty of expool boyfriends since then. She has to beat them away.”




    “Enough of that,” Dinah said, smiling. “That’s none of your business, or Mlass Gaia’s. We’re not supposed to be corrupting her.”




    Gaia was impressed, and curious. “What are the thirty-two games?”




    “They’re a competition where the men try to win a chance to live with a woman in the winner’s cabin for a month. It’s ridiculous,” Dinah said.




    “It’s fun,” Josephine argued, smiling. “You’ll see.”




    “Maybe I should be a libby,” Gaia said.




    “Don’t you start thinking like that,” Dinah said. “This isn’t the life for you. I can tell already.”




    “Why not?”




    “You’re smart. You’ll want to do things with your life, and for that, you have to be in the cuzines,” Dinah said. “You have to stay on the Matrarc’s good side.”




    Gaia had her doubts about how likely that was. “She thinks I’m a criminal for endangering my sister.”




    “I know. I’m not sure what she’ll do to you if the baby dies,” Dinah said. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that to sound so blunt. I’m just trying to think ahead. For lesser crimes, a woman’s confined to the lodge, but we’ve never had a woman convicted of murder before.” She straightened slightly. “I guess she could exile you, and then the gateway sickness would kill you. Did you say you saw a corpse at the oasis?”




    “The Matrarc said he escaped from prison.”




    “It’s what will happen to you if you get dropped out there. She’s exiled traitors before, men and women, but I don’t know what she’d do in your case. You’re a pretty valuable person.”




    “Because I’m a girl?” Gaia asked.




    Dinah smiled. “Don’t underestimate how much that matters, and you’re a midwife, too. To be fair, I should add that the Matrarc is unfailingly decent to her loyal followers, and that’s pretty much everyone except the crims and a handful of libbies.”
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