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Preface

				Welcome to Sandstorm Book 3.

				Perhaps one of the most intriguing aspects of a story—to me—is watching the characters develop and change. The characters in my favorite stories are not black and white, but multi-faceted individuals, driven by their own motivations and desires.

				We sympathize with them because of their humanity, we empathize with them when they experience tragedy, and we cheer their successes.

				More importantly, we see their flaws.

				Hopefully you’ve enjoyed the saga of Neena, Kai, Darius, Raj, and Samel (and Gideon) so far. As you’ve seen in the last book, things are bleak, but they are about to get worse.

				Will our characters survive a new, emerging threat?

				You’ll find out in DUSTBORN. Enjoy!

				 

				Tyler Piperbrook

				June 2019

			

			
				



			

	


Recap of Sandstorm Book 1

				For three generations, the people of Red Rock colony have been stranded on the harsh desert planet of Ravar, where only the scrappiest animals and the heartiest plants survive. Most live without the foolish hope that Earth’s supply ships will ever grace the skies again. Most believe they are alone.

				Caught in the midst of a severe sandstorm, Neena Xylance encounters a mysterious, injured stranger in the desert and helps him. The stranger, Kai, a man with strange, dark markings on his forehead, explains that he is from a colony called New Canaan. Before they can talk further, an enormous, terrifying creature hunts them from underground. Neena and the stranger, Kai, make their way back to her colony to warn her people of the creature, which he calls the Abomination.

				In Red Rock, Neena’s brothers, Raj and Samel—the remainder of her orphaned family—complete chores for a grandmotherly figure named Helgid. Raj and Samel are gathering water at the river when a group of bullies, led by a boy named Bailey, ambushes them. The sandstorm strikes, getting Raj and Samel out of their predicament, but forcing them to return to their house and hunker down.

				Gideon, the leader of Red Rock, along with his four Heads of Colony Wyatt, Brody, Saurabh, and Horatio, survive the storm in the Comm Building alongside The Watchers, the colony’s protectors. Meanwhile, Darius, a crippled old man who used to explore the forbidden caves on either side of Red Rock, is unable to quell the memories of a boy named Akron, who died in a similar storm.

			

			
				In the storm’s aftermath, Raj and Samel encounter a screaming young woman whose grandmother has been buried by a collapsed house. Raj helps uncover the woman’s grandmother, who is dead. They return to Helgid and tell her.

				Gideon and the other leaders assess the storm’s damage.

				Darius resumes an exploration of the forbidden caves, where he thinks Akron might’ve died. He discovers a passage containing a triangular mark from Akron, and returns to tell his friend, Elmer. Meanwhile, Raj and Samel evade the bullies again, and Raj strikes up a friendship with the young woman whose grandmother he tried to help, a girl named Adriana. Adriana gives him an ancient keepsake in appreciation for his kindness.

				Neena and Kai travel through the desert, avoiding a trail of carnage left by the Abomination, while surviving hunger, thirst, and predatory wolves. Neena learns about Kai’s colony, and the markings on his head, which he says are spiritual marks of the heavens.

				Returning to the forbidden caves, Darius makes an emotional discovery: the remains of Akron. He uncovers something else: the enormous skeleton of a long-dead creature, along with the old corpses of what look like dozens of miners that the creature killed.

				While waiting for Adriana, Raj takes a trip to his parents’ graves, where the bullies attack him, steal his knife and his keepsake, and toss them in the river. He collapses in pain.

			

			
				After three days of travel, Neena and Kai make it back to Red Rock. They request to speak with Gideon and the other leaders. In a startling turn, it appears the leaders already knew of New Canaan, and are familiar with Kai’s markings. Gideon calls Kai a criminal, and commands The Watchers to take he and Neena to jail.

			

			
				



			

	


Recap of Windswept Book 2

				Worried about Raj, Samel convinces Helgid to let him search for his brother, eventually finding Raj collapsed near the graveyard. With the help of some onlookers and a healer, Samel gets Raj back to Helgid’s hovel, where the healer treats him for sunstroke and injury. In the midst of Raj’s return, Helgid’s neighbor Amos tells her that Neena has been jailed.

				Trapped in a dirty cell next to Kai, Neena questions Kai about the leader’s accusations. Before she can determine the truth, The Watchers drag him away. Meanwhile, Helgid heads to the Comm Building, where a crowd has gathered to help Neena. Some neighbors tell her about what is happening, before The Watchers break up the crowd.

				The Watchers return Kai to his cell and take Neena away. During an interrogation, Neena tells Gideon and his men about the monster, Kai, and his colony. To her surprise, the leaders accuse her of deception and collusion. They tell her that Kai’s markings mean he is a criminal, and condemn her for consorting with him. They return her to her cell until they can decide what to do with her.

				Darius studies the enormous, strange carcass. Looking at the caved-in wall in the tunnel he found, he makes the astute guess that the creature burst from the sand and into the tunnel, killing the miners before somehow dying. But Akron died more recently. Remembering the covered-up passage through which he arrived, Darius makes another guess: The Watchers sealed up the passage.

			

			
				In an unavoidable meeting with the young Watchers, Gideon reveals a secret: generations ago, half the population left and formed New Canaan, while the rest stayed in Red Rock. The two colonies considered each other dead for generations, while the leaders kept each other’s existence quiet—until the representatives arrived a decade ago. He tells the young Watchers that Kai’s markings make him a criminal, but he denies the existence of the monster. He tells the young men that he will arrange a meeting with the colony to downplay the size of Kai’s colony, to keep control.

				In secret, Gideon, Thorne, some elder Watchers, and The Heads of Colony admit the existence of the monster. They say that if it arrives, they are in grave danger.

				Meanwhile, Helgid vows to get Neena out of jail.

				In the cells, Kai explains to Neena that he was a thief in New Canaan, and that he escaped to the desert, where she found him. He tells her that his parents are still in New Canaan. Feeling guilty for Neena’s imprisonment, Kai devises a plan to free her. Simultaneously, Amos goes to the guards on Helgid’s behalf, telling them that Neena’s brother Raj is injured and needs her.

				After returning to Red Rock, Darius discusses what he found in the tunnels with his friend, Elmer. He decides to attend Gideon’s meeting later.

				Acting on a plan, Neena meets with Gideon, insisting that she was delusional. Gideon ultimately agrees to release her, threatening to exile her and her brothers if she spreads more rumors. Neena returns to find Raj injured and ill. She’s upset, but unable to avenge him, knowing that she would end up back in jail. She keeps the truth of her journey from Helgid.

			

			
				Darius attends the meeting, where Gideon placates the colony, telling them that Kai’s people are a small group and that the monster doesn’t exist. Afterward, Darius discovers one of The Watchers in possession of Akron’s knife, proving his earlier theory. Speaking with Elmer, he figures out that The Watchers killed Akron to cover up what he found in the cave, and that the monster of which Neena screamed is real. He visits with Neena, comparing stories and confirming the truth. A realization hits them: the leaders will kill Kai. Overhearing a plan, they vow to stop his death.

				Neena returns home, reuniting with a recovering Raj.

				At night, Neena sneaks out with Darius, stopping several Watchers from killing Kai. Together, she, Darius, and Kai abscond to the caves, where The Watchers hunt for them unsuccessfully. While in the cave, Neena and Kai realize that they have feelings for one another. Meanwhile, determining that one of the fugitives might be Neena, Gideon sets up another, colony-wide meeting to enlist the peoples’ help.

				Angry about the attack by the bullies, and embarrassed about losing Adriana’s keepsake, Raj sneaks away from Helgid’s hovel to take revenge on his attackers. Samel follows him. Working as a team, they defeat the bullies, but not without a price: The Watchers arrive in the aftermath, taking him, Samel, and the bullies in the direction of the jail cells.

				In the middle of Gideon’s meeting, the Abomination emerges, destroying half of Red Rock and killing many people, landing on the podium where Gideon and The Heads of Colony speak, assumedly killing them. The bullies who attacked Raj die during the attack, and Raj and Samel get free of The Watchers. Amidst the chaos, Neena and Kai emerge from the caves, leaving Darius behind while they search for Helgid, Raj, and Samel. Finding them, they head back for Darius and the cave. On the way back, Neena, Kai, and Darius assist several hundred other people to safety, but not before the Abomination devours Helgid.

			

			
				From the mouth of the cave, the survivors watch as Thorne and his elder guards unsuccessfully fight the Abomination. They wound it, but ultimately die.

				With the attack over, the survivors, led by Neena and Kai, emerge to a ruined Red Rock, finding more people in the Comm Building—including their friend Amos—and some younger Watchers and their families, who survived on the cliffs.

				Neena makes a vow to Kai: she will kill the creature before it hurts anyone again.

				In a surprising turn, Gideon crawls from one of the Abomination’s holes, horribly wounded, but alive.

				[image: Flourish-06.ai]


			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 1: Neena

				“I can’t believe it’s all gone.”

				Neena stared out from the cliff on top of the eastern rock formation, surveying the ruins of Red Rock. Two weeks after the brutal attack, the sight of her destroyed colony still filled her with sadness and grief. The remains looked like an eerie, abandoned monument to her old life. About half of the houses were now piles of mud brick, destroyed during the attack, or toppled over in the aftermath. Even the Comm Building, once an indomitable symbol of strength, seemed like an inadequate place of refuge.

				Dots of color spotted the landscape between the hovels—pieces of clothing, ruined bedrolls, or broken supplies. Too many of those distant objects were bodies.

				Every so often, when the wind was right, the foul odor of the dead drifted to where the survivors were now sheltered, in the caves at the top of the cliffs. Each time they smelled it, they were reminded of the people buried underneath the rubble, lost until the animals got to them, dragging out their corpses and feasting on the meat. Watching a bird take flight from the top of a distant building, carrying something in its beak, Neena shuddered.

				“Sometimes, I feel as if I am looking at a place we discovered, rather than a place we lived,” she said, her eyes searching the colony’s wreckage.

				“Not all the buildings are gone,” Kai reminded Neena, waving at some of the intact hovels, standing among the fallen. “And neither are your people.” He motioned over their shoulders, to the entrance of one of the caves, where Darius and some four hundred remaining survivors waited for them.

			

			
				“I know.” Neena nodded and reached for his hand. “It is easy to think of all we have lost, instead of all we have left.”

				“One day the grief will sting less. I promise.” Kai took her hand and squeezed her fingers tightly. His touch filled her with warmth.

				She turned and embraced him.

				In the time Neena had know him, Kai had become familiar enough that she no longer saw the marks on his forehead, or the strange clothing he wore; instead, she saw the man who had risked his life to help her and her family. After several nights in the caves with him, sharing their grief and their loss, they had finally given in to their feelings and pressed their bodies together under the flickering glow of the fires. Neena was no longer surprised by her feelings for him. Kai was a missing piece to Neena that she’d never known she’d lost.

				Even Raj and Samel had taken a liking to him.

				Darius, for his part, had settled into the role of a knowledgeable guide, sharing his expertise of the caves on the cliffs with the survivors in a way that was never before allowed. A little while after the attack—after they had taken everything they could carry—he had even led the remaining colonists from their initial place in the low cave to a safer set of tunnels, joining the people who had survived high up on the cliffs of the eastern formation.

				But even that didn’t alleviate the uncertainty of their future.

				Their new place on the cliffs was as precarious as their old one.

			

			
				New threats awaited the colonists in the deep, winding tunnels. They mostly stuck near the entrances, where they could light their fires, but a few times in the night, foxes or rats ran over or around the bedrolls they’d taken before leaving Red Rock. Once, a scared man fled a noise that awoke him, taking a misstep off of a high ledge and plummeting to his death. Even the guards at the cave’s entrance, posted to keep watch for animals, hadn’t been quick enough to save him.

				“I don’t know how much longer we will have food to scavenge,” Neena said. “Even with the reduction in numbers, we are running out of rations quickly, and people are starting to realize that.”

				“Things are going to get worse,” Kai agreed. “Hunger brings out desperate behavior in people. Despite the small trips The Watchers have taken for food since, and the spring Darius showed us in the caves for water, we need more to sustain us. We need a better plan than surviving day to day.”

				Neena nodded. She let go of him and turned to face the overlook. “And we need a plan to kill the monster, too.”

				Kai nodded. She couldn’t tell if he was humoring her, or agreeing. Of course, he believed the Abomination couldn’t be killed, even though she swore she’d slay it.

				“In any case, I think your idea of speaking to them is our only hope,” Neena said. “Hopefully, we can come up with a plan to survive. All of us.”

				They glanced over their shoulders, to where a few young Watchers lingered at the mouth of the cave. Most were young, inexperienced men, used to following Thorne and The Heads of Colony. The loss of those strong, imposing men had left a hole as big as the monster’s. Only Gideon had survived, and he was so severely injured, Neena suspected he would die at any moment.

			

			
				Four hundred people—the last survivors of Red Rock—waited for Neena and Kai in the large chamber inside, where Darius had gathered them.

				With a shudder, Neena turned around, praying that they were ready to face them.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 2: Neena

				Neena and Kai stared around the dimly lit cave. Four hundred people occupied the space in front of them, clustered in groups. The people’s wild, nervous eyes were reflected underneath the glow of their torches. Their faces were dirty. A few coughed from the sicknesses that seemed to have come with spending so much time confined in tight quarters. They stood holding onto their blankets and bags, leaning against the auburn tunnel walls, or sitting on some of the rocks that jutted from the floor. They’d left the children in another cave to avoid exposing them to more frightening talk.

				Neena was glad that they’d made that decision.

				She swallowed and looked at the people who had once feared or disrespected her. Not for the first time, Neena thought someone else should be up here, and not she, Kai, and Darius.

				But the people in this cave were all that was left, except for the children, the people tending them, and the healers, who kept to their posts deeper in the passage.

				A meeting was overdue.

				“Thank you for coming,” Darius said, waving his cane, placating the people with a smile, the way he had been doing since he’d settled them into the caves.

				The people listened, but no one smiled back. They waited with trepidation that reminded her of the long while they’d spent in the cave together, waiting for the Abomination to leave, or, she assumed, the way the people who’d survived on the cliffs had waited. Neena looked to Kai, as if he might take the lead, but he conceded, “Go ahead.”

			

			
				“As you know, our supplies are running low, or will be soon,” Neena said, finding her voice. “The Watchers have done their best to scrape up more food and get water from the spring, but those quick trips will not supplement us for long. We need to decide on a better plan moving forward.”

				The people in the front rows watched her, judgment in their eyes. Their trust in her was new, and some were still questioning it. Amos stood in the front row, urging her on.

				“We know there are more useable supplies in some of the houses in the colony, or in some of the ruins. Rather than sending the Watchers on smaller trips, we think we should organize a large expedition to dig up anything we might’ve missed before it spoils.”

				“We are more likely to find bodies,” someone yelled, from the back of the cave.

				A few mumbles of agreement went through the room.

				Neena didn’t dispute the facts.

				“The trip will not be pleasant,” she agreed, “but anything we can find will be of help.”

				A palpable fear settled over the room, as people considered the reality of returning to the colony.

				“Digging around the ruins seems like an easy way to get killed,” someone said. “What if the creature hears us and comes back?”

				“We can keep guards on top of the cliffs to watch out for us,” Kai cut in. “We can take the same precautions that my people do while on the ground.”

				People turned to face Kai. His markings were a never-ending reminder that Kai was still a stranger, from a colony whose existence they were still accepting.

			

			
				“Your people have lived with the monster for generations,” remembered a woman. “But that doesn’t stop your people from dying on a regular basis.”

				“For all we know, your people are dead,” muttered another person behind her.

				Silence fell over Kai for a moment. “I don’t know for sure what has become of my people, that is true, though I suspect they are still there.”

				“But you don’t know how to get back to them,” someone else recalled.

				Kai chewed on that thought. “I was lost, as I told everyone. I’m not even sure I could find my way back, if I tried.”

				Murmurs went through the crowd. A man with a thick beard grunted something to the person next to him. His friend’s agreement gave him the courage to redirect his frustrations at Kai.

				Locking eyes with him, the man said, “You say there are thousands of your people, and yet, the leaders told us your group numbers a handful. Which is true?”

				“The leaders told many lies, as we’ve learned,” Darius said, trying to keep order. “The monster is the biggest proof of that. Everything we’ve explained to you over the last weeks is true.”

				“So, we are supposed to take your word for it?” asked the bearded man. “With Gideon unconscious, and no leaders alive to question further?”

				More murmurs rose above the crowd. People looked at their neighbors, furrowing their brows. A few colonists sparked loud side conversations.

				Feeling the crowd becoming unruly, Neena cut in. “The Watchers know the truth, as well.” She waved her hand at the group of forty young men who stood on the right side of the crowd, hoping her guess was accurate.

			

			
				The men exchanged nervous glances, surprised to be called on.

				For the past few weeks, the surviving Watchers had mostly remained quiet, going along with what Neena, Darius, and Kai said. Neena suspected that they were afraid to be roped in with the men who had obviously told lies. They’d had no issues with making scavenging trips, collecting water, or keeping guard on the cliffs, but she couldn’t guarantee their allegiance to anyone. Thankfully, The Watchers who had tried killing Kai—and the one who once held Akron’s knife—were dead.

				But Neena couldn’t forget that the rest had once hunted for them.

				After a long hesitation, one of The Watchers, a chiseled man with thick eyebrows and dark hair, Bryan, admitted, “It’s true. The leaders told us in a meeting that the colony of New Canaan numbers a few thousand.”

				“So, they lied to us,” the bearded man said, to the whispers of some others. Pointing at Bryan, he said, “That means you lied.”

				Bryan shifted uncomfortably.

				Turning his questioning on The Watchers, the bearded man asked, “What else do you know?”

				Reluctantly the center of attention, Bryan said, “The people of New Canaan were once a part of our colony. They were once a part of Red Rock.”

				Gasps came over the crowd as people heard something unexpected and reacted. Even Neena and Kai listened, surprised.

			

			
				“Generations ago, our people had a disagreement,” Bryan said. “The people of New Canaan broke off and settled elsewhere, while some people stayed here. The two parties had no contact.” Bryan sucked in a breath. “For a long time, they assumed each other were dead, until their representatives arrived a decade ago.”

				“How did we not know about each other?” a woman questioned.

				“That is not a question I can answer,” Bryan said.

				“What happened with those representatives? Why were we not told about New Canaan then?” the same woman asked.

				Bryan continued, “More disagreements plagued the discussions with the representatives, according to the leaders. So they kept their existence to themselves, until Kai arrived.”

				“You mean the criminal,” the bearded man said quietly.

				A few people picked up on the word, repeating it loudly.

				Bryan overheard. “That is what they called him, though I can only relay what we were told.”

				“And now Gideon is unconscious and unable to speak, and no one can ask him anything,” someone piped up. “All we have to rely on is the stranger’s word.”

				Neena glanced over at Kai, who was suddenly the focus of attention again.

				Kai shifted uncomfortably. “I have been honest about my past to anyone who has asked me. I hope I have proved trustworthy over these past few weeks.”

				The people seemed unconvinced.

			

			
				Hoping to draw the conversation back on track, Neena said, “We are regurgitating the stories and lies of men who are no longer around to tell them. None of those stories will feed us or keep us alive. We should focus on plans for the future.”

				“You mean, plans this man is orchestrating,” the bearded man accused, pointing at Kai.

				Neena disagreed. “That’s not—”

				“Who are you to tell us what to do, anyway?” The man scoffed at Neena. “A hunter woman, who carries a man’s spear?”

				A few in the audience chuckled. Others looked at The Watchers for guidance.

				Trying to redeem himself, Bryan said, “We have always done our best by Red Rock. We have followed our oath. If everyone would feel more comfortable, we can lead the plan to get more food.”

				He looked at the bearded man for approval, but he was surprised to find the man red-faced and angry. “So we are forced to decide between a criminal and a lying group of Watchers?” he spat.

				Bryan opened and closed his mouth. He had no answer.

				Arguments threaded through the crowd as the bearded man turned to his friends, riling them up. A few looked angrily at the Watchers, while others looked mistrustingly at Kai. The crowd was quickly becoming ugly.

				Neena looked down at the knife at her side, wondering if she’d have to use it to defend her life.

				Darius and Kai tensed.

				A shout from the back of the chamber drew everyone’s attention. Far over the heads of the crowd, near the entrance to a long passageway at the end of the cave, a healer emerged. The light of his torch gleamed off his bald head as he said, “Gideon is awake!”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 3: Raj

				“Samel! Where are you going?”

				Raj peered past the light of his torch to the passage beyond, where Samel crept along the auburn wall. He glanced back at Raj guiltily.

				“Neena told us to stay with the others in our cave,” Raj reminded him.

				He looked to his left, where a group of others sat, tending babies or other young children.

				Ever since they’d come up to the eastern formation, Raj and Samel had lived in the Right Cave, while most of The Watchers and their families lived in the Left. Other colonists lived in the Center Cave, where the adults were currently holding their meeting.

				According to Darius, these three caves were the best suited in which to stay, because of their proximity to each other and their wide floors, good for sleeping. More importantly, the caves had fewer forks and passages, making them easier to guard from animals.

				Looking back at the people in the Right Cave they were leaving behind, Raj’s eyes settled on one person: Adriana. His stomach fluttered. Adriana’s presence was one of the only things keeping him from being upset about missing the meeting.

				He still remembered the feeling of relief he’d had when he saw her, after the creature left. While Raj and his family hid in the lower cave, Adriana had been up on the cliffs with a group of others, hiding out with the surviving Watchers and their families. Her safety was one of the good things that had come from that day. Ever since that fateful day with the monster, Raj had done everything he could to try and be close to her.

			

			
				He wanted to take care of her, the way strong, hunting men took care of women.

				And now Samel was getting in the way of that.

				He needed to reel Samel in.

				“Samel!” he called again, watching his brother take a few more creeping steps. “I told you to get back here!”

				Catching up to Samel, he grabbed hold of his brother’s skinny wrist.

				Trying unsuccessfully to pull his hand free, Samel asked, “Do you hear that?”

				Raj quieted and listened. The auburn wall ahead of them extended for ten feet before curving. Raj looked for glowing eyes in the darkness, or another indicator that they’d encountered something they couldn’t handle. He saw and heard nothing.

				All of the people they’d left behind were within yelling distance. They trusted the boys to stay close. The caves were dangerous, Raj thought, but they seemed less dangerous than staying on the ground in Red Rock with a monster.

				Still, Raj had to be a different kind of careful in here.

				“There,” Samel insisted, pointing out the noise again. “Do you hear it?”

				Raj concentrated, until he heard a clicking sound somewhere around the bend. The noise was subtle, almost imperceptible. It frightened him, but it intrigued him, as well. A thought struck him: what if one of the young children had wandered off? He glanced behind him at Adriana again, noticing her soft skin and her dark hair. He might be hailed as a hero for bringing a young one back.

			

			
				Before he knew what he was doing, he took a step with Samel.

				Together, they crept along the smooth, red wall. Holding his torch higher, Raj saw no sand rats, or bats.

				They rounded the bend.

				The chatter of adults let him know they were still near others. Still, Raj’s heart pounded, and Samel’s wrist shook under his grasp.

				The area past the torch light was pitch black.

				The clicking came again—closer this time.

				A dark shape, several times the size of Raj’s head, skittered in the opposite direction, just outside his torch light. Raj thought he knew what this was.

				“A dust beetle,” Raj whispered.

				“By the heavens!” exclaimed Samel.

				Raj had only glimpsed a few of the curious-looking things. Most stuck to the bowels of the caves. Occasionally they came to the higher levels, but a sighting of one was rare, according to Darius.

				“I don’t think we have much to fear from it,” Raj said. “Darius said they’re mostly harmless. A few people have even eaten them.”

				“They can bite, though,” Samel remembered. “We might get a reaction.”

				Raj nodded. He knew that was true. He was about to turn around when a new thought made him linger. Raj pictured the look on Adriana’s face if he brought back one of the strange, shiny creatures. What if he could catch it, and provide more food?

				“You know how hungry everyone has been. Maybe I can try to kill it.” Raj looked over his shoulder, where some voices echoed.

			

			
				Sam lingered a step even though Raj started moving. “I think you are trying to impress Adriana.”

				“Adriana?” Raj said the word as if he didn’t know who she was.

				“You want to show her you are a man by catching it. You want a story to tell.”

				“I don’t care what Adriana thinks about it,” Raj said, hiding his motive. “I just want to catch it, so we can eat it.”

				Samel furrowed his brow, unconvinced, but he followed. Letting go of Samel’s wrist, Raj pulled his knife. Together, they wound through the tunnel. Raj kept his eye on the beetle, which scurried faster. He’d been in this part of the tunnel a few times, when he was scouting with Darius and some others, or accompanying the hunters to catch sand rats, but he hadn’t been too far. The colonists mostly kept near the entrances of the caves.

				Raj kept a tight grip on his torch, and an even tighter grip on his knife, as they pursued the dust beetle, getting farther away from the place where they held camp. The tunnel walls darkened, and the cave turned. They’d gotten close enough to see the dust beetle’s long, spindly legs sticking out from the side of its rounded shell when it suddenly changed direction, skirting from one side of the tunnel to the other. Raj cried out, nearly dropping his torch.

				The creature was as wily as it was elusive.

				Caught in the adrenaline of the pursuit, Raj ran faster, getting ahead of Samel. He didn’t realize they had taken another turn until Samel pointed out, “Raj! What if we get lost?”

			

			
				Raj didn’t stop. Determination had gotten hold of him. He felt like a hunter, pursuing game in the desert. He wanted to be like all the burly men coming back from the desert, with full bags, full stomachs, and large smiles—a man Adriana would want.

				The beetle scooted away from Raj’s reaching knife, clacking the floor as it ran faster. He caught a glimpse of the top of its head, and the incisors on its mouth.

				Raj had only a few moments to consider whether he’d gone too far, when the dust beetle skittered toward a wall. Fearing he might lose it for good, he lunged and brought down his knife.

				Raj’s blade struck the floor.

				Metal sparked stone.

				The beetle disappeared underneath a crevice to safety.

				From somewhere out of sight, the clacking continued, farther away.

				“Where did it go?” Sam asked, catching up to Raj, who lay on his belly, holding out his torch.

				“It must be under here somewhere.”

				Trepidation struck him as he extended his torch far into the hole. Scattered rat bones and feces littered the ground. The space was high enough that the creature could slip under, and perhaps just tall enough that he could crawl into, but Raj wasn’t foolish enough to try. Still, staring through the glare of the torch light, he couldn’t help but feel the sting of failure.

				He’d failed to catch the beetle.

				He’d failed Adriana.

				Raj was about to pull out his torch when he spotted something else.

				He froze. His mouth fell agape.

			

			
				“What is it, Raj?” Samel asked nervously.

				“I see something.”

				“The beetle?”

				“Something else.”

				“What is it?”

				“I don’t know.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 4: Neena

				Gasps rifled through the crowd. Almost everyone in the room turned, facing the healer who had made the proclamation about Gideon. In a moment, all interest was lost in the meeting. Sweat trickled down the healer’s face as he held his torch.

				A few people stepped forward, swarming him and waiting for more information. Sensing the growing fervor of the crowd, the healer held up his hands, holding them at bay.

				“Gideon’s awake and speaking,” the healer clarified, beckoning to the long, narrow passage behind him, “but he only came to consciousness a little while ago. Only a few people should visit him.”

				People whispered, craning their necks to get a better view down the long, windy cave, even though no one could see Gideon from here. Hearing the leader’s name had instilled an instinctive order that no one could erase, taking away some of the peoples’ anger. The old hierarchy was as ingrained as their names. Gaining some confidence, Bryan and a few of his Watchers cut through the crowd, moving without impedance.

				Slowly, some people turned back to Neena, Kai, and Darius, wondering what would happen next. Neena swallowed. No one had expected Gideon to live as long as he had. Neena certainly hadn’t expected to face him again—at least not in this life. But at the moment, she, Kai, and Darius were the most likely choices to speak with him.

				Seeing the apprehension on her face, Darius said, “We should go with the healer.”

			

			
				Neena nodded.

				She, Kai, and Darius cut through the crowd, following the path of the smaller group of Watchers. All at once, she felt as if she were on the edge of the colony again, returning from that fateful trip to the desert with Kai. The people in the caves swiveled their heads to watch her. Wives held their husbands. She didn’t glance long enough at anyone to see the expression on their faces, but she sensed their ambivalence. Everyone had heard Gideon’s words on the day he’d told them to hunt for her and Kai. She hadn’t been there to witness it, but she’d heard the stories. Gideon had labeled her a threat, and the people had listened. Hearing he was awake had brought them back to those moments, just as it brought Neena back to shivering in the cell, thinking she might die.

				The last time she’d seen Gideon had been in the Comm Building, right before he’d let her out. He’d threatened to kill her, if she spoke a word about what she’d seen in the desert. He’d called her delusional. A liar.

				And now, she knew that he was the liar.

				His lies had killed hundreds of people.

				Anger replaced her fear. It was certainly better than feeling afraid.

				“This way,” the healer said, motioning them down the passage.

				Kai’s arm brushed hers. He seemed troubled, as well. Too many lingering questions seemed as if they’d died with the leaders and the veteran Watchers. For the past weeks, those questions had become secondary to the need to survive.

			

			
				And now they might get answers.

				They followed the healer’s flickering torch in front of them down the long, narrow passage, getting farther from the main chamber, as the echoes of the crowd faded out behind them. The red, sloping walls seemed to bear down on Neena, crushing her bones, robbing her of her last breaths.

				They passed the first of two recessed coves branching from the main tunnel. Several people guarded the entrance of the first cove, holding spears and watching for danger, while some healers inside bustled among some bedridden people.

				They headed to another, deeper cove, where two guards nodded.

				Stopping just before them, the healer turned and faced the small group: Bryan, a few of his closest Watchers, and Neena, Darius, and Kai.

				“As you know, we’ve separated Gideon, due to the extent of his injuries.” The healer motioned over his shoulder to the dark, shadowed portion of the cove. “We’ve given him the best care we can. His injuries are grave, though. I want you to know that.”

				Neena looked over his shoulder and between the guards. Toward the back of the cove, near a wall, a shadowed figure lay in a bedroll, vaguely illuminated by some hung torches.

				“Please keep the visit brief,” the healer instructed. “He doesn’t have much strength.”

				Neena nodded and walked inside.

				Instinctually, Neena, Kai, and Darius headed to one side of the bedroll, while The Watchers spread out by the other. The torches cast dancing shadows. The healer who fetched them hung behind, standing a few paces back and near the guards. The humid air reeked of medicines, soiled garments, and unwashed sweat.

			

			
				For a long moment, no one spoke, or moved.

				A single torch on the wall above his head illuminated Gideon’s stationary form, but kept his face in shadow. Neena traced the length of his body with her eyes, from his blanketed shoulders, to his arms, to his lower half. Only one limb occupied the space where two legs should be.

				Her hand instinctively went to her mouth.

				She shouldn’t be surprised.

				She had known the healers had to amputate one leg.

				But it was one thing to hear about, and another to look at.

				Gideon’s survival seemed unthinkable. She’d seen the blood that spackled his face, and the crippled legs on which he’d dragged his battered torso from that hole. She’d heard his agonizing wails. The healer was certain that he’d never walk again, even before he’d made the decision to take one leg. Most were certain that he wouldn’t live. It had taken more than one man to lift Gideon the rest of the way and out into the open, where he’d collapsed for what she thought was the final time.

				A cough ripped her attention back to his face. Slowly, Gideon slid an arm out from the blankets, covering his mouth. A few words croaked from his lips. The Watchers leaned forward, straining to hear.

				“Where’s Thorne?” he asked in a confused rasp, taking his hand away from his mouth.

				He turned to look between them.

			

			
				Bryan traded a nervous glance with the others. “He’s dead, sir.”

				“Dead.” The word hung in the air like an edict, or a pronouncement.

				Bryan shifted uncomfortably under the dim torchlight. A few others wrung their hands.

				“My Heads of Colony?”

				“They’re dead, too, except for you, sir.” Bryan kept some distance, as if Gideon might leap from his blankets, grab him, and demand another answer.

				Instead, Gideon hacked up phlegm. Neena couldn’t tell how much he understood. Sensing his distress, the healer returned to the bedside and grabbed a cloth, wiping the incapacitated man’s mouth. A groan escaped Gideon’s lips as he dealt with his pains. With care, the healer helped him find a more comfortable position.

				“Just a few more moments,” the healer warned, again.

				No one moved to leave.

				They couldn’t.

				Gideon’s new position revealed more of his face.

				A few gasped audibly as they saw his condition.

				Scars flecked Gideon’s cheeks and forehead. His broken nose was misshapen. Matted, gray hair hung over his one remaining eye, which rolled around, taking them in. In place of the other eye was a raw, membranous socket. Gideon wheezed through more phlegm, but he didn’t move, except to look between his followers, his people.

				A few men looked away, out of deference.

				“We were attacked,” Gideon said, seeming to recall something.

			

			
				“Yes, sir,” Bryan said.

				“How many of us are left?” Gideon asked.

				Bryan swallowed again. Projecting confidence through his shock, he answered, “Four hundred, sir.”

				Another Watcher said, “We survived and have been living in three caves on the top of the eastern cliffs. The Center Cave is where you are now.”

				“The healer told me a little bit of that, right when I woke up.” Gideon nodded and coughed again. His eye rolled to Kai, Neena, and Darius. He opened and closed his lips without a sound. Neena couldn’t tell if he recognized them, but he certainly wasn’t condemning them.

				She clenched her hands, prepared to ask one of many questions, or spout some hateful words. For two weeks since the massacre, during those long, sleepless nights, she’d needed an outlet for her pain.

				Looking at Gideon, watching him drip drool, Neena felt only pity.

				Gideon blinked hard, losing his stamina.

				“You should go now,” the healer suggested, shooing them away.

				Neena stepped back, letting go of the last of her unreleased anger. Even Darius seemed at a lost for words, as he hobbled along after The Watchers.

				Gideon wasn’t dead, but he might as well be.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 5: Raj

				“What is it, Raj?” Samel asked, bending down to see what had captured his brother’s attention.

				Raj held a hand up, keeping his brother back as he stuck his torch deeper into the crevice. Farther inside the small passage, past the dirt, feces, and bones, something gleamed. Raj squinted and looked closer, but he couldn’t make out what it was. In an instant, he’d forgotten about the dust beetle. He stretched his arm a little farther, but retracted it.

				His heart pounded.

				He had the sudden fear of something grabbing hold of him, tugging him into the hole, and devouring him alive. Darius’s stories of the enormous carcass in the lower caves plagued his heart. He hadn’t seen those enormous bones, but the description was enough to instill a primitive fear. Pulling his hand all the way out, he studied the glint of whatever hidden object had caught his eye.

				Whatever it was, it wasn’t an animal. He was sure of that.

				And it certainly wasn’t the dust beetle.

				He’d never reach the object from here. It was almost ten feet away. In order to get to it, he’d have to crawl in, exposing him to who knew what was in there. For all he was aware, he was seeing a trick of the light.

				“What is it, Raj?” Sam asked again.

				“It’s—”

				A voice ripped his attention away.

				Instinctively, Raj scooted back, while Samel looked in the direction from which they’d come. A cluster of women stood with their torches, facing Raj and Samel with stern expressions.

			

			
				“What are you doing?” asked a skinny woman named Samara, who had been watching the children in the area they left.

				Raj’s mouth fell open as he took to his feet. Guilt caught his words.

				“You shouldn’t be wandering around this far alone,” she said curtly. “Neena would have our heads.”

				A blush of shame reddened Raj’s cheeks. He lowered his torch, avoiding eye contact with the scolding woman.

				Searching for an excuse worthy of leaving the group, Raj said, “We heard a noise down here. I thought one of the children had run off.”

				“And you didn’t fetch us?” Samara asked.

				“It was just a dust beetle,” Samel cut in, as if that might excuse their absence. “We saw it scurrying down the tunnel. We thought it might be edible.”

