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      The sun climbed ever higher in the sky, its bulbous red mass condensing to a tighter, whiter heat as it ascended. Scout could feel it behind her, pounding on her back as she leaned over the handlebars of her bike. The air was still night-cool and filled with the smells of the tiny flowers that bloomed on the vines that strangled the tumble of boulders around her, their probing tendrils digging ever deeper into the splits in the rock faces. But the flowers were closing against the coming day and the coolness of the air did little against the heat Scout was creating pedaling her bike up the steep hillside path. Now that the nighttime insects had ceased their buzzing choruses, the only sound was her own labored breathing and the occasional skitter of loose rock cascading back down the hillside behind her.

      She was drenched with sweat, could see it falling in drops to briefly make clean streaks in the red dust clinging to her handlebars and coating the tanned skin of her hands and forearms. She ignored it all—the drops of sweat, the rising sun, the building sticky dryness in her mouth—and focused only on pushing one pedal down, then the other. It was a lurching sort of progress up the last bit of hill, the slowness combined with the weight of her saddlebags challenging her balance even as the tires slipped over the layers of dry, dusty clay.

      It would be easier to get off and walk the bike the rest of the way up, but she never did. That would be giving up. And Scout never gave up.

      At last, she reached the top of the hill and put one shaking foot down to rest on the seat for a moment. She pushed back her floppy bush hat—once her father's snap-brimmed bush hat—and let it hang from the string around her throat as she pulled the water bottle from its holder on the bike frame. She only took a few drops, holding them in her mouth to wet the saliva paste that clung to her tongue. She had breathed in enough dust that her mouth tasted like the red clay of the trail. In her younger days, she had taken enough headers to know that taste well, earthy but metallic. It always fought her attempts to rinse it away. She knew now not to even bother. She'd be tasting clay until she was in town. But then she could have a tall glass of darkly sweet jolo. The jolo's effervescence would take the taste of road clay out of her mouth even before the sugar-and-caffeine high started hitting her.

      She slipped the bottle back in the holder and re-gripped the handlebars, but paused as the sun behind her finally crested the hill, spilling its golden rays down the far side with its sparse covering of crabgrass, then down to the prairie below. The grain was fully ripe, knocking away its own chaff as the heads atop the stalks rasped together, filling the air with dust that sparkled in the sunlight. The fields themselves looked like they were on fire; the stalks darkened to a dusky red and the heads of grain a brilliant orange. The colors started to mute even as Scout watched, the sun behind her rising ever higher.

      For a moment, it was quite beautiful. Breathtaking, even.

      But it wouldn't last. Another hour or two and it would be too hot to move out here, the world nothing but a yellow-white glare. Scout wiped her forehead on the dirty sleeve of her faded shirt—also once her father's—then carefully replaced her hat, drawing the string tight under her chin. Then she turned on the bike seat to look back down the way she'd come, whistling low and loud.

      Girl appeared first, her oversized paws sounding like a horse galloping on the hard-packed road. Scout had no idea what mix of dogs had made her, but the parts didn't seem to be cohering particularly well, and she suspected her parents had been very differently sized. Girl ran up to Scout and touched her nose to Scout's knee but danced away before Scout could bend over and pet her head, running back the way she'd come and hunkering low on the side of the path. The clod of crabgrass in front of her nose was nowhere near large enough to conceal her, and her glossy black fur stood out starkly against the red of the clay and the grayish green of the sparse plants around her. Girl didn't seem to realize any of this. She radiated confidence in her success at not being seen.

      Girl wasn't the brightest of dogs.

      At last Shadow appeared, a trim rat terrier with the black spot that covered the top half of his head making him look like he was wearing a bandit mask, albeit a bandit mask that included two cinnamon-colored eyebrows. The white fur on most of his body was untouched by the dust that coated every centimeter of Scout's sweaty body. Scout knew if she slapped Girl's sides that the air would fill with a reddish cloud of clay dust, but not Shadow's. That dog was a master at staying clean.

      At least that had been true before Girl had come along.

      He knew she was there, his trotting steps slowing as he approached the top of the hill. The path was too narrow to avoid her, and he slowed nearly to a stop, then changed his mind and decided to try for a sprint. Girl hopped out from behind the crabgrass. Shadow twisted to avoid her tackle and continue his trot to Scout's side, but he failed to avoid the black paw that descended onto his back, leaving one large red footprint on his otherwise pristine fur.