				“You know better than to wander off without others.” Clearly anxious to leave, Samara insisted, “Come on. Let’s get back.”

				She and the others waited for the boys to get safely ahead of them before falling behind. Raj and Samel walked quickly ahead, under the weight of the women’s angry stares. When they were far enough away to speak privately, Samel whispered, “What did you see?”

				Raj started to explain and stopped.

				The last thing he needed was his brother running off again.

				“It was nothing, Sam. Just a trick of the light.”

				“Are you sure?” Samel didn’t look convinced.

			

			
				“It was a rock.” Raj shrugged. “That’s it.”

				Samel watched Raj for a moment, but he nodded, satisfied.

				Raj wasn’t.

				He couldn’t get his mind off whatever treasure the crevice held. He wanted to crawl in that hole and find out what it was.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 6: Neena

				“I wanted to hate him,” Neena said to Kai, as they walked down the long cave, carrying too many emotions.

				“I know you did,” Kai said, touching her arm.

				“I wanted to blame Gideon for everything that has happened, but it seems as if his own decisions punished him.” Neena shook her head. “Now, I can’t even tell if he knows who we are.”

				Ahead of them, The Watchers walked in a tight group, glancing at each other. It felt as if they’d shared another tragedy, almost as impactful as the loss of their entire colony.

				“His men would’ve killed us both, if they had found us in the caves that day,” Kai said with certainty. “Those were Gideon’s orders. And yet, we are alive.” He blew a long sigh. “In a way, I can’t complain. The life I have here is certainly better than the life I would’ve had in New Canaan, rotting away in a cell.”

				“But that doesn’t mean we are safe,” Darius reminded them, shuffling behind. “If the monster doesn’t get us, starvation will. We have many problems.”

				Neena swallowed. She could already hear the faint echo of the crowd they’d left behind. The tension from the meeting was palpable, and it drew closer with each step they took toward the main chamber. The crowd wanted answers. Any information they hoped to receive was buried behind Gideon’s sickly rasp, and in his battered, paralyzed body.

				Her fear returned.

				Gesturing to The Watchers, who spoke in whispers ahead of them, Darius said, “Our alliance was tenuous, even before any of this happened. But if we don’t come up with a plan together, we will have an uproar.”

			

			
				Neena and Kai nodded.

				Hearing the noise at the tunnel’s other end, The Watchers slowed. It seemed no one was in a rush to get back to the tense mob.

				“Wait,” Neena called.

				The young men looked over their shoulders. Bryan wiped some sweat from his thick brow, halting while Neena, Darius, and Kai joined his group. Together, they formed a new circle.

				“We need to talk,” Neena whispered.

				Bryan nodded. The other men huddled around.

				“I don’t think any of us missed the ugliness emanating from that crowd,” Neena said, looking from one face to the next. “We are on the verge of a riot. We need a plan.”

				The Watchers exchanged glances.

				“The people in that room are having a hard time trusting us,” Neena said. “They’re having a hard time trusting anyone. But if we come in as a unified group, we are in a better position to convince people to listen. We need to work together.”

				“But Gideon might…” a Watcher started.

				Darius cut in. “Even if the people trusted Gideon, he is no condition to lead us.”

				A few of the men nodded reluctantly.

				Speaking up, one of The Watchers, a blond-haired man, said, “The people will have questions.”

				“Eventually, we might get answers, but right now, those answers will have to wait,” Darius said. “The people in that cave need leadership. We need to convince them that an expedition into the colony is the first step. Do you agree?”

			

			
				The Watchers’ eyes settled on Bryan. In Thorne’s absence, he had become the de facto leader of their group.

				Bryan was noncommittal.

				“Our first step is to scavenge the rest of the food, before it goes bad,” Neena said, reinforcing her earlier suggestion. “Afterward, we can come up with a long-term plan. Whether it is tending the crops or hunting in small groups, we’ll figure it out.”

				The Watchers hesitated as the noises down the end of the hall grew louder. With every moment Neena and her group were away, the people grew more impatient.

				“What about the monster?” Bryan asked.

				“Maybe we’ll discover a way to kill it later on,” Darius suggested. “But for now, we need to keep our people fed, or there will be no monster to face.”

				Bryan looked at his other Watchers, but no one disagreed.

				After a long, exasperated sigh, Bryan nodded.

				Neena opened and closed her eyes, feeling a small wave of relief.

				“Now that we have a plan, let’s convince the others,” Darius said. “If the heavens are with us, we will have luck.”

				[image: Flourish-06.ai]


				The chamber quieted as Neena, Kai, Darius, and The Watchers returned. Even the people who had yelled or argued before were silent, waiting on the forthcoming news. Neena’s palms were sweaty as she looked among the faces of the people who had so loudly disputed them only a short while earlier. She recognized the bearded man among the first rows. It looked like he had changed positions so that he could face them again.

			

			
				Breaking the silence, Neena said, “Gideon is barely conscious. As some of you might have heard, one of his legs has been amputated. He is paralyzed, and not speaking much.”

				Her words sapped some of the anger from the room. The people watched her silently, covering their mouths.

				“Though he was lucid for a time, it is difficult to tell how much he understands,” Darius said. “Like all of you, we have questions for him, but they will have to wait until his condition improves. There is a good chance he will never have his full awareness.” Clearing his throat, he continued, “Whether or not we get answers doesn’t change our dilemma. We need to keep ourselves fed.”

				Darius looked over at Bryan, who shifted reluctantly.

				For a moment, Neena thought he might not speak as their ally. But he made good on his word.

				“We are going to organize an expedition to the colony, as Neena and the others have suggested,” Bryan said. “Among that expedition will be us Watchers, Neena and Kai, and as many volunteers as we can get. It will take more hands than we have to dig up the rubble and see what is underneath. And we will need Crop Tenders who are familiar with the plants, so they can assess them. From there, we’ll make future decisions.”

				The room grew silent as people looked at their boots, or toward the ceiling. Of course, no one volunteered.

			

			
				Darius looked among the crowd. “You are all afraid. I understand. But we need to act quickly, before the food down there goes bad. Kai will instruct you on the best ways to avoid the creature, should it appear. If you stick to his words, you’ll be safe.”

				“We’ll make this trip as efficiently as possible,” Neena reiterated.

				Among the scared, dirty, and hungry, no one murmured. No hands rose in the air to offer their help. The people were afraid of starvation, but they were even more afraid of the monster, and every day apart from the colony deepened their terror of it.

				“It is not an ideal situation,” Neena tried. “But our inaction will lead to our deaths.”

				She let the words hang over the room, staring from one face to the next, hoping to provoke a response. A few quiet conversations echoed and died. A few people shifted, but no one spoke up, out of fear of being nominated.

				Finally, a man repeated, “Why can’t The Watchers take trips, like they’ve been doing?”

				A few looked over at The Watchers, expecting them to continue taking the burden of danger.

				“It would take a long time to do all the digging that is required,” Bryan reiterated, “and making one trip instead of several will reduce our risk.”

				“With each moment we wait, the food is spoiling,” Darius reminded them.

				Neena’s eyes roamed over the people. Eventually, her stare settled on the bearded man, who shifted uncomfortably. This time, instead of directing her speech at the crowd, she directed it at him.

			

			
				“Do you have children, sir?” she asked him.

				As one, the colonists swiveled to look at him.

				“Yes,” the bearded man said, gruffly. “A boy and a girl.”

				“Where are they?”

				The question was rhetorical. Of course, everyone knew the children were in the Right Cave, where they were staying during the meeting. The man gestured to the eastern wall of the chamber.

				“My brothers are there, too,” Neena said, looking from his face to several others. “Most of us left them there to protect them, so they do not have to bear the burdens of this discussion. All of us would do anything for the children in that room. But if we do not act now, they will die, just like we will. Instead of perishing in the mouth of the monster, we will all suffer slow, withering deaths.”

				The bearded man looked at the ground.

				“What is your name?”

				“Ed,” the man said.

				“You would do anything to protect your children, wouldn’t you, Ed?”

				Ed nodded.

				“It is for that reason that we must make this trip now.”

				Feeling the intensity of the staring crowd, Ed dithered.

				Putting all her persuasion into a question, Neena asked, “Will you go with us?” She arched her back, putting on the strong expression that gave hunters respect when they walked through Red Rock.

				Sensing his manhood in question, Ed puffed up his chest. He stuck out his chin. Of course, he would go, when his other choice was to look weak in front of a woman.

			

			
				“I’ll go,” he said.

				A small relief flooded Neena’s heart.

				“How about the rest of you? Can we count on more of you to help us?”

				Feeling the need to reinforce his decision, Ed looked around the room, catching the attention of several of his peers.

				After a long pause, one hand went up, and then another. A slow wave of hands appeared, as people drew strength from Ed and their neighbors.

				“It’s settled, then. We’ll leave in the morning.” Neena blew a slow breath. One part of her plan was done. But that part might be the easiest.

				The hard part was yet to come.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 7: Neena

				“Neena!” Samel rushed over to her, embracing her in a tight hug.

				Warmth went through Neena as she looked over his shoulder to find Raj also waiting. Elsewhere, Kai, Darius, and Amos greeted a few of the other people in the Right Cave. She looked around, watching some people trickle out to the ledge to return to the two other caves, while others stayed, rejoining their families.

				Over the past two weeks, Neena had gotten to know most of the people in the Right Cave. Most were people who had followed her, Darius, and Kai into the cave on the day of the Abomination’s attack. A few were neighbors she knew from Red Rock. Others she was getting to know better.

				They ate together, slept alongside one another, and woke at the same times. They shared the same stories and fears. They lived under the light of the same torches. In a strange way, they felt like a new, bigger family.

				Neena missed the privacy of her family hovel, but she didn’t miss the long treks out into the desert, wondering when she’d see her brothers again.

				“You’re back,” Raj said, taking Samel’s place and greeting her.

				Raj patted her shoulder, but he didn’t hug her the way Samel did. It seemed that every time she saw him, he changed in some subtle way.

				“We survived the meeting,” she said, smiling.

				For a moment, she allowed herself to feel the relief that came with getting a task done, even though another, more dangerous one awaited.

			

			
				“What happened?” Raj asked.

				“I’ll tell you the plan over dinner.”

				Neena unrolled a blanket, cushioning the hard floor. Over the course of weeks, the people had cleared out most of the rocks, sweeping them into corners so they wouldn’t hurt their backs at night. Raj, Samel, and Kai sat nearby, while Darius settled slowly on his bedroll, making fun of his own age. Amos sat among another group.

				Neena noticed Raj looking over his shoulder a few times, glancing at a girl he’d met named Adriana. He’d been spending a lot of time with her.

				She thought it was cute.

				“So, what’s your plan?” Raj asked, unable to hold back his question any longer.

				“Tomorrow morning, we will head to the colony and scavenge through the rubble to find what’s left of the food,” Neena explained, reiterating the meeting’s outcome. “Some of the former Crop Tenders are going to assess our Green Crops. Later, we’ll figure out how to tend them. Hopefully that’ll keep us fed for a while.”

				Samel and Raj nodded, but she could see they were nervous.

				Hoping to reassure them, Darius said, “Kai is going to meet with the volunteers and make sure everyone knows the precautions. Everyone will be safe.”

				“What if the monster comes back?” Samel’s question hung in the air.

				Of course, he spoke everyone’s deepest fear.

				“We will be more prepared than last time,” Neena said. “We will have plenty of places to seek shelter, if we need to. And Kai will teach everyone how to stay quiet—even those who haven’t hunted before.”

			

			
				Raj and Samel looked between Neena, Kai, and Darius. Neena didn’t need to hear their thoughts to know they were envisioning more death.

				“Are you going, too, Darius?” Samel asked.

				Darius smiled and shook his head. “I’m staying here.”

				“With us?”

				“I’ll mostly be keeping guard on the cliffs with some others, but I won’t be far.”

				All around them, people dug into their meager stores. Some retrieved pouches of dried meat, while others sipped gingerly from their flasks.

				Raj sat up straighter, clearing his throat. After a quick glance over his shoulder, he asked, “Can I come with you to the colony?”

				Darius and Kai looked over at Neena.

				“I want to see our old hovel,” Raj said, sticking up his chin and projecting bravery. “I’m old enough. I’ll listen to Kai’s rules. I’ll learn.”

				Neena watched her brother for a moment. Long ago, she’d accepted her role as both a parent and a sibling. But that didn’t make saying ‘no’ any easier.

				“It’s too dangerous,” Neena said, finally.

				“But I can help. You said you needed more hands to dig in the rubble. During the last storm, I helped pull that woman out from underneath the bricks. I did as much as any of the rest of them. I’m strong.”

				“I know you are. But we need you here.”

				Looking over at Kai, appealing to him instead, Raj said, “I’ll be fine. I’ll follow Kai’s instructions. Won’t I, Kai?”

				“It’s your sister’s decision.” Kai shifted uncomfortably.

			

			
				“I’m sorry, Raj,” Neena said. “I can’t let you go.”

				Seeing he was making no headway, Raj looked over at Darius. “Maybe I can help you on the cliffs. I have good eyes. I can spot a bird from a klick away. Even Samel knows it.”

				Darius adjusted. He stroked his chin. He did anything but answer.

				“I’ll make sure all of you are safe, with the others.”

				Saving Darius from a reply that might cause some ill will, Neena said, “I don’t think so, Raj.”

				“Is it because you don’t trust me to stand on the cliffs without falling?”

				“No.”

				A heavy silence followed. Picking up on her unspoken thought, Raj glanced at Samel.

				“You don’t need to say it,” Raj finished, biting his lip. “You need me here to watch out for my little brother. You need me to watch out for him while everyone else goes off and does the dangerous, important tasks.”

				Silence fell over the group.

				All eyes hung on Raj.

				“That’s it, isn’t it?” Receiving no answer, Raj stood angrily, kicking the ground with his boot. “You always say that one day, I’ll be old enough to do the things you do. But that day never comes. I don’t think it ever will.”

				“I—” Neena had no good answer.

				“When will I be old enough to do something worthwhile? When I am married and gone? Maybe I’ll die before it happens.”

				Without another word, he stormed from his bedroll, weaving around some other, sitting people, walking to the mouth of the cave a hundred feet away. Neena watched him stop and lean against the wall, backlit by the glow of the torches. A small gust of wind blew his curly hair behind him.

			

			
				“Raj—” Samel called, starting to stand.

				“Don’t bother him.” Neena reached out and kept him seated. “Let him have his time alone. When he cools off, I’ll go talk with him.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 8: Raj

				Raj stood at the mouth of the cave, turning a pebble in his hand. About fifteen feet of ground stood between him and the drop off, but he didn’t throw the stone over the edge, nor did he step out past the entrance. He knew better than to alert the monster, even if Neena didn’t think he did. For a while, The Watchers on the ledge regarded Raj closely, but soon, they accepted that he was in a mood, and left him alone. So did Neena, Kai, Darius, and Samel.

				Until now.

				“Raj?”

				He turned to find Neena coming toward him.

				“Is it okay if I stand here with you for a few moments?” Neena asked.

				Raj didn’t reply, but he didn’t shoo her away, either. He looked at the pebble in his hand, running his thumb over its ragged surface. For a long moment, they stared out from the cave in silence, regarding the tops of the distant hovels.

				“I’m sorry,” Neena said, finally. “For everything.”

				Raj nodded, but he didn’t look over.

				Neena struggled for the right words. “I guess I’ve been so occupied with my burdens that I haven’t had time to look at anyone else’s. That isn’t fair.”

				Raj looked down at the stone.

				“In a lot of ways, you’ve been Samel’s mother and father, while I’ve been out hunting. He appreciates it, and so do I.” Neena sighed and averted her eyes.

				Raj bent, scraping the ground for another stone to hold.

			

			
				“One day soon, we’ll go out in the desert and I’ll teach you to hunt, like Dad taught me.”

				Breaking his silence, Raj asked, “When?”

				“Once we figure out what the future brings,” Neena said.

				Raj shook his head dejectedly. “You’ve said that more times than I can count. I don’t believe it anymore. And hunting wouldn’t be as important as helping with the monster.”

				“I can’t let you do that right now. I wish I could give you a better answer.” Neena paused. “But you have to believe that things will change. Do you?”

				Raj shrugged. “The monster will keep coming back. It will keep killing. It will pick away at those who are left, until we are all dead. And then none of your words will matter.” His voice cracked with emotion. Embarrassed, he cleared his throat, looking away.

				Neena bit her lip. Once again, she was at a loss for what to say.

				They stared over the ruins of Red Rock for a while, until Neena said, “We are going to figure out a way to kill the monster, Raj, and then things will change. We will do what Kai’s colony was unable to do. You just need to give us time. I swear by the twin moons.”

				Raj looked at the ground.

				“Look at me, Raj.”

				Reluctantly, he turned toward her.

				“All I’m asking is that you hang in there.” Neena reached out for him, before pulling her arms back with a sad smile. “I’m sorry. I forgot you were too old for hugs.”

				Raj watched her for a long moment. He was still angry, and nothing she said had changed that. But if he didn’t say something, she would keep the conversation going in circles, and then he’d never be alone.

			

			
				Hoping to pacify her, he reached out sideways, embracing her. “Thanks.”

				He looked her in the eyes a little longer, hoping she’d get the hint and leave. Neena waited a moment, seemingly torn, before walking deeper into the cave. Raj reached for another rock, turning it in his hand until she was gone.
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				“Is everything all right?” Adriana looked at Raj with concerned blue eyes.

				“I’m fine,” Raj assured her, sitting cross-legged and across from her.

				“I saw you over at the edge of the cave. I was going to go over and check on you, but it looked like you wanted to be alone.”

				Raj looked down at his flask, trying to act nonchalant. “I was getting some air. Sometimes it’s nice to have some time by myself.”

				“I understand. It gets pretty cramped in here.” Adriana smiled.

				Her beautiful face helped him forget some of his worries. Unlike Neena and the others, she treated him like an adult, or at least like a peer, even though she was a few years older than him. She held her flask with her pale, smooth fingers. Not for the first time, he thought about what it would be like to take her fingers in his. She caught his gaze, and he looked away, embarrassed.

				“Did you hear about Gideon?” she asked.

			

			
				Raj nodded. “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about him anymore.”

				Adriana sighed. “It is hard to fathom all the lies he told. If not for the things Neena, Kai, and Darius exposed, we would still know nothing.”

				“So, you believe them?” Raj asked.

				“It is hard to dispute anything, after what we all experienced in Red Rock,” Adriana said, furrowing her brow. “I’m not sure why some people question their stories. I think they are doing the best they can to lead us.” Her face flickered with worry as she looked at her bag, undoubtedly thinking of their limited rations.

				Following her gaze, a different thought struck Raj.

				Seeing his guilty expression, Adriana asked, “What is it?”

				“I was just thinking of the keepsake you gave me. I’m sorry that I lost it.”

				“You don’t have to apologize again. I’m just happy we both lived through that day,” Adriana said. She had never blamed him for losing the round, metal object, but each time he thought of it, he was ashamed. Of course, he hadn’t told her of the bullies who had taken it away. The details no longer seemed important.

				“I wish I could get it back,” Raj said somberly.

				“You don’t have to worry about that,” Adriana assured him.

				Smiling, she let go of her flask and reached over, touching his hand. Warmth surged through Raj as her smooth fingers graced his. His stomach clenched up in a way that he had rarely felt so strongly, in his ten years. He wanted to take her and hold on to her, the way he’d seen grown men and women do. Adriana deserved more than any of the others in the cave.

			

			
				She deserved the best things.

				All at once, he thought of a new solution to an old problem. He couldn’t get the relic back. But maybe he could make it up to her in a different way.

				Before he could realize what he was saying, he offered, “I’m going to get you something else to replace the keepsake.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Something more beautiful than you’ve ever seen.”

				Adriana’s face brightened. “Like what?”

				Raj smiled. “You’ll see.”

				Watching Adriana’s face, he knew he had to present her with something that would make her expression happy forever. He couldn’t get his mind off the glimmering object in the cave. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he was going to find out soon.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 9: Gideon

				Gideon opened his eye to pain. Waves of it washed through his body, from his head to his remaining leg. With a groan, he reached beyond his bedroll, as if he might find something to alleviate the awful sensation, even though the healer had already given him his herbs.

				More than once, he looked down at the blanket, as if his missing appendage might reappear, even though he knew it was never coming back.

				It was so strange. Sometimes, when he first woke up, Gideon swore he could feel his leg, or even his eye. He even swore he could wiggle his toes, or blink and restore his full vision, if he tried hard enough. Occasionally, he’d reach up and gently touch around the empty eye socket, verifying that he wasn’t in some bad dream, or he’d use the last of his weak strength to reach down and touch his missing leg. He wanted to snap his body out of its paralysis.

				He wanted to stand and shake off what felt like an awful fall.

				But the leg was gone.

				Just like his eye.

				Just like his colony.

				Flashes of memory came back to him through his excruciating headache. He recalled that final gathering on the podium, with his people before him. When he closed his eye, Gideon could still see Wyatt’s grave face, and the panicked expressions of his other Heads of Colony. He recalled the rumbling that shook the ground, sending the people into a crazed stampede. He recalled the shadowed form of the monster coming toward him. And then he remembered a pain unlike he’d ever experienced.

			

			
				The rest of the time was a blur.

				He only had a foggy recollection of crawling through the blackness that felt like it never ended, pushing through the pain to get to the light, and then a faint memory of hands pulling him from the pit, after which he’d collapsed for the last time, before he woke up here.

				If not for his instincts, he would’ve died in the monster’s dank hole, alone.

				The healer said adrenaline had carried him.

				Gideon thought it was stubbornness.

				He was just like his father.

				He blinked through another stabbing pain in his head.

				The words of the healer and The Watchers echoed through his mind. The monster had destroyed everything he’d worked so hard to maintain. It had taken his father’s legacy and shattered it. If not for the beast, he would still be whole, and his people would have survived.

				The monster had ruined both Red Rock and his body.

				It had killed each and every one of his Heads of Colony.

				Or was it the monster’s fault?

				Gideon reconsidered that.

				The monster was a creature, as instinctual and primitive as any of the other creatures that hunted or ate. For generations, he and his forefathers had had no trouble keeping it away. Another wave of pain washed over Gideon, so fast and so strong that he felt a shiver in his arms.

			

			
				That pain solidified into two faces.

				Neena and Kai.

				Was it the monster’s fault, or theirs?

				They’d brought the monster here.

				They’d lured the Abomination to Red Rock and ruined his body. They’d brought death to his colony, after generations of peace. Maybe it was their fault, not the monster’s.

				The more he considered it, the more he was certain.

				If not for Neena and Kai, six hundred men, women, and children of Red Rock might still be alive. And the old man, Darius, who helped them, was at fault, too.

				The suffering of Gideon and his people wouldn’t go unpunished.

				The three of them would pay, and Gideon would restore Red Rock to what it was.

				Riding out another wave of pain, Gideon closed his remaining eye, falling back asleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 10: Kai

				The morning sun gleamed off of the faces of the seventy-five volunteers as they alternated their gazes between Kai and the destroyed colony below. Together, they stood in rows, on one of the only broad, flat surfaces on the edge of the cliff at the end of the eastern formation, a precipice preceding the long, winding trail descending to Red Rock. Neena and Bryan stood next to Kai; the remaining young Watchers filed behind. Off to the side, Darius, Amos, and a handful of other volunteers held The Watchers’ horns.

				“Most of you are familiar with the warnings I’ve given in the cave, or from passing conversations,” Kai said, “but some of you might not have heard this information before.” He looked at a handful of widowed women standing among the men, holding the spears of their dead husbands, and some men beside them. “Those who hunt will know the best means to stay quiet. The rest of you should follow your neighbors’ lead.”

				Beside him, Neena and Bryan nodded knowingly.

				In more detail, Kai described how the creature attacked, things to watch for, and the best ways to react. “Once the creature surfaces, quiet will only go so far. If you are able to get into a hovel, you might have a chance at safety. Of course, there is always the possibility it will collapse, or the monster might burst through it.”

				The volunteers lowered their heads. No one needed to remind them of those who died under gruesome avalanches.

			

			
				Kai gestured for Neena to speak.

				“As The Watchers have suggested, we will work in teams of five, scavenging through the rubble and looking out for one another,” she said. “We will fill our bags with as much as we can. The team of Crop Tenders will head immediately to the vegetables and assess them, take what they are able, and make a determination on the rest for later discussion.”

				No one debated the plan they’d solidified in the caves.

				They understood.

				When Neena was finished speaking, Kai beckoned closer to the cliff’s edges, where Darius, Amos, and the other volunteers stood with the Watchers’ horns.

				“We will use the horns in the way with which you are familiar. A single, urgent note means a severe sandstorm is coming; two mean a lesser storm.” He paused for emphasis. “Three, rapid notes mean the Abomination is near.”

				The people murmured quietly. Hearing the name of the beast that had haunted their nightmares sent prickles of fear through them.

				A short, tense silence fell over the group.

				The time for speaking was done.

				The time for action had arrived.

				Kai sucked in a breath. “Does anyone have any questions?”

				The people shook their heads, adjusting their bags.

				Without another word, Kai gripped his spear and turned to face the long, winding path that descended from the safe, high perches where they’d been living.

				Then he beckoned for the others to follow.
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				Fear laced Kai’s eyes as he led the group with Neena. The Watchers followed in twos, reinforcing the marching pattern and motioning for the others to fall in line. Together, they and the seventy-five volunteers crept down the long, narrow pathway, holding their bags and their spears. Kai looked over his shoulder, up to the precipice. The people they’d left behind shifted nervously, horns at their sides. Darius stood in the middle, leaning on his cane.

				Kai forced his attention forward, placing one careful boot in front of the other. A few hundred feet down the steep slope, the first of the crumbled hovels on Red Rock’s eastern side grew closer. The fallen piles of mud brick and stone looked as if they’d been that way for years, instead of two weeks.

				They followed several turns, dipping behind walls of rock that temporarily barred their view of the colony, before passing them and seeing the colony again. The Comm Building rose high above the other structures, a constant reminder of the dead leaders who resided there, and whom had once ordered Kai’s death.

				Kai blew a nervous breath.

				He never would’ve predicted how his life was turning out. If not for his escape from New Canaan, he would’ve rotted in a cell. He would’ve never met Neena. The past few weeks had been a dangerous storm of coincidences and events, but there had been some good in there, too.

				Over the past few weeks, Red Rock had become less and less strange. It wasn’t quite home, but it was the best home he’d had. And for that reason, he’d protect it. He’d do what he could to make the trip successful.

			

			
				He moved instinctively closer to Neena, clutching his spear.

				His arm brushed hers.

				Continuing down the path, they passed several branching, dead-end trails that forked off from the main one, where The Watchers rested or relieved themselves, in normal times. A few times, they walked past old, spent torches. Once, they came across a flask that looked as if someone had dropped it in a place they couldn’t reach. Kai remembered some of the curves and landmarks from the way up, when they’d made that long, initial trek from Red Rock to the cliffs.

				The last conversations faded. The tread of boots on rock, dirt, and sand became the only sound.

				Following the well-trodden trail, Kai thought of the many Watchers who had used this path for generations. Those old, dead men felt like ghosts, watching over them, whispering warnings.

				They walked for a long while, heading toward the empty patch of desert that separated the eastern cliff from the colony, a patch that instilled an ominous fear in all who followed.

				Finally, they reached the sand.

				Kai swallowed as he took the first steps off of hard ground, leaving the safety of the cliffs behind.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 11: Darius

				Darius stared out over the ruined colony. The people crossing over the desert below looked like a line of insects, crawling toward the remains of Red Rock. He couldn’t make out every detail, but he knew Neena and Kai were in front. He kept his eye on the head of the line as they traversed the dangerous sand, feeling a tinge of guilt. He wished he were with them. But he knew that, logically, that would be a bad idea.

				Leaning over to Amos, he said, “At least the heavens spared my eyes.”

				Amos laughed—a nervous sound that echoed everyone’s sentiments. “If not for this old body, I would’ve gone with them, too. But we are with them in spirit.”

				The men and women with the horns shifted anxiously. A few spoke quietly on the precipice while keeping an eye on the ground below. All kept a safe buffer from the cliff’s edge. Darius wasn’t fond of standing so close to the drop-off, but he wouldn’t let his friends out of his sight.

				He’d already lost too many.

				Like his good friend Elmer.

				His eyes wandered to the section of homes on the eastern edge of the colony, where Elmer had lived. Those rubble-strewn, cracked homes reminded Darius of the time he’d spent with the survivors in the lower cave, when he’d watched the monster destroy them. Shortly after leaving the lower cave, before coming up to the cliffs, he’d found Elmer’s body. He still felt guilty for being unable to save his friend. Of course, he wondered how it could have gone differently.

			

			
				Hopefully, Elmer was with his ancestors.

				Akron’s parents were there, too.

				After discovering Elmer, Darius had gone searching for the people with whom he had shared another loss, but they were dead and buried, as well. He’d never even had the chance to tell them about Akron.

				He shook his head.

				He still had questions about the boy’s death—things he wanted Gideon to answer. The Watcher who had held Akron’s knife was dead, as were most of the veteran Watchers. The young Watchers seemed uninvolved. But he still wondered who had given the command to kill Akron. Was it Thorne, or Gideon? And how much did Gideon know about that monster’s carcass, deep in the lower caves?

				Did he know anything more about the miners?

				Those answers—buried deep in Gideon’s injured brain—might give them hope for killing the monster in the desert, or give him closure about Akron.

				Watching over the people below, Darius prayed that they’d be able to scavenge the food safely. Later, when Neena and Kai were back, he’d talk to them about confronting Gideon again.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 12: Neena

				Neena’s heart pounded as they reached the end of the patch of desert at the bottom of the eastern cliffs. Before them were the first of the colony’s buildings. Looking up at the cliffs, she spotted the tiny figures on the horizon they’d left behind. All faced in their direction, watching with fear.

				No one made a sound as they entered the colony, listening for rumbles, screams, or a horn that meant someone up above had spotted something. Walking the familiar ground gave Neena a shiver she couldn’t erase.

				The fetid odor of death washed over the air, seeping inside her nose, gagging her. The stench was worse than anything they’d smelled from the cliffs, and it reminded her of all those she’d lost, buried or missing, food for the monster’s vile stomach. A few people behind her coughed, covering their noses with their hands to protect them from the smell. Neena pulled her shawl over her face.

				Passing the tithing houses, they glanced over at the intact structures. The doors were shut and secured, just as they’d left them two weeks ago, when she and some other survivors had scavenged the last of the meat and vegetables before heading to the cliffs. The four hundred survivors were consuming those rations quickly.

				Too quickly.

				With a spear in her hand and a bag on her back, Neena walked next to Kai, past the storehouses, which had also been emptied, and down the main path of the colony. Without a word, ten Crop Tenders filtered past them, moving at a quick, quiet pace, heading for the river.

			

			
				Neena watched them go with a shimmer of unease. Hopefully they listened to Kai’s instructions.

				She and Kai kept walking, passing a handful of alleys, while the people behind them filtered into them. Neena glanced over her shoulder, observing a few Watchers stopping at a hovel on the path’s edge, quietly pulling aside the stones.

				The devastation in the colony still surprised her. The stomping feet and screams of her people had thrown the creature into a frenzy. She recalled those first warnings Kai had given her in the desert.

				Panic is the easiest road to death.

				If not for the chaos, more people would’ve survived.

				Three other volunteers accompanied her and Kai as they broke off down the fifth row. Together, they stepped carefully down the ruined pathway. Bones were strewn everywhere. Most were dug out by scavenging animals and picked clean. A few were wrapped in stringy garments, hiding last bits of blood and skin, awaiting scavengers’ mouths, claws, and teeth. Neena shuddered as a bird landed on the top of a collapsed hovel, opening and closing its beak on a scrap of a colonist’s flesh.

				It felt as if the winged animals had claimed the colony.

				At least the birds meant the Abomination wasn’t close.

				Yet.

				The three other colonists in she and Kai’s group moved for the first ruined building, and she went to follow.

			

			
				A touch on her shoulder startled her. She spun.

				“Are you all right?” Kai asked, his eyes filled with concern.

				“I’m fine,” Neena answered quietly.

				She looked away from the bones and up to the cliffs, high up on the horizon, where Darius and his group looked down on them.

				“I know this is hard for you,” Kai said.

				Neena took a shuddering breath. “I’ll get through it. We all will.”

				They joined the other three volunteers, picking through the rubble of the first hovel. Some of the bricks had cracked off completely, while others were still stuck together. They moved as many bricks as they could alone, before helping each other carry the larger pieces. After a little while, they uncovered some cookware, some crushed clothing, and a tattered bedroll. Neena felt a sting of disappointment until one of the colonists hissed, “I’ve got something!”

				She looked over to find a woman dusting off a small pouch of food. That small find gave Neena a big hope.

				Together, they moved through the row of homes, both ruined and intact, uncovering several more pouches and a few flasks, which they tucked in their bags, slowly building a store. More than once, they uncovered bodies, skirting around them, holding in their nausea and their grief. A hard, solid pit lodged in Neena’s throat. She reminded herself that they were doing this for the people who were alive, and not for the dead.

				Eventually, they returned to the main path and headed to a new row. Across the path, Bryan and some of his Watchers headed west. She noticed their bags looked heavier than when they came in.

			

			
				A good sign.

				Together with her group, they cleared several more alleys, working around the monster’s holes, before reaching an intact group of hovels.

				“We should double-check them,” Kai suggested. “We might’ve missed something.”

				Kai’s point was valid.

				“We’ll check the northern side of the alley, while you check the southern,” the woman colonist offered, walking off with the two others.

				Kai and Neena agreed. Together, they approached the closed door of an undamaged house. A scratching noise came from within. Neena stiffened. She held up her spear, looking from Kai to the door. Several times from the cliffs, they’d spotted roaming wolves wandering among the carcasses. Those feral creatures might provide an unexpected meal, but also an unexpected danger.

				Kai took a few steps back while Neena grabbed the door, ripping it open.

				She leapt back from the entrance.

				Rats scattered inside, weaving around the abandoned belongings and hiding.

				No wolves.

				They walked inside, looking around at a few empty bedrolls. Those might be useful, but food was the goal of the day.

				“Vegetables,” Kai said, finding a small pile by the hearth. Disappointment crossed his face. “They’re rotted and chewed. I see a few herbs that the healers might be able to use, though.” He tucked them into his bag.

			

			
				Neena looked around the bedrolls, finding a few shirts near a wall that they could repurpose later.

				Finished, Kai joined her near the doorway, ready to head to the next house.

				A cry shattered the silence.

				They broke eye contact.

				A loud rumble echoed from farther away. Neena and Kai froze. It sounded as if the commotion was coming from the western side of the colony.

				“Stay still!” Kai hissed.

				Neena clutched her spear. Cries echoed over the continuing rumbling. Boot steps hit the ground. Flashes of the bloodshed and panic from all those weeks ago came back to Neena with such clarity that she felt as if she was living them again.

				A loud scream rang through the air, so long and so agonizing that it stirred her into a step.

				Panic is the easiest road to death.

				“They’ll die, if they keep this up!” she insisted, taking another step for the door.

				“And we’ll join them, if we go out there!” Kai grabbed her arm.

				Looking out through the doorway, Neena noticed a colonist’s broken skull in the alley, staring at her with eyeless sockets. A particularly loud wail spurred her into action.

				This time she couldn’t restrain herself.

				Fighting her good sense, Neena broke from Kai’s grasp and slipped out of the doorway.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 13: Raj

				Raj looked around at Samel, Adriana, and the others who sat in circles, nervously watching the cave’s entrance.

				The absence of seventy-five colonists had put a dark atmosphere in the room, filling the people in the Right Cave with an unease that had surely spread to the Left and Center caves, where some of the volunteers also lived. Every so often, a group took up by the mouth of the cave, looking out over the colony, biting their fingers or shifting uncomfortably. No one spoke openly of the monster in front of the children, but it was on the tips of their tongues, and behind their glassy stares.

				Raj noticed the mothers keeping their children closer, as if the monster might float up from the sand and snatch them from the caves. They matched their children’s steps. They watched the front of the cave, the rear, and all the places between. Even if Raj wanted to slip away and search for the object, he couldn’t.

				Samel hung closer to Raj than ever. The atmosphere of the cave had crawled under his skin, too.

				Raj couldn’t deny that he was worried about Neena, too.

				He was angry, but worried.

				Making his plan to dig out the gleaming object was easy, when he was staring at Adriana’s eyes and had no concerns about his sister, out in the open and exposed to the Abomination. Now, he couldn’t stop thinking about her.

				He’d table his plan for later.

			

			
				Finishing a conversation with Adriana, Raj asked her to watch Samel while he excused himself. All eyes watched him walk across the room. A group of three mothers hung near the cave, close to where he had stood turning rocks in his hands. They spoke in nervous whispers, pointing to the colony, while others watched their children. Raj’s pulse quickened as he joined them. Staring out over the cliff, he searched the remains of the distant hovels. A few specks moved in and out of the houses below, but he was too far away to identify anyone.

				A few volunteer guards strode past the cave’s entrance.

				Getting one’s attention, he asked, “Have you seen anything?”

				“No. And you should stay back,” the man warned, as Raj leaned his head a little too far out into the open.

				Raj looked right, catching a momentary glimpse of Darius and the others, who stood a few hundred feet past the Left Cave, on a precipice from where the volunteers had marched, holding their horns. If not for his talk with Neena, Raj would’ve been with them. He felt another sting of frustration.

				“Do you see anything?” asked a woman standing next to him.

				“No,” Raj answered. “It’s too hard to notice anything from up here.”

				The worried woman shook her head. “It makes me nervous.”

				Raj nodded, clenching his hands and unclenching them, wishing he were on the ground, or keeping watch from a better position than the sheltered mouth of a cave.

			

			
				A rumble interrupted his thoughts.

				Screams echoed from the distant ground below.

				The guards on the ledge yelled to one another, looking from the ground to the cave. To Raj and the women, one of them said, “Make sure everyone stays inside!”

				The guards took off down the ledge, heading in the direction of Darius. Inside the cave, women grabbed their children, or yelled for them to get near. Others burst into tears. Raj took two more steps outside the cave, noticing a stream of people far below, running in one direction. His heart hammered as he thought of Neena, down in the colony and in danger.

				Forget her warnings and her rules.

				Without second-guessing what he was doing, Raj turned to look back into the cave, found Samel and Adriana, and yelled, “I’ll be back!”

				And then he was out of the cave and sprinting after the guards. His breath heaved as he ran along the fifteen-foot-wide the ledge, sticking close to the rock wall on the innermost side of it, avoiding craggy, protruding rocks. None of the running men ahead of him looked back or stopped him. Something more pressing than a disobedient boy held their attention.

				Raj wove along the ledge, eventually passing the Center Cave. He didn’t stop to engage the slew of women gathered at the entrances, nor did he stop at the Left Cave.

				After a while of running, he was on the precipice where Darius and his onlookers clustered together. Raj weaved among the frightened people, bumping shoulders with several, before finally joining Darius.

			

			
				“Darius!” he cried over the uproar.

				Darius’s face was alarmed and filled with fright. “Raj! You shouldn’t be here!”

				Looking out over the cliffs and to the ground below, Raj saw people pouring up the main path.

				“What’s going on?” Raj asked frantically.

				The look in Darius’s eyes gave him a sharp stab of fear. “I don’t know!”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 14: Neena

				Neena and Kai hurried over the ground, weaving around scattered clothing and banged-up kitchenware. Looking across the alley, Neena saw the three other colonists who had accompanied them, holed up in another hovel, staring out the doorway, clinging to one another.

				“Stay there!” she hissed to them.

				They listened, but others did not.

				Pandemonium had taken over the main path.

				Men and women spilled out from some smaller alleys, or out of the hovels they searched. Kai and Neena raised their hands to stop the panicked people from running, but no one heeded them. Instinct was overcoming sense.

				People barreled up the main path, intent on getting away from the threat and back to the cliffs. They tripped over one another, looked over their shoulders, or cried out their friends’ names.

				To Neena and Kai, one of the young Watchers cried, “It’s coming!”

				He jabbed a finger in the direction of the noise, before hurrying away from the bedlam. A flock of people followed his lead, carrying spears and half-full bags. One man dropped a sack of goods, abandoning it. Another tripped on a piece of rock, fumbling, before finding his balance.

				All at once, the rumbling stopped.

				Silence fell over Red Rock’s ruins.

				Neena and Kai paused, waiting for another scream, or the sight of the monster, leaping from the ground and toward them. The fleeing people waited a few hundred feet up the path, startled by the sudden lack of noise. Neena and Kai looked down a tattered pathway toward the commotion, certain that the beast was in the midpoint of its attack, or that it was doing something that they couldn’t see or hear.

			

			
				Nothing.

				Down the pathway from where the noise emanated, a few doors of the intact hovels opened, and pale, terror-stricken faces peered out. Neena looked at Kai. She looked at the ground. Before she could ask a question, a man raced toward them from the end of the alley, breaking the silence. Neena held up her hands to tell him to stop shouting, until she heard his words.

				“A building collapsed on top of some of our men while they were scavenging!” he screamed. “We need help!”

				The man gestured frantically, before heading in the opposite direction. Neena and Kai rushed after him. Some of the people in the houses came after, their faces white and nervous, moving in a tight formation, holding their spears.

				Near the end of the pathway, dust floated in the air, forming a dirty cloud over a newly ruined, larger hovel. It looked as if some enormous, omnipotent being had squashed two sides of the house inward with gigantic hands. The sides were gone; all that was left was an enormous pile of rubble in the lot’s middle. An agonized scream echoed from somewhere under the mess. Bryan and a half-dozen Watchers frantically dug through the piles of sand and mud brick.

				Pointing to where the others dug, the man said, “Louie and Gary are underneath! They were caught inside when it fell!”

			

			
				Without hesitation, Neena, Kai, and some others helped Bryan and his men, pulling aside the rubble and searching for the trapped colonists.

				Neena pulled aside brick after brick, casting them behind her. Sweat drenched her clothes. Her hands stung. Each piece of the wreckage seemed heavier than the last. After working for a while, they found the first man. His arm was bent at an ugly angle; debris and dust covered his face. He screamed in pain as they carried him out from beneath a pile of bricks and brushed him off.

				“It’s okay, Louie! We’re going to take care of you!” someone promised, helping him away from the wreckage.

				Neena, Kai, and the others kept digging, focusing on another area that Bryan pointed out. They flung mud bricks aside with growing nervousness. Neena knew how quickly a person could suffocate. She knew how easy they could die from crushed lungs, or fatal, internal injuries.

				They had almost dug to the ground when one of the men cried out, “I see a hand!”

				They refocused their efforts in a new spot.

				Neena threw bricks aside, scraping her hands on their jagged corners. Her sides cramped from stooping and lifting.

				And then they revealed something.

				Gasps and exclamations came from The Watchers as they exposed a lifeless, crushed body. After more digging and brushing off, they uncovered the crushed man, lifted him out, and carried him to flat ground. A piece of stone jutted out from the center of the man’s belly, staining his torso red. His mouth hung agape. Leaning down, Bryan and a few others checked for breath. They checked for the beat of his heart. They dabbed at his wound, cleaning off the blood, even though the man wasn’t moving or responding.

			

			
				After a long while of frantically trying to revive him, a morbid hush fell over the onlookers.

				One by one, The Watchers looked over at Bryan, shock on their faces.

				“He’s dead,” Bryan said finally, standing, dusting off the debris from his clothes. He stared around at the others. The people wrung their hands, looking from the body, to Neena, to Kai.

				An absent look overcame Bryan’s face. His eyes roamed from the body to the man with the broken arm, who gritted his teeth to contain his pain, before unleashing a wail.

				Bryan’s faraway expression transformed to grief. He turned back to the dead man.

				“Gary was my best friend,” he said, tears pooling around his disheveled face. “We took our oath together.” He shook his head, as if he might somehow erase the tragedy.

				“I’m sorry,” Neena said, reaching out for him. The other volunteers and Watchers shook their heads, mumbling their condolences.

				Bryan’s eyes went to the ground.

				“I wish we could’ve reached him sooner,” Kai said.

				Hearing Kai’s words, a new emotion took over Bryan’s face. Slowly, that emotion bubbled stronger. Returning in Neena and Kai’s direction, he curled and uncurled his hands, jabbing an accusatory finger at them. “This is your fault.”

			

			
				He looked from one to the other, his anger mounting.

				“Bryan,” one of his friends said, trying to grab him.

				Bryan shook his friend off. “Get off me,” he barked.

				Getting close enough that Neena saw the flare of his nostrils and the spittle on his lips, Bryan said, “Gary wouldn’t have been down here, if not for you. You are responsible…for all of this.” He motioned around to the ruined hovels, the destroyed colony. “The deaths of our families, our friends. You brought the monster here. You brought death upon our people!”

				Slowly, Bryan’s anger spread to a few other men, who nodded as they looked from their dead comrade to the man with the broken arm, who could no longer contain his agony, and openly wailed.

				Kai opened and closed his mouth, but said nothing. Bryan’s eyes roamed to the markings on Kai’s head, and back to his face. Fury flickered in his eyes.

				“Stay the hell away from us!” he said, looking between Kai and Neena. “Both of you!”

				Without another word, Bryan turned his back on them, returning to Gary’s dead body, while the others helped the broken-armed man to the cliffs.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 15: Darius

				Darius stared down the winding path at the marching, incoming people.

				“I see Neena!” Raj cried.

				Darius followed his finger to where Neena trudged exhaustedly. Kai trailed behind her. The rest of the volunteers marched after, leaning on their spears, sweating, rounding the last corner before the precipice. Bags hung like second bodies from their backs, weighing them down, but somehow, they found the strength to ascend the remaining steps.

				Darius swallowed as the first people reached the precipice.

				No one had missed the commotion around the collapsed hovel. Some had even seen the structure fall, though it had taken a while to figure out what was happening. After lots of arguments and confusion, Darius had finally convinced everyone to stay put at the top of the cliffs.

				Now he couldn’t hold them back.

				People hurried forward, searching for their relatives among the first to arrive. A few skirted around Neena, finding their loved ones and holding them close. The marchers unslung their full bags, looking as if they’d been through a weeklong hunt, rather than a day’s trip.

				“Neena!” Raj said, greeting his sister with relief. “You’re okay!”

				Neena nodded grimly, but she didn’t answer. Even Kai stayed silent. They found Darius and formed a row in front of the incoming people, at the head of the precipice, turning to watch the others arrive.

			

			
				“What happened?” Raj asked Neena.

				A long moan from the back of the line cut off Neena’s response. All eyes roamed to the back of the group, where The Watchers helped a wounded man up the path, wearing a makeshift sling. Darius’s heart sank as he saw the lifeless body coming afterward, a body they’d all witnessed carried from the bottom of the cliffs. The man’s mouth was twisted in an unmistakable grimace of death. Blood drenched his shirt and pants. Bryan carried the man’s legs, while another Watcher held his arms. They held him with somber expressions. Recognizing him, a woman near Darius wailed and ran for him.

				“Gary!”

				Bryan’s face was solemn as the woman raced over, and he and the other Watcher set the dead man down. The woman buried her face in her dead husband’s chest, sobbing uncontrollably. A healer rushed over, verifying that the man was deceased before offering his sympathies.

				“What happened?” Darius asked Neena.

				“We tried saving him,” Neena said, her face downcast. “He was already dead.”

				They watched helplessly as the woman mourned over her husband, and Bryan spoke softly to her. A cluster of Watchers gathered around the body, holding a quiet vigil, while the rest of the crowd looked on helplessly.

				A few looked guiltily at the bags in their hands.

				Those supplies had cost a man’s life.

				After a long while of silence, The Watchers resumed their trek, heading in a line toward Darius, Kai, Neena, Raj, and the rest of the waiting onlookers on the precipice. The injured man came first, accompanied by a Watcher and the healer. Behind them, Bryan and another man picked up the deceased man again, bringing him toward the crowd. The grieving widow smudged away her tears.

			

			
				Darius, Neena, Kai, and Raj parted. Confusion washed over Darius as The Watchers glared at him. Bryan’s face was the angriest.

				“Bryan—” Darius started.

				“Get out of my way,” Bryan said, making it clear that he would push past him, if he needed.

				“My husband,” the widow said in disbelief, staring at Darius with absent eyes. “He’s gone.”

				“I’m sorry,” said Darius.

				Speaking only to the widow, and not Darius, Bryan said, “Don’t worry, Sherry, we’ll find a place inside to bury him.”

				Without another word, Bryan and his Watchers stormed by Darius, Kai, and Neena, heading toward the Left Cave.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 16: Neena

				“They haven’t come out all evening,” Neena said worriedly, looking at her dried meat without eating it.

				Darius looked toward the entrance of the Right Cave, chewing his dinner. Every so often, one of the colonists walked over to the entrance, peering outside. No one had seen any signs of Bryan or his men since their return from the colony. Even The Watchers stationed in front of the entrance had taken a hiatus.

				“We’ll need to post our own guards soon, if The Watchers don’t return,” warned Darius. “Someone needs to look out for animals.”

				Neena glanced around at the people in her cave. After passing out the rations they’d collected in the colony, the colonists had fallen into a strange gloom. Even those who hadn’t been on the precipice had heard the news. They chatted, or played with their children, but most wore a mask of uncertainty, or grief. She spotted a few of the colonists who had gone on the expedition, explaining what had happened in more detail to the others.

				Neena stared out the doorway, watching the amber light of the setting sun splash through the threshold. She couldn’t erase the memory of the blood-spattered, dead man from her mind, and of course, she’d never forget Bryan’s harsh words.

				His thoughts echoed hers, when she lay in her bedroll in the cave, considering the lives lost on that day with the Abomination. A small, whispering voice in her head told her that she’d never outlive this new guilt, just as she hadn’t outlived her old, perceived failings.

			

			
				“It’s not your fault,” Darius said, reading her mind. “You didn’t cause that man’s death, or the other man’s injury.”

				“Maybe not, but they blame us for it,” Neena said. “You saw the looks on The Watchers’ faces. They hate us.”

				“I’m not sure hate is the right word,” Darius said. “They’re angry about what happened. They want someone to blame.” Darius sighed. “This situation has affected everyone. We heard everyone’s frustrations in the meeting that day, and today’s death fueled the discontent.”

				“I’m worried about the people in the Center Cave, too,” Neena said. “Has anyone talked to them?”

				“I spoke with a few of them earlier,” Kai said. “I don’t think they’re angry at us, like the people in the Left Cave, but they’re worried.”

				Darius’s face was painted with concern. “The food we scavenged today will help, but it will not last forever. Everyone knows it. They might’ve been able to ignore that reality before, but not now. And the death isn’t helping.”

				Neena blew a long breath. She could hardly think about food when a man was dead, but she knew she had to. Looking over at Raj and Samel, who ate with Adriana and some others, she said, “I don’t see a future in these caves. The river is too far away, and so are the crops. Our resources are down there, not up here. It just feels so hopeless.”

				Darius and Kai looked at her gravely, but neither disagreed.

				“The people here want their homes—their colony—back. To do that, we need to kill the monster.”

			

			
				Kai went quiet.

				“I was thinking about something similar, while you were down in the colony,” Darius said, between meager bites of food. “I was thinking of all the questions to which we still don’t have answers. And that got me thinking about the carcass in the tunnels.”

				Neena and Kai listened intently.

				“Somehow, the monster that Akron found—the carcass—died all those years ago. Gideon and his men knew about it, because they covered up its existence. If that is the case, then there is a good chance Gideon has more information about it. Or maybe his forefathers did.”

				“Clearly, Gideon knew about my colony,” Kai agreed, “and about the Abomination. But my guess is that he chose not to tell your people, because he didn’t know what to do about either of those things. Fear kept him silent.”

				“Probably true,” Darius conceded. With a shrug, he said, “Thorne and his men certainly had no luck fighting the monster.”

				“But they did make it bleed,” Neena reminded them.

				Kai chewed his lip. “You have a point, Neena. My people have never done that.”

				“Either way, Gideon might have some nugget of information that will help us,” Darius said. “I think it is worth talking to him again. Do you agree?”

				Neena and Kai nodded.

				“Maybe you can get some closure about Akron, while you’re there,” Neena suggested.

				A faraway look crossed Darius’s eyes. “I won’t keep my hopes up on that end,” he said, scratching his stubbly chin. “But talking to Gideon is certainly better than sitting around in these caves, worrying about things we can’t control. I think we should get some sleep, especially after the day you’ve both been through. In the morning, we’ll head to the healer’s coves in the Center Cave and speak with him.”

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 17: Raj

				Raj lay in his bedroll, opening and closing his eyes. The flickering light of the torches drew his attention from one end of the cave to the other. Snores drifted over to where he lay. Almost all of the hundred and fifty or so people in the Right Cave around him were asleep, or so it sounded.

				With Neena safe, other thoughts returned. For most of the evening, he’d chatted with Adriana, discussing the details of the trip to the colony. She was worried. They both were. He couldn’t take his mind off Adriana’s forlorn expression, when she heard about the man who died. Life had always been a short stay between birth and death, but it felt even shorter now, with so many new concerns.

				Seeing that dead man’s face reinforced everyone’s fears.

				Raj felt powerless. It didn’t help that Neena, Darius, and Kai wouldn’t let him do anything.

				And that made him think about the few things he could control.

				Raj couldn’t change any of the things going around them, but maybe he could change one little thing.

				Maybe he could give Adriana a little bit of happiness.

				Raj rolled over in his bedroll, looking secretly around the room at the bundled, sleeping forms. His eyes roamed to the cave’s entrance, where a few volunteers watched over the ledge. Their silhouettes faced in the opposite direction. Rolling the other way, he saw only one man watching the interior portion of the cave.

				Raj stared at the man’s face in the backlight of the torch. A few times, the man adjusted, clearly boring of his task. Every so often, he sipped from a flask. He wasn’t as experienced as The Watchers. Raj knew how this worked. At some point, the man’s bladder would catch up to his boredom, and he would relieve himself.

			

			
				He couldn’t stand in one spot all night.

				Raj waited for a long while, until the man finally headed to a crevice in the wall to do his business. Figuring he had only a moment or so, he slipped from his bedroll and tiptoed to the wall, keeping to the shadows. At any moment, Raj expected a shout, or a hiss. The thought struck him that the man might confuse him for an animal, and attack him.

				He scooted faster, holding the wall and his breath.

				His heart pounded as he turned a curve, grabbing a torch from the wall.

				Clear of the guard, a new fear struck him.

				The plan to sneak down the tunnel had been much easier when it was in his head, and he was safe in his bedroll. Now Raj was alone. He hurried faster, following the path that he and Samel had taken earlier. His heart thudded in his chest.

				The tunnel was deathly quiet as Raj slipped his knife from his sheath and alternated his gaze between the walls and the edge of his torchlight. At any moment, an animal might shoot out and attack, or a monster might take the opportunity to seize a child in the night.

				He could be dead before he screamed.

				A sharp jab of fear made him reconsider turning around, but the image of Adriana’s face drove him forward. He crept along the tunnel, keeping an eye on the next curve, hoping he’d remember where they’d discovered the crevice. What if he couldn’t find it again?

			

			
				He should’ve marked it.

				But the adults had scared him before he had the chance.

				Frustration built as he followed the tunnel and studied the walls, seeing nothing familiar. And then Raj’s torch caught something he recognized: a protruding rock. He bent and scanned the floor. Was that a divot, from where he’d jabbed his knife?

				It was.

				Raj’s adrenaline kicked in harder as he located the crevice, crouched lower, and shined his torch where the dust beetle had scooted.

				The gleaming object was still there.

				He was at a crossroads.

				He could turn around now and make it to safety—perhaps evading the guard and making it back to sleep.

				Or he could get what he promised Adriana.

				It wasn’t a choice, not really.

				Getting on his stomach, Raj crawled into the crevice.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 18: Raj

				Raj scurried like a bug into a hole, his heart beating against his ribcage. The smell of urine invaded his nostrils and his throat, making it feel as if he couldn’t breathe. Rat bones jabbed his shirt. Feces stuck to his clothes. All at once, he wondered how the dust beetle managed in the caves.

				He couldn’t crane his neck. He couldn’t lift his arms. He certainly couldn’t turn around. Claustrophobia crept over him.

				What if he got stuck and died before someone ever found him?

				Commitment to his mission—to Adriana—pushed him on. The gleaming object was ten feet back, stuck underneath a small crevice in the side of the passage. Past it, the hole opened up. If he could get further, he could turn around, sit up, and catch his breath. He could find a better place to grab it. Sharp rocks protruded from several points ahead of him, but he avoided them, changing direction using his elbows and his boots.

				His torch lit his way, but the sides of him were unknowns. He feared he might draw the attention of some menacing, cave-dwelling creature. The next feeling that he had might be teeth, clamping onto his leg, dragging him deeper.

				Raj crawled within a few feet of the gleaming object.

				Excitedly, he took hold of the end of it.

				Having it in his hand made him forget his fear.

				The gleam he’d seen was only the tip of the object.

				The metallic, strange object extended about as long as his arm, going further back into the shadowy crevice. Raj tugged on it. The object loosened, but not enough.

			

			
				Crawling a few more feet, he reached the widened part of the passage, got to his knees, and sat upright in the small cove. Raj looked around the small, open area in which he’d found himself.

				It felt as if he was in some miniature fort, like the sand houses he’d built by the river when he was younger. The ceiling was high enough that he could almost stand. Farther ahead, past a small crevice, he saw only darkness.

				With some more careful wiggling, he turned and was able to get the object free and in his hands. Raj set down his torch.

				His mouth fell open as he studied the strange object.

				A piece of metal as long as an arm comprised the object’s middle, while another, curved piece attached at the end in a half-moon. Thin pieces of metal ran between the two ends of the curved piece. Several smaller pieces and tubes jutted out from various parts of the object, along with carvings he couldn’t identify. On the bottom of the object was a handle. He held it out, trying to make sense of it, even though he’d never seen anything like it.

				Whatever it was, it was larger and more awe-inspiring than even Adriana’s keepsake. More amazing than anything he’d ever laid eyes on before.

				Raj couldn’t believe his fortune. His heart knocked as he looked from the object, to the passage where he’d soon crawl back. He needed to bring his find back. But that posed a problem. He couldn’t fit the object in his bag, and he didn’t think he could hide it in his bedroll. What if he brought it back, and someone punished him by confiscating it?

			

			
				Raj hesitated.

				His treasure might turn into a community possession.

				Raj took one last, long look at the object. He needed to make a decision. As much as he wanted to bring the object back, he didn’t want to lose it. Following the only other option that made sense, he tucked it carefully back into its crevice. He’d leave it in the cove. When he returned, he’d tell Adriana, and no one else.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 19: Darius

				Ambient morning light filtered through the cave entrance as Darius sat up, rubbed his bleary eyes, and looked around. The hundred and fifty people around him looked like cocooned bugs wrapped inside their bedrolls or blankets. Many slept with their heads covered, or their hands instinctively protecting their faces. Few things were worse than waking up to the scurrying feet of a rat, or the scuttling toes of a lizard. Darius knew that better than anyone.

				Those lucky enough to have relatives shored up close to them. Those without relatives stuck close to the torches. It was strange waking up with so many people around, after spending so much time in the caves alone. The twist of fate wasn’t lost on Darius. Spooning some sleep sand from his eyes, he sat up and found his cane.

				Neena, Kai, Raj, and Samel were still in their bedrolls, as were most other people, save the guards at the front and rear of the cave. Rising quietly, Darius picked a path through the sleeping colonists and headed to the entrance, where he could get some air.

				One of the guards, a dark-haired man with a bulbous nose and dirty clothing, Salvador, nodded at him.

				“Good morning, Salvador,” Darius greeted.

				“Morning,” Salvador returned.

				He walked out to the ledge.

				Unlike later in the day, when the weather was hot enough to soak a person’s clothes with sweat, the morning sun was refreshing. Stretching out his weary limbs, Darius enjoyed its rays, thinking of those early moments when he used to do the same thing outside his hovel.

			

			
				He looked sideways, along the winding, fifteen-foot wide ledge toward the Center and Left Caves.

				And froze.

				A hundred feet away, two guards stood at the mouth of the Center Cave, but farther down, two hundred feet away, a much larger gathering of people stood at the entrance to the Left Cave. Through the sun’s glare, Darius recognized Bryan, several of his Watchers, and the injured man from yesterday, cradling his broken arm. The Watchers spoke in quiet, conspiratorial circles. Of course, he couldn’t hear them from here.

				Unease swept over Darius. The amicable part of him wanted to head down the cliffs and join them, but instinct warned him against it. He watched them for a while, until his presence caught one man’s attention. That person alerted others. Eventually, Bryan turned his head, piercing Darius with a disdain he could detect, even from here.

				Darius let one hand off of his cane, raising it up in greeting, but Bryan turned away. One by one, the people around him filed back into the Left Cave and out of sight.
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				“Not one acknowledged me,” Darius explained to a concerned Neena and Kai, as they chewed their breakfast.

				“Maybe we should go talk to them,” Neena suggested.

				Recalling the angry stare he’d received earlier, Darius said, “I don’t think that would be a good idea—not while The Watcher’s death is so fresh.”

			

			
				Neena gave him a pensive look.

				“You heard the warning Bryan gave us yesterday,” Kai agreed. “If we approach them now, we might make things worse.”

				“Maybe after some times has passed, we can talk to them,” Darius suggested. “Until then, we should keep away from the Left Cave. For now.”

				Reluctantly, Neena agreed.

				With their early breakfast finished, they doubled down on their earlier plan, heading out toward the Center Cave where they could speak with Gideon, after verifying that Amos could watch over a sleeping Raj and Samel. The morning sun climbed as they walked along the ledge. Thankfully, the gathering of people Darius had seen in front of the Left Cave earlier was gone. Only a few Watchers remained in front of the Left Cave, keeping watch as usual, while a few guarding colonists stood at the mouth of the Center Cave.

				Approaching the Center Cave, Darius asked the men, “Have The Watchers been keeping an eye out for you?”

				They shook their heads. “Not since before the trip. They’re only guarding their own cave. That’s why we’re out here.”

				Darius nodded grimly as he, Neena, and Kai walked inside. It was the same for their cave.

				They squinted as their eyes adjusted to the new darkness. Everywhere around them, people sat up, chatted, and nursed their flasks. Ed and a few other Center Cavers conversed. Darius, Neena, and Kai walked with purpose in their steps, greeting a few people they knew. From some casual conversation, they gleaned that everyone in the Center Cave had the same report: no one had seen much of The Watchers since the night before. It seemed as though they had given up on their responsibilities.

			

			
				They headed down the long tunnel, toward the healer’s coves.

				A nervous silence overtook them, and Darius redirected his energy to the questions he might ask Gideon. He still hoped he might get some of the answers he’d wanted for so long—perhaps even some answers about Akron, though he wasn’t counting on it.

				They slowed at the second cove, which contained Gideon. The guards originally stationed there were gone. Seeing them coming, the healer bustled over to greet them.

				“How is he?” Darius asked, looking past him and into the dimly lit room.

				“He’s been slipping in and out of consciousness,” the healer said, smearing sweat from his brow. “I just fed him breakfast. I haven’t had a chance to shave him yet.”

				“Is he up for speaking?”

				“You can try,” the healer said, looking over his shoulder.

				“We won’t bother him long,” Darius promised.

				“If you need anything, my name is Jameson. I’ll be nearby.”

				“Thank you, Jameson,” Neena said, before shuffling into the humid, foul-smelling room.

				Gideon’s head turned slightly as he saw them approaching, revealing some bits of food stuck to his sprouting beard. His hands hung weakly over the blankets. He furrowed his brow, trying to place the people before him. Rather than walking on opposite sides of him, making him turn his head, they stayed on one edge of his bedroll.

			

			
				Easing him into conversation, Darius asked, “How are you feeling?”

				Gideon turned his head, rolling his remaining eye toward Darius. “I’m alive. That’s all I can ask for.”

				Darius nodded, unable to help feeling sympathetic. “We were hoping you could answer some questions for us.”

				Gideon looked between them, wincing in pain. It seemed as if he struggled to recognize them. At the same time, Darius couldn’t tell for certain, because the expressions that he knew so well were hidden beneath his mask of scars.

				“We were hoping you could tell us more about the monster that attacked our colony,” Darius continued.

				“The monster?” Gideon asked, furrowing his brow.

				“The creature that killed our people in Red Rock,” Darius said.

				A darkness crossed Gideon’s face. “Ah, the Behemoth.” He blinked his eye.

				“The Behemoth? Is that what you call it?” Darius asked.

				Gideon nodded. “I remember it landing on top of me. That was the last thing I saw before I woke up here.” He raised a weak hand, gesturing to his lap.

				Darius nodded.

				Unable to refrain from asking the question that was on all of their tongues, Neena said, “What did you know about this Behemoth before?”

			

			
				Gideon started to speak, but seemed to lose his train of thought. A moment of despair crossed Darius. Hoping to keep Gideon on track, he said, “It sounded like you knew of the monster’s existence before it came.”

				“We knew about it, but we had never seen one,” Gideon recalled. “Our hope was that those things were extinct, like all the other creatures who died long ago.”

				“But Kai’s colony told you that one was alive, and so did we,” Neena said, unable to help her accusatory tone. “You knew that at least one lived.”

				Gideon looked between them, having another confused thought.

				Kai cut in. “The emissaries from my colony—New Canaan—told you about the creature, or we suspect they did.”

				Gideon’s face sparked recognition. “They told us about the beast, yes.”

				“Just like Neena and I did,” Kai said.

				Gideon looked like he was pairing names with faces.

				“And you knew about the one in the tunnels, too,” Darius insisted, pointing to the floor of the cave, toward the lower chambers. “You knew about the old carcass of the dead beast. That’s how you knew about the creature’s existence, right? That’s why you forbid people from traveling inside the rock formations?”

				“Carcass? What carcass?”

				An anger Darius had repressed for too long sprang to his words, as he found the courage to speak them aloud. “The dead monster in the cave. The secret you covered up. The reason that you had my friend Akron killed.”

			

			
				If Darius had been in Red Rock, the accusation would’ve landed him in a Comm Building jail. But he wasn’t going anywhere, now. He clutched his cane and stood silent, shaking.

				Even Neena and Kai fell silent, waiting.

				Feeling the weight of the accusation, Gideon looked from one of them to the other. “Akron?” He adjusted under his blankets, looking from their faces to the cave’s ceiling, as if he might find an answer in the crevices. “I don’t know any Akron.”

				Darius could hardly contain his frustration. “He’s the boy your Watchers caught exploring in the caves. They killed him for what he found. And then they covered up his body in the passage. You must’ve known about it.”

				“I don’t know of any passage.”

				“Thorne would’ve told you about it. Even if you didn’t see it, you would’ve known,” Darius insisted.

				“Thorne tended many matters, as did I,” Gideon said, his eyes faraway. “It is hard to keep track of all of them.”

				“But you were his superior,” Darius finished. “You would’ve known of this secret. You were complicit in Akron’s death.”

				Gideon’s face solidified into certainty, only for a moment, before it faded again. “I’m sorry, but the accident seems to have affected my memory. I can’t remember.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 20: Gideon

				“Jameson.” The word croaked from Gideon’s mouth in a frustratingly quiet tone, as he listened to the fading footsteps of Darius, Neena, and Kai. Finding the strength to push another word past his chapped lips, he cried, “Jameson!”

				He reached to the side of his bedroll, looking for something to knock over. He needed another way to get the man’s attention. Gideon tried sitting up, but the pain was so intense that he couldn’t move more than a finger’s grasp. He fell back to the bed, exasperated.

				Finally, the man appeared by his side.

				“What is it, sir?” Jameson asked.

				No longer faking his confusion, Gideon said, “Get me Bryan and The Watchers.”

				His eye fluttered. Without wanting to, Gideon succumbed to sleep.

				“Get your rest,” Jameson whispered, as he drifted off. “When you awaken, I’ll get them.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 21: Raj

				Raj looked around the cave, eyeing the people eating breakfast. Shortly after waking up, Neena, Kai, and Darius had gone on another excursion, according to Amos. Raj wasn’t sure where they went, but he didn’t care. He had something else on his mind. Looking across from him to where Adriana sat cross-legged, he could hardly contain his excitement.

				“What is it you had to tell me?” Adriana asked, growing impatient.

				Raj shifted and looked over at Samel, who played in a circle with a few other boys, farther away.

				“I found something last night.”

				Adriana furrowed her brow. “Something?”

				“In the caves.” Raj nodded discreetly toward the end of the passage, where one of the guards paced. “Down where Samel and I went yesterday.”

				“You went there again last night?” Adriana asked. More than one person had seen them returning, after Samara and the others retrieved them.

				“Yes, I snuck away while everyone else was asleep.”

				Adriana’s face grew serious. “You could’ve been killed!” Her worry quickly turned into curiosity. “What did you find?”

				“Something special. I left it in a secret place.” A conspiratorial smile crossed Raj’s face. “Remember I told you I was going to get you something?”

				Adriana leaned forward, tucking a strand of dark hair behind her ears, intrigued.

				Looking around, ensuring that no one was listening, Raj continued, “When Samel and I chased the dust beetle the other day, I saw something gleaming in a small passage at the side of the tunnel. Last night, while everyone was asleep, I snuck down there and pulled it out.”

			

			
				Her eyes sparked with curiosity. “What was it?”

				“Something so wondrous I can’t explain it, Adriana. Something grander than any of us has seen. You have to see it.”

				Adriana opened and closed her mouth with eagerness. “But—”

				“It’s not something I can explain with words,” Raj repeated. “You’ll have to see it for yourself.”

				The flutter in Raj’s stomach returned, as he saw her excited expression, knowing that he had caused it. Her amazement certainly made him happier than any time he’d spent with his family, lately.

				“How are we going to see it?” Adriana asked.

				“Tonight, when everyone is asleep, I’ll show you,” Raj said. Looking around sneakily, he continued, “But you have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone. Not Neena, Darius, or Kai.”

				Looking him in the eye, Adriana swore, “I promise.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 22: Neena

				Standing on the cliffs next to Kai, Neena traced the contours of the ruined houses below. Far on the horizon, some birds flew in a swooping pattern, rising and falling.

				“Obviously we aren’t getting any answers from Gideon,” she said with despair. “Maybe not ever.”

				She looked farther down the ledge, where Darius was already returning to the Right Cave. The conversation with Gideon had lowered his spirits. Or maybe it was the lack of answers, which seemed to have frustrated him.

				“Talking with Gideon seems like a fruitless effort,” Kai agreed. “His memories are jumbled. Or, at least, it seems that way. We might never make sense of them.”

				“So what do we do?” she asked.

				“Our search for answers is our own.” Kai fell silent.

				Neena looked right, but she saw no sign of Bryan or his Watchers. If not for the voices of the people in the cave behind them, and the few guards that stood quietly nearby, she might have thought they were the only ones left on the ledge. Or the planet. But that wasn’t true, because the monster was out there, and so was Kai’s colony. She sighed and turned her gaze back to the desert, searching between the tall, rocky spires.

				After a long moment of silence, Kai asked her, “What are you thinking about?”

				“I was thinking of your colony. It’s strange, knowing they’re out there somewhere.”

				“It is strange for me, too.” Kai matched her gaze into the horizon. “I often wonder what they’re doing. I don’t have many people who might miss me. But I do wonder how my parents reacted when I left.”

			

			
				Neena felt a pang of sympathy. “Do you think they went searching for you?”

				Kai sighed. “My mother was in no condition to look for anyone. In some ways, I hope my father forgot about me. I wouldn’t want him injured or killed on a fruitless search.”

				“Do you regret leaving?”