      "Sorry, buddy," Scout said, brushing him off and unhooking the other bottle from the back of her bike seat, letting him take a few licks from the end before giving Girl a chance. "You guys ready?"

      Shadow licked his lips but then froze, ears perked. Scout paused as well, trying to hear what had put Shadow on alert. There was the rustle of the barest of breezes through the crabgrass—or was that a breeze? She listened to the rustle, felt the scarce stirring of air over her hot skin, and wasn't sure they matched.

      Slowly she straightened, took the dogs' bottle away, and set a foot on the pedal, ready to send herself down the steep slope but not pushing off just yet. Girl looked at Shadow, who was still on high alert, every muscle in his body flexed tight, his tail quivering. He took a step forward and Girl followed, but then he stopped again and she sat, looking back at Scout for guidance.

      Scout gripped the handlebars, but her hurry to get across the prairie before the heat of the day was gone from her mind.

      Rebels hid in these hills. She had never seen them, but everyone knew this was where they lurked, waiting for their moment. Scout had been crossing these hills delivering packages and messages for six years now. She knew every slope of these hills, near the path but also further north, where the hills got higher and rockier. There were caves in those taller hills. She had sheltered in them more than once, waiting for killing heat or drenching rain to pass. She had seen signs of other travelers in some, abandoned food packaging, the remains of a fire, once even a perfectly good blanket left behind in a dark corner. She still carried that blanket with her in her saddlebags.

      But she had never seen a rebel.

      Scout made a slow scan of the world around her, eyes searching every shadow, every suggestion of a hollow in the slope of the hill. There weren't many jobs that took her out this way, and she jumped on everyone she could. The rebels watched these roads; they had seen her dozens of times now. They must have formed some opinion of her, her obvious usefulness as both a messenger that passed unnoticed and an acquirer of hard-to-find things. Was this the day they finally approached her? She was sixteen now. Surely they would approach her soon…

      Shadow gave a low growl, so deep in his throat it was a vibration she felt more than heard. He took another cautious step and Scout unsnapped the cargo pocket on her right thigh, eyes still sweeping the desolate world around her as her fingers chose one of the round, perfectly-sized stones. She pulled her slingshot out of its loop at the back of her shorts and set the stone in place, drawing back the band but leaving the weapon only half-raised as Shadow's growl first faded, then resumed with even more intensity.

      Girl had lain in the red clay dust to wait for something to happen but she sat up again now, smelling the air in the direction Shadow was slowly stalking towards. Shadow growled again, but Girl drowned him out with a single bark. She was still a puppy, not yet grown into her monstrously huge paws, all awkward gait and floppy ears, but her bark was deep and fierce, as if she were a hound from hell. It made every hair on Scout's body stand on end, and she wasn't even the one being barked at.

      "I know someone's there," Scout called, although she wasn't sure of that at all. Sometimes the dogs got all hyped up over nothing. That usually ended in Shadow's repeated barking annoying Girl so much that she wrestled him into silence.

      There was no answer and Shadow's growl faded off to nothing, although he was still clenching all of his muscles. Girl flopped back down, watching Shadow closely in case he started barking again and she had to tackle him.

      The sun pricked hotly at her shoulders, and Scout put the stone back in her pocket and tucked the slingshot away. She was about to call the dogs' attention back to her when suddenly Shadow was barking like mad, charging forward. There was a runnel, the scar from a past torrent of rain that cut down the hillside, twisting through larger tufts of grass. He raced downhill to the thickest of the tufts and Girl followed, barking her deepest hellhound bark. Scout fumbled for her slingshot, but it was tangled in her shirt and she had to look away from her dogs to free it.

      She jerked the slingshot loose from her shirt, got the stone back in the pouch, and raised it to fire all inside of one panicked breath.

      The dogs were standing their ground, barking like mad.

      The grass shook, and a woman appeared, but not a woman Scout had ever seen before. No, she would've definitely remembered this person. Not because she was taller and broader across the shoulders than most of the men Scout knew. And not because of the braid of copper-colored hair that swung past her hips, a braid thicker than Scout's wrist that lit up in the sun like the grain fields below.