				Kai considered, before meeting her eyes. “One thing is for certain: I don’t regret meeting you.”

				He smiled and pulled her close. His warm skin reminded her of the nights they spent together, pressed even closer. He smelled like the must and dirt in the caves, but he had another scent, an alluring and foreign one that she’d come to appreciate. Now that she had him, she never wanted to let him go.

				“Perhaps you will make it back to New Canaan one day,” Neena said, as they looked out from the cliffs together.

				Kai shrugged. “I don’t think my people would want a criminal back.” Feeling a bit bad for dismissing her suggestion, he added, “Who knows? Maybe when we kill the Abomination, we’ll find them again, and they’ll hail us as heroes.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 23: Bryan

				Torches flickered on the wall as Bryan and six of his closest Watchers filtered into the dark, recessed cove, merging around Gideon’s bedroll. Even in the middle of the day, the caves always held the same sense of gloom. The smell of bandaged, healing flesh, urine, and feces filled the air.

				Bryan focused on Gideon. The leader’s chest rose and fell with his labored breaths as he looked from one man to the next, settling his eye on Bryan.

				“Thank you for coming,” Gideon said.

				Bryan nodded. His heart beat faster, as it always did in the leader’s presence. He looked over at the six men beside him—his closest comrades, among the forty Watchers left. With them was Louie, his arm hung in a sling.

				“I’m sorry about your arm,” Gideon told Louie sympathetically. “Jameson explained what happened.”

				Louie bowed his head.

				Gideon looked over at Bryan. “And I’m sorry to hear about our brother, Gary. Too many deaths have plagued our colony.” Gideon looked down at his paralyzed body under the sheets. “We’ve all paid a steep price.”

				Bryan looked down at his boots. Many people blamed Gideon for what had happened, but no one could dispute the extent of his suffering.

				“Have you buried him?” Gideon asked.

				“We will do it tomorrow evening, after Gary’s relatives and widow have said goodbye.”

				Gideon nodded. “Undoubtedly, you have heard some things from the others, in the time after the attack.” Gideon looked down at his folded hands. “It is my hope that I can clear these things up for you today. You deserve that much, at least.”

			

			
				Bryan and his Watchers stood rigid, waiting. Unlike the previous visit, Gideon seemed alert this time.

				“If I have one regret, it is that I was not beside you on the day the monster attacked, or in the days since. But I’d like you to know that the oath I swore means as much to me today as it did when I was a young man. Everything I’ve done has been for the good of our colony. Or at least, those were my intentions.”

				Bryan and his men stayed quiet, waiting for Gideon to continue.

				Gideon wheezed through a breath. “I suppose the question on everyone’s tongues is why I didn’t tell you about the monster.”

				Bryan traded a glance with the others. Undoubtedly, the matter had stirred great debate.

				“The veteran Watchers knew of this information. My regret is that I did not share it with all of you younger Watchers. For that, I take responsibility.” Gideon struggled to shift on the bed. His eye blazed with a determination his body no longer supported.

				Reddening with embarrassment, Bryan turned away.

				“It is okay,” Gideon said. “You do not have to feel pity for me. I have accepted my fate, such as it is.”

				Bryan slowly returned his gaze.

				Stepping into the room, Jameson asked, “Excuse me, sir. Would you like me to prop your head up more?”

				Frustrated, Gideon resigned to the healer’s help. Once Jameson positioned him to his liking, he continued.

			

			
				“On the day that I told you about the people of New Canaan, it was my hope that we would never see the monster,” Gideon said. “We prayed that we had eluded it, as we have done for several generations. It was my hope that I could avoid a panic that would seal Red Rock’s fate. That is what The Heads of Colony and I discussed. Perhaps I should have followed my instincts, over their suggestions.”

				Bryan watched him, waiting for what came next.

				“In the meeting we held a few weeks ago, I told you about the division of our First Generation. I told you of how those people fought and fractured. There was a little more to that story than I shared.”

				Gideon sucked air through his suffering lungs.

				“As I told you, the months after the ships abandoned the planet were tense ones. After a while of waiting for the ships to come back, and sending unanswered messages into the skies, the leaders of the First Generation divided into two factions, as I told you. The unintelligent leaders—those who later left and founded New Canaan—thought they might get Earth’s ships to return if they worked harder. And so they directed some miners deeper into the caves, like I said in that first meeting. Most of those miners died through sickness, starvation, or were lost, as I told you. But others died in the mouth of a monster, much like the one that now stalks our colony. That part is new to you.”

				“We’ve heard about the carcass from the old man, Darius,” Bryan said, motioning vaguely toward the floor. “And we’ve heard about the piles of bones around it.”

			

			
				“Jameson says that all of the colonists now know of it, as well. Is that true?”

				Bryan’s eyes gravitated downward.

				“Have you seen the dead beast?” Gideon asked, curiosity sparking in his eye.

				“No.” Bryan shook his head. “According to Darius, it is deep in the formation’s bowels. He said it is too dangerous a journey. No one has seen it but him.”

				“Interesting,” Gideon said. Something flashed in his eye that Bryan couldn’t read. “I haven’t been there in a long time. Unfortunately, the knowledge of how to get there died with Thorne. He knew the caves a lot better than me.”

				Before Bryan could ask another question, Gideon continued, “Anyhow, the fracture between our First Generation’s leaders was already heated. And they were about to find out about the monster, which would make matters even worse. As I said, some of our miners were lost in the tunnels. Of course, their absence led to unrest among their relatives. And so both sets of leaders agreed to send out a small expedition of colonists to find them.” Gideon looked from one to the other of them. “By the time that small group of colonists discovered the cavern, both the miners and the enormous, hideous creature had perished, leaving a sickening mess of broken limbs, crushed bodies, and chewed flesh behind. Most of the dead miners’ bodies were so dismembered that it was hard to tell one from the next. Blood and bile soaked the ground. The people in the expedition guessed that the creature ate some of the people in the tunnel and spit them out, before others killed it, and then both the beast and the remaining miners died from their injuries. In any case, no one was alive to tell the tale of what exactly happened.”

			

			
				Bryan’s eyes grew wide as he listened.

				“The sight of those ruined, mangled bodies struck a fear deep in the hearts of the small expedition. You see, the colonists left on Ravar were workers, not fighters. They did not have experience with anything like what they found in those caves. The people who protected the miners—men similar to you Watchers—left with the ships, taking all their weapons, and anything that wasn’t secured in the Comm Building.”

				Bryan was awe-struck. “They took all of their weapons?”

				Gideon’s memories rolled to a far-off place. “Back then, the colonists had better weapons than spears. Or at least, it was rumored. According to the stories passed down from our ancestral leaders, in fact, those people had weapons we cannot fathom. In any case, those hardened people were gone and had taken most things of the things of value, leaving only the workers and some of their leaders behind. The fractured First Generation had more problems than a cave full of dead people, whose relatives were waiting. The leaders had an abandoned colony on the cusp of panic. And they were barely holding it together.”

				Bryan nodded his understanding.

				“When the small expedition of colonists returned and relayed the story of the monster and the dead miners to the fractured leaders, the leaders grew scared. No one knew if more monsters might exist. No one knew what they could do about them, even if they did. Despite their conflicts, the feuding leaders agreed on one thing: no one should ever enter those caves again, or tell the rest of the colonists. It is an edict I have upheld until now, of course.” Gideon waved a weak hand at the cave around them. “Of course, we have been lucky enough to see no sign of those monsters for generations.”

			

			
				A mixture of wonder and fear overtook Bryan.

				“A year after the First Generation’s abandonment, the ships still hadn’t returned. Tensions grew worse. That is when the unintelligent leaders in the bunch formed a new plan—they would take half the colony and leave, seeking out a new settlement. Of course, our leaders knew that was a suicidal mission. They knew it was likely to end in death. So our First Generation fractured, as I told you.”

				Gideon paused to suck in a breath before continuing.

				“The two groups parted on such bad terms that they swore never to speak of each other again, and instilled that in the hearts of their people. They considered each other dead, and swore to forget about one another. The unintelligent leaders founded New Canaan, while our leaders stayed here and maintained Red Rock. Of course, we didn’t relearn about New Canaan until recently.” Gideon slowly wiped his face. “During all that time, our leaders protected the secret of the dead monster in the cave, thinking it would only lead to panic. Of course, that old secret no longer matters, because a new secret exists—New Canaan’s monster—and their problem is now ours.”

				With much of his story told, Gideon leaned back, closed his eye, and reopened it.

				“So no one knows for sure why the ships left us?” Bryan asked the question that had plagued most of the colonists since their earliest memories.

			

			
				“Unfortunately, our answers are just speculation,” Gideon said.

				Bryan shifted, “What do you believe?”

				Gideon pulled a breath through his chapped lips. “I believe that the people who first settled here lost their use, and the ships decided we weren’t worth the trouble to collect. With each generation that passes, it becomes less likely that any ship will ever grace the skies of Ravar again.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 24: Bryan

				“Would you like a drink?” the healer asked, returning to Gideon’s bedside with a flask.

				“Yes, thank you, Jameson.”

				With Jameson’s help, Gideon reached out with a weak hand, took hold of the flask, and sipped.

				Bryan looked at the other Watchers, each of whom wore a revelatory expression. Even Louie watched, enrapt. The information they’d heard had shifted most of what Bryan thought he knew. Still, he had questions.

				When Gideon finished his drink, Bryan asked, “Many of us remember the arrival of the New Canaan emissaries a decade ago. Did they tell you about the monster?”

				Without hesitation, Gideon admitted, “Yes.” He handed his flask to the healer. “If not for the monster, we might have gotten along. But as soon as we heard about it, we knew that we could not consort with them. So much back and forth travel would surely draw the monster, putting our people in jeopardy. Even their presence put us in peril, because the monster might follow them. And so we told them to leave, and never come back.”

				Listening to Gideon’s explanation, Bryan could not dispute the logic.

				“That worked fine for another ten years. And then it didn’t.” Gideon’s expression took a dark turn. “If not for certain…circumstances…we would not be in this predicament. Our people would be alive.” Gideon’s eyes flickered with malice. “I would be whole.” Gideon watched them closely.

			

			
				“You mean, if not for Neena and Kai,” Bryan put together.

				“Their reckless actions put us in danger. They brought death to Red Rock. And so did the old man, Darius, who assisted them. In my mind, they are all criminals.” Gideon’s voice grew stern.

				Bryan’s skin prickled. Hearing those words reinforced the anger he’d felt in the colony; the anger he still felt now.

				“It is obvious the hunter girl went into forbidden territory,” Gideon said. “That is the reason behind all of this.”

				Bryan shook his head.

				“The bloodshed of our colony could’ve been avoided,” Gideon said, picking up on Bryan’s displeasure. “I have no doubt about that. Perhaps some of our relatives would have lived their entire lives without meeting such tragic ends, if Neena and Kai hadn’t brought the monster here. They ended several generations’ worth of peace. They are responsible for everything that has happened to us—them, and the old man who defends them. All three have reduced Red Rock to rubble.”

				Bryan clenched and unclenched his hands. Beside him, Louie shifted.

				Gideon fell silent, closing his eye for a long moment, before opening it.

				A growing rage built in Bryan, begging for release. He looked around, as if he might find Neena, Darius, or Kai next to him, providing an outlet for his anger. Of course, it was just he, The Watchers, and Gideon. Slowly, Gideon refocused on the group. Another realization dawned on Bryan.

			

			
				“You are telling us this for a reason,” he said.

				Once again, Gideon was transparent. “I heard from Jameson about the incident in the colony yesterday. I heard you are angry, like I am. Of all the people left in the colony, I knew that you, my Watchers, would feel the same way as me. And so I have a proposal.”

				“What?” asked Bryan.

				“I know that some people mistrust me. I understand the reasons for this. But I hope my explanation has proven that everything I’ve done has been for a reason. And now, it is my turn to ask a question of you.” Gideon turned from one man to the next, imploring them with his stare. “Do you trust me?”

				Bryan looked at his Watchers, who in turn looked at him. In those long, awful days after the monster’s attack, overlooking the fallen colony, or listening to the tears of the widowed women and the orphaned children, it was easy to question how they had spent their years.

				Certainly, they had all had doubts.

				But here, staring at Gideon, Bryan felt a quiet strength rising through his weakness and flowing through his words. His body might be paralyzed, but Bryan still heard the man who had held the podium for as long as he had been alive. Gideon looked at them with the same expression of respect that he’d given them when they pledged their lives to protect Red Rock.

				Bryan looked from his men to Gideon.

				“I trust you,” he said.

				Gideon’s eye blazed. “It is without question that our colony has suffered. It is without a doubt that we are fractured. We are tired and we are hungry, but we are alive. And the four hundred of us have a choice. We can hide in these caves, cowering from the monster, until our selfishness divides us all. Or we can find a way to slay it and reclaim our position in Red Rock. We will collect the pieces of our existence, muster on, and preserve what is left of our people. We will start again.”

			

			
				Something stirred in Bryan’s heart. All at once, he was back in front of Thorne and his men, reciting his words. He was pointing spears with his brothers, learning the rules of the cliffs. He certainly had more faith in Gideon than any of the colonists outside, who had shown how quickly they would turn and cast aspersions. And he certainly trusted him more than Neena, Kai, or Darius, who had obviously caused Red Rock’s downfall.

				“Our lives, to save Red Rock,” Gideon said, piercing them with his gaze.

				“Survival at all costs,” Bryan and his men answered in unison.

				“Come closer to me, my men,” Gideon said, waving them to his beside.

				Bryan looked behind him, ensuring that no one else listened, before he got closer. An important moment hung in the air, escaping none of them.

				Gideon raised a finger, jabbing it in the direction of each of the men around his bedside. “Each of you are my men, my leaders. And you, Bryan, will be my new Thorne. Together, we will reclaim Red Rock, and tear down these false leaders. We will restore order to our people. We will honor our oaths. And we will start again, just like our ancestors of the First Generation. You will be the leaders of a new era.”

			

			
				Bryan nodded, feeling a power he hadn’t felt since his earliest days of youth. That power led back to anger. He couldn’t stop thinking of Gary’s crying widow, or the decaying, unburied bodies in Red Rock. He wanted vengeance, in a way he hadn’t fully realized until now.

				“What will we do with Neena, Kai, and Darius?” he asked.

				Seeing the anger burning in Bryan’s eyes, Gideon said, “They came to see me earlier. I told them nothing of value. Obviously, we all want justice for what has been done to our families, our friends, and to us.” He looked between his body and Louie’s arm. “But it is the wrong time to make a rash move.”

				Bryan bit back an instinctual response.

				“If we are to have any chance at destroying the monster, we need to get as many people as we can on our side, before we act,” Gideon said.

				“And then we will get our retribution?” Bryan asked.

				Gideon thought on it. “Perhaps we can solve both problems at once.”

				“What do you mean?” asked Louie.

				Gideon looked between them. “If what I’ve heard is true, people are starting to doubt Neena, Kai, and Darius, after what happened yesterday. We will use that seed of doubt to erode people’s confidence in them. We will tear them down until they have nothing left. We will sway the people’s opinion and rally them to our side, so that we can conquer the monster with a victory. We will alienate Neena, Kai, and Darius so much, that it will not matter what we do to them, because the people will not care about them anymore, once we rule again.” Gideon looked among them. “Perhaps the people will even punish them for us.”

			

			
				A current of satisfaction coursed through Bryan, as he understood the implications of Gideon’s plan.

				“By proving our strength and defeating the monster—by giving the people a victory—we will earn the trust of any lingering doubters,” Gideon said. “We will show them the strength of our oaths, and of the old regime. No one will care about the false leaders very soon.”

				Bryan nodded, as his desire for justice became a realistic hope.

				“Does the Comm Building still stand?” Gideon asked.

				Bryan looked at the others. “Yes, sir. Yes, it does.”

				“Then one day soon, we will have a better place to conduct business than a cave.” Gideon looked at them. “And you will have a new home.”

				Bryan looked at the rest of his men and back to Gideon. A surge of pride swept through him, unlike any he’d felt since taking his oath.

				“Will you reclaim Red Rock with me?” Gideon asked.

				This time he didn’t focus on the others. He kept his eye locked on Bryan, awaiting an answer.

				Bryan watched him for a long moment. “Yes, Gideon. We will.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 25: Raj

				Raj peered over the top of the bedroll and across the cave. He could barely contain his nerves or his excitement. His pulse pounded as he looked past the sleeping forms around him, scanning the area where Adriana lay. Since their earlier talk, she’d moved closer to his bedroll, telling her family that her sleeping area was too bumpy. Thankfully, they hadn’t questioned it. Paranoia overtook Raj when he saw no movement from where she lay. What if Adriana had fallen asleep and forgotten about their late-night tryst?

				What if he had instructed her poorly?

				Raj alternated his gaze between Adriana and the interior part of the tunnel, where the same guard kept his vigil. He waited for him to take a reprieve.

				Eventually, he did.

				Sneaking out of his bedroll, Raj crept quickly across the cave, signaling the shadow where Adriana lay. For a long moment, nothing happened. Raj’s heart grew icy, as he wondered if he would have to abandon his mission. And then he saw her silhouetted form, rising in the dark.

				Raj hurried over to meet her.

				The smell of her was sweet, or maybe it was the thought of sneaking out with her that made everything about tonight even more exciting. His nerves tingled as their arms brushed. Adriana’s face was tense under the flickering light as they scooted in and out of the shadows, following the wall, keeping far away from the guard, sticking to a route that was quickly becoming familiar.

			

			
				And then they were down the tunnel, grabbing two torches from the wall and using them to light the way.

				They looked over their shoulders several times, certain that the guard would run after them, or someone would spot them and shout, but no one came.

				Taking the turn in the cave, Raj looked over at Adriana. Elation washed over them.

				They’d done it!

				They’d gotten away with it!

				Adriana’s smile was the most beautiful thing he’d seen. Neither of them spoke as she slipped her fingers between his.

				Together, they slunk down the tunnel.

				[image: Flourish-06.ai]


				“Under here!” Raj hissed, stooping and showing her the crevice where he’d been the night before.

				Adriana scanned the small opening. “Are you sure we can fit?”

				Raj swallowed and looked Adriana up and down. She was a few years older than him, and a little taller, but skinny. Getting on her hands and knees, she studied the passage.

				“I think you can do it,” Raj assured her.

				“How far back is it?” she asked.

				“About the length of a small hovel,” he said. “You just have to keep crawling.”

				For a moment, he thought she might reconsider, but she said, “I’ll go first.”

				Before he could insist otherwise, Adriana was on her belly, worming underneath. Her hair swayed back over her shoulders as she crawled. A small embarrassment struck Raj, as he regretted not leading her. But her bravery deepened her allure. Raj waited until he saw the bottom of her boots before he followed. Sliding behind, he kept enough distance to avoid a boot to the face. Adriana’s breath echoed off the walls of the small crevice.

			

			
				And then they were both sliding together.

				Raj was so focused on the other end that he barely noticed the rat bones, or the droppings. All he thought about was seeing Adriana’s excited face on the other side.

				They kept on until they reached the raised portion of the passage, where Adriana turned and helped Raj sit up. He spun, so that they both faced the other side, their knees touching.

				His heart beast faster, as he realized the space was just wide enough for two.

				“Where is the object?” Adriana said, her eyes darting around the small cave.

				“Over here!” Raj said, getting back on his knees, reaching for where he’d tucked the gleaming treasure.

				He shined his torch near it. It took him a moment to find it, but it was there. Raj set down his torch, using it to guide him as he reached into the crevice, recovered the object, and pulled it out. Adriana’s eyes widened as he proudly turned the metallic treasure.

				After eyeing the object for a moment, she asked, “Can I hold it?”

				Raj nodded. His hands shook as he handed it over.

				Taking the object, Adriana’s eyes sparkled with wonder. “This looks like a handle,” she remarked, pointing to a thin piece of metal that jutted out from the bottom and near the back. “But I have no idea what these other pieces might do. And these metal designs on the side look so much more detailed than any of the carvings on the things we’ve created. What do you think it is?”

			

			
				“I’m not sure,” Raj admitted. “But I have a few guesses. Maybe it is something the colonists left behind?”

				“Do you think it is old?”

				“It must be,” Raj said. “Darius said that the caves sometimes preserve things, like the old carcass he found. Perhaps it is even from the First Generation.”

				His voice quavered as he said the words. Speaking his guess out loud seemed to make it real.

				“That’d be unbelievable,” Adriana said. She watched the object with admiration, and more than a little excitement.

				“I’ve certainly never seen anything like it. Have you?”

				Adriana shook her head. Of course, neither of them had.

				Raj’s stomach fluttered as he looked from the object to her face. Watching Adriana’s admiration, Raj thought this might be the best moment of his life. He never wanted to leave. His knees quivered as he touched hers. He hoped that she wouldn’t notice his shaking.

				She turned to face him.

				Before Raj could think twice about what he was doing, he leaned forward, and Adriana leaned, too.

				Their lips touched. The press of her skin against his filled his body with warmth. It felt as if a piece of lightning had snuck from the skies and coursed through them, pinning them together. Raj wanted to hold their position forever.

			

			
				They separated, breathing hard.

				Their surprise melted. Raj’s eyes turned to the floor. He cleared his throat, sheepish.

				Breaking the awkward silence, Adriana said, “Thank you for taking me here.”

				“No problem,” Raj said.

				He scratched his chin, as if he might find a rough patch of stubble, instead of smooth skin. He felt like a man coming home from the desert, or even a Watcher.

				His heart soared.

				Breaking the unreality of the moment, Adriana said, “We should probably get back soon.”

				Raj forced himself to stay cool, as he turned his attention back to the object.

				“So what should we do with it?” Raj asked.

				Adriana admired the object in her hands.

				“Perhaps you were right about keeping it secret,” Adriana said. “If we tell someone, we might get in trouble.”

				“Or they might take it from us,” Raj agreed.

				“I think we should keep it to ourselves,” Adriana said, smiling, looking back at the passage.

				Raj’s heart leapt. Returning her smile, he said, “I think you’re right. It’ll be our secret.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 26: Bryan

				Bryan stood in the middle of the smooth, auburn cave, his six men gathered around him. After speaking with them for most of the day and into night, Gideon had grown tired, and slept. Instead of heading back toward the Center Cave, Bryan and his men had gone deeper, past the cove, finding a place where they could discuss their new plans.

				Renewed fire lit The Watcher’s eyes. The loss of so many in their colony was a spear to their hearts, but the loss of their homes drove that spear deeper, boring a hole in the last of their humanity. Now, they had a hope to take those homes back and kill the monster.

				“How should we tackle the problem of the Abomination?” Louie asked him.

				“Do you think it is still around?” asked another Watcher.

				“Having discovered so much food, I doubt it will leave quickly,” Bryan said. “Even if it leaves, we are no longer safe here, because it knows of us. One thing is certain: we should not rush into battle, like Thorne did.”

				“Do you think we can defeat it?” asked Louie.

				“Yes,” Bryan answered firmly.

				Louie’s eyes blazed with faith. The broken-armed man couldn’t fight with his injury. But his belief in Bryan gave the others the strength to envision a victory. They leaned forward, hanging on Bryan’s next words. All at once, Bryan felt like Thorne must’ve, standing on the podium next to Gideon, or as one of The Heads of Colony felt.

			

			
				They were gone, but he was alive.

				Continuing with confidence, Bryan said, “We are in a better position now than we were before. Thorne and his men might’ve died, but they made it bleed. And we have heard Gideon’s story of the dead beast in the caves. We don’t know if it died at the miner’s hands, but the carcass is proof that these things can perish.”

				“All of us saw the scales on the Abomination’s side, and those sharp protrusions,” one Watcher reminded him. “Those add to the creature’s formidability.”

				Bryan nodded. “Yet Thorne and his men found a weak spot. The Abomination is made of soft flesh underneath, like any other animal in the desert. If the beast in the caves could die, so can this one.”

				None of The Watchers argued.

				They lifted their chins. Looking around, Bryan no longer saw a group of young, inexperienced men; he saw the future. The men around him—Louie, Rodney, Clark, Nicholas, Boyle, and Isaiah—were his closest comrades, and would help him lead the other Watchers, and his new people.

				“So what should our first step be?” asked a Watcher with dark hair.

				Bryan looked from one man to the other. “I think rallying as many people as we can is a good start, like Gideon said. Perhaps together, we can come up with a plan to kill the thing. At the same time, we will separate them from Neena, Kai, and Darius.”

				“We already have the support of the people in the Left Cave, of course,” said Rodney. “Will we talk to people in the other caves, as well?”

				“Let’s suss out some people in the Center Cave,” Bryan said. “Certainly, there are some sympathizers.”

			

			
				“But how will we convince them to join our side?” asked Isaiah.

				Bryan fell silent. He thought back to that initial meeting in the cave. He thought of the faces of Ed and some of the other colonists. They were scared, and they were hungry. But beneath their fear, he saw a willingness to be led. And they certainly wanted someone to blame. Perhaps a push in a certain direction was what they needed.

				He needed to get them alone.

				His men waited for an answer. For the first time, Bryan felt the pressure of a half-dozen Watchers, testing his mettle. His eyes wandered around the cave, to the walls, to his men’s faces, finally landing on Louie’s arm.

				“I have a plan.”

				“What are we going to do?” asked Louie.

				“You’ll see.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 27: Neena

				Neena’s shoulder hung lower under the weight of the heavy water bucket as she returned from the spring. All around her, men and women grunted and tugged their equally heavy buckets back to the Right Cave. Torches lit the way in front and behind, splashing the tunnel with shadows, illuminating some of the twists and turns before they came upon them, or some of the branching caves. Neena’s stomach rumbled, even though she didn’t feel like eating.

				Most of her night was spent between dreams and wakefulness, replaying those moments in the colony over and over again. She couldn’t get her mind off of The Watcher’s disdainful glances, or those bloodied, rotting bodies in Red Rock, for whose deaths Bryan had blamed them.

				For most of yesterday and into the evening, her people had heard nothing from The Watchers, or anyone in the Left Cave. If Neena didn’t know better, she might believe they’d disappeared.

				With The Watchers no longer around, they’d no choice but to get their own water.

				If circumstances were different, Neena wouldn’t have minded, but each step was a troubling reminder of their problems.

				Rather than dwelling on things they couldn’t control, Neena let her mind roam to the things Darius had found in the lower caves.

				“What are you thinking about?” Kai asked, noticing her thoughtful expression.

				“I was just thinking about the remains of that old carcass Darius found,” Neena said.

			

			
				“Did you have an idea?”

				“Every time we talk about it, I wonder if the answer to killing the Abomination might lie in what he told us.”

				Kai scratched his chin on his shoulder. “He certainly had some interesting theories.”

				“Do you think it is possible the impact of the wall injured that creature?”

				“You could make a case that its impulses drew it to its death,” Kai said. “It is certainly a solid guess that the miners drew it with their loud banging.”

				“Maybe its injuries were enough to kill it,” Neena said.

				“The Abomination certainly avoids hard stone,” Kai said. “Or it felt that way, when we were in the desert avoiding it.”

				Neena nodded. “Still, it is possible the miners killed that old beast, instead of the wall.”

				Kai sighed. “With those people long dead and gone, I don’t think we’ll ever know the answer.”

				Thoughts swirled inside Neena’s head. The situation with The Watchers was troubling, but the Abomination was like a recurring dream she couldn’t shake. She wasn’t sure if she would ever have a solution to killing it, but her brain nagged her to find one.

				They fell silent, lost in their speculations, rounding a curve in the tunnel, following the passage back to the area they called the Right Cave. The people around them conversed quietly. Neena glanced at one of the long, dark passages to her right, recognizing a familiar outcrop of rocks. The sight of them gave her a sense of relief.

			

			
				Spotting the last bend ahead of them, Neena frowned. “Shouldn’t we see the guard by now?”

				“He was right next to that rock,” Kai said, pointing to where they’d left Robert, one of the guards.

				Fear wormed its way inside Neena. She increased speed, losing some water on the cave floor. They were almost at the vacant rock when a person came rushing toward them.

				Robert’s face was filled with angst as he rounded the bend.

				“What’s going on?” Neena asked, her heart jumping.

				“Something’s happening outside.” Robert gasped for breath.

				“What?”

				“I’m not sure, but Salvador said I should fetch you right away.”

				Neena ran with her bucket, no longer concerned with spilling the rest of the liquid. Robert’s words filled her with dread. Seeing their panic, the colonists behind them rushed, too, filling the air with unanswered questions. They raced through the last bit of the tunnel’s curve, until people came into view. Relief struck Neena when she spotted Raj, Samel, Amos, and Adriana among the cave’s other occupants, safe.

				Darius stood with two guards at the front entrance. Leaving their buckets behind, Neena and Kai raced across the cave to join them.

				“What’s going on?” Neena asked them, when they reached the entrance.

				Scratching his rounded nose, one of the guards with Darius, Salvador, said, “One of our people went to see some friends in the Center Cave, but they were gone.”

			

			
				“Gone?”

				“All except for a few guards at the front.” Salvador cranked his thumb toward the outside of the cave. “They won’t let us inside. I don’t know what’s going on.”

				“Come on,” Kai said, heading out of the cave with Neena to see what was happening. “Let’s go.”

				They edged out of the cave, drawing their knives and looking down the ledge. Farther along the long path, two men stood with their arms crossed at the entrance of the Center Cave, staring back at them. Two more men waited at the cusp of the Left Cave. Steadying her footsteps and her nerves, Neena walked with Kai toward the Center Cave. On the way, she glanced down at the colony, as if she might see a swarm of people occupying the broken hovels.

				The colony was still deserted.

				Noticing the defensive posture of the men they approached, she and Kai lowered their knives, but kept them ready. The men watched them with suspicion, and more than a little wariness.

				“What do you want?” asked one of them, when they got within speaking distance.

				“We came to see where everyone went,” Neena explained.

				Instead of answering, the man glanced behind him, watching a third man emerge from the cave. Ed scratched at his long beard, eyeing them up and down.

				“What’s happening?” Neena asked him.

				“What do you mean?” He forced an innocuous expression.

			

			
				“Where is everyone?”

				“They’re away.” Ed smirked, wiping something from his beard onto his pants.

				Cutting through his ambiguity, Kai asked, “Where did they go, Ed?”

				“They’re at Gary’s funeral. You weren’t invited, in case you didn’t notice.” He turned sideways, making it clear that he blocked the entrance. “Bryan said to keep you away. I don’t think it would be a good idea to try and find them.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 28: Neena

				Neena’s heart was heavy as she walked back through the entrance of the Right Cave, Kai at her side. A hush fell over the people inside. Men and women held on to their relatives, waiting for her to speak. Even the children, who seldom ceased their noise, picked up on the changed atmosphere and stayed quiet. Finding Raj, Samel, Adriana, and Amos in the crowd, Neena couldn’t miss their looks of trepidation.

				One of the women in the cave, Samara, spoke up and asked, “What’s happening?”

				Neena swallowed. There was no point in glossing over the truth. “The other caves have gone to a ceremony for Gary.”

				“And we weren’t invited?” asked someone else.

				Neena shook her head. “It seems they have left without us.”

				“Where are they?” said the same person.

				Neena held up her hands, indicating she knew no more.

				People hung their heads. Conversation spread across the small crowd, as people spoke with others, speculated, or expressed their concerns. Not one turned to ask her another question.

				Failure stung her. Somehow, Neena’s goal of uniting the survivors had gone in the wrong direction.

				Somewhere, things had gone very wrong.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 29: Bryan

				Bryan looked out among the faces in the torchlit cave. Rows of people spread out across the wide chamber to which they’d brought them, covering the floor from wall to wall. The colonists of the Left and Center Caves were packed tightly enough in the deep tunnel that for a moment, Bryan wondered if they should have found another place to hold their meeting.

				That thought quickly evaporated, as he saw the anticipation on the peoples’ faces. Despite the meeting’s grim topic, the air held an aura of importance. Perhaps it was the uniqueness of the setting, which felt much more intimate than any ceremonial procession they’d ever had outside. People bumped one another’s shoulders, vying for a better position, or peering past their neighbors’ shawls.

				Bryan glanced next to him at the six Watchers with whom he’d placed his implicit trust: Louie, Nicholas, Boyle, Isaiah, Rodney, and Clark. All stood rigid, holding their spears, next to a body wrapped in a sheet. Behind them was a crevice in the wall where they’d decided to bury Gary’s body, once the ceremony was ended.

				Gary’s widow, Sherry, looked out over the crowd. Her baggy eyes told the tale of a day and night with little sleep. A few of Gary’s relatives stood near her, wiping tear-stained faces.

				“It was my hope that we would not have to gather together like this for a long time, but it seems the heavens had another plan,” Bryan began. Gathering the attention of all in the crowd, drawing strength from their energy, he continued, “Yesterday morning, we lost another of our brothers, a Watcher who was devoted to his colony, a dear friend.”

			

			
				His words sent a shiver of emotion through the crowd. A few women openly wept. Nearby, Sherry bowed her head. Unlike that first meeting, when Bryan had received looks of mistrust and doubt, he saw only attentiveness.

				Perhaps it was the power of the loss they’d shared, which brought everyone together.

				“Gary has been called to the heavens to be with his ancestors, but he will not be alone,” Bryan said, his voice growing louder. “He will rest among those people who have come before him, who have given their lives so that those in Red Rock could survive.” People locked eyes with him, hanging on his words, nodding at the right moments, holding on to one another. Was this what Gideon felt, when he spoke at the podium? It must be. “Gary’s presence will forever be with us, as we make new memories in his name. As Watchers, we will honor his oath by carrying forward.”

				Nods of agreement spread through the crowd. Beneath their mourning and their tears, he saw a group of people who had suffered too much. Perhaps it was their need for something to believe in.

				They needed a leader.

				Gideon was immobile, and too sick to address his people.

				Bryan was the unifying voice.

				Standing taller, feeling the power of the banded crowd, Bryan said, “We will hold our relatives and our friends closer, because of his loss. And we will not forget him, much like we have not forgotten those who perished in the previous attack.”

			

			
				More people cried, as his words brought up fresh grief. That grief inspired anger, and a promise.

				“Gary’s death will not be in vain,” Bryan swore. Looking next to him, catching Sherry’s eye, he beckoned for her to step forward. “Gary’s widow, Sherry, would like to speak.”

				Smearing away fresh tears, Sherry looked into the eyes of those in the crowd. “Like most men here, Gary was a good husband. He was devoted to Red Rock. And like many of you, he was devastated when our colony fell.” Finding a new clarity in her voice, Sherry continued. “For almost his entire life, Gary spent his time between the cliffs and alleyways, keeping us safe and ordered. He cherished his relatives and his friends, as well as his time with his Watchers. Losing his colony was like losing a piece of himself. In fact, it was all he spoke of, since we came up here.”

				Sherry paused, scanning the crying, observant faces.

				“The night before he died, Gary was nervous about returning to the colony. But he was also hopeful. It was his dream that we should return to our colony—not just for a scavenging trip, but for good. Gary wanted that trip to be the beginning of something, not an end. In fact, before he left, he made me promise that if anything happened, I would carry that dream forward. That dream was not only for me.” Sherry stopped, looking down at her stomach. “Gary and I have a child on the way. Or, he did, before he died.”

				Moving closer to Sherry, Bryan reached out, touching her shoulder. Sherry squeezed his arm.

				“It is my dream that we keep his memory alive by fighting for our colony. It is my hope that we can return to Red Rock, like Gary wanted. Like our unborn child would want.”

			

			
				A few murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd. Stepping backward, Sherry conceded the floor, rubbing her small, growing stomach.

				“As Watchers, our vows have never felt stronger than today,” Bryan said. “Gary’s death is not a defeat, but an affirmation: we will rid Ravar of this monster. We will take back our homes, and our lives. We will fight, so that Gary’s death has meaning. We will fight so that all those lost lives have meaning.”

				Slowly, tears segued to determination. A few people reached out and grabbed hold of their relatives’ arms, voicing their approval.