      No, it was the clothes. Not even the richest families in the city had such clothes. The sleek shininess of her leather pants showed not a bit of dust clinging to them despite the fact that she had just been crouching in a ditch. The long white shirt that covered her from neck to wrist and down to her knees was equally unsullied, almost too bright to look at in the sunlight. The fabric was opaque enough to keep the sun off, but floated around her in the barely perceptible breeze like she had spun it out of a cloud. She pushed back a wide-brimmed hat, and if she was looking at Scout or the dogs, Scout couldn't tell because she wore two round lenses just large enough to cover her eyes, their surfaces reflective like mirrors. No frames that Scout could see, just lenses right in front of her eyes.

      The woman stepped out of the ditch, the shirt billowing behind her but not quite tangling on the brambles that grew on the edge of the ditch. Two belts crisscrossed over her hips, both covered with more gadgets than Scout had ever seen. She couldn't possibly guess at the use of more than a few of them, but they all looked perfectly new, just like the clothes.

      No one on the surface had so much tech, so much new of anything. Not even the Space Farers, when they came down to the surface, had such beautiful things. She was like a goddess sprung to life out of the side of the hill.

      The woman rested her hands on her hips, near enough to those gadgets but not reaching for anything. Not yet. Scout kept her slingshot aimed at the woman's throat. The woman raised her hands palms forward but still kept them in easy reach of those belts.

      "Well, kid," she said, her voice throaty with a hint of sarcastic humor. "You got me."
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      Despite the heat of the sun, the four of them seemed frozen in time. Scout held her slingshot raised high, one foot on the ground and the other still on a pedal, prepared to start rolling down the hill and let inertia take her out into the cover of the prairie grasses. The woman was still half in the tall grasses at the edge of the runnel, long shirt dancing in breezes that Scout didn't feel. Shadow was trembling all over in nervous excitement, sheer joy at finding something to bark at that even Girl had to respect was potentially a legitimate threat. Girl had checked her forward momentum at the sudden appearance of the woman, forelegs braced and back legs nearly sitting in a patch of crabgrass.

      Scout tasted the salt of her own sweat running from her forehead to pool at the corner of her mouth. She was going to need another drink soon, a drink and a rest out of the sun's glare. Another drop slipped down, burning at the edge of her eye, but she didn't dare lower the slingshot for even the split second it would take to wipe that sweat away. Her vision blurred, but the woman's lenses flared so brightly she was still confident of her aim.

      The first of the daytime insects started its scratchy song and others joined in until a droning chorus built around them, screeching louder and louder before fading back into a silence that was broken by Shadow's resumed barking, yipping over and over as he bounced, crouched, and bounced again.

      Scout didn't answer, just kept her slingshot trained on the woman. The woman shrugged and bent forward, hands extended for the dogs to smell. Shadow recoiled, still barking, but Girl found the gesture entirely too frightening and ran back up the hill to cower beside Scout's leg.

      Scout cursed under her breath. The hellhound illusion was completely shattered now.

      The woman murmured something to Shadow, leaving her hand extended until he finally crept closer and gave her a sniff. Then he sat down and let her pet him.

      "Traitor," Scout said. "She didn't even bribe you with food."

      "I'm not looking for trouble," the woman said. "I was hoping you'd just pass by and we could both go our separate ways."

      "What are you doing out here?" Scout asked, still not lowering her weapon.

      "None of your business," the woman said amiably. "And you?"

      "The same," Scout shot back.

      "No reason we can't both get back to it, then," the woman said. Shadow was jumping to get her attention, higher and higher in those rat-terrier bounds he had. She laughed and caught him in both hands at the apex of yet another leap, keeping him still as she scratched his ears.

      Scout pulled the stone back further in the slingshot as she whistled a high, brief note. Shadow pulled away from the woman's grasp and ran to Scout's side to sit at rigid attention, not even breaking when Girl swiped at him with one clumsy paw. He had lapsed badly, but he remembered his training now.

      "I'm not looking to hurt you," the woman said, less amiable now. "You can put your weapon away."

      "I don't think so," Scout said, keeping careful aim. Her forearm was beginning to ache but not yet tremble.

      The woman sighed and reached behind her own back. She brought out a laser pistol but let it dangle from one fingertip, just showing it to her, not threatening her with it.

      "You might as well, kid," the woman said, spinning the pistol around her finger, catching it, spinning it the other way. Scout kept the stone pulled back. The woman spun the pistol up in the air, caught it, then slipped it back out of sight behind her back and raised both of her palms to Scout. "Come on, be reasonable."

      Scout fought back a slight trembling of her arm. She couldn't tell, not being able to see the woman's eyes, but she was sure the woman had seen. The corner of her mouth was pulling up ever so slightly. Scout released her held breath with a whoosh and lowered the slingshot. But she kept it in one hand, the stone in the other.

      She wasn't going to be as fast as that woman with her pistol, even with everything ready in her hands. Having watched that woman spinning a pistol around, she almost doubted she could release the stone from the firing position faster than the stranger could draw and shoot. Even if she got a shot off, the woman would just dodge out of the stone's path.

      The woman stepped closer and something in the way she moved said she was even more ready for sudden action than Shadow was in his full muscle-clenching alert mode. She looked like something more than human, or other than, and Scout didn't think it would be possible to overestimate what she could do.

      Scout fetched her bottle and sucked another few drops into her mouth. She probably should just collect her dogs and go, but leaving without knowing what this woman was up to would drive her mad. No one came to these hills except her and the rebels. Everyone else traveling between the two cities took the ferry around the point. Scout made a nice enough living moving things over land that people wanted delivered without questions from officials or intrusive inspections. She knew what she did was not technically legal, although she was very good at playing dumb when caught. And it'd been years since she'd been caught.

      This woman had nothing sizable on her. She could be delivering a message, as Scout sometimes did, but she doubted that was what she was doing. No one dressed so finely delivered messages.

      "Are you looking for the rebels?" Scout asked.

      "Why, do you know where they are?" the woman asked, that slight quirk back to the corner of her mouth.

      "No, no more than anyone else knows," Scout said. "Everyone knows they're in the hills."

      "Indeed, I had heard that," the woman said. "But your local politics aren't really my concern."

      "Local?" Scout repeated. "They are organizing to destroy the Space Farers. That's global politics."

      "To be sure," the woman said. "Local to this globe."

      Scout's mind boggled. Where was this woman from?

      "I can help you find the rebels," Scout offered. There couldn't be another reason for a stranger to be out this far from the cities. And she was so out of the ordinary, surely someone would come out of hiding to confront them.

      "You said you don't know where they are," the woman said.

      "No, but I know where they're not. That can shorten your search."

      "It's kind of you to offer, but I've got this," the woman said. "And again, not here for your little rebellion."

      "But you're a Space Farer, aren't you?" Scout's eyes swept over the woman's outfit another time. "You must be."

      "Everyone who isn't a Planet Dweller is a Space Farer," the woman said, not a question. Scout nodded but stopped as the woman shook her head with a sad smile. "No, there are many, many more people in the universe than fit in your two little groups."

      "But if you're not from here, why are you here now?"

      "I'm not the only one here not from here," the woman said.

      Scout frowned. Was she talking about Scout? Well, she wasn't from the prairie, but the city she was from no longer existed, so it wasn't so odd to find her where she wasn't from, was it?

      Or was she talking about someone else? Scout opened her mouth to speak when something on one of the woman's belts beeped and she glanced down at it. She frowned and tapped it to make it stop beeping, then stepped up to the top of the ridge next to Scout on her bike. She changed the angle of her hat to block out the midmorning sun and looked down the path that wound through a steep channel snaking back and forth on the far side of the hill. Girl looked up at her, her tail thumping loudly in the dust.

      "I need to get going, kid," the woman said. "You're heading back to the capital?"

      "Maybe," Scout said.

      "Perhaps I'll see you again before I head out, then. I'll probably have some time to kill waiting for my ride to come pick me up. What's your name?"

      "Scout."

      "You messing with me, kid? That's not a name, it's an occupation," the woman said, mouth quirking again.

      "I don't scout, I deliver. And Scout is my name."

      "Suit yourself, Scout."

      "And you?"

      "You can call me Warrior," the woman said, and Scout had no doubt that wasn't remotely close to her real name. The woman turned the full glare of those mirrored lenses on Scout, but Scout refused to play along.

      "Warrior," she repeated, as if it were the most normal name in the world. "Pleased to meet you."

      "And your dogs?"

      "That's Shadow," Scout said, still annoyed at Shadow's betrayal.

      "And this one?"

      "Girl," Scout admitted. "She's not really mine."