				“The time for cowering in caves is over,” Bryan said. “It is time to secure a better future. Together, we can do it. With your help, we will defeat the monster and take back our lives. I need your help. Will you fight with me?”

				A few fervent cries filled the air.

				Then a few more.

				Soon, those cries spread.

				The loss of their relatives was a communal fire, burning within the colonists, waiting for an outlet. That fire spread from one face to the next, until all eyes blazed with the same fierceness.

				“Will you fight with me?” Bryan asked again, raising his volume.

				Even before he heard the response, he knew the answer.

				They would.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 30: Bryan

				The light of the torches at his bedside glinted off of Gideon’s scarred face as he appraised Bryan and his men.

				“How did the meeting go?” he asked.

				In a triumphant tone, Bryan spoke about the ceremony he’d put together, the speech he’d given, and the people’s reaction. While Bryan spoke, the spark in Gideon’s eye grew, enough that Bryan thought he might sit up, express his pride, and shake off his paralysis, if that were possible.

				“So they believe in you,” Gideon reiterated.

				“They are ready to fight the monster, or do anything else we deem necessary.” Bryan smiled.

				Gideon nodded. Once again, Bryan felt worthy of his role. He felt taller than anyone standing around him.

				“We have found common passages that allow us to interact without walking the ledges,” Bryan said. “Those will allow us a way to conduct business with the Center Cave without the prying eyes of Neena’s people. We will share our resources, and help each other collect water and trap animals.”

				“A wise move, to cement your relationship with them,” Gideon said.

				“What will we do about Neena, Kai, and Darius in the meantime?” Louie asked, looking between Bryan and Gideon.

				Remembering Gideon’s warnings, Bryan said, “For all we know, the ways of the criminal are rubbing off on the others. We will keep an eye on them, so their poor decisions do not lead to the deaths of more people.”

			

			
				“I know of a tunnel that leads to the Right Cave, from our trips to the spring,” Clark suggested. “There is a secluded part of the Right Cave where we can keep a post.”

				“Perfect,” Bryan said. “We will keep an eye on them from there. And we will watch them from the cliffs. If anyone sees anything, report back to me.” Looking at Gideon, he said, “And of course, we will report any news back to you.”

				A smile traced the corner of Gideon’s lips. Reaching out a weak hand, he placed it on Bryan’s arm.

				“Good work, Bryan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 31: Neena

				Neena looked around at the downcast, dirty people, chewing their meager rations. Every so often, a conversation ended in a stare, as people quieted and looked over at Neena, Darius, and Kai. She didn’t need to hear their words to understand their thoughts. They were nervous, and they were losing faith.

				“How long have the people in the Center Cave been gone?” she asked Darius.

				“No one knows,” Darius answered. “It’s possible they’re back already, but no one has seen them. And the guards are keeping everyone away.”

				“I wonder what they said, or are saying, at that meeting,” Kai wondered.

				Darius blew a long breath. “Bryan blames us for his friend’s death. Even if he doesn’t point to us outright, our absence will say more than any words could.” He paused. “He is putting a wedge between us.”

				Darius had spoken everyone’s worries. More than once, Neena looked over to the mouth of the cave, expecting a group of Watchers to come barging through. With the new threat in the air, she, Kai, and Darius had instructed the guards to keep an eye out—not just for animals, but also for anyone who might harm them. Who knew if their vigil was enough?

				Neena sighed. With each moment they were apart and isolated, her fear deepened. Sometimes, secret conversations were more menacing than obvious ones.

				Voicing her fear, she asked, “Do you think Bryan might resort to violence?”

				“It is hard to say,” Darius said. “But that might be the outcome. It is easy to hate the enemy we do not see. Speculation can lead to blame. And we all know that people are looking for someone to hold accountable for the deaths of their relatives. We are a human face to the monster.”

			

			
				Kai sighed. “Whether we like it or not, our cave feels alone. Perhaps Bryan is trying to punish the people in our cave, out of his hatred for us.”

				Neena fell silent, looking around the cave at the people with whom she had spent the last two weeks. Some able-bodied young men and women lived among them, but most were Crop Tenders, or tradesmen. A goodly number were mothers and children.

				What if Bryan was trying to provoke a battle?

				The idea seemed ludicrous; they were friends and relatives, after all. But she couldn’t help thinking the worst thought. She couldn’t fathom putting a spear in any of her people. Not unless it was a last choice. She pushed the notion away.

				“My guess is that Bryan wants to blame us,” Darius said. “But if the others in this cave are with us, they might be considered complicit. Who knows what he is thinking? Anger makes people do irrational things.”

				“It feels as if we are at a forked path,” Neena said finally. “We can isolate ourselves further, or we can try to make amends.”

				“It is hard to know if Bryan will accept a truce,” Darius warned. “And no one can forget his threats.”

				“Of course,” Neena agreed. “But going against the others—especially if Bryan has recruited the Center Cave—would be suicide. We are sorely outnumbered. The other two caves have Watchers, and more people. And of course, I have no intention of fighting our own people.”

			

			
				Darius nodded. “Perhaps tomorrow, after a night’s sleep and a chance for everyone to cool down, we can approach Bryan and see if we can make amends.”

				Neena nodded. “I think that is our best plan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 32: Raj

				Raj sat cross-legged on the floor, staring across the small space between him and Adriana. Bands of light filtered in from the cave’s opening, playing off the walls and casting early evening shadows. Looking over her shoulder to where Neena sat with the others, Raj asked, “Are you worried about Bryan and his men?”

				Adriana’s face was apprehensive. “A little. It troubles me that The Watchers didn’t invite us to the funeral.”

				Raj nodded. “It seems like there is more to what is happening than what Neena is saying.”

				“Every time we ask her anything, she goes quiet,” Adriana agreed. “Sometimes, it seems as if she keeps secrets.”

				Raj agreed. More and more, it felt as if his sister held things back from them. Or maybe she simply thought they were too young for such important discussions. He felt a tinge of anger as he thought of that conversation they’d had outside the cave, after he’d stormed away. Neena’s words had obviously been pacifications. His anger quickly dissipated as he saw the expression on Adriana’s face.

				“What are you thinking?”

				A smile played across Adriana’s lips. “I was thinking about something we can’t do.”

				Raj didn’t need her to explain, because he was thinking the same thing.

				Raj’s pulse skipped as he followed her eyes to the entrance of the cave, where a handful of guards kept vigil. He looked in the other direction. Two more guards were stationed near the cave’s interior tunnel.

			

			
				Ever since they’d returned from their trip the night before, they couldn’t stop talking about everything that happened, or the object. The object was more than a shared secret—it represented the time they’d spent together, and their affection. It was a ray of light in a dark cave that felt more like a prison than a home. And Adriana was at the center of that light. The touch of her lips and the smooth feeling of her hands were the only things driving Raj on, waking him up in the morning. They were the only things staving off the worry of what went on around them.

				The thought of her kept him up at night.

				He wanted more time alone with her, so he could get close to her again.

				He wanted to kiss her again.

				Raj looked behind them, to where the guards conversed.

				Reaching over, playfully batting his knee, Adriana asked, “What are you thinking?”

				“I don’t know,” he countered.

				“You just had an idea. I could tell.” Adriana smiled again.

				Raj could barely contain himself. Sneaking a look at the guards, he said, “I think we can do it.”

				“Do what?”

				“Sneak out again.” Raj’s breath quickened. “I have a plan.”
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				“That was a great idea, throwing that rock and distracting them,” Adriana said, barely containing her laugh.

			

			
				Raj smiled. Even without his distraction, he was quickly learning the ways of the tunnel. The shadows were becoming more and more familiar—as if they were a third conspirator, helping to hide them.

				Together, they snuck down the dark tunnel, leaving the two unaware guards behind and heading for the place where they’d shared their affectionate moment. Buoyed by his courage, Raj squeezed Adriana’s hand tighter. They picked up their pace until they were far enough away that they could whisper with less risk.

				“Do you think it’s still there?” Adriana asked.

				Raj smiled. “I’d bet tomorrow’s breakfast on it.”

				Raj’s heart pounded as they wound with the tunnel, passing a few recognizable landmarks. Even Adriana seemed to remember the passage. They had just spotted the crevice when a noise echoed from further down the tunnel.

				They froze.

				Adriana’s grip tightened on his.

				Raj stared down the passage, holding his torch higher. “It’s probably a dust beetle,” he whispered.

				He listened for the telltale clacking that accompanied the creature’s passage. Instead, he heard something else.

				Voices.

				Pulling Adriana in the opposite direction, he said, “Come on!”

				“No!” she whispered, tugging him to stay.

				“What are you doing?”

				Instead of answering, she tilted her head and listened.

				“Who do you think it is?” she asked.

				“Probably more guards,” Raj said. “It doesn’t matter. We don’t want them to catch us sneaking around, and telling Neena or your parents. And we certainly don’t want to call their attention to this area.”

			

			
				Instinctively, he looked down at the shadowed crevice, where their object was hidden. Adriana took a few more steps down the tunnel, in the direction of the voices.

				“Maybe we can spy on them,” Adriana urged. “It might be fun.”

				“It’s too risky,” Raj warned.

				Adriana looked back at him under the torch light. The expression on her face was the same one he recognized from when she’d talked about sneaking out. It was the same one she’d had when looking at the object. She wanted adventure. Against his better judgment, Raj took a few steps, joining her.

				“They’ll see our lights,” Raj protested.

				“We’ll leave them here,” she countered. “We’ll sneak down the tunnel a ways and see what we find. If it seems too risky, we’ll turn around and come back.”

				“What if we run into an animal in the dark?” he asked.

				“Most of the creatures in the tunnels are afraid of us,” Adriana said, gesturing down the tunnel. “It might be worth a risk.” Seeing the reluctance on his face, she asked, “Are you scared?”

				She smiled, daring him.

				Raj felt a sting of embarrassment. All at once, he was back in the passage, and she was crawling ahead of him. Everything inside him told him to turn back, but looking at Adriana, he couldn’t say no. Swallowing his fear, he bent down, leaving his torch on the floor next to hers.

			

			
				“Let’s go,” he finally conceded. “But just for a little ways.”

				They crept through the dark tunnel, winding through the last of the torchlight, until complete darkness surrounded them. At any moment, Raj feared something besides Adriana would slide past his body, or worse, brush his face. He didn’t know if he’d be able to stifle a reaction.

				They stuck to what they hoped was the center of the tunnel, getting closer to the voices. Despite his fear, Raj couldn’t deny that being next to Adriana was invigorating. The touch of her smooth, silky fingers in his made him feel as if he could float, or fly. Sneaking around with Adriana was much better than stagnating in the tunnel’s living area, waiting for Neena to keep things from him.

				They half-slid, half-shuffled, pausing when their boots bumped rocks. Once or twice, they scraped the side of the wall, until they saw torches blazing in the distance.

				A stab of fear told him to turn the other way, but Adriana pulled him on, toward a curve in the tunnel, just twenty feet shy of four silhouetted figures. They got close enough that Raj could make out their visages.

				Bryan and three Watchers.

				Raj’s blood ran cold.

				The men spoke in low voices. He picked out some words, but others were lost in the echo.

				Adriana leaned forward, trying to listen better. Her hand slid from Raj’s grasp as she found the wall, inching another step. Raj opened his mouth to warn her, but thought better of it, and tried pulling her back instead.

			

			
				His grab missed her arm, catching her shirt. Adriana lost her balance in her dark. She caught it, but not before a pebble skidded away from her boot, rolled a few inches, and stopped. The men ceased talking.

				An unbearable silence followed.

				The quiet was deep enough that Raj felt his heart pulsing behind his ribcage.

				The men swiveled toward the bend. Raj closed his eyes, instantly regretting his decision to come here.

				“What was that?” asked one of the men.

				The Watcher shined his torch toward the place where they hid, taking a few steps. In just a few more steps, he’d be upon them.

				“Go!” Raj hissed.

				Raj and Adriana scrambled, trying to run, but without a light, they stumbled. And then four Watchers with torches were bearing down on them, pinning them against the wall with their knives. Raj recognized Louie among them. All at once, Raj understood the gravity of their poor choices. Their adventure had been a mistake—perhaps a fatal one.

				“What are you doing here?” Bryan asked, from behind his other Watchers.

				“We were just exploring,” Adriana’s voice shook, as she grabbed Raj’s hand.

				For the first time all night, panic lit her voice.

				“You were listening to us,” Louie accused.

				“No,” Raj countered. “We just came down here to be alone.”

				Bryan gave them a penetrating glare. So did his men. The Watchers looked them up and down, their eyes roaming from their faces, to their clasped hands, to their boots. Slowly, Bryan’s gaze went back to their hands. A smirk spread across his face.

			

			
				“Maybe they’re telling the truth, after all.”

				Louie smiled.

				The others chuckled.

				Stepping past his men, focusing on Raj, Bryan said, “You snuck out of the Right Cave to get away from the others.”

				Shame reddened Raj’s face. Warding off his embarrassment, he said, “Yes.”

				Louie and the others kept their grins.

				“Wait a moment.” Bryan leaned closer. A new look crossed his face. “You’re Neena’s brother.”

				Swallowing, Raj admitted, “Yes.”

				“Does she know you’re down here?” Bryan asked.

				Raj looked back down the tunnel from where they came, gauging the distance back to the others.

				“No,” he said, a little too firmly. He raised his chin, projecting bravery through his terror. “I’m here by myself. I don’t need her permission.”

				“How did you get past your guards?” Bryan asked.

				“We stuck to the shadows,” Raj said, feeling a little pride through his fear. “We moved quietly so they wouldn’t hear us.”

				Raj’s eyes flicked left down the tunnel, half-hoping someone had followed. He needed a way out of a dire situation.

				“Impressive,” Bryan said, stepping back.

				Surprised that his words might be working, or at least that the men weren’t hurting them, Raj continued, “There’s nowhere to talk in that tunnel, especially not this late at night. We heard voices. We came to see who it was. That’s all.”

			

			
				“He’s telling the truth,” Adriana reinforced.

				Raj looked for anger on Bryan’s face; instead, he saw respect.

				“What are we going to do with them?” Louie asked.

				Bryan stared at them for a long moment, deliberating.

				After another moment of studying Raj’s face, he decided, “Let them go.”

				Confusion washed over Raj as Louie and the other men relaxed their postures. Raj watched the men carefully. This must be some sort of trick. At any moment, The Watchers would attack and plunge their sharp knives into their bellies.

				Testing his newfound freedom, Raj took a step sideways. Adriana stepped with him.

				“We’re going to head back to our cave now.”

				Bryan nodded, but he made no move to follow. Raj took another step, and another, until he and Adriana were at the edge of The Watchers’ torchlight. Raj was about to flee in the other direction when a thought struck him.

				“Are you going to tell Neena?”

				Bryan traded a look with his men. “Should I?”

				Raj shook his head. “I’d prefer it if you didn’t.” He thought on it. “It would only cause unnecessary problems. I’m old enough to make my own decisions.”

				Bryan tilted his head, considering. “I won’t say anything.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Consider it a favor.” Bryan kept his gaze. “Maybe one day, you’ll make a good Watcher. Get out of here. And forget you ever saw us.”
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				Raj and Adriana made their way through the tunnel, fighting through the blackness. More than once, Raj looked over his shoulder, certain that The Watchers would give chase, or think better of their promise. It wasn’t until they reached their abandoned torches that he allowed himself to feel relief. He looked over at Adriana. Gone was her look of fear.

				In its place was a look of excitement.

				They’d gotten away with something bigger than either of them expected.

				A surge of pride bubbled up from Raj’s insides. He felt alive—more than he had on almost any other day.

				“I still can’t believe he let us go!” Adriana shook her head. “I thought we were going to die in that tunnel.”

				Raj opened and closed his eyes. “Me, too.”

				“Did you hear what he said?” Adriana asked Raj, admiration on her face. “He said you’d make a good Watcher.”

				Raj’s stomach felt lighter than air. “I heard him.”

				They grabbed their torches from the floor. Once again, they looked behind them, but the tunnel was still empty.

				“Maybe he was right, you know,” Adriana said, punching his arm with her free hand. “You are pretty stealthy.”

				Raj smiled and looked away. He was too nervous to accept the compliment—at least, not now. Looking over at the crevice where they had originally intended to stop, Raj glanced back at Adriana.

				“Do you still want to crawl under and see the object?”

				Adriana considered it. “We should probably get back, before our luck runs out. Besides, we wouldn’t want to risk them seeing our hiding place.”

			

			
				Raj agreed.

				Together, they headed back down the cave, lightness in their footsteps.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 33: Raj

				Raj lay in his bedroll.

				Try as he might, sleep evaded him, like a dust beetle scooting just out of reach. He couldn’t stop replaying the events of the night in his head. He considered the different outcomes for the night. He could’ve been stabbed, or killed. And yet he was alive.

				They both were.

				Was Adriana awake and reliving their night, too?

				He stared over at her bedroll in the dark, but he saw only the lump where her body must be, and the shadows of her relatives. Neena, Kai, Darius, and Samel were fast asleep. No one had any idea of the things he and Adriana had done.

				It felt like he and Adriana lived in a secret, nighttime world.

				For a moment, their world had almost imploded. But it hadn’t, because Bryan had let them go.

				Raj thought about that. No one, not even Neena, had ever complimented him like Bryan had. Or, at least, not that he could remember. He couldn’t stop thinking of Adriana’s admiration, when she repeated what Bryan had said.

				Maybe she and Bryan were both right, and someday he would make a good Watcher.

				Those thoughts stirred inside him, until eventually, he was asleep.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 34: Neena

				Neena awoke to the smell of cooking breakfast.

				For a moment, while her eyelids fluttered and she savored the aroma, she tricked herself into believing she was in Helgid’s hovel. Closing her eyes, she envisioned the old woman’s pleasant face and her soft voice. She imagined the chores that awaited them for the day, and the talks they might have. It’d be so easy to melt into that dream forever. Wrestling herself back to reality, she opened her eyes and looked up at the high, auburn ceiling of the Right Cave.

				“You slept late,” Kai said, smiling and leaning over her.

				Holding up some sand rat, Darius said, “If I eat any more of these rodents, I might become one.”

				Neena laughed, until responsibility took over.

				“Where are Raj and Samel?”

				“They’re over there,” Kai said, pointing across the cave, to where Samel played with some other boys, and Raj sat with Adriana. “They’re fine.”

				Relieved, Neena departed her bedroll, raised herself to her haunches, and graciously accepted some breakfast from Darius. It was rare for her to sleep past the others. Too many churning thoughts must’ve pulled her into a deep sleep. She wiped some crust from the corners of her eyes. While chewing, she looked around the cave. The grim faces of the colonists showed that even a night’s rest hadn’t changed their outlook.

				“Are we still planning on visiting Bryan today?” Darius asked.

			

			
				Neena pondered that while she ate. None of her opinions had changed. “I still think it’s a good idea. Hopefully, some rest has given The Watchers some clarity.”

				“Maybe the funeral eased some of their pain,” Darius agreed.

				She hoped his words were true. Neena knew the calm that followed a procession, as people looked at their own lives and realized the brevity of their existence. There was no doubt that tensions had run high lately. But maybe they could take advantage of the temporary calm.

				“Have you given any thought to what we will say?” Neena asked Darius.

				“I think we should approach them as friends,” Darius said. “A few days ago, in that cave outside of Gideon’s cove, we worked together. And in the weeks before that, we got along. That gives me hope that we can get along again.”

				It was a hope and a last resort.

				“Regardless of our differences, we have much in common,” Kai agreed, gesturing around them. “We’re all dealing with the same problems.”

				Neena thought on that a moment. “And obviously we share the biggest problem.” Recalling Darius’s words from the night before, she continued, “The monster is the biggest threat to all of us right now, not each other. Maybe we can do a better job of convincing Bryan we can work together—not only to survive, but to kill the beast.”

				Darius and Kai agreed.

				Of course, they weren’t the audience she needed to sway.

			

			
				Her eyes wandered to the guards at the front entrance. Another question arose. “Do you think we should bring more people, or just go by ourselves?”

				Darius blew a long breath. “Bryan’s issues are with us, not the rest of our cave. Bringing more people might escalate things. I think we need to reconcile our differences personally.”

				Neena nodded.

				“We’ll tell the guards, and maybe Amos, so they know where we are,” Darius said. “But other than that, we should keep the meeting to ourselves. We don’t want to worry anyone unnecessarily. Hopefully, when we come back, we’ll have good news to share.”

				Neena looked around the room at the colonists, most of whom had become as close as family. Her eyes roamed to Samara, one of the young women with whom she’d had a few chats, and Salvador and Robert, two of the guards. In another corner, Amos talked among a circle of elderly folk. She felt a responsibility towards all of them, not unlike what she felt for Raj and Samel. They were scared, and they were losing hope, but she believed that she could turn things around.

				Regardless of her positive thoughts, a pit formed in her stomach.

				It felt as if she were going off on a week-long hunt, rather than a meeting in a cave.

				With nothing else left to decide, Neena asked, “When will we go?”

				“The morning always has a way of making things clearer, at least for me,” Darius said.

				Neena nodded. It did for her, too.

				“After we finish breakfast and clean up, we’ll head out,” he said.

			

			
			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 35: Raj

				“How did you sleep last night?” Raj asked Adriana, a smile crossing his face.

				“I kept thinking of our narrow escape,” Adriana admitted.

				She smiled, grazing his fingertips.

				“Me, too.” A familiar rush filled Raj’s stomach.

				He looked around, past the people around them and toward the cave through which they’d snuck the night before. A layer of security existed in the daylight that disappeared in the dark. 

				With the scent of breakfast in the air and the sound of talking people, it was easy to forget about the dangers, or the risks. But he couldn’t get his mind off of the things that had occupied him before he slept.

				“What are you thinking?” Adriana asked him. It seemed he could get nothing by her.

				Raj smiled. “I was thinking about what Bryan said again.”

				Adriana leaned forward. “About being a Watcher.” Her blue eyes brightened.

				Glancing at the front entrance of the cave, where a few guards shielded their faces from the morning sun, he admitted, “Yeah.”

				Adriana smiled. “It is a magnificent dream. I still think he had a point.”

				“For most of my life, I’ve looked up at those men, wondering what it would take to be one of them,” Raj continued. “I’ve stared at these cliffs, imagining a life high above all the others, with a spear in my hand and the wind whistling in my ears. Being a Watcher seemed like the most important thing a person could be. And the caves seemed so magnificent.”

			

			
				“And now we live in them,” Adriana said with wonder.

				That thought gave him pause. Raj looked around at the people who sat amongst them, smelling of cave dirt and more than two week’s worth of sweat.

				“It is strange that we ended up here,” Raj said, furrowing his brow. “Though towering over the colony is as grand as I thought it would be.”

				Seeing something in his face, Adriana asked, “But?”

				“Now, all I can think about is getting back to Red Rock.”

				Raj laughed, and Adriana laughed, too.

				“But of course we can’t, because of the monster.” Adriana’s smile faded.

				Raj thought about that. Over the course of the last two weeks, the caves had lost some of their novelty. Looking around, he saw a tunnel filled with a hundred and fifty others laid nearly on top of one another. Living in a place like this made it almost impossible to be alone with Adriana.

				He was frustrated.

				For a long moment, Raj went quiet, while his mind wandered. After a long period of silence, he said, “Maybe being a Watcher isn’t the best dream.”

				“What do you mean?” Adriana asked.

				Raj spoke his half-formed thoughts. “In a way, we already are Watchers. We spend most of our time in the caves or on the cliffs, keeping each other safe, or looking out for animals. We make sure the children do not wander. We look out for each other, the way The Watchers used to look out for our people in the colony.”

			

			
				“And now we even get our own water,” Adriana said.

				Raj agreed. “With The Watchers no longer speaking to us, it’s almost like we no longer need them.”

				“That is an interesting thought,” Adriana told him.

				She reached for his hand again, taking hold of it. Her touch gave him the courage to speak a thought that he hadn’t yet shared.

				“What if we could be more important than any Watcher, any leader, or anyone in this cave?” Raj asked rhetorically.

				Adriana tilted her head, listening, as Raj solidified his emerging thoughts.

				“What if we could share something that would make us more important than anyone Red Rock has ever known?”

				Something registered in Adriana’s face. “Are you talking about the object?”

				Raj nodded, swallowing. “Before I went to sleep last night, I was thinking of some of these same things, about being a Watcher. And that led me to wonder whether we might have something more important than we realize. If the object is from the First Generation, it could be almost anything.”

				A sparkle crossed Adriana’s eyes as he talked about it.

				“Both of us have speculated on what it might be,” Raj said. “But whatever it is, it is certainly more special than anything in this cave. It might even be the most special thing in Red Rock.”

				Adriana agreed.

				“What if we were to tell people we discovered it?” Raj asked, trying hard to quell his excitement. “We might be the heroes of our cave. We might be more important than any of these people. More important than anyone in the First Generation, or The Watchers.”

			

			
				“It is certainly a tempting thought,” Adriana said. “But to do that, we would have to admit we were sneaking around the caves.”

				“True,” Raj conceded. “But I think the wondrous object would make them forget about any punishment we might receive.”

				“Maybe so.” Adriana sat back, thinking on it. A new objection hit her. “But we don’t even know what the object is. For all we know, it is some sort of ancient chamber pot.”

				Raj smiled at her joke. Obviously the device, with its handle and intricate metal pieces, wasn’t a chamber pot. But it was funny to think about.

				“We don’t what it is,” Raj admitted. “But I know someone that might.”

				He looked around the room, his eyes stopping on Darius.

				“If anyone knows tools and weapons, it is Darius,” Raj said. “He’s repaired spears that people never thought they’d throw again, or tools they never thought they’d use. He knows things that others don’t. If anyone can figure out what this object is, it is him.”

				Adriana opened her mouth, closing it just as quickly. Her doubt gave way to excitement. “So you are thinking we should tell Darius first?”

				“Maybe.” Raj thought about that.

				“You’ve seen how close he and Neena are. He’d probably tell her, too.”

				Raj deflated.

			

			
				“What’s wrong?”

				Raj went quiet a moment. The thought of being heroes was enticing. But for some reason, the thought of telling Neena gave him pause. He was still angry with her. Every time he looked at her, he thought of the childish way she treated him, and the embarrassing things she said in front of Kai and Darius.

				“I know it has felt like Neena is keeping secrets lately,” Adriana said. “But I’m pretty sure you could trust her with a secret like this. She’s your sister, after all.”

				“Maybe,” Raj said, staring off into the cave.

				“You don’t think that’s true?” Adriana asked.

				“Even if I could trust her, she doesn’t trust me,” Raj said.

				Adriana was confused. “What do you mean?”

				More embarrassment struck Raj. That embarrassment led to anger. He was tired of holding things back—from Adriana, from everyone. The words came out before he could stop them. “She treats me like a child,” Raj said through clenched teeth. “Every time I ask her to let me do anything, she puts me off, or doesn’t listen. She thinks I’m helpless, like one of the children who need to be herded by the river. She doesn’t understand all the things I’ve done, probably because she hasn’t been around to see them.”

				Adriana bit her lip, watching him.

				“I’d rather tell any of these people before her,” Raj said, waving an angry hand around the room.

				Adriana fell silent a moment. She looked from Raj’s face to the tunnel behind them, where the secret object was hidden. Slowly, she reached over and put a hand on his knee. “Maybe this is your way to show her how valuable you are. Once she sees what you have, she’ll have no choice but to take you seriously. You can be a hero.”

			

			
				Raj paused, thinking on it. “You think?”

				Adriana nodded. “I do.”

				Raj nodded. Some of his anger faded as he looked at Adriana’s soft smile, and her brilliant eyes. Maybe she was right. When he showed Neena the object, she’d be forced to respect him. He’d be the important person he was meant to be.

				He and Adriana would both be heroes.

				With his decision made, he stood.

				“Are you coming?” he asked.

				Adriana glanced over at her relatives, who sipped their flasks.

				A new thought struck Raj. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

				Adriana started to stand, before thinking better of it. “Maybe I’ll stay here. After you tell Neena, come back and get me.”

				Raj felt a tingle in his stomach. Looking at her face, he couldn’t stop imagining another kiss.

				“That sounds good.”

				“But if you want to tell her now, you better hurry,” Adriana said. “It looks like she, Kai, and Darius are going somewhere.”

				Raj looked where she pointed to find his sister and the two others headed off toward the front of the cave. Quickly, he stood, while Adriana stayed on the ground.

				“I’ll talk with you afterward,” Adriana said, with a smile.

				With a quick smile back, Raj hurried after them.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 36: Raj

				Raj huffed as he ran toward the mouth of the cave, swerving around bedrolls, bags, and talking people. Neena, Kai, and Darius were already halfway to the entrance. If he didn’t move quickly, he’d lose them. Now that he’d made his decision to tell them, he wanted to divulge his secret now.

				A group of young children laughed and clapped hands, blocking his path. Raj skirted around them, barreling into a colonist he didn’t see.

				Massaging his sore shoulder, the man said, “Watch where you’re going!”

				Raj opened his mouth to retort, but thought better of it. Soon, the man would respect him. They all would. He made his way through the cave, finally catching up with Neena, Kai, and Darius.

				“Neena!” he cried, loudly enough to make all three of them turn around.

				A few other people turned around, too. Raj hesitated as he found an unexpected audience. He swallowed, preparing words he never thought he’d say. Neena, Kai, and Darius glanced over their shoulders. It looked as if they had somewhere to be. Whatever new, secret mission they were on could wait. His secret was more important.

				“What’s going on, Raj?” Neena asked.

				Feeling the need for privacy, he hissed, “We should speak alone.”

				“We’re heading somewhere,” Neena said. “Can it wait?”

				“No.” Raj looked to Kai and Darius, imploring them. “It can’t wait.”

			

			
				“Are you hurt?” she asked.

				“No, nothing like that,” Raj answered.

				“Is Samel okay?”

				“Yes.” Raj swallowed under the weight of his secret. “I’ve found something that might help you.”

				He waved his hand, beckoning them in the other direction, waiting for Neena and the others to accompany him to a spot deserving of such important news. He took a few steps. Hearing nothing behind him, he stopped and turned. All three of them stood in the same spot as before.

				“We’ll be back in a while, Raj. You can tell us then, okay?” Neena said.

				Darius looked at the cave entrance, his mind a dozen klicks away. Kai seemed likewise preoccupied.

				“But—” The rest of Raj’s protest was stuck in his throat.

				Before he could manage more words, they walked off in the opposite direction, intent on whatever mission had brought them out before.
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				“How did it go?” Adriana asked.

				Raj kicked at the dirt beneath his boots. He stared at the ground. He did anything but look at her. His face stung with embarrassment. No one had listened to him—not even Kai or Darius.

				His mission had failed.

				“Did you tell them?”

				“I—” Raj kept his head down in humiliation. He couldn’t answer.

				He couldn’t fathom telling Adriana what happened. Instead, he wanted to bury his head in a hole and never come out.

			

			
				“Raj?” Adriana asked, stepping toward him.

				His face reddened. He didn’t think he could get many more words out. Before emotions took over, he satisfied her question with a croak. “Telling someone our secret was a mistake. I didn’t say anything to them. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

				Clenching his hands, Raj hurried away toward an area of the cave where he could hide his face in shame.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 37: Neena

				The sun poked over the top of the eastern formation, baking Neena, Kai, and Darius with its early morning heat. Still, Neena shivered as they walked along the fifteen-foot wide ledge toward the mouth of the Left Cave. They moved side by side without speaking, consumed by their thoughts and fears. Neena glanced over her shoulder, watching Robert and Salvador stand rigid at the mouth of the cave they’d left behind. The idea of speaking with Bryan and his Watchers seemed easier when they were sitting around in the Right Cave, surrounded by the people with whom they’d shared camp.

				Now, if things went sour, Neena had only Darius and Kai on which to rely.

				At Darius’s suggestion, they’d left their spears behind. Those long, pointed weapons might heighten the tension in a bad situation. Still, she wished she had something more than a knife as they first approached the Center Cave, where several guards lingered. Seeing them coming, Ed and two other men stepped out onto the ledge, making no effort to hide their unfriendliness.

				Darius raised a hand in greeting.

				None reciprocated.

				Neena’s eyes flicked toward the steep, nauseating drop-off. Only a handful of steps separated them from a long, fatal fall. Neena had never been particularly afraid of heights, but she reconsidered that comfort now. She concentrated on putting one boot in front of the other, keeping a close eye on the first set of men toward whom they walked.

			

			
				Passing them, Darius announced, “We’re going to speak with the people in the Left Cave.”

				Ed and his men watched them with uninviting stares. No one responded. It had only been a day since Neena had set foot in the Center Cave to speak with Gideon, but it felt like much longer. The smell of smoke from the cooking fires and the charred scent of rat were innately familiar, but the people preparing those breakfasts felt like strangers, whose attitudes and demeanors she could no longer predict. Most were only silhouetted shadows further down the dark, craggy tunnel. All at once, Neena realized how Kai must’ve felt, approaching Red Rock. Ed and his men stood shoulder-to-shoulder, barring the entrance, as if Neena and her companions might try to get in.

				“Is Bryan in his cave?” Neena asked, pointing toward the distant, Left Cave entrance.

				“I wouldn’t bother checking,” Ed said, spitting on the ground. “He doesn’t want to speak with you.”

				Ed’s response gave her a shiver.

				“We were hoping to express our condolences for Gary,” Neena said.

				“Those words have already been spoken at the ceremony,” Ed retorted. “What more could you have to say?”

				His words reinforced the widening gap between them. Seeing that they were getting nowhere, Neena, Kai, and Darius continued along the ledge.

				Neena scoured the mouth of the Left Cave. Sunlight splashed intermittently against the jutting rocks around the entrance, but too many crooks were obscured by shadow.

				Neena swallowed as she saw three men lurking partway inside. It felt as if she and her companions were storming a protected hovel, rather than visiting their fellow colonists. When they came within twenty feet, The Watchers stepped out of the cave, standing alongside one another, holding their spears. Their rigid forms reminded her of their protection of the Comm Building, back when Red Rock was intact. She recognized the man in the middle as one of the men that had accompanied them on the scavenging trip, during which Gary had died.

			

			
				Stopping ten feet shy of the defensive guards, Darius said, “We’re here to see Bryan.”

				“Why?” asked the familiar Watcher, coldly.

				Darius looked at Neena and Kai. He looked at the guard. “We’re here to offer our sympathies for your fallen brother.”

				The guard held up a hand, keeping them at a distance.

				“Didn’t you hear what Bryan said when he last saw you? He said to leave us alone.”

				The other two guards stood, stone-faced.

				“We did hear him,” Neena said, peacefully. “But we were hoping we might talk to him, all the same. Can you ask him if he will speak with us a moment?”

				Unable to see inside the cave, Neena had another feeling of regret. She looked behind her, where Ed and his men unabashedly stared. Much farther away, Salvador and Robert were little more than silhouettes under the morning sun.

				Were they to run for it, they would only make it a few steps before The Watchers put spears in their backs, if that was what they intended to do.

				“We’d just like a few moments to speak with him,” Neena tried again. She stood straight, making it clear that they weren’t leaving.

			

			
				After a long silence, the guard relented. “Let me check. But don’t expect an answer you’ll like.”

				The guard disappeared into the cave.

				They waited in uncomfortable silence with the two other, unfriendly men. A few birds squawked overhead, circling the peaks of the highest parts of the ledge, while Neena waited for the answer that would confirm the futility of their trip.

				Finally, the first guard returned.

				In a dry, emotionless voice, he surprised her and said, “Come in.”
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				Neena, Kai, and Darius walked slowly into the cave. Bands of sunlight gave way to torches, fires, and staring people. Neena’s heart beat faster as she surveyed a cave that she’d only been in a few times, in the few weeks she’d been here. The long, craggy walls of the cave could easily be mistaken for either of the other caves in which she’d spent more time.

				The people were decidedly more hostile.

				Thirty feet inside the cave, a line of Watchers stood guard, their hands rigidly on their spears. Others were positioned by the sides of the cave, or stationed near the walls farther back, standing cautiously in front of sixty or so women and children behind them.