      "She seems like yours," Warrior said.

      "Shadow is my dog. I trained him from a pup. My father helped before he… well. Shadow has been with me for six years now. Girl, she just turned up one day a month or so ago. Shadow and I were camping near a mining town and when we woke up, she was just there, curled up with us like she was part of our family. Haven't been able to get rid of her since, she just follows us everywhere. She's not that bright, barely trainable. Not much point giving her a name. I'm sure she's just going to wander off again at some point."

      "I see," Warrior said. There was an undertone to her voice, like what she was agreeing to was not quite what Scout had said. Scout was about to call her out for being condescending when another one of Warrior's belt gadgets started beeping urgently. Warrior pulled it off the belt and silenced it, frowning at the screen on the device.

      Something else was beeping too, something in Scout's saddlebags. She twisted on the bike seat to reach behind her. She only had one electronic device, one thing that would beep, and she always kept it in easy reach in a separate pouch sewn in the top band between the two bags.

      Sometimes it went off for no reason, cheap piece of crap that it was, but Scout was certain this wasn't one of those times. Not if Warrior's had gone off too. Still, she forced herself to swallow back the rising panic and look at the dial.

      The needle was buried beyond the red zone. She had seen it flirt with the darker edge of the orange zone, but it never moved so far as to touch the red zone. Certainly never passed into it.

      "Solar flare," she said, her voice a dry croak.

      "Coronal mass ejection. Or, as you say, solar flare," Warrior agreed, putting the device back on her belt. "Well, kid—or, rather, Scout—time to run for our lives, yeah?"
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      Scout looked to the hills. There were caves they could shelter in, but would they be deep enough for a flare of this magnitude?

      She looked out over the prairie. The dome of the capital city was easy to spot, the midmorning sun reflecting back like a second, setting sun. But the brightness was deceptive; it was much farther away than it looked. They could never get to it in time.

      In between where she was perched on her bike on the hilltop and the nearest city gate was nothing but grain, kilometer after kilometer of nodding grasses that might keep the sun off for the hottest hours of the day but would do nothing against a rain of charged particles punching through the magnetic shielding the original colonists had installed in space before making planetfall. The sun these days was throwing off ever-larger ejections, these shield-overwhelming proton storms becoming more and more frequent.

      But never anything close to this.

      "We have to get to shelter," Warrior said, clipping her gadget back on her belt and regarding Scout's bike. It wasn't the bike her father had given her oh so many years ago. That bike had been partly motorized, with wide tires capable of carrying heavier loads. But two years ago, she'd hit a growth spurt that made pedaling that thing awkward as hell. She had traded for a larger but less tricked-out bike: no motor, tires adequate for the hilly terrain she biked over, but not meant for heavy loads.

      Warrior threw a leg over the rack that supported the saddlebags and the back tire nearly flattened beneath her weight.

      "What are you made of, iron?" Scout asked.

      "Never mind, let's get going," Warrior said. "Lean over the handlebars and I'll lean over you, distribute the weight better."

      "Sure," Scout said. The vision of the two of them screaming across the prairie with the cannonball speed their combined weight was going to generate gripped her mind, but she ignored it, leaning over the handlebars and pushing off.

      Warrior's long legs kept them from tipping over, her toes brushing over the ground as Scout worked the pedals. Then, all too quickly, momentum took them and they were rolling, bouncing over the uneven ground, flying into the air when they launched off a rock and landing hard but not slowing. For the first third of the slope, the dogs kept up with them, running with tongues lolling and then with mouths closed as they focused on their sprinting. Then it was only Shadow who kept up, his lithe form working with total efficiency. But at last even he fell behind, out of Scout's view.

      The bike raced along the narrow track between two endless fields of grain. Scout had taken her feet off the pedals during the descent but she put them back now, first matching the pace their momentum had set and then adding muscle on the downstrokes to keep them moving.

      But soon the momentum was gone, and she was just pedaling hard. She kept it up as long as she could, but Warrior was extraordinarily heavy and Scout, who always carefully matched her efforts to the amount of water she'd be able to hydrate with, started to feel lightheaded and regretted every drop of moisture she was losing in sweat.