				The last conversations hushed. The women pierced them with hard glares. Neena felt like a spectacle, an object to be judged. She wanted to crawl out of her skin. She wanted to renege on a bad plan and head back outside.

			

			
				Steeling her nerves, she waited.

				For a long while they stood in silence—a hundred Watchers and their women and children, facing Neena, Daruis, and Kai.

				Finally, heads turned.

				Some of the people in the back of the cave parted.

				Two people walked through the newly created gap, earning the attention of everyone who wasn’t already looking in their direction.

				One was Bryan. The other was Gary’s widow. Under the silent stares of the rest of the crowd, they approached Neena and her companions, scrutinizing them.

				Neena held her breath. She felt like a hunted Rydeer, sensing something in the wind before its death.

				“I told you to stay away,” Bryan said curtly, stopping short of them.

				A few of The Watchers near him and the widow shifted, adjusting their spears.

				Darius took a polite step forward. “We came to apologize for your loss.” Directing a comment at the woman, he said, “We feel awful about what happened to your husband, miss.”

				The woman shifted angrily. “My name is Sherry.”

				Darius bowed his head. “I don’t believe we’ve met, Sherry. I’m sorry.”

				“Save your words,” Bryan said stiffly. “None of them will bring Gary back. Nor will they revive any of the rotting people in Red Rock.”

				“They won’t heal my arm, either,” Louie called from the shadows, glaring at them.

				“Obviously, we cannot undo what was done, but we would like to pay our respects,” Darius said. “I’m sure that others in our cave would like to offer their support, as well.”

			

			
				Exchanging a look with the widow, Bryan said, “Gary is already buried.”

				Darius nodded. “So we’ve heard. Is there a place where his friends can visit?”

				Bryan continued, “He is in one of the lower caves, where he will rest without the pointless sympathies of your people. His closest relatives and friends have already said goodbye.”

				“I could’ve shown you a place to—” Darius started.

				“We handled it fine,” Sherry interrupted.

				Neena smiled sympathetically at the woman, but she received only a hateful glare in return. Sherry’s dirt-stained face was tracked with dried tears. Her eyes were piercing. Feeling the awkward weight of silence, Darius shifted, looking from Bryan to some of the others.

				“Obviously, we’ve had our differences,” Darius began. “But we were hoping to make amends.”

				Neena held up her hands apologetically. “Everything we’ve done has been with the best of intentions. I want you to know that. If we could take back the deaths of our people…”

				Bryan’s face was hard. “Obviously, you can’t.”

				“Of course not,” Kai said, drawing the attention of the crowd to him. “But perhaps we can prevent the deaths of anyone else.”

				Neena took back over. “Over the past few weeks, we have worked alongside one another to find food and water, to survive. It is our hope that we can get along again. It is our belief that we can help each other avoid more tragedy. Perhaps we can even kill the monster together.”

			

			
				Neither Bryan’s nor Sherry’s expressions wavered.

				A long silence followed.

				Finally, Sherry broke it.

				“You caused my husband to die.” Sherry’s words cut through the room like a blade. She raised her arm, wiping spittle from her lips. A few men leaned forward, equal disdain in their eyes. “Because of you, we are up here living in these squalid caves like animals, scrounging for our meals in the dark. We are dirty and tired. More than half our relatives are dead. Your words mean nothing.”

				Trying one last time for peace, Darius said, “Let us work together, the way we did before. We cannot guarantee safety, but at least we’ll have a better chance. Maybe one day, we can even return to our homes.”

				Darius fell silent. Bryan and Sherry traded an unreadable look. A few of The Watchers in the room twisted their spears.

				“If there’s anything we can do for any of you, let us know,” Neena concluded.

				She waited with a hopeful expression, moving closer to Kai and Darius to show their solidarity.

				“There is one thing you can do,” Bryan said. His face hardened. “Stay the hell out of our cave. The next time you step in here, we will consider it an act of aggression, and you will be dealt with accordingly.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 38: Neena

				Neena, Kai, and Darius hurried away from the Left Cave. The Watchers’ stares were like daggers in their backs. Bryan’s threats were no longer threats. They were promises.

				Their hope for a resolution was gone.

				“Everything I feared has come true,” Darius said.

				With each boot step, Neena replayed the conversation, wishing she could change something, but of course, she couldn’t.

				She had felt the futility of their words in each pair of cold eyes that watched them in the cave, and each jaded answer from Bryan and Sherry.

				Their plan was doomed from the beginning.

				They kept their heads down and their conversation quiet as they passed the guards at the Center Cave. Neena sensed Ed’s smug expression. A guard beside him chuckled.

				Clearly, they sympathized with The Watchers.

				One thing was certain: the Right Cave was alone.

				When they were out of earshot, Neena told Darius and Kai, “We are one incident away from a battle, or death. We need to be prepared.”

				“Unfortunately, I agree,” said Darius.

				“So, what should we do?” Kai asked.

				“I think it is time we had a serious talk with our cave,” Neena said. “The time for holding things back is over. If our cave doesn’t work together, we will all die.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 39: Neena

				With a spear in her hand and a heavy heart, Neena faced a new crowd in the Right Cave. The hundred and fifty people spread out before her, Darius, and Kai in a half-circle, watching them with fear-stricken eyes, their sallow faces showing the effects of their paltry rations and dirty conditions. An anxiety hung over the room, as a few people whispered amongst themselves, already guessing the topic of the meeting. The elderly watched with a reservation that Neena had only seen at the worst gatherings in Red Rock.

				Not for the first time, she said, “Everybody, please listen.”

				Eventually, the whispers tapered to silence.

				“As you know, tensions are worsening with the other caves. It was our hope that we would mend things, but it seems that isn’t possible right now.”

				“What do you mean?” asked a nervous woman from the front row.

				“This morning, Kai, Darius, and I went to the Left Cave to speak with Bryan and resolve our differences.”

				Murmurs floated through the room.

				“Why didn’t you talk to us first?” one woman called out.

				“We hoped to deescalate the situation, without putting anyone else in danger,” Neena explained. “We hoped to bring you good news.”

				“And you didn’t think anyone else should accompany you?” the woman furthered.

				More cries went through the room, as people agreed, or asked the same questions amongst themselves. Before the meeting grew unruly, Neena cut in, “It was not our intent to keep you in the dark. In fact, it was our hope that we would resolve this without further issue and report back to you. Unfortunately, that is not the case.”

			

			
				With a pit in her stomach, she repeated what everyone knew about Gary’s ceremony, and how the guards had disallowed visitors from the Center Cave. Finally, she spoke of the meeting they had with Bryan earlier, and the threats he had made.

				Some in the crowd were shocked.

				Others seemed as if they expected the news.

				“It is not a secret that Bryan blames us for the deaths of his friend and the people in Red Rock,” Darius said. “Unfortunately, he has decided to punish our entire cave.”

				Ripples of unease spread through the crowd.

				“We will talk with them again,” one man shouted, decidedly. “Certainly they will listen to the rest of us.”

				“I wish that were possible,” Neena said. “But they have made it clear they do not wish to see anyone in the Right Cave again. In fact, I think it would lead to violence.”

				“I have some friends in the Center Cave,” offered a woman. “Perhaps they will help us talk sense into the others.”

				“Going to either cave would not be wise,” Darius said. “We do not know what kind of untruths they have been spreading.”

				Speaking louder, he reiterated Ed’s harsh words, and the way his guards had blocked the Center Cave. A few people shook their heads, disbelieving, or not wanting to believe. Others backed instinctively away from Neena, Darius, and Kai, losing faith.

			

			
				One woman called out, “They are clearly angry at you, and not us. How is that fair?”

				A chorus of discontent spread through the crowd. Peoples’ faith was wrung out, and they were looking for someone to blame. Neena could see it in their exasperated expressions, and their brooding eyes. A few men and women talked loudly, raising concerns among their neighbors. Neena had seen how this worked. She knew how quickly a building resentment could give way to pointing fingers and threats.

				Before those angry, blaming people could turn on them, she asked, “Do you remember the day we survived the Abomination?”

				Her words stifled a few of the extraneous conversations.

				“We survived, because we helped each other, and kept each other close.” Quieting the rest of the cave, she said, “As of this moment, we are all each other have. It is possible we will mend things with Bryan and the others in the future, but right now, we need to stick together. If we start arguing among ourselves, we will have chaos, just like that day with the monster, and more people will certainly die.”

				People watched her silently, unconvinced.

				“Give us the chance to fix this together,” she said. “Let us prove we can work as a group and survive. Let us stand united, the way we did that day.”

				She couldn’t tell if her words were having an impact, until a new person stepped forward.

				Amos’s expression was genuine as he turned to face the crowd. “Neena and Darius have always done things with the best intention. And so has Kai. I believe in them.”

			

			
				Another person backed up his claim.

				Samara’s tone was calm, as she reiterated, “On the day of the monster’s attack, I watched Neena, Kai, and Darius help many others to the caves. If not for them, many of us would be dead. I know they are trying to do right by us.”

				Hearing Amos and Samara, the rest of the crowd reluctantly settled. Their bond seemed to have brought them together.

				For now.

				“Hopefully we’ll figure this out,” Neena took back over. “But at the moment, we have to protect ourselves.”

				Returning to the current matter, Samara said, “Some of our friends and old neighbors are in those caves. Do you really think they would fight us?”

				“That seems unfathomable,” muttered another woman.

				Looking around at the mothers and children in the crowd, Neena said, “We should be prepared, just in case.”

				People looked worriedly toward the cave entrance, where a few guards kept watch. Thinking of their fellow colonists as enemies felt paranoid and strange.

				But people were quickly accepting it as truth.

				“So what will we do now?” asked Samara.

				Neena motioned for Kai to explain.

				“We will increase the number of guards at the entrance,” Kai took over. “We will sleep with our spears and knives close, and our children, closer. We will get our water early, so we do not chance running into anyone else. And we will make every trip in groups.”

			

			
				“We will keep enough people in the cave to ensure we are well-guarded,” Darius finished.

				Husbands hugged wives. Parents clutched their young ones.

				“Do you think The Watchers will ever come in here?” someone called out.

				“It is not an unreasonable suspicion,” Neena said.

				“That is why we will keep extra guards,” Darius reinforced.

				“How about food?” one man asked. “How will we keep ourselves sustained?”

				“We will keep hunting rats and scrounge whatever we can in the caves, to keep our stomachs fed,” Neena said. “But right now, safety is just as important.”

				She looked among the worried and downcast faces. Her earlier plans about assessing the Green Crops and reclaiming the colony seemed like foolish dreams. With their enemies so close, scraping by seemed the only option.

				Hoping to inject some optimism into the meeting, Neena said, “I have not given up on returning to our colony one day. At some point, we will fix our hovels and reclaim our homes. At some point we will kill the monster. We’ll just need to get through this first.”

				Only a few faces showed any hope in that statement. Greater worries plagued them now, and everyone knew it.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 40: Raj

				Raj stuffed his hands in his pockets. Days had passed since Neena’s meeting. Ever since then, he’d mostly stayed by himself. He smiled when appropriate, laughed when he had to, and answered questions people asked him. He ate his meager meals without complaint. He felt empty inside—not just because of the slim rations, but because of the pit in his stomach.

				Neena had never asked about his secret again.

				Perhaps she had never even listened at all.

				Raj wanted to yell and scream at her. He wanted to tell her that she had missed something important, and that she should’ve paid attention. He’d never felt such bitter feelings toward his sister. But there was no way to express his rage without drawing the attention of everyone.

				And so, he kept it inside.

				He was repressed. Bottled up.

				Worse than his stifled anger was his embarrassment, which prevented him from seeking out Adriana. He felt ashamed—not only for failing to do what they planned, but also for leaving their last conversation so awkwardly.

				Many times, Raj saw her looking at him in the cave, but he purposely avoided her. He couldn’t speak with her right now. Raj felt like a failure, not like a hunter or a man. He felt like someone the planet had forgotten. His shame kept him away.

				And that shame was Neena’s fault.

				He thought he might hate her.

				He wanted to prove his manhood. He wanted to show his sister that she was wrong for refusing his help and ignoring him. Of course, he couldn’t.

			

			
				The atmosphere in the cave didn’t help his mood.

				After several days with no interaction with the Left or Center Caves, some of the Right Cavers’ fear had settled into boredom. Other than the water runs to the spring, or the time they spent trapping and hunting rodents, they were confined between the same auburn walls. They were more cooped up than before, if that was possible.

				Life became a grueling routine of waiting.

				For what, no one knew.

				In order to pass the time, some of the men started telling stories about the hunts they’d been on, or some of the worst sandstorms. Often, those boisterous tales contained a fabric of truth, but more often than not, they contained a bucketful of fabrication.

				For a while, Raj joined the small crowds, but eventually, the repetitive stories bored him, and he bothered with them less. Now, they served one purpose: keeping people busy, so that fewer people noticed him. To his relief, Neena spent more time with Samel, leaving Raj to do his own thing. Perhaps she was giving Raj space. Or maybe she had forgotten about him again.

				Good, he thought. Let her forget me.

				Let everyone forget me.


				“How are you, Raj?” Salvador asked, nodding at him from the ledge outside the cave.

				“I’m okay.” Raj cranked a thumb behind him. “I think I’ve heard the story about the enormous Rydeer seven times.”

				Salvador chuckled. “And I feel like I saved the drowning boy with my own hands.”

			

			
				Raj looked out from the cave at the horizon, watching the last bit of sun sink beneath the opposite formation. It was nearly nightfall, and with it came a small chill in the air.

				“Have you seen anything this evening?” Raj asked Salvador.

				“Only birds,” Salvador said, gesturing to a few of the winged animals swooping through the sky.

				Raj stared down at the distant side of the colony, watching the shadows claim the last of the hovels. Somehow, it surprised him to see the colony every time he looked at it. It was as if he expected the monster to come and swallow that, too.

				Taking a chance, he stuck his head out a little further and looked right, along the ledge, toward the mouths of the other caves, where a few men guarded the entrances of the Left and Center Caves.

				“Nothing new from the other cavers, either?” Raj asked.

				Salvador shook his head. “After that meeting, it almost feels like there are invisible lines in the dirt between us. Every so often, we’ll catch each other’s gaze, but no one gets close.” Salvador fell silent. “It is as if we are strangers, now.”

				An ominous fear washed over Raj. He looked left to find Robert retrieving his torch from the other side of the cave entrance. Mirroring the other guard, Salvador grabbed one for himself, and lit it.

				For a long time, the three of them stood under torch light, observing and talking, until the sun disappeared behind the cliffs of the western formation, far away and across from them. Raj looked up into a starless sky. For a moment, he pretended that he was an official guard, instead of a young observer whom Salvador and Robert indulged.

			

			
				He looked over his shoulder, glimpsing a few groups of people standing around the storytellers. His eyes gravitated to Adriana, who hung out in a circle with a few other girls. They laughed, chatted, and drew things in the dirt near a fire. The pit in Raj’s stomach tightened.

				More than anything, he wanted to talk to her again. He wanted to speak with her the way he used to. He wanted her back.

				But he felt shameful.

				He wasn’t worthy.

				He wasn’t a man.

				That thought—and a budding defiance toward Neena—made him take a step forward, until he was almost level with Salvador.

				Salvador didn’t seem to notice.

				For a while, Raj looked out over the ledge, lost in his thoughts about Adriana.

				A skittering noise ripped him to the present.

				Raj frowned, looking right, along the pitch-black portion of the path. Farther down the ledge, some torches burned at the mouths of the other caves, where some men chatted in the distance. But this noise in the dark was closer.

				“Did you hear that?” he asked Salvador.

				Salvador froze, following his gaze.

				The skittering came again. Robert moved in behind Salvador, investigating. They held their torches high, stepping in the direction of the sound. The light revealed a few feet of the ledge at a time, as they progressed along it.

			

			
				In the shadows, something whined.

				“Stay here,” Salvador warned Raj, clutching his spear.

				He and Robert continued along the ledge, getting ten feet away from the entrance. Raj turned behind him. He looked at the guards. No one paid him any special attention.

				Before he could second-guess himself, Raj crept out behind the guards, following on their heels. The open air gave him a surge of excitement. Raj felt alive, in a way that he hadn’t in a long time. He felt important.

				Something moved in the darkness, just outside of the guards’ light.

				“There!” Salvador hissed.

				The whine came again. Followed by a growl.

				“Wolf!” Salvador hissed.

				The men took a reflexive step backward, raising their spears in defense, until animal paws beat the ground, heading in the opposite direction. The wolf was fleeing.

				Overcoming their fear, the men gave chase.

				The wolf was a threat, but it was also food.

				Salvador and Robert hurried down the rocky ledge after the creature, getting farther from the Right Cave and headed toward the Center Cave.

				Caught up in the exhilaration of the moment, Raj raced directly behind them, keeping in the light of their torches. His pulse hammered as he pulled his knife. He felt the way he’d felt in that tunnel, chasing the dust beetle, or the way he’d felt when he and Adriana snuck down the cave. Gone was his hesitation. In its place was a primal courage. Raj kept to the interior of the ledge, forgetting about the deathly height to his left. All he cared about was keeping up with the guards. He skirted along the path with Salvador and Robert, listening to the sounds of the fleeing animal.

			

			
				More torches appeared, a hundred feet away.

				The people from the other caves had picked up on the threat, and were reacting. Two or three batches of lights converged on the fleeing animal, simultaneously keeping it away from their caves, and trying to catch it.

				Raj, Salvador, and Robert increased their pace.

				For every boot step they took, it felt like the animal took twice as many lopes.

				In frustration, Salvador said, “I can’t get a throw!”

				All at once, the sounds of the animal ceased.

				Salvador, Robert, and Raj scanned the ledge from left to right.

				Raj kept his knife close; the guards wielded their spears.

				The group of torch-carrying men in the distance got close enough that Raj could see their sweaty, dirt-streaked faces. He recognized a few of the Center Cave guards that he had seen in weeks past. They stared from the ledge to the cliff wall, also searching. The wolf seemed to be gone, but the wily, dangerous beast must be somewhere. Right?

				Hit with a new idea, Salvador said, “Let’s search between the rocks! It must’ve gotten into a crevice.”

				Following his line of reasoning, they crept toward the cliff wall, scanning the holes between the jutting crags. Raj stayed close behind Salvador and Robert, his breath coming in quick, ragged gasps.

			

			
				Bending down to look into a deep, dark passage, Raj asked, “Do you think it’s in here?”

				Robert spun.

				A realization hit him. “You shouldn’t be out here,” he warned.

				“I’m fine,” Raj protested.

				“Your sister would have our heads,” Salvador agreed. “You should get back to the cave.”

				“I won’t say anything,” Raj protested.

				Making a split-second decision, Robert said, “I’ll take him back, Salvador.”

				Raj’s stomach sank as Robert grabbed his arm and guided him toward the Right Cave. He looked over his shoulder, watching Salvador’s light merge with those of some other men. Groups of distant guards spoke words he couldn’t hear. For the moment, their rivalry was forgotten. Or maybe the thrill of the chase had consumed them—for now.

				Renewed cries hit the air.

				“Over here!”

				Robert whipped around.

				“I think I see something!” Salvador cried.

				Indecision struck Robert for a moment. He looked between the men and Raj, before stuffing the torch in Raj’s hand. “Stay here! Don’t move!”

				Left alone, Raj shivered.

				He watched Robert hurry off in the dark.

				A mild wind kicked up, coursing through his curly hair as he turned and backed up farther from the ledge. Staring toward the drop off, his fear rekindled. Shouts drew his attention back to where Robert had disappeared. Almost a dozen torches merged, so that he could no longer tell Robert and Salvador from the other cavers.

			

			
				Nor could he tell if they had found anything.

				Raj remained against the wall, watching the pursuit get farther away, before slowly winding back toward him. Several sweating, stubbly men passed by. Raj recognized one or two from the Center Cave. He nodded at them, but they only glared. For a moment, he considered sneaking around them, to the Right Cave, and to safety.

				A voice ripped his attention right.

				Raj tensed as a shadowy figure approached, just outside his torchlight. It took him a moment to identify the person.

				Bryan.

				“They’re letting you guard now?” Bryan’s voice was as intimidating as it had been in the caves.

				Raj’s breath caught in his throat.

				“Yes,” he finally croaked.

				Once again, Raj felt as if he were back in the cave with Adriana, stumbling upon The Watchers. That time, Bryan had let him go. But what about now?

				“Did you see the wolf?” Bryan asked.

				Recalling the moment when he’d heard the disturbance, Raj said, “Yes. I heard it and pointed it out to the others.”

				Impressed, Bryan said, “You have good ears.”

				Raj’s glow relieved some of his nervousness. “Do you think they’ll catch it?”

				“Eventually,” Bryan said with certainty. “Too many threats face us these days. Not many will get better, unless we act on them. That is something I wish everyone understood.”

				Raj didn’t need him to clarify to know he was talking about the monster.

			

			
				Raj arched his shoulders. Standing next to Bryan, he felt like more of a man than inside the cave. He felt like a real guard, instead of a boy playing pretend. Together, they looked at the horizon, watching the moonlight illuminate the silhouettes of several hovels.

				“It almost feels like we could return to our homes, repair them, and live out our normal lives, doesn’t it?” Bryan asked, looking out over the colony.

				Raj nodded. He’d thought that himself, a few times.

				“One day soon, we’ll return to Red Rock. We’ll kill the monster.”

				Raj didn’t know what to say to that.

				Further away, men shouted and bustled, still searching for the beast.

				“Good work spotting the wolf,” Bryan said. “I need to get back to the others.”

				He placed a hand on Raj’s shoulder, and then he was gone.
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				“Raj!” a voice yelled from farther along the cliff.

				“I’m right here!”

				Raj looked up to find a light coming in his direction. Salvador and Robert were sweaty and out of breath as they shared the single torch, appraising him.

				“Are you all right?” Salvador asked him, regaining his wind.

				“I’m fine,” Raj assured them.

				Grabbing his arm, Salvador and Robert led him back along the ledge. “Let’s get you back inside before your sister notices anything.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 41: Raj

				Raj glanced behind him at the mouth of the cave, where Salvador and Robert spoke with a few people near their posts. A handful of people had heard the commotion with the wolf, and gone to the cave entrance, but most were caught up with the storytellers. Thankfully, nobody seemed to have noticed Raj slipping back inside. He kept his head down and his eyes averted, walking deeper into the cave.

				For the first time in days, pride coursed through him. Looking around at the people in the cave, he felt more important than he had the day before, more important than anyone standing inside.

				Raj looked at where Adriana stood among her friends. The same longing overcame him.

				For a brief moment, he contemplated approaching her and relaying all the things that had happened outside. But he hesitated.

				The story might impress her, but was it a worthy enough tale to make him forget his embarrassment?

				Raj wasn’t certain.

				And that tied his tongue.

				Still, it gave him a hope he hadn’t had before: maybe he was on the path to getting her back.

				[image: Flourish-06.ai]


				A night later, Raj lay in bed, occupied by his excited thoughts. After a full day and an evening of pondering the previous night’s excursion, he was still stuck on it. He kept thinking about the way the wind felt in his hair, or the way his heart pounded during the chase. They might not have caught the wolf, but Raj had spotted it, like a guard would. For a little while, Raj had been one of the important men.

			

			
				Likewise, the talk with Bryan swirled in his thoughts.

				For the first time, he felt validation. He had felt as if he were worthy of someone’s respect. Bryan hadn’t questioned his presence on the ledge. In fact, Bryan had treated him even better than Salvador or Robert. He had almost treated him like one of The Watchers.

				More of Bryan’s conversation came back to him, like a dream returning in fragments.

				“One day soon, we’ll kill the monster. We’ll return to Red Rock.”

				Could that be true?

				Raj tossed and turned, trying to work through his sleeplessness, but his thoughts wouldn’t let him. He thought of Neena, and the way she treated him. He thought of Bryan.

				More importantly, he thought of Adriana.

				After a long deliberation, he rose from his bedroll and made his way across the cave. The shadows seemed like they had waited for him since the last time he waded through them. He had learned them intimately. Too much of the night was already spent thinking and wasting time. He walked heel to toe, afraid that he was pushing his luck, until he made it past the guard.

				He continued down the tunnel for a way, before lighting the torch he’d brought.

				Raj held his breath as he traveled the same path along which he had taken Adriana. Passing the crevice, he looked at it only briefly, before continuing past the object.

			

			
				Raj was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to find Louie and another Watcher leaning against the wall past the bend in the tunnel, in the same place where he’d first seen them.

				Mustering up his courage, Raj approached the chatting men, his heart beating furiously. “I have something to show Bryan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 42: Sherry

				Sherry sat alone in her bedroll. All around her in the Left Cave, people chatted, played with their children, or sharpened their spears. Some gathered in groups, consorting with some new comrades from the Center Cave.

				For the past few days, grief had drenched her, like the wide, inexorable flow of Red Rock’s river.

				But there was hope in there, too.

				Hope that Gary’s death might mean something.

				The ceremony for his passing had made her feel alive again. Vindicated. And so had speaking her mind to Darius, Neena, and Kai. That felt liberating.

				Reaching beside her, she unsheathed a small, sharp blade and turned it in her hand, examining the gleam of torch light off of its surface.

				The knife was a small gift from Gary. She recalled the day her dead husband had given it to her, after a long day on the cliffs. He’d traded one of his old spear tips to a gullible tradesman, convincing the man to part with the blade. That was a few months before Gary and Sherry had decided to start a life together.

				Before they had gotten married, and he’d gotten her pregnant.

				Sherry pulled up one of her sleeves, examining the old scars that resided on her arm. Each sideways mark reminded her of the moment she’d carved it. Those marks were from a weaker time, when she had trouble regulating her emotions. Before she had met her husband. Gary had been the mud that glued the wall of her life together. He was the one person who listened to her, no matter how scattered her thoughts became.

			

			
				And now Gary was gone, and her mind threatened to spiral out of control. Without thinking, she moved the knife tip toward her scarred arm.

				No!

				She couldn’t let her convoluted thoughts win.

				Not again.

				She’d regain control, by making the people who had killed her husband pay.

				She’d do whatever it took to get justice from Neena, Kai, and Darius.

				Biting her lip, Sherry looked around the room, at The Watchers and people in the Left Cave, and some representatives from the Center Cave—her new allies.

				She rolled down her sleeve and forced herself to replace her knife in its sheath. Her hands roamed to her stomach.

				One day soon, we will have a better life, she told the baby. One day soon…

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 43: Bryan

				“Bryan?” Gideon blinked his eye, broken from his slumber.

				Bryan’s eyes wandered among the flasks, roots, and herbs that surrounded his leader’s bedside. Elsewhere in the cave, Jameson prepared Gideon’s breakfast.

				“We have news,” Bryan told him.

				Gideon looked between Bryan and Louie, both of whom stood by his bedside. “What happened?”

				“A turn that we didn’t expect.”

				Gideon pulled himself as far upright as he could, groaning at his body’s aches. His mouth twisted in frustration. Through his pain, he listened.

				“Last night, one of the Right Cavers came to us in secret,” Bryan reported. “He confided in us.”

				“Who?” Gideon asked.

				Bryan looked at Louie, and back at Gideon. “Neena’s brother, Raj.”

				“Raj?” Gideon grew fully alert.

				Without preamble, Bryan explained the interaction he’d had with the boy on the ledge, while chasing the wolf, as well as the interaction a few days earlier in the caves. “He approached Louie just before daybreak in the tunnels. He said he has something to show me tonight, when he can sneak out again.”

				“What is it?”

				“We don’t know, but he obviously thinks it’s important,” Louie said.

				“He trusts you,” Gideon asked—a question, disguised in a statement.

				“Yes.” Bryan smiled.

			

			
				“I remember that boy.” Something sparked in Gideon’s eye. “I spoke to Neena about him, when I agreed to let her go. She was worried about him. He was sick, then.”

				“He has since recovered,” Bryan said. “But I don’t think he likes his sister very much.”

				“How do you know?”

				“A few nights ago, we found him wandering in the tunnels with a girl. They snuck away together. When I asked if Neena knew where he was, I heard disdain in his voice,” Bryan said. “Rather than threatening him, or turning him in, I thought it might be better to gain his trust.” Bryan smiled. “I had no idea it would pay off in this way, or this quickly.”

				Gideon’s lips curled into a smile. “Where one leads, others will follow.” The spark in his eye brightened. “You were wise to handle it that way. When Raj comes to see you, bring him here. I would like to see what he has to offer.”

				“Will do, sir.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 44: Raj

				“This way,” Louie said, beckoning Raj down the tunnel, under the cover of a new night.

				Raj’s heart beat faster as he looked down at the strange, metal object in his hands. Not for the first time, he questioned his decision to reveal his object to Bryan. But it was too late for regrets. He was going to make something of himself.

				Finally.

				He kept a careful eye on The Watcher he followed. It seemed that ever since he had shown up to meet him, Louie couldn’t stop looking at Raj’s device.

				Swallowing through his fear, Raj asked, “Where are we going?”

				“Where do you think? To meet Bryan,” Louie grunted.

				A thought struck him. If the large man wanted to take the object, what would stop him? Clutching it tighter, he reminded himself that he trusted Bryan—or at least, he thought he did. Still, he needed to be careful. He hung back a few steps—enough that he could run and get away, if things went poorly.

				Raj continued down the tunnel, following Louie through several more turns. It felt like they were headed north within the cliffs, but he couldn’t be certain. Neena would never allow him this far, that was for sure.

				That thought rekindled his anger.

				Forget Neena.

				He was going to earn his respect another way.

				“Don’t worry. We’re almost there,” Louie said, after a longer while of walking.

			

			
				Their boot steps echoed through a wide chamber. Looking from side to side, Raj no longer saw the cave walls, or anything but darkness. Something crunched under his feet. He looked down to find small, scattered piles of sand. Boot prints marred some of them. It looked like some other people had been this way recently.

				A torch fifty feet away captured his attention.

				Bryan.

				Raj swallowed as the familiar, dark-haired man approached within a few feet and stopped.

				“You made it,” Bryan said, with the same easy smile that had earned Raj’s trust, both inside the caves on that night with Adriana, and outside on the cliffs.

				Nervously, Raj asked, “What is this place?”

				“We’ve been practicing throwing our spears,” Bryan said. In a pleasant tone, he continued, “With so much time in the caves, we are staying active. And of course, we are staying ready, for the day we kill the monster.”

				Raj nodded. Hearing about one of The Watcher’s drills—and their plans for the monster—made his heart nearly leap from his chest. Having gotten farther into the chamber, he could smell the spent torches and the lingering aura of people’s sweat.

				Bryan’s eyes riveted on the object in Raj’s hands.

				Holding it up so that both Bryan and Louie could see, Raj said, “This is what I wanted to show you.”

				Bryan’s eyes widened. Slowly, he moved toward Raj, holding up his torch. “Where did you find that?”

				“In one of the caves,” Raj said proudly. “I was hunting a dust beetle, when I saw something gleaming in a passage. I crawled in and dug it out.”

			

			
				Bryan’s face filled with wonder. He reached out as if to touch the object, before noting the possessiveness on Raj’s face. “Can I see the other side?”

				Cradling the object, Raj turned it so the men could see its bottom. Bryan and Louie leaned closer, enrapt. Watching their reaction, Raj felt the same excitement as when he’d found it, and when he’d shown Adriana. Their astonishment reinforced the object’s importance.

				“Can I hold it?” Bryan asked.

				Raj hesitated. The object was his finding, his discovery.

				Seeing the look on Raj’s face, Bryan promised, “You have my word that I will not take it from you.”

				Whether it was the admiration in Bryan’s eyes, or the sincerity in his tone, Raj didn’t know, but all at once he was offering up the object. Bryan accepted the object as if it were a newborn baby.

				“It’s incredible,” Bryan said, turning the object in his hands, running his hands up and down its metal surface.

				“Isn’t it?” Raj beamed.

				For a moment, he felt as if he had made the object rather than discovered it.

				“What does it do?” Bryan asked.

				“I’m not sure.” Feeling inadequate in his answer, Raj said, “I thought that it might be a tool. Or a weapon.” Raj looked back and forth between the two men. “Maybe even something from the First Generation.”

				Bryan and Louie’s eyes sparkled. Speaking the words out loud furthered Raj’s excitement.

				“Is this a handle?” Bryan asked, gently tapping the metal piece on the bottom.

				“I thought it might be, but I’m not sure,” Raj said.

			

			
				“So, what do you think it does?” Louie asked.

				The question was rhetorical.

				No one knew.

				Turning the object around so that the half-moon faced away from him, Bryan gently shook the object. He turned it left and right. Nothing happened. After studying the device for a while longer, Bryan wondered aloud, “I’m not sure what it does. But I think I might know someone we could ask.”

				Raj swallowed.

				“Can we show it to another person?”

				“Who?” Raj asked.

				He looked between Bryan and Louie. Rarely had anyone asked his permission for anything. He knew what his answer would be, even before they said who it was.

				Bryan looked between Louie and Raj.

				And then they told him.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 45: Raj

				Raj’s stomach roiled with nervousness. Gideon. Hearing the leader’s name instilled a primitive unease. Memories of the man came rushing back to him: watching the tall, authoritative man on the podium, or seeing him walk through the streets, always with an entourage.

				And now Raj would be one of Gideon’s important people.

				A hunter.

				A Watcher.

				Maybe even a part of that entourage.

				What would Adriana think, when he told her?

				Raj could hardly contain his excitement, as he followed Bryan and Louie into another, wider passage. Only his fear kept him in check.

				Was this the Center Cave?

				It must be.

				He recognized the familiar, yet different, tone of the auburn walls. He had only been to the Center Cave a few times, mostly in those beginning days, when he’d helped others situate. Judging by the path they’d followed, he deduced that they’d entered from the back way.

				In the distance was a small, dark passage.

				A man guarded the entrance.

				Bryan and Louie headed toward him.

				The smell of medicines, herbs, and sickness reached Raj’s nose. He had never seen Gideon up close. And he certainly never thought he’d speak to him. Raj knew that he was fortunate, and yet his fear encompassed him.

			

			
				Getting closer, he saw that the person he thought was a guard, was actually a healer.

				“Jameson.” Bryan nodded at a balding man, who parted to allow them in.

				The man’s eyes lingered on the object, but he made no move toward it, nor did he ask any questions. Inside the small cove, Bryan, Louie, and Raj headed for a single, occupied bedroll.

				And then Raj was standing alongside the two Watchers, looking down on the leader to whom he had spent most of his life listening, and fearing.

				He shivered.

				Gideon’s scarred, disfigured face was fit for nightmares.

				Wounds ran in every direction, obscuring the man’s familiar visage. Some of his grey hair hung over his eye, but other parts of his scalp were patchy and bald. One of his legs was missing. His arms were dirty and thin. Worst of all was his empty eye socket, filled with mottled, red skin. Gideon looked like a corpse, waiting for burial, rather than a man. With his one remaining eye, he fixated on Raj and his object.

				“Raj.”

				Hearing his name, Raj jumped. “You know me?”

				Seeing the surprise on Raj’s face, Gideon explained, “Bryan told me you might be coming. He said you had something to show him.”

				“He is our leader,” Bryan explained. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

				Raj nodded through the lump in his throat. It made sense.

				Pointing at Raj, Louie explained, “Raj said he found the object in the caves. He crawled in and pulled it out of a crevice.”

			

			
				“Let him explain,” Gideon said, quieting his subordinate.

				With Gideon’s encouragement, Raj explained the things he’d told Bryan and Louie, adding how he’d chased the dust beetle, and how he’d crawled in and retrieved the object. Gideon listened with a quiet intensity, his eye roaming between Raj and the device.

				When Raj was finished, Gideon said, “You are brave.”

				Raj’s heart soared.

				“It is clear you have found something of worth.”

				“I thought it might be,” Raj said, validated.

				“Do you have any idea what it is, Gideon?” Bryan asked.