      "Stop," Warrior said close to her ear, and Scout readily complied, all but flopping over her handlebars. Warrior swung off the back of the bike, another device in her hand. She kept her eyes glued on the tiny screen of the device as she made a slow 360. Scout fought to get her breath under control and tipped her head to look back behind her, anxious for a glimpse of her dogs. Shadow knew the road well and Girl would stay with him. They would catch up, but she didn't like not having them in her sights.

      The sky brightened, the prairie building up toward the white-hot intensity it would reach at midday, but this was more than that. Scout held the brim of her hat to block the light of the sun and gazed up at the rest of the sky. Yes, she could see them now, the occasional streaks of white light arcing across the sky, but more now than she'd ever seen before. The shield was still working, protecting the planet below from the worst of the flare, but not all of it.

      "We're not going to make it," Scout said. "I can't pedal us both back to the capital in time."

      "We don't need to get to the capital," Warrior said, eyes still on her gadget.

      "I hate to break it to you, but there's nothing else out here. Nothing but grass. Maybe we should've tried for a cave," she said miserably. No way was she pedaling back up that hill now.

      "You know those all would've been too small," Warrior said. Scout felt a sudden chill. Had the strange woman been reading her mind? She wasn't looking at her now, although even if she were, Scout would get no read on her, not with those lenses over her eyes.

      "So what, then?" Scout asked. She looked back again and her heart did a happy leap as Shadow came into view, too tired to sprint but still managing a brisk trot. She looked at her own solar flare warning device, cheap as it was. "We usually get more warning than this. Why would that change? It's not like the sun got any closer."

      "Good question for a later time," Warrior said. "This way."

      "What way?" Scout asked, but when Warrior plunged into the field south of them, Scout followed, leaning back as she slowly pedaled. Shadow had seen where she was going, and Scout was certain the dark smudge at the edge of her vision back up the trail was Girl, plodding along after him.

      Warrior kept marching forward, gadget in her hand held high. The sky over them was filling with more and more streaks, and Scout tipped her head so that the brim of her hat blocked all that from view. Those were the particles the shield was actually catching. The ones getting through, those were silent and invisible. They could be bombarding her body right now and she wouldn't know. Penetrating her bones, making subtle changes in her marrow that would mean cancer years from now.

      And that was just the slow death she could look forward to if she got out of the storm now.

      "Where are we going?" Scout asked, looking back at the wake her bike was leaving behind, grass bent by the passage of her handlebars, broken stalks trampled under Warrior's feet and her tires. The dogs were in the grass too now; Shadow apparently had waited at the edge for Girl to catch up and the two were walking shoulder to shoulder, noses close to the ground as if they needed the scent trail to find her.

      "Catching a ride," Warrior said, pushing through the last row of grain and emerging into a clearing in the center of the field. The grass had been smoothed down in a large circle.

      "Is this where you landed?" Scout asked, looking around the perimeter of the circle. Nothing but grass all around them, but here it had been almost gently flattened over, the grass still growing, the stalks bent but not broken.

      "Are you kidding? Do you see scorch marks?"

      "Then what is this place?" Scout asked.

      "Hell if I know," Warrior said.

      "Then why⁠—"

      Warrior raised a finger, needlessly as Scout had already fallen silent, head tipped as she listened to a distant rumble. Farm equipment? She hoped there would be room enough for both of them and the dogs along with the farmer. Only what farmer would still be out in an active solar flare?

      "There," Warrior said, raising her gadget high once more as the rumble drew closer.

      "What is that thing?" Scout asked, pointing her chin at the gadget. Warrior grinned, one side of her mouth quirking up more than the other.

      "I use it to catch rides," she said.

      "Like hitchhiking?"

      "More like commandeering," Warrior said, lowering the gadget as the rumble grew louder still, sounding for a brief moment like it was coming from all around them. Then the top of a rover came into view from the depths of the fields to the south of them, rolling into the clearing and coming to a halt in front of Warrior. Warrior reached out, patted the nose of the vehicle, and put the gadget back in its place on her belt.

      "Neat trick," Scout said, leaning back on her bicycle seat to take in the sight of the rover from nose to stern. She'd seen something similar back in her school days in a sim, but never in real life. The original colonizers had used rovers like this for long-range scouting missions. A half-dozen colonists could fit inside with supplies enough to last them for months without having to go outside. "Nice choice."

      "Luck," Warrior said, walking around the side of the rover to the door on its side. "I just summoned the nearest thing that was moving."