				Gideon’s dry, cracked lips opened and closed. He leaned his head forward as far as he could, getting a better view, but weakness made him fall back on the bedroll.

				With a quivering hand, he reached out. “Can you bring the object closer?”

				Slowly, Raj placed the object on the crippled man’s lap. The smell of unwashed garments and sweat invaded his nose, but he didn’t falter, or back away.

				“Do you think it might be from the First Generation?” Raj asked, unable to stop the words from spilling from his mouth.

				Gideon didn’t answer. Instead, he scrutinized the object, finding the strength to grasp it. A spark of wonder flashed through his eye as he passed his hand along its surface, caressing the smaller pieces of attached metal, the half-moon at the end, and some thinner, metal bands connecting one end of the half-moon to the other.

			

			
				Pointing out a few divots and dings, Gideon said, “Obviously, you can see the object’s imperfections. But it is wondrous. And certainly old.” Gideon couldn’t take his eye, or his hands, off of the device.

				“Do you have any guesses as to its purpose?” Bryan asked.

				Gideon stared at the object a while longer. Slowly, a memory surfaced.

				“As you know, my father didn’t believe in wasting time on stories,” Gideon said. “He believed that dreaming led to dying. But my mother told a few.”

				Raj, Bryan, and Louie leaned forward, listening.

				“Seeing this object reminds me of one of the stories she told me—something that I haven’t recalled in many years.” Gideon’s eye roamed to the ceiling. “Like most of the colonists who spent time on such fictions, my mother was enamored with the idea of Earth’s ships. She was also enamored with Earth’s devices. Often, she spoke of the ways they communicated with other people in the ships. She also spoke of weapons they used to hunt animals.” Gideon paused, an almost-childlike innocence coming over his face. “According to my mother, the people from the ships had a weapon that took no force from the person wielding it—a device that could kill animals with one use, if it was used right. Perhaps this is one of those weapons. It is a guess, of course, but seeing the object reminds me of that story.”

				Raj stared at the object with even more wonder.

				A weapon. What he heard gave him goosebumps.

				He couldn’t imagine how it might work.

				“Have you tried using it?” Gideon asked.

			

			
				Bryan shook his head. “We looked it over in the practice chamber. I shook it a bit, but I did not extensively test it.”

				Louie backed instinctively away. “If it is a weapon, for all we know, it is dangerous.”

				Caution took over Gideon’s face. “Perhaps we can take it to Lenny, then. He’ll study it and see what he makes of it.”

				“The blacksmith?” Bryan’s eyes went to the floor. “He’s dead, sir, killed in the mouth of the monster.”

				Louie traded a glance with Bryan. “Most of our tradesmen died when the monster arrived.”

				A small frustration crossed Gideon’s face.

				“We’ll test it,” Bryan said, looking confidently between Gideon and Raj. “If it does something, we’ll figure it out.”

				Gideon nodded, satisfied. He looked from the object to Raj. A smile passed through his face, crinkling the corners of his mouth and bunching some of the scars on his face, as he asked, “Do you mind if we try out your object?”

				“No, sir.” Raj still couldn’t believe he was speaking to the leader.

				“This device might help us in ways we can’t fathom.” Gideon watched the device.

				Raj couldn’t believe what he heard.

				“You have done good work, boy. You should be proud of your discovery.”

				Raj beamed, taking a step back and holding his object close.

				“I look forward to an update from all of you.”
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				“Hold it this way,” Bryan instructed.

				He and Louie shifted the object back and forth, touching some of the grooves on the side. More than once, they stepped back, as if the object might emit some powerful lightning.

				Or turn their bodies to ash.

				Keeping his distance, Raj shivered.

				Gideon’s words had inspired new admiration for the object, but also a heavy dose of fear. Raj couldn’t help thinking about the stories he’d told. Who knew what the device might do? Following Bryan’s instructions, Raj stayed on one end of the cave, holding his torch, keeping a safe buffer from where the other men tested his discovery. A part of him wanted to help, but another part was glad to watch from a distance. Despite his fear, he felt freer than he had in days. Weeks.

				Gone was the lonely feeling that had plagued him for too long; instead he had a sense of belonging.

				His hands shook with excitement. At any moment, they might expose a secret that would change his life. Maybe even everyone’s lives.

				He watched, riveted, as Bryan and Louie carefully turned the object end over end. A few times, they set it down, cleaned it off, or inspected it for something they might’ve missed.

				Raj watched for a long while, until the bottoms of his feet ached from standing, shifting, and repositioning. He looked back over his shoulder. How much time had elapsed since he’d arrived with the object? It felt like they’d kept at it for most of the night. A new fear washed over him: what if it was already daybreak, and someone had missed him?

			

			
				Seeing the worry on his face, Louie looked from the object to the end of the tunnel from which they’d come.

				“Maybe we should try again tomorrow,” Louie suggested.

				“Can we hold on to the device for you?” Bryan asked.

				Raj hesitated. “I’d rather bring it back with me when I return.”

				Bryan watched him a long moment.

				“I’ll come back tomorrow,” Raj promised, stepping over and reaching out his hands.

				A strange look crossed Bryan’s face as he looked at the device. Bryan cradled it in such a way that he couldn’t take it back easily. Again, Raj wondered if he had made a mistake. What would he do if Bryan refused?

				Slowly, Bryan handed it over.

				“Tomorrow night, it is,” Bryan said with a smile.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 46: Bryan

				Gideon pursed his chapped lips and appraised Bryan and Louie. “Are you certain the boy will bring it back?”

				Bryan looked between Gideon and Louie. “The boy trusts us. We have done nothing to break that trust. He will return it to us.”

				“I think he is trying to prove something to us,” Louie said. “I’ve seen the look in his eyes.”

				“But you didn’t have any luck in testing it,” Gideon reiterated.

				“We aren’t sure what the object does, if anything,” Louie said. “For all we know, the boy is more useful than his metal device.”

				Gideon nodded. “You have a point. But even if the object doesn’t function, the boy’s trust can be a great asset. With his help, we can keep a closer watch on the Right Cave.”

				“You’re right. The deal with Raj brings us little risk,” Bryan agreed. “With the support of the Center Cave, we have little to fear.”

				Gideon nodded decisively. “Do everything in your power to keep the boy in our good graces. Hopefully, he will continue to provide use to us.” Gideon paused. “Who knows? Weapon or not, the boy might be the key to unraveling everything in their cave.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 47: Neena

				Neena, Kai, and twenty other Right Cavers rubbed their eyes and clutched their buckets. The light of their torches illuminated the winding tunnel, as they headed toward the spring. Despite some normal, lingering tiredness, Neena had slept better than usual the night before. It seemed Kai had gotten some better rest, as well. Gone were the bags under his eyes, and he walked with long, purposeful strides. The few days of relative peace had lifted everyone’s spirits.

				Neena looked over her shoulder at the twenty people behind her. A mixture of men and women comprised their group. A few rows back, Samara smiled at her. Unlike the others, Samara carried two buckets instead of her torch, so she could provide extra water for her young ones. The others kept a brisk pace.

				Neena clutched her empty bucket. At least it wasn’t heavy, without water splashing around.

				Taking advantage of their lighter load, the Right Cavers curved with the tunnel, following Darius’s circular marks and chatting. Neena and Kai cast their torches ahead of them, leading the others around the last bend that gave way to the wide chamber and the spring.

				She slowed as they rounded the corner.

				Deeper in the chamber, torches burned.

				Voices rang out.

				The smooth walls of the chamber sloped upward, culminating at a ceiling almost as tall as a storehouse building. To the left was the solid part of the tunnel floor, continuing north. To the right was the spring.

			

			
				Forty people stood at the spring’s edge, dipping their buckets in the water, quietly chatting. Neena tensed as she recognized Sherry, Ed, and some other people from the Left and Center Caves.

				Neena’s people stopped short.

				Noticing Neena’s group, the colonists at the spring ceased their conversations. Slowly, they removed their water buckets and migrated away from the spring, clustering behind Sherry and Ed.

				Once again, Neena felt as if she had entered the Left Cave.

				The tension in the air was thick and palpable enough that Neena could feel her heart beating in her ears. She swallowed.

				“What are you doing here?” Sherry called across the gap between them.

				The question was rhetorical.

				Of course, everyone knew.

				Struggling to maintain her cool, Neena called back, “We collect our water at this time.”

				Sherry looked at Neena. She looked at her bucket. Slowly, she arched her back. She made a decision.

				“Not today, you don’t,” Sherry said.

				Next to her, Ed held his chin up in defiance.

				Sensing the not-so-subtle threat in those words, Sherry and Ed’s group came toward Neena’s.

				Neena stiffened. She looked behind her at the twenty men and women who waited, watching her reaction. Looking at the larger group of Left and Center Cavers, who outnumbered them, Neena knew they had no chance at winning an argument, and certainly not a fight. But they needed their water. Beside her, Kai dug his heels into the ground, steadfast.

			

			
				Hoping to squash an altercation, she waited until they got close before saying, “We’ll wait our turn.”

				“You heard what Bryan said about getting in our way,” Sherry spat, to the murmuring agreement of the forty or so people behind her. “Now, turn around and head back to your cave.”

				“We won’t get in your way while you finish collecting what you need,” Neena promised.

				“Leave.” Sherry’s face was stern.

				Neena looked among the people in front of her, hoping to find a reasonable face among them, but not one met her eyes with kindness. Even those she recognized as former acquaintances neither smiled, nor broke his or her threatening composure.

				Sherry’s eyes blazed with intensity as she said, “Turn around and go.”

				Neena bristled. Forcing amicability into her voice, she, said, “We’ll head back a little way, and then come back.”

				“We’ll be here a while.” Sherry’s face was stone. “We’re taking our time.”

				A long moment of silence took over the two groups, as they waited for someone to yield. Before Neena could think of another way to handle the situation, a voice interrupted.

				“We’re not going anywhere, Neena.” The words echoed off the walls of the cave, surprising all of them. Neena turned to find Samara stepping forward, clutching her two empty buckets. “My children need their water. We’ll wait right here until they’re finished.”

				The atmosphere changed in the room. The people on both sides of the cave stiffened. Neena looked among her twenty people. Of course, some carried spears or knives, but mostly, they carried buckets. They’d come here for water, not an altercation.

			

			
				Still, some of them looked as if they were ready to fight. They inched forward, clenching their fists. Too many days of nervous, confined anticipation had taken their toll.

				Sherry stepped sideways, getting nose-to-nose with Samara. Her line of people shifted.

				“Tell your friend to back off, Neena,” Sherry warned, her people pressing in behind her.

				Neena opened her mouth to speak, but Samara interrupted.

				“We have just as much right to this water as you do. We’re not going anywhere.”

				A glimmer of violence crossed Sherry’s eyes as she heard Samara’s words.

				“Darius found this spring,” Samara persisted, drawing strength from those behind her. “This is our water, not yours.”

				Angry spittle flew from Sherry’s mouth. “Take another step, and we’ll see whose water it is.”

				All eyes locked on Sherry and Samara.

				Defiantly, Samara took another step.

				With a cry, Sherry shoved her backward.

				Pandemonium erupted.

				Shouts filled the air.

				People pushed, shouted, and swung. Water splashed everywhere. Colonists toppled in all directions, fighting for the upper hand, dropping their buckets, or using them as weapons. Neena scrambled back, dodging a screaming, charging woman. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ed swing, and Kai duck. A few people fell to the ground, victims of pushing hands.

			

			
				A shriek ripped her attention right, where Sherry and Samara locked fingers, pushing each other back and forth.

				And then Samara was falling back on her butt, Sherry was reaching to her side, and a knife was flashing in Sherry’s hand.

				People on both sides fell back, as the altercation took a severe turn. A few people on the ground scrambled to get up. Others looked on with mouths agape.

				Sherry swung the knife in front of her, advancing on Samara, a crazed expression on her face.

				“Come on, you piece of filth!” she yelled at Samara. “Let’s see you threaten me now!”

				On the ground, Samara scooted backward and away. Fear flickered through her eyes.

				Sherry swung her blade again, nearly slicing Samara’s ankle, while the other Right Cavers ran forward, grabbing Samara’s arms and pulling her from harm.

				“Get up and fight, you bitch!” Sherry shrieked.

				She kept advancing, close enough that her next swing would surely cut flesh. Before that could happen, Neena yelled, “Stop!”

				Her word echoed around the chamber.

				Pulled from her maniacal daze, Sherry froze.

				The rest of her group fell back around her.

				“A bucket of water isn’t worth a life!” Neena yelled, looking from one side of the cave to the other. Hating the words she spoke, she said, “We’ll go, for now. This is over!”

				“Neena…” Samara started, through the fear in her eyes, as people helped her to her feet.

			

			
				“We’re leaving,” Neena said adamantly, looking among her twenty people. “Collect your buckets and follow me.”

				A few hesitated, but most fell in line. Eventually, with the insistence of Kai, the others did, too. Keeping an eye out over their shoulders, Neena and the Right Cavers returned they way they had come.

				“That’s right!” Sherry shrieked triumphantly. “Run away! This is our time to collect water now!”

				Neena rounded the bend, ignoring Sherry’s cries.

				Swallowing through the lump in her throat, Neena looked among her twenty people. “We’ll come back later. I promise.”
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				Neena and her group walked slowly through the cave. The aftermath of the altercation was a weight in the air, pressing on each of their shoulders. They could no longer hear the voices of the Left and Center Cavers, but they felt the outcome of the argument in the empty buckets they carried.

				“Did you see their faces?” piped up one man. “They treated us like rats running along their bedrolls, rather than people among whom they’ve lived.”

				Spite filled Samara’s face. “They have no right to that water. They can’t do this.”

				Grimly, Kai said, “They had us outnumbered two-to-one. If we’d kept fighting, we might’ve died.”

				Samara’s bruised pride was written on her face. “And now we will die of thirst, instead.”

				“We’ll return later,” Neena said. “We’ll just have to go in larger groups.”

			

			
				“And if they’re there?”

				“We’ll get our water,” Neena said resolutely. “Whatever it takes.”

				“The next time I see them, I’m not backing down,” Samara promised.

				Neena felt a similar anger, but she forced herself to say, “Just hold tight, Samara. I promise things will get better.”

				She forced certainty into those words, even though she had none.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 48: Neena

				“Neena,” Darius said, sensing something on her face. “What’s wrong?”

				Neena looked behind her, watching the twenty people returning to their relatives with empty buckets. The tension of the encounter was written on their faces. They would tell others their story. And that story would spread like a sickness, weaving through the cave until everyone was just as nervous and angry. While Kai headed over to brief Amos, Neena stayed with Darius and continued explaining.

				Darius listened as she told of the altercation with Sherry, Samara’s bravery, and the battle that almost led to bloodshed.

				“At the time, leaving seemed like the best option,” she finished.

				“I think you made the right choice,” Darius told her.

				“But still, that is only a temporary solution,” Neena said. “What if we go back, and they are there again?”

				Darius pursed his lips in worry. “Now that they have found a new way to threaten us, I don’t think they will relent.”

				“So, what will we do?” Neena asked.

				A din of nervous conversation spread around them. People looked at the empty buckets of water, or examined their flasks, ascertaining how much further they had to ration.

				“The situation is dire,” Darius said, scratching at his stubble. “Anyone who didn’t know it before, knows it now.”

			

			
				“Do you know of another place to get water?”

				“There is another spring, much farther than the one I showed you,” Darius said. “But it would take as much as half a day to get there. Going back and forth wouldn’t be efficient.”

				Neena looked around at the people in the cave. An idea she hated struck her. “Do you think we should move?”

				Darius thought on it for a long time. “There are plenty of other caves here. But I’m not sure that would solve our problem, either. The Left and Center Cavers might see us, and they might follow us there, too, if they were intent on intimidating us. How long would it take for them to realize they could take over a new water spot, too?”

				Neena shook her head. “It wouldn’t take more than a few days for them to scour the caves and find us, or notice the smoke of our fires, if they wanted to.”

				Darius sighed, looking around at the people around them. “Moving would be another patch on the problem. I will not lie: we are at one of the lowest points I thought we’d reach.”

				His gaze wandered to the ground.

				“I saw the spark of aggression in our people’s eyes, as they went into this skirmish,” Neena said. “We were lucky to get away without any injuries. But if Bryan, Sherry, and Ed start something again, we won’t be as lucky. The fighting will be worse, and everyone will lose. We need a way to keep people together without resorting to violence.”

				Darius shook his head. “We’ll keep thinking. Hopefully we’ll come up with something.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 49: Bryan

				Bryan gazed across the wide, rounded chamber—the same place where they had examined the strange object the night before. Now, two dozen torches splashed light over the dirty Watchers who stood with their spears, and the cloth-wrapped bags of sand at which they aimed.

				“Prepare to throw!” yelled Louie, his voice echoing off the cave walls.

				In unison, the thirty men reared back their weapons.

				“Set, aim…release!”

				The sweaty Watchers flung their spears.

				Thirty long, sharp weapons arced through the air, headed toward the targets. Most found their mark, penetrating the dirty cloth and cutting to the sand beneath. Only a few fell to the ground before their mark, landing on the rock floor with a clang. The throwers looked from their spears to Louie, awaiting his feedback.

				“Good!” Louie said decidedly.

				While his comrades walked over to retrieve their spears, Louie walked over to where Bryan stood.

				“Their skills are sharp,” Louie said, with a firm nod.

				“They are experienced, as we know,” Bryan said, watching the men return to their positions. Looking behind him at the mouth of the cave, he asked, “How have the Center Cavers been doing?”

				“Better than I expected,” Louie said. “Of the hundred and ten men and women that Ed brought us, many have innate ability. They aren’t as talented as our Watchers, of course, but they can hold and throw their spears.”

			

			
				“Good,” Bryan said. “And we have most of the Center Cave in our ranks?”

				“All except the elderly, some women, and the children. I will continue training them, so they can be prepared for the monster, or anything else we need,” Louie confirmed.

				Bryan nodded confidently. Having so many people at his disposal was a boon. Together, they watched the men wield their spears and aim.

				“Have heard anything from the scouts you sent out to the ground to check for the monster?” Louie asked.

				“Nothing yet,” Bryan said, “thought we’ve had a few groups moving around covertly, doing their best to keep out of sight of the Right Cavers. They’re checking the desert and reporting to me regularly.”

				“Perhaps soon, they will have an update,” Louie suggested.

				“The Abomination is still around,” Bryan said, firmly. “I know it. And as soon as we have evidence of it, we will face it.”

				They turned their attention back to the drilling Watchers, who flung their spears at the targets. A voice echoed from down the tunnel behind him, calling Bryan.

				He turned, catching sight of a familiar person carrying a torch.

				“Keep practicing,” Bryan instructed Louie. “I’ll catch up.”

				Louie nodded, heading back to the others, while Bryan headed to meet the person farther down the tunnel. Excitement lit Sherry’s face when she saw him.

			

			
				“I have news,” she said, her eyes flickering with intensity.

				“What is it?” Bryan asked.

				“This morning, we encountered Neena and some others at the spring,” Sherry said, dragging a hand across her sooty mouth.

				“What happened?” Bryan asked, surprised.

				“We sent them away without their water.” Sherry’s eyes were wild and enthused. “They tried resisting, but we fought them.”

				“You did?”

				Sherry told of the warnings she and the Center Cavers had issued to Neena and her people, how some of Neena’s people pushed back, and how they’d skirmished. She concluded with how she’d clawed and tore at one of the Right Cavers. Sherry’s eyes grew wild as she spoke of the knife she’d pulled.

				“I wanted to use it,” Sherry said, clenching and unclenching her hands.

				“But you have a child coming,” Bryan said with a frown.

				“The child is fine,” Sherry affirmed.

				“Still, you should be careful.” Bryan raised his chin and looked at her.

				The last thing he wanted was for her to hurt her unborn baby. Still, he couldn’t deny the feeling of power that overcame him as he listened to her report. Standing in the dark cave, he felt like Thorne. No. That wasn’t right.

				He was Thorne.

				“Did any of my Center Cavers waver?” he asked, unable to refrain from another question.

			

			
				“No.” Sherry’s smile was wide as she looked at him. “They all backed up Ed and me.”

				Bryan nodded, smiling back. “They stayed true.”

				“None of them questioned us, or you.” Sherry looked up at him. “It is because of your leadership that we will regain our colony. It is because of your courage that we stay strong.”

				Farther down the tunnel, around the bend and in the chamber, Louie’s voice echoed, as he continued drilling. Sherry tugged a lock of dirty-blonde hair behind her ear. Standing together with her, listening to the thud of the spears in their targets, Bryan felt as if he were a younger man, practicing for his duties. He felt a nostalgic freedom that extended far beyond these cave walls.

				Sherry’s eyes were equally nostalgic.

				He took a step toward Sherry, and Sherry stepped, too.

				All at once, their torches were on the ground and their hands were on each other. Sherry’s fingers were wild and feral as she pawed at his arms, pressed her lips against his, and pushed him back against the cave wall. Bryan flinched as her mouth moved to his neck, his chest, and his lower body, pleasing him, hurting him.

				The story of the skirmish had sparked something in both of them that neither could deny. Or maybe it was the loss of Gary—Sherry’s husband, and Bryan’s best friend—that created a hole they both needed to fill.

				Grief had turned to lust.

				Feeling the scratch of her nails, Bryan positioned her so her back was against the wall, ripped her clothes away, and took her.

			

			
				A strange, pleased laugh escaped Sherry’s mouth, as she tilted her head back and moaned. For a moment, he wondered whether Sherry had lost her sense.

				But if she had, he had, too.

				It wasn’t insanity.

				It was victory.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 50: Bryan

				“Raj!” Bryan said. A smile took over his face as he watched the boy enter the drilling chamber the next night with Louie, bearing the object. “You made it!”

				Raj’s face was pensive, but excited, as he brought the object over. A long day of teaching the Center Cavers had tired Bryan out, but seeing the object in Raj’s hands gave him a new dose of strength.

				“Let’s give this another try.”

				Bryan received the object from Raj. A day away from the object had given him some new guesses. Putting his fingers in some of the grooves, he touched each of them while holding what he thought was the object’s handle, waving it back and forth. The more time they spent with the object, the more comfortable Bryan became with it.

				Still, he had no luck in making it work.

				After half a night without any results, Bryan looked over at Raj.

				“I’m sorry, but I just don’t see us making any progress,” Bryan admitted. “Perhaps it is time we reported back to Gideon.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 51: Raj

				Raj tried pushing away his disappointment. Gideon would know how to get the object working. Surely, if anyone had an idea, it would be a wise leader like him.

				He let that hope propel him as they returned to Gideon’s cove, circling around the battered leader’s bedside. Raj’s eyes roamed around the cove, landing on a bag filled with dried meats and herbs that the healer had started preparing. It looked as if the healer was in the middle of portioning the food before he was interrupted, and left.

				“Do you have news?” Gideon asked, when they were alone.

				His eye wandered between Bryan, Louie, and Raj.

				“Unfortunately not,” Bryan said. With a heavy sigh, he reiterated the trials they’d performed, and the ways he’d thought to use the object. “Nothing has panned out.”

				“Can I see it?” Gideon asked, reaching out again.

				Raj gently placed the object in his lap. Gideon’s hands wandered over it for a long while. Again, his eye wandered to the ceiling. Raj waited for the revelation that would bring his old object to life. He waited for an idea that would turn wasted efforts into a victory.

				A sigh escaped Gideon’s dry lips. “There is no doubt that the object is wondrous. Anyone can see that. But perhaps we are wasting our time.”

				Raj’s face darkened. “What do you mean?”

				“Too many times, I stared at the centerpiece in the Comm Building, wondering whether we might have some revelation about its use. But after so many years, nothing has surfaced. If not for the generations of men who circled around that piece of metal, taking inspiration from it, I might’ve melted it down years ago.”

			

			
				Raj had heard of the centerpiece. Almost all the kids in Red Rock had whispered about it, though he had never seen it himself.

				“My point is this,” Gideon said. “Sometimes the prettiest things are also the most unimpressive.”

				A small, growing pit settled in Raj’s stomach.

				“It is possible this object will serve a purpose in the future, but for now, it is about as important as any other piece of old metal. In a pragmatic way, some might argue that it would be better off melted down. At least then, we could make new knives and tips for our spears. Perhaps your object could serve a better purpose.” Gideon shrugged. “Of course, we would ask your permission before we did something like that.”

				Gone was Gideon’s look of child-like wonder. In its place was decisiveness.

				Raj slowly backed away with his object. Melted down? All at once, he wanted to run from the cave. He wanted to take back a stupid, silly idea and disappear.

				They couldn’t melt down his object, could they?

				It was his object, not theirs.

				At the same time, they spoke his deepest fears. What if the object was an old, dusted relic, just like Gideon said? What if it would do more good in topping a dozen spears, or making as many blades?

				Without the object, he’d be back where he began: a young, disrespected boy, with no clout, and certainly no more private, important meetings.

				He wanted the feeling back from before.

			

			
				He wanted to be important.

				Like Bryan.

				Like Louie.

				Like Gideon.

				Nausea overcame him as he thought of returning to Adriana as the same, pathetic boy who had run from her days ago.

				He couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t.


				“Wait!” Raj said, regaining the attention of the three men in the room. “I have an idea.”

				Gideon, Bryan, and Louie turned, listening.

				“It does seem as if we are wasting our time. But what if we could take it to someone who has a better chance at figuring it out? Someone who has experience with this sort of thing?” Raj looked from one to the other. “I think I might know someone who will help us look at the object. Someone who can figure out if it will work again.”

				“Who?” Bryan asked.

				“Darius.” Raj awaited their reaction.

				“Darius? The old man from your cave?” Gideon looked from Bryan to Louie, an unreadable expression on his face. “He will not help us.”

				Raj opened and closed his mouth. He wasn’t stupid. He knew the differences between their caves would surely prevent them from working together. But there must be another way.

				“If anyone can decipher what the object does, it is Darius,” Raj continued. “He has fixed tools that no one thought would work again. He has repaired spears that seemed as if they would never fly. Let me tell him. If Darius can fix the object, you will be the first to know. I’ll come back and tell you what he says. I swear.”

			

			
				“He will tell the others in the cave, and that will mean the end of us working together,” Gideon said, watching Raj carefully.

				Raj thought about that. He knew Darius and Neena were close. It would be hard for him to keep a secret from her. But maybe there was a way around that. “Regardless of who finds out, I will make sure Darius is the one who works on it, and I will keep you posted on his progress. If the object turns out to be worthwhile, I will sneak the information—and the object—back to you.”

				Gideon looked between Bryan and Louie.

				“I will keep our relationship secret,” Raj promised. “Just give me a chance to prove it to you.”

				Looking in the men’s eyes, he saw the same hesitation that Neena, Kai, and Darius gave him. But he couldn’t let it end. Not like this.

				Putting on the most convincing tone he could muster, Raj said, “When I came to you, it was for a reason. My sister doesn’t believe in me. She won’t even allow me to go outside on the cliffs without supervision. Why do you think I offered to show you the object, when she has not seen it? Why do you think I am here?” Looking over at Bryan, he made an embarrassing admission. “When you saw me on the ledges, it wasn’t because I was guarding. I snuck out. That’s the only reason we came across each other.”

				Silence came over the room. Clearly, they couldn’t deny the truth in what he said.

				“I won’t enlist Darius’s help unless you want me to.” Filling the silence with a last plea, Raj said, “But please, let me try and help you. Give me a chance.”

			

			
				He waited for the people in the room to shut him out, like everyone always did.

				Surprise hit him when he heard a different answer.

				“Okay,” said Gideon. “See what you can do. And report back to us.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 52: Raj

				Raj’s heart pounded with anticipation as he chewed his dried rat. For most of his breakfast, he’d tried telling Darius his secret, but every time he opened his mouth, it seemed Samel was hovering around him. Even when he could avoid Samel, Neena and Kai were there, conferring with Darius about an upcoming water trip, or the distribution of rations. It sounded as if Neena and Kai were going separately to the spring, meaning someone would always be left behind with Darius.

				It seemed it would take a strike of lightning to separate them.

				Frustrations.

				After several failed attempts, Raj came to the same conclusion he had reached in Gideon’s cove: even if he told Darius to keep a secret, the old man would entrust Neena or Kai. But perhaps that was okay. He’d tell all three of them. All he needed was for Darius to work on the object, so that Raj could find out what it did, and bring the information back to Gideon, just like he offered.

				Only one other snag existed.

				Adriana.

				Raj hesitated.

				In his excitement to impress Bryan and Gideon, he’d forgotten the object was once their secret together. Raj looked across the cave, where she sat cross-legged. He ran his fingers through his hair. Adriana had once agreed that he should tell Neena, Kai, and Darius. And that’s what he was going to do.

				So why did he feel guilty about it?

			

			
				The answer wasn’t hard to deduce.

				She knew nothing about his deal with Bryan and Gideon.

				She couldn’t.

				But maybe that was okay.

				At some point soon, Raj would be a hero—not just of the Right Cave, but also of all three caves. And then Adriana would feel more strongly about him that she ever had.

				When I’m a hero, I’ll tell her everything, Raj thought.

				[image: Flourish-06.ai]


				“Darius?” Raj asked, waiting until the old man slowed down and turned before he spoke again.

				“What is it?” Darius’s smile cut through his wrinkles.

				“Where are you going?”

				“Your sister and Kai are speaking with the guard about our rationing,” Darius said, motioning to the rear of the tunnel, where Neena and Kai had gotten ahead of him. “I was going to join them.”

				“Can I come?” Raj asked.

				Darius looked back and forth from Neena and Kai to Raj.

				Before Darius could reject his offer, Raj said, “I have something important to tell all three of you.”

				Something you should’ve listened to before, Raj thought resentfully, but he didn’t say that.

				Darius hesitated, before saying, “Come on. Let’s go.”
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				Neena, Kai, and Darius stood in the center of the tunnel, watching Raj.

			

			
				“What was it you wanted to show us, Raj?” Neena asked.

				Confusion crossed her face as Raj pointed at the small crevice in the side of the tunnel.

				“What’s in there?”

				“Something I found,” Raj said.

				“What?” Neena furrowed her brow.

				“A few days ago, when Samel and I explored, I came across something incredible,” Raj said. “I came back for it. It’s something you’ll never believe.”

				Neena started to react, before he interrupted.

				“It’ll be easier if I show you. Let me get it, and I’ll be right back.”

				Before anyone could stop him, Raj slid underneath the crevice, ignoring the protests of the three people behind him. He made quick progress with his torch, worming his way to where he kept the object, and eventually back to where his sister, Kai, and Darius called for him.

				“Raj! Where did you go? It’s not safe to—”

				Neena stopped mid-sentence as she saw the object in Raj’s hands. Crawling the rest of the way from the passage, he dusted the device off and held it up for them to see. Their expressions changed from concern to wonder.

				“By the heavens,” Neena exclaimed, taking a step back. “What is that?”

				“I’m not sure. It was hidden inside the crevice,” Raj said proudly. “I found it.”

				Darius shuffled forward, reaching out a wrinkled hand and touching it. “Remarkable.”

				Raj looked from one of them to the other, savoring their looks of awe. Once again, he felt the same sense of importance as he felt when showing Bryan, or Gideon, or even Adriana.

			

			
				But this time, he had a plan.

				After allowing them to gaze at it longer, he said, “I wondered if it might be from the First Generation.”

				Darius’s mouth hung open with amazement. “I’ve never seen metal with this type of curve. In fact, it has a different texture than almost anything I’ve worked on.”

				“Do you think it might be a weapon?” Raj asked, leading them with his question.

				“It is clearly not from any of our people.” Darius furrowed his brow. “Of all the things I have repaired, and even the discoveries I have made in these caves, or in the deserts, I have never seen something this intact. Maybe you are right, Raj. It could be a weapon. Or it could be something else.”

				“Raj, be careful with that,” Neena cautioned.

				Raj smiled through his anger. Of course, he knew the object better than any of them. “I’ll be careful, don’t worry,” he said. Biting his lip, pretending to be deep in thought, Raj carefully repeated what Bryan had instructed him. “When I looked it over, it seemed to me like this part was a handle. And that made me think that this other end might do something.”

				Darius’s eyes traced the object as Raj described its parts. “That is certainly possible.”

				“I guess the question is whether it will do something again.” Raj kept his voice curious; the way adults liked to hear children speak.

				“That is a good question,” Darius said.

				Raj hid his rising hope.

			

			
				“Maybe you should take ahold of it, Darius,” Neena said protectively.

				Raj nodded. If he hadn’t been playing a role, he might’ve argued, but instead, he passed off the object. Darius took hold of it carefully, turned it in his hands, and took a few steps back from the others, just in case.

				“Do you think you could figure out what it is?” Neena asked Darius.

				“It is certainly possible,” Darius said.

				Looking back along the dark tunnel, Neena asked, “Do you think we should tell other cavers?”

				Darius thought on it for a long moment. “I don’t want to give them hope, only to dash it later. There is a cove about a klick from here, about the size of a few hovels. Perhaps I can work on it there in secret, for now, until I can get a better understanding of what the object is, or what it might do.”

				“But the guards might see it, or someone else might find you, while hunting rats,” Neena suggested.

				Darius pondered that. “I’ll work on it at night, so no one will bother me. I’ll tell the guards I’m working on some tools. They shouldn’t question it.”

				“Good idea,” Kai said.

				Keeping his tone innocent, Raj asked, “Do you have tools up here, in the cliffs?”

				“I have a few I brought to help with repairs,” Darius said. “That will give me a start in looking at it and cleaning it out.”

				An aura of hope filled the room, as everyone gazed back at the object.

				Seeing the looks on their faces, Darius tempered their expectations. “I am a practical man. I have seen many pieces of metal, and none of them have done anything but provide patches for our existing tools. Still, this is the most unique piece I have ever seen. I cannot tell if it is intact, but I do not see any parts obviously missing.”

			

			
				“It would be incredible if you could fix it,” Raj marveled.

				Looking over at Raj, Darius said, “In all my years in the caves, I have never found anything like this. It is an amazing discovery, Raj.”

				Raj smiled, making no effort to hide his elation. “Thank you, Darius.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 53: Bryan

				“Keep your head up, sir,” Jameson instructed, putting the flask to Gideon’s lips and tilting it.

				With effort, Gideon craned his neck and swallowed the water, while Jameson dabbed away at the water on his chin.

				Bryan took a few steps back from the entrance.

				“Bryan.” The word startled him enough to turn around. “You have news?”

				Forgetting his embarrassment, Bryan took up by his bedside. “The boy has Darius working on the object.”

				After the healer left, Bryan relayed what he had learned to Gideon.

				“Excellent.” Gideon nodded. “I’ll admit that I am surprised by the boy’s loyalty.”

				“It is fortunate,” Bryan said. “At the same time, I do not have much hope for the object. I think we should continue with our plans to fight the monster. As soon as we spot evidence of it, we will forge ahead.”

				“Have you seen any signs of it?”

				“I am still waiting on the reports from our scouts. They should be back soon.”

				“How is the drilling coming?”

				Bryan informed him on the activity of the Center Cavers, as well as their throwing prowess. “Some have demonstrated a surprising aptitude. In fact, I think we have enough people to triple our fighters.”

				“Another bit of good news,” Gideon said, a smile teasing his lips.

				“Another idea struck me, while we were preparing to fight,” Bryan continued. “And that makes me feel even more excited about our chances at success.”

			

			
				“What is your idea?”

				Bryan paused, putting a plan he’d been conjuring into words. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the old carcass in the caves, and the way that creature burst through the wall. A while ago, Darius suggested that the creature injured itself, while smashing through the rock in the tunnel.”

				“We can’t prove or disprove that theory,” Gideon reminded him.

				“But we know that the creature avoids stone. And we know that sound draws it.” Bryan paused, getting to the crux of his idea. “What if we could lure the monster out where we wanted it to go?”

				Gideon’s face flickered with interest.

				Demonstrating his intent, Bryan reached into his pocket and pulled out a single Watcher’s horn, turning it in his hand.

				Gideon nodded, starting to realize what he was saying.

				“My thought it that we could use our horns to bring it near the rock spires,” Bryan suggested. “We’ll station fighters at different points near them, use our horns, and lure it out. Before it gets to us, we’ll move, so that it dashes itself against the hard stone.” Bryan watched Gideon, selling his plan. “If we do it right, the beast will injure itself while we finish it off with our spears.” Bryan couldn’t help his smile. “We’ll use its instinct for sound to draw it to its death.”

				Gideon cocked his head, following along. “And of course, we know it has a weak spot.”

				Bryan agreed. “Fighting the beast outside the colony will minimize damage to Red Rock and reduce the risk to our men. Of course, we’ll have men in several formations, readying us to repeat the process, if we need to. What do you think?”

			

			
				The cove fell silent, as Bryan’s words hung in the air.

				“I think it is a worthy idea,” Gideon asked, after a pause. Ruminating on it further, he said, “In fact, I think it sounds like a promising plan.”

				Bryan’s face lit with pride.

				“How much more drilling do you need?” Gideon asked.

				“No drill will account for experience, but given the time we have put in, our fighters are capable.”

				“You say we have about two hundred people ready to go?”

				Bryan nodded.

				“In that case, it sounds like you are almost ready,” Gideon said. “Wait for the report from your scouts. If or when they confirm the monster is near, we will enact your plan.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 54: The Watcher

				The last rays of daylight faded from the sky, casting an ethereal glow over the desert sand and the enormous rock spires in the distance, as The Watcher waded through the desert. For the past few days, he and his companion had scouted for the monster in the desert, but they’d seen no evidence of it. Eventually, they’d volunteered to return to the cliffs, while some others stayed out, searching.

				It was time to give Bryan an update.

				He wished he had more definitive news.

				Perhaps the monster was gone, like some of the more optimistic Watchers had speculated.

				Getting closer to the colony, they passed between the first towering, massive spires, clutching their spears. The Watcher stroked his beard. Despite his lack of news, a part of him had enjoyed the feeling of trekking through the desert, with only the wind at his back and his spear at his side. It reminded him of his younger years as a hunter, long before he was a Watcher.

				Plodding heel to toe, the two men scanned the desert, keeping to the beaten path, staying on course for the colony. The Watcher saw no prints in the sand. Of course, he didn’t. Over the past few weeks, the drifting winds had taken away the last remnants of the Red Rock hunters, just as it had taken away the prints of the scouts from their trip out. The desert felt abandoned.

				Empty.

			

			
				A gentle wind rustled The Watcher’s clothes, causing him a hint of nervousness.

				A strange anxiousness hit him, as he looked into the horizon, spotting the cliffs far past the rock spires.

				Deep shadows crept from the bottom of the rising, natural rock structures on either side of them, creating alternating bands of light and dark in their path. Despite the late hour, the temperature was still hot, warming their skin. Feeling a thirst, The Watcher reached down and grabbed his flask, tilting it toward his mouth.

				And stopped.

				“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the next swath of shadow.

				The second Watcher froze.

				About fifty feet away, something lay in the sand. The Watcher held a hand above his eyes, trying to make it out.

				Hearts pounding, they headed for the dark shadow, their spears aimed. They got close enough to hear the buzzing flies and smell the stink of blood before they realized that it was something dead.

				“By the heavens,” exclaimed the first Watcher.

				“Is that the wolf we saw on the cliffs, before we left?” the second Watcher asked.

				“I think.”

				The wolf’s eyes stared vacantly into the heavens. Its tongue dangled through its yellowed teeth.

				Only its head remained.

				Lacerated, pink skin and tendons hung from its neck, which was jaggedly cut, and sitting at the cusp of an enormous, deep hole.

				Looking farther, they spotted another hole, fifty feet away—a darkness deeper than anything they’d seen from the cliffs.

			

			
				A primitive fear crawled through their hearts.

				Turning to his companion, The Watcher swallowed. “The Abomination is back.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 55: Darius

				Four flickering torches cast wavering shadows over the small, dead-end cove as Darius worked at night. Taking a momentary reprieve, he cracked his weary neck and looked around at the craggy walls and the high ceiling. The small, humid cove wasn’t quite his hovel—and he was missing some of his tools—but at the moment, it was the best workshop he had. And he was far enough away from the other colonists to have his privacy, but close enough that he could reach them with a short walk.

				Darius stared back at the object, which he’d propped up on a jutted, round rock.

				He didn’t realize how much he’d missed his work until he was away from it. Working on a new project always gave him joy.

				The object was fascinating.

				A part of him was jealous. In all his years of exploring the caves, he had never found its equal. He felt like a young man, hearing stories of how his father pulled scraps of metal from the desert, back when there were such things to find.

				And now he had a bigger story than his father ever did.

				Thanks to Raj.

				Dabbing a small amount of water on his rag, he worked the cloth over the object’s surface, carefully removing some old dust and dirt from the crevices. Not for the first time, he felt like a tradesman from the First Generation, working on some device that no one else could imagine. But he also felt a small fear. What if he triggered some strange, dangerous power?

			

			
				Darius worked carefully on the object for most of the night, cleaning it until he found no more dirt or dust on its surface, or in its edges. He was almost starting to think it was just a spectacle to be looked at when he noticed a discoloration at the end of a tube-like piece of metal. The tube sat on the top of the main shaft. Darius frowned. With his thumb, he scraped away at the brown substance, removing it easily.

				Not a discoloration. Dirt.

				Darius kept cleaning the wedged debris, picking most of it out, revealing a thumb-sized hole that went far back into the metal shaft.

				His heart pounded.

				He felt as if he uncovered something special.

				Darius held the object away, peering at the hole. Deep inside, at what looked like the tube’s end, a few other metal pieces seemed as if they were fashioned in a strange pattern. In fact, it looked like those pieces were newer than the rest of the object.

				What if some ancient repair person, like him, had worked on it?

				Or modified it?

				Reaching out to the jutting rock, he found a thin, long knife that just might fit into the hole, sticking it inside as far as it could go.

				At first, nothing happened.

				And then Darius felt resistance.

				He pushed a little farther, gently nudging something inside.

				A click emanated from somewhere deep inside the object.

				Darius’s old heart leapt in his chest.

				What was that?

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 56: Neena

				“Neena!”

				Neena looked up from the bedroll she was dusting off to find Darius striding toward her. Her brow furrowed. Rarely had she seen him move so fast. She looked around for Kai, who was across the cave, speaking with another group of colonists. Nearby, Raj and Samel smeared sleep from their eyes, waking up.

				“What’s going on, Darius?” she asked, when he was closer.

				Darius ambled with his cane in front of him, weaving around the last few bedrolls between him and her. “I think I made a discovery with the object,” he said quietly.

				Neena immediately leaned close. “What is it?”

				Sensing something important being discussed, Raj crept away from Samel and listened.

				Darius looked around, ensuring that no one else eavesdropped. “For most of the night, I cleaned dirt and grime from the object, certain that it was too old to function. And then I uncovered a tube on top that contains some other, working pieces.” Darius regained more wind. “It seemed as if something fit inside the tube—almost as if someone had modified it. And so I took a knife and started poking around in the hole.”

				“What happened?” Raj asked, spellbound.

				“When I put the knife in a certain way, I heard a sound,” Darius continued. “And then the knife got stuck.” He paused, watching Neena and Raj carefully. “At first, I was positive I wasn’t getting it out, until I turned the whole device around and touched a smaller piece of metal on the handle. Something clicked, and the knife fell out.”

			

			
				Taking an intuitive leap, Raj said, “You think something goes in the tube?”

				Darius nodded. “Yes. But that’s not it.”

				Neena and Raj waited.

				“There is a small piece of metal on the side of the device, a bit lower than the tube,” Darius said. “After some cleaning and finagling, I was able to turn it.”

				Neena and Raj hung on his words.

				“It only turned an imperceptible amount, but I heard a winding noise. And then it got stuck. I think if I can fashion a tool for it, I might be able to wind it further.”

				“What do you think the tube and the winding metal mean?”

				“I’m not sure, but I have a guess.” Darius paused.

				“What is your guess?” Neena asked, unable to stifle her curiosity.

				“I’m starting to think the object propels something.”

				“Propels?” Neena asked.

				“Hurl something through the air, the way you might throw a spear,” he explained. “I’m not sure how it works, yet, but when I looked inside the tube, I saw patterns in the metal that seem as if they might fit something snugly. Obviously, the knife was not the right fit for the hole. But if I could fit something in there tightly, and wind that other piece, something might happen.”

				“So what are you going to do?” Raj asked, waiting for another revelation.

				“I have a few extra, damaged spears from Red Rock,” Darius said. “If I slim them down to about half the size, and put a metal piece on the handle end, I might be able to match the pattern in the tube. Once I fit one in, I’ll wind the metal piece, hit the part on the handle, and see what happens.”

			

			
				Neena and Raj stared, unable to believe it.

				“I think your initial thought might be right, Raj,” Darius continued. “This object could be more important than anything we’ve ever discovered.”

				Raj glowed.

				Neena couldn’t help her smile. “Whether this object works or not, it is certainly the best news I’ve heard in a long time.”

				“This might be the hope we’ve been waiting for,” Raj piped up.

				“We’ll see,” Darius said. A genuine smile crossed his face—the widest Neena had seen in a while. “You certainly came across something incredible, Raj.”

				Neena regarded Raj. “I still don’t agree with you crawling under that dangerous passage, but I agree with Darius. And for that, I am proud of you.”

				“Thanks,” Raj said.

				Neena turned back to Darius. “Keep us updated. Let us know what you find out. Maybe this will be the thing that turns things around for the Right Cave. The heavens know we need it.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 57: Bryan

				Under the light of the rising sun, Bryan marched out onto the ledge, looking out into the desert where the two nervous, excited guards pointed.

				“The holes were two klicks away,” the first Watcher reiterated, pointing past some spires in the distance.

				“You’re sure the kill was recent?”

				“Yes,” promised the second Watcher. “The blood wasn’t more than a day old. We think it might be the wolf we saw a few nights ago, but we can’t be certain.”

				“Did anyone from the Right Cave see you returning?”

				“We came back near the tunnels at the back side of the cliffs,” said the first Watcher. “That’s why it took a while to return. They didn’t see us.”

				Bryan nodded. Even if the people of the Right Cave saw them, it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t do anything.

				“We found some wolf tracks on the other side of its remains,” explained the second Watcher. “It looked like it weaved in a few directions before the beast caught it, but in the end, it didn’t matter. It died, just like too many others.”

				Bryan scanned the empty desert, then the ruins of Red Rock.

				He saw no sign of the vicious monster.

				Still, he could sense it our there, lurking, waiting.

				Fear wormed through his bravery. It was easy to talk about the creature when it was an idea, bandied about it in the cave, but it was a different thing to speak of it when the creature was close. Scanning the magnitude of Red Rock’s destruction reminded him of the creature’s power.

			

			
				But he had faith in his Watchers and their training, just like he had faith in his Center Cavers.

				And he had faith in his newfound plan.

				So did Gideon.

				Confidence built in his heart. His hard work was coming to fruition. Together, they’d take back their colony and kill the monster.

				His most trusted men—Louie, Rodney, Clark, Nicholas, Boyle, and Isaiah—emerged from the Left Cave, taking up next to him.

				“Gather our fighters,” he ordered. “It is time we informed them of our plan. Afterward, we’ll meet with everyone and prepare to act.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 58: Raj

				Raj glanced across the cave, watching Adriana. The way that things were going—if the object worked—Neena might unveil his secret to the rest of the cave soon. Neena was already speaking quietly in a corner with Kai. Who knew who else she would tell? He certainly didn’t trust her.

				He needed to talk with Adriana before she heard the news secondhand.

				He needed to take credit for his role.

				Sweat moistened Raj’s palms as he walked in Adriana’s direction. His stomach turned in knots. He felt as if he were approaching Gideon, or Bryan, instead of a girl he wanted to impress. The nervous part of him wanted to turn away, head back to his bedroll, and give up on a foolish plan. But his heart could no longer stand their separation.

				He finally had a good reason to talk with her.

				Raj stuck his hands nervously in his pockets, trying to act casual, even though his heart hammered. He cleared his throat.

				Noticing him coming, Adriana turned and greeted him.

				“Hi.”

				Raj’s eyes immediately flew downward. “Hi,” he answered.

				Adriana moved from foot to foot. This time, she seemed awkward. She had obviously seen him avoiding her.

				A long silence followed. Regret flooded Raj’s stomach. He considered walking away before he made a bigger fool of himself. But he’d crossed half the cave to reach her.

			

			
				And besides, the same feeling from before had gotten stronger, standing so close to her. He could already smell the scent of her skin, which took him back to those exciting times in the cave. The thought of her soft lips kept him rooted.

				“How have you been doing?” he asked.

				“Okay,” Adriana said.

				Another pause.

				“What have you been up to?”

				“I’ve just been spending some time with some new friends.” She looked over her shoulder, motioning toward where a few girls talked in a circle—and, to Raj’s dismay, a few boys.

				“Oh,” Raj said. The awful silence settled over them again.

				What if Adriana had forgotten the times they shared? The idea was silly—it hadn’t been that long, after all—and yet he couldn’t help his crushing doubts.

				“I saw you’ve been hanging out with the guards a lot,” Adriana said, pointing toward the entrance.

				“You noticed?” Raj’s face brightened.

				Slowly, some of his fears melted.

				“Of course,” Adriana said, a smile creeping onto her face. “I thought they might’ve given you an official post.”

				Raj opened his mouth to clarify, before thinking better of it. “I help them, sometimes.”

				“Have you seen anything important out there?” Adriana asked.

				“Birds, mostly,” he said, adding, “But I saw a wolf, once.”

				Adriana’s eyes widened. “Really? Is it still around?”

			

			
				“We chased it away.” He looked over his shoulder, making sure no one listened.

				“Have you seen the monster?”

				“Not yet,” Raj admitted, adding, “Though I might, soon.” Suddenly emboldened, Raj said, “If it is out there, we might have a way to kill it.”

				“Kill it? What do you mean?”

				Leaning close enough to see the sparkles in her eyes, Raj said, “I told Neena, Darius, and Kai about the object. We think it might be a weapon.”

				Disbelief crossed Adriana’s face. “Really?”

				Raj waved a hand to where Darius stood, helping Samel with his breakfast. Telling a small lie, he said, “Darius and I spent most of last night working on it, trying to fix it.”

				“A weapon!” Adriana was amazed. “What does it do?”

				“Our guess is that it throws something, the way a man hurls a spear. But a smaller one. We hope to find out soon.” Raj looked deep into Adriana’s blue eyes. “You can’t tell anyone about it. Do you promise?”

				Adriana’s expression was filled with awe. “I promise.”

				“You are the only one who knows, outside of our small group.”

				The results of Raj’s flattery were written on Adriana’s face. Once again, Raj felt how deeply he had missed her. His boldness grew, and he reached over and took her hand. She squeezed his fingers back. His heart leapt.

				“I’m glad you came to talk to me, Raj.”

				“Me, too,” Raj said.

				They traded a smile.

			

			
				Looking into her eyes made all those days of silence worthwhile. He was in another moment that he didn’t want to end.

				For a second, he considered telling her the rest of his truth, but he’d wait.

				Soon, she’d know who his true allies were, and she’d really respect him.

				Soon, she’d really think he was a man.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 59: Bryan

				Under the cover of the next evening, Bryan gazed upon the two hundred and fifty men, women, and children gathered before him in the Left Cave. The crowd was thick enough to fill almost every corner of the cave, from wall to wall. The audience stared at him unwaveringly, waiting for his speech. He’d already prepared his fighters.

				Now it was time to inspire them.

				The same power that coursed through him on the day of Gary’s ceremony reemerged. Only this time, it was stronger, thanks to the time that he and his people had spent working together, their drills, and their common goals.

				Looking out among them, Bryan said, “Thank you for coming.”

				Dozens of heads nodded, or waited. Most of the women and children had already heard the news. Others awaited confirmation.

				“As some of the brave men and women in this chamber have told you, the time to fight has arrived.” Bryan steeled his expression. “The Abomination is here.”

				He let the words ring out across the audience, ensuring that everyone felt the impact.

				Looking around at all the dirty, watching faces, murmuring their approval, he pulled his strength. Too many days of hunger and fatigue had taught his people a lesson that words never could. They were tired and they were scared, but days of practice had made his fighters restless. They were ready to act and take back their colony. Next to him, Sherry lifted her chin, projecting equal confidence. He wished that she could join him in the battle, but of course, she’d wait here.

			

			
				His Watchers shifted into a row, holding their spears in formation.

				“Louie and my other Watchers have already updated those of you who are coming with us. Each of you is to play the role you are assigned. Those that stay behind will protect our children, and ensure they are taken care of.” He paused. “Those coming with us will fight as heroes, alongside me and my men.”

				Confidence swept through the room.

				“I have faith in each of you fighters,” Bryan continued, projecting his voice louder. “I know that you will give your best effort to rid Red Rock of this menace. Today we live in dark, dirty caves, as refugees, but tomorrow night, we will sleep in our old hovels as heroes.”

				A ripple of excitement rose. Men and women clamped onto their neighbors’ shoulders, displaying their camaraderie.

				Louie stepped forward, projecting his courage onto the crowd. “Tonight, you should get as much rest as you can.” He looked around at everyone, pausing before he made his pronouncement. “Tomorrow morning, we will march.”

				People hugged their relatives and children as their first strands of hope in a long time solidified.

				“Our lives, to protect Red Rock!” Bryan called out.

				“Survival at all costs!” came the response.

				The words inspired louder murmurs of approval. Faces of fear became hopeful smiles.

				Gideon was right.

			

			
				A new era was here.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 60: Darius

				When darkness had completely fallen, Darius returned to his cove. Sweat poured down his face. His fingers ached. Still, he didn’t stop working. He felt as if he was at the precipice of something great.

				With long, practiced strokes, he shaved down the edges of the broken spear, leaving skinny, wooden remnants behind. At certain intervals, he turned it, slimming down the sides to match evenly. A few cracks marred the spear’s surface—mostly toward the back, near the handle. But it was salvageable, for what he needed.

				Taking it was a prescient choice.

				Four other partially broken spears sat alongside the jutting rock, ready to be carved, if the first test proved effective.

				Soon his dedication would pay off.

				He hoped.

				Finishing with the spear he was modifying, he set it down and observed his handiwork. The new weapon was about the size of an arm, but half as thick—a miniature spear. On each end were pieces of metal; on one side, the normal spear tip; on the other, a new piece of metal he’d attached, after hammering it into a crisscross pattern. It had taken a bit of work to fashion, but not too long, thankfully.

				Holding the spear carefully, Darius picked up the device, so that the tube was pointed diagonally over his shoulder. With gingerly movements, he finagled the small, carved spear into the object’s tube and pushed it until he felt a familiar click.

			

			
				He’d done it!

				He’d matched the pattern!

				Darius paused, breathing heavily.

				Reaching over to his rock, he found the tool he’d shaped to go over the piece of metal on the object’s side, which he’d already tried, ensuring that it’d fit over the metal and make it turn.

				The time for preparation was over.

				The time for testing was here.

				Holding the object at a distance, he looked around his makeshift workshop. The cove was too small for what he intended.

				He needed a larger space.

				Grabbing a torch, he made his way into the larger tunnel. Darius looked left and right. It was too late for anyone to be wandering around the tunnels. Just in case, he headed in the opposite direction of where the Right Cavers slept. A surge of youthful wonder passed through Darius as he adjusted the bag on his back, and the object in his hand. He felt like he was taking his first trips into the caves, exploring the tunnels with wide, wondrous eyes.

				Or the way he’d felt, showing Akron around for the first time.

				A sentimental pit took root in Darius’s stomach.

				Akron might be dead, but his spirit was alive.

				If not for Akron, Darius might not have discovered the carcass of the old beast, approached Neena, or helped her. He might not have led the survivors to the caves. Instead, they might’ve died on that day of the monster’s attack.

				Instead, they were here, and Darius was testing a weapon that might change everything.

			

			
				He reached up, smearing a tear from his weathered cheek.

				Perhaps Akron’s death hadn’t been meaningless.

				Maybe Akron could see him, wherever he was.

				After heading down the tunnel a way, Darius stopped at a protruding section of rock on the wall, lit a second torch, and stuck it in a crevice. Then he returned in the direction from which he’d come.

				Fifty feet away, he stopped and studied the wavering flame of his target, and the rocks behind it. Darius couldn’t tell if he was on the verge of a stupendous success or a monumental failure. But he was about to find out.

				Sweat moistened his hands.

				His heart pounded.

				Slowly, he used his fashioned tool to turn the small piece of metal on the side of the object. A long, continuous winding sound echoed off the cave. The noise stopped. Something inside seemed to have locked into place. He set down the tool, held the strange object, and aimed at the flame jutting from the distant rock.

				Holding it carefully, he took a breath, before depressing the small, metal piece on the handle.

				A nearly deafening crack echoed off the cave walls.

				The ensuing recoil nearly knocked him off balance.

				Darius grabbed the air, barely saving himself from a fall. He fumbled the object in his hands. Far in the distance, another crack echoed down both ends of the tunnel.

				The distant torch flickered and went out, pitching the opposite end of the cave into darkness.

				Silence reigned.

			

			
				Darius found his breath. He looked down at his body, as if he might have sustained some awful injury, but he was intact.

				He looked at the object in his hand.

				The miniature spear was missing.

				Grabbing his cane, Darius thrust it in front of him and rushed down the tunnel with his torch. His body coursed with nerves and excitement. His hands trembled. Still, he gripped the object as if it might fall from his hands, or someone might snatch it. Closing the gap to the spot where he’d aimed, Darius shined own light around, studying the rock wall. All he saw was jagged rock, in an array of sizes and patterns.

				And then he saw it.

				Just past the extinguished torch, the missing spear sat embedded in the wall, its carved end jutting out. Somehow, it had penetrated the rock. Miraculous!

				But that wasn’t it.

				Darius looked down.

				Sitting on the cave floor was a pile of newly broken rocks.

				He looked back and forth, as if someone might be tricking him. But no one was here, except for him and the object.

				Darius looked at the object for a long moment, questioning what he knew was real.

				Never in his life had he seen something move so fast, or so true.

				Never had he seen a spear fly without human effort, and damage stone.

				Incredible!

				The object was extraordinary.

				Reaching down, he tugged the wooden end of the spear until it came out. The spear tip was blunted, chipped.

			

			
				A strange power filled Darius, as he held up the broken spear and examined it, before looking down at the pile of debris.

				His mind returned Akron. If only the young boy were here again, to witness this discovery.

				Darius smiled.

				“Unbelievable,” he whispered.

				He’d head back to his cove, shave down the rest of the spears, and do a few more tests.

				In the morning, he’d tell the others.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 61: Raj

				Raj peered out from the shadows where he hid. His heart thudded with excitement. His eyes roamed from the object in Darius’s hands, to the miniature spear he’d retrieved. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be here, but he couldn’t miss Darius’s test.

				Raj almost couldn’t believe what he’d witnessed.

				The object was even more incredible than Darius had said!

				It had pierced stone!

				Cloaked in a dark corner of the cave, Raj watched Darius place the carved spear in his bag and head back into his cove. For a moment, nostalgia hit Raj, as he recalled walking next to Darius during those first days in the caves, listening to his incredible stories.

				Then he thought of Neena’s protective words, and the way Darius and Kai had shunned him. Not one had listened to him when he’d first tried mentioning the object. Not one of them had treated him like more than a child.

				Raj had seen enough.

				It was time to report to Bryan.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 62: Bryan

				Bryan’s boots echoed off the walls of the healer’s cove. Gideon looked up, appraising him.

				“The time is here,” Bryan said. “We are ready to march and defeat the monster.”

				Gideon’s pride was written on his face.

				“But there is something else you need to know.” Bryan paused. “A development that might solidify our victory.”

				This time, Gideon was surprised.

				“I just learned something else of great importance,” Bryan told him.

				With a confident tilt of his chin, Bryan relayed the details of his conversation with Raj. Gideon listened with renewed wonder. When Bryan finished telling his story, Gideon leaned back in his bed, appraising him. He lifted a weak hand, scratching his face. If Bryan didn’t know better, he might’ve swore he had a tear in his eye.

				“Unbelievable,” Gideon whispered. “You will collect the weapon before you go?”

				“Yes. I will test it beforehand, so I can be assured it works as Raj says,” Bryan said.

				“You know where it is?”

				“Yes, Raj has instructed me where Darius has hidden it.”

				Gideon shook his head in disbelief. “It is almost as if our ancestors have guided us.”

				“I think they must have,” Bryan said.

				Gideon shook his head, reflecting for a moment. “Too much horror has befallen our people. Too much death has scarred Red Rock. But now it seems the heavens have blessed us. Between our peoples’ determination, and this weapon, we will win.”

			

			
				“The next time we speak, we will be in the Comm Building, just like we promised,” Bryan swore.

				Bryan stood tall. He felt as if his body and mind worked in tandem, as if the heavens had created him for this purpose.

				He’d never forget the crowd of his people, hanging on his every word, or their grunts and cries, as they threw their spears.

				The colonists had experienced too much tragedy.

				But soon, they’d make memories of triumph.

				He was the new Thorne—the bringer of freedom, who would lead them to the monster’s defeat and return them to their homes. Looking around the cove, he felt as if his ancestors were here with him, empowering him to a victory.

				“I suppose this will be the last time I see you, until the deed is done,” Gideon said.

				“Yes,” Bryan said. “We will leave at first light.”

				“May the oaths of our forefathers guide you,” Gideon said.

				“Their hearts make us strong,” Bryan answered reflexively.

				A lump filled Bryan’s throat. All at once, he felt as he had in that first meeting with Gideon, swearing his oaths alongside his brothers. That memory reinforced his determination.

				“No matter how difficult things become, you must account for those who do not have your faith,” Gideon said. “You must march them forward, and not let them stop, until they succeed.”

			

			
				Bryan nodded. He knew.

				“I will do my best to lead them,” he promised.

				“Are you the only one of your men awake?” Gideon asked.

				“Most of my men are getting a last night’s rest,” Bryan answered. “Those few who are up are watching from the cliffs, preparing last provisions, or verifying our spears are ready. All except for one.”

				A noise drew Gideon’s attention to the cove entrance, where a familiar person stepped out from the shadows. Raj waved nervously, revealing the horn in his hand.

				“Raj has expressed his desire to help us, so we are taking him with us.” Bryan smiled.

				“Bryan has given me a part in the march. He said I’ll help lure the monster, so we can kill it.” Raj smiled innocently.

				Satisfaction took root in Bryan’s stomach as he saw the gleam in Gideon’s eye.

				“Good luck to you both.” A smile stretched Gideon’s scarred face. “I know you will not fail.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 63: Bryan

				Shadows enveloped Bryan as he paced the dark tunnel, running checklists. He thought of his men, making their preparations, under his direction to Louie. He thought of the supplies they’d packed. More importantly, he thought of the end result of their plan, when they’d liberate themselves from lives of darkness and misery.

				Things would be better soon.

				He was surprised, but probably shouldn’t have been, to find Sherry approaching him, finding him in one of the secluded areas of the cave, where they held their trysts.

				“Bryan!” she exclaimed, making her way over and wrapping her arms around his neck. Her lips were warm and soft against his, as she pushed him into the shadows. “I wish you weren’t leaving.”

				“I’ll be back soon,” Bryan reassured her. “And then everything will be different. Once we kill the monster, things will take a different turn for our people. You’ll see.”

				Impatience flickered in Sherry’s eyes. Tracing circles around her stomach, she said, “I wish we’d already defeated the monster, so we could discuss other things.”

				Bryan didn’t need for her to spell out what she meant. She wanted vengeance.

				“I’ll make sure Gary’s death was not in vain. You will have your revenge. Don’t worry.”

				“When?” Sherry’s face was filled with doubt.

				“Soon,” Bryan promised. His assurances felt inadequate. Or maybe it was the look in her eyes, which made him feel like less of a man. “I promise.”

			

			
				Sherry broke his gaze. “It just feels like they’ve gotten away with what they did to Gary. What they did to all those people in Red Rock.”

				Anger swelled in Bryan’s stomach. “They will not get away with it forever,” he swore. “Once we have our victory, we’ll return to find justice for our fallen brothers and sisters. For Gary.”

				Sherry backed away slowly.

				Before she could get farther, he reached out and took her hands, pulling her back toward him. “They will get what they deserve.”

				“They’d better,” she whispered.

				Without another word, Sherry pressed her lips against his. Her warm mouth reminded him of the victory he would taste when this was over, and the promises they’d whispered in the dark. They kissed for several moments, holding one another, before falling back into the shadows.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 64: Neena

				Bones.

				Teeth.

				Blood.

				Neena rolled underneath her blanket, protecting her face from a faceless monster that threatened to chew her flesh, spill her blood, and spit out her bones. The creature hovered over her—not a living thing, but a carcass—a skeletal creature with no eyes, yellowed bones, and hundreds of sharp, spear-like objects sticking from the inside of its hollow body.

				Almost everyone she knew had perished.

				And she was next.

				Uncovering her face, she reared back her spear and aimed at the nightmarish beast. Its massive body blocked out most of the sun. Before she could release her weapon, something struck her.

				Neena screamed as gray, sticky bile rained over her. She held up her hands, but the thick substance was inescapable, seeping inside her orifices, suffocating her. She cleared enough of the thick goop away to see the creature again.

				It rose from shadow, opened its enormous mouth, and exposed its teeth. Inside its blood-drenched maw, a slew of familiar people screamed.

				Samara. Roberto. Salvador. Raj.


				“No!” she shouted.

				More bile washed over her, finding its way down her throat, choking her. Before she drowned, she let out a gurgling scream, so long and so loud that it robbed her of breath.

				Neena opened her eyes to find Amos standing over her worriedly. “Neena, wake up! Something’s happening!”

			

			
				She sat up and looked around, shaking off her nightmare. All around her, people fled their bedrolls and ran toward the cave entrance. Others sat up, grabbed their children, or woke their relatives. She looked quickly to her right, locating her brothers’ sleeping forms under their bedrolls.

				“What’s going on?” she asked Amos.

				“I don’t know!” he answered. “Whatever it is, it’s happening outside!”

				To her left, two other bedrolls sat empty.

				“Where are Kai and Darius?” she asked frantically.

				“I don’t know that, either. I’m sorry.” Amos looked as fearful as she felt. “I’ve been trying to wake you for a while.”

				“Stay here with my brothers!” she cried.

				Amos hastily agreed.

				Still groggy, Neena grabbed her spear and ran toward the mouth of the cave, heart hammering. Several panicked people knocked into her, flowing in the same direction. She readied her spear, certain that they were under attack, but she saw no one fighting.

				What was this?

				People gathered their children in their arms, speaking hurriedly. Others pointed to the mouth of the cave, where half the people in the Right Cave had already woken and gathered.

				What was happening?

				It felt as if the entire cave had gone mad. Maybe the entire planet. Neena raced through the cave, bumping into people who fought to get around her, finally reaching the entrance.

			

			
				A cluster of her people stood at the cave’s mouth, blocking her view and her path.

				“Excuse me!” she yelled, working her way through them.

				With effort, she made it to the edge of the growing crowd. All around her, people occupied the space closest to the rock wall, keeping away from the drop-off, while pointing and staring. She found a spot on the crowded ledge, her eyes flying to the source of their attention.

				Far down the ledge, past the mouth of the Center and Left Caves, a massive line of people marched two by two from the wide precipice at the end of the cliffs. Farther down the cliff, she caught sight of other marchers, appearing and disappearing between pieces of jutting rock, assumedly heading to Red Rock. The line must contain two hundred people.

				The people in the Left and Center Caves! she guessed.

				Catching the attention of a skinny, dirty woman next to her, Neena asked, “What’s happening?”

				The woman turned toward her, wild-eyed. “I’m not sure, but my husband thinks they’re going to fight the monster!”

				Neena’s eyes shot back to the precipice. She couldn’t see every detail from a distance, but she saw enough. She recognized the posture of some of the men at the tail of the line. Watchers. Long spears bobbed at their sides; bags jostled on their backs. They marched with a rigidity she’d only seen at the most important processions. She looked for Bryan, but couldn’t find him. Perhaps he was at the head of the line.

			

			
				Two at a time, The Watchers in the line’s rear paired off and joined the others, lessening the number of people on the precipice. Her eyes riveted on two people leaving the rest of the crowd, taking their turn, merging into formation.

				Neena jumped.

				Fear thrust like a javelin through her stomach.

				It couldn’t be.

				Starting on his march, holding a spear and what looked like a horn, was a small, unmistakable figure. Raj. Raj held his head high, his curly hair blowing behind him, joining another man and leaving the cliffs.

				Confusion mixed with her alarm. How could he be there, when he was inside, asleep? The world felt like a spiraling hole in the desert, churning deeper.

				“Raj!” she screamed, to no effect.

				Of course, he couldn’t hear her.

				Her heart felt as if it might explode with panic.

				This couldn’t be happening. She must’ve awoken to some new nightmare. Her only thought was to prove it wrong.

				In a panicked spin, Neena pushed her way through the crowd, racing back into the cave. She blinked as her eyes adjusted from the morning light back to darkness. Stumbling past some others who ran in the opposite direction, pushing past a few more, she finally made it back to where Amos stood by their bedrolls. A panicked expression lit his face, as he pointed to the ground.

				Neena’s heart dropped as she saw Raj’s empty bedroll, filled with rocks.

				Tears spilled down Samel’s face as he stood next to it, saying, “Raj is missing, Neena! He snuck out!”

			

			
				No. This couldn’t be happening.

				“I’m sorry, Neena!” Amos cried. “I tried looking for him! He must’ve snuck away!”

				Neena spun again, looking back toward the entrance. For some strange, inexplicable reason, Raj was really outside. He was leaving with The Watchers and the others.

				This wasn’t a nightmare—it was an awful reality.

				She had to get to him. She had to bring him back. Somehow, she had to stop Raj and—

				“Neena!”

				She spun, barely maintaining her balance as someone crashed into her.

				Kai!

				“Kai!” she shouted, clutching him back. “Where were you?”

				“In Darius’s cove!”

				Emotion bubbled in Neena’s throat. She opened her mouth to explain what was happening—to tell Kai everything—but he cut her off.

				“I don’t know how to say this, Neena,” Kai said, horror on his face. “But Darius is dead! Someone killed him!”

				 

				SANDSTORM BOOK 4 COMING SOON!

			

			
				



			

	


Afterword

				As I write this, it is a beautiful June morning here in (semi-rural) New England. The sun is shining, the birds are singing, and everything is green. I’m looking out the window with my dog, hoping we might spy a black bear roaming through the yard, or a family of wild turkeys. If we’re lucky, we’ll avoid the gnats and the ticks when we head outside.

				It’s a much different scene than the one to which Neena and Kai awoke.

				Will Neena and Kai figure out what’s going on before it’s too late? Or will their enemies—and the Abomination—lead to the death of them all? Book 4 will be out later this year (2019)!

				In the meantime, if I’ve managed to surprise or entertain you, please leave a review. It means more than you know! Talk soon!

				 

				Tyler Piperbrook

				June 2019

			

			
				



			

	


Email & Facebook

				If you’re interested in getting an email as soon as SANDSTORM 4 comes out, SIGN UP HERE.


				You’ll periodically get updates on other books but no spam. Unsubscribe at any time.

				If you’d like to get a bit more involved, you can find me on Facebook at:

				 

				http://www.facebook.com/twpiperbrook


			

			
				



			

	


Other Things To Read

				Since Book 4 of SANDSTORM isn’t out yet…

				THE LAST SURVIVORS might tide you over. It’s a sci-fi series that explores what happens 300 years in the future after the apocalypse, where man has rebuilt and gone back to a medieval society. You can start with Book 1 here.


				



			

	




			
				Dustborn: Sandstorm Book 3
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