      "Do we knock?"

      "You'd think that would be redundant, given how I brought them here," Warrior said, but she pushed back her hat to look up the length of the door before rapping her knuckles on the metal. The rover was like a shuttle on wheels, larger and thicker hulled than the vehicles in routine use on the planet these days. Aside from the trains and ferries that ran from city to city, transportation planetside was bicycle, auto-rickshaw, or your own two feet.

      "Your gun won't penetrate that," Scout said after what was more than a reasonable wait for a response from within.

      "Don't need a gun," Warrior said, grabbing something else from her belt. She set it under the door panel and it pulled itself the last bit of the way to the metal hull to land with a metallic clang. Something magnetic, Scout guessed. Warrior touched a fingertip to it like she was trying to encourage a small animal to do something in exchange for a bit of food. There was a soft whir and then a louder clang as the door unsealed, moving several centimeters forward, hinges and all, and then stopping.

      "Let's get inside," Warrior said, retrieving her device from under the door panel. "Sling your bike into the cargo hatch there between the treads in back. Come, dogs!"

      The dogs looked up at her but didn't follow, preferring to stay close to Scout as she dismounted her bike and shoved it inside the narrow space in the back between the wide treads and under the rover floor. If there was anything else inside, she saw no sign of it. She shut the door with a little click, then ran around the side to the door Warrior had left hanging wide open. The dogs followed close at her heels but hesitated at the sharp step up to get inside.

      "Hurry it," Warrior said, close at hand but quite out of sight in the shadowy darkness of the rover's interior, especially to Scout's sun-dazzled eyes. Scout bent and scooped Girl up into her arms, hoisting her up to the doorway. Shadow was half Girl's weight but needed not a bit of help. Once he understood what Scout wanted, he leapt neatly inside, nails scrabbling on the metal floor as he disappeared further inside. Scout gripped the handhold in the doorway and pulled herself up after them. She felt Warrior reach past her to pull the door shut. Then the door on its own rolled into Scout's backside as it resealed itself, hinges once more tucked away as the edge of the door overlapped the doorway and all four sides.

      Scout pressed her hands back against the door, sensing the presence of others in the rover but forced to wait for her eyes to adjust. Warrior with her neat little reflective lenses could probably see as clearly as ever, but for the moment Scout was quite blind. Blind among strangers.

      And at least one of them was someone Shadow didn't like.
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      When Scout's eyes started to adjust, she could make out Shadow's form first. His name had always been a misnomer; with that brightly white fur, he glowed in dark places like a ghost. Or at least like a ghost with a few dark patches, wearing a bandit mask to obscure its eyes. He was standing, muscles rigid, the hair over his spine standing on end like a dinosaur's bony ridge.

      Scout realized she was still standing in a doorway that created a niche off the main body of the rover's interior, the one open spot along the windowless walls, and stepped out from between the two cabinets that bracketed the space. Warrior had moved all the way inside and was leaning one hip against a counter that was part of a kitchenette with a microwave over a tiny sink and a little bit of countertop over the mini-fridge. Behind her, against the back wall of the rover, was a stack of bunk beds, each large enough to hold two people if they were a bit friendly.

      Warrior's mood was still undetectable, her eyes hidden by the reflective lenses, but Scout could see she was staring down someone in the front of the rover and followed her gaze past a cluttered table—even the built-in benches were covered in an array of tablets, half-disassembled appliances, and machine components—to a woman holding an electric prod, the kind used to get livestock to move along. She was alternating aiming it at Warrior and at the still-growling Shadow. Behind her was another woman, further in the front of the cabin of the rover and a few steps up. Her hands were on the cattle prod woman's shoulders, but whether to restrain her or to encourage her, Scout couldn't guess.

      The woman in front looked decades older than Warrior, with silver hair cut short and bristling up off her scalp. Her deeply sun-damaged skin together with the prod in her hand suggested a life out on the ranches far to the south—farther than Scout had ever gone on her bike, although she would encounter the drovers in town from time to time and knew the look.

      The woman behind her was also advanced in years, but with paler skin and salt-and-pepper streaks in the hair she wore tied in a tail at the nape of her neck that ended in a blunt edge just below her shoulder blades. Her hands squeezed the other woman's shoulders and the other woman moved the end of the prod, aiming it down at the still-growling Shadow, then back up to Warrior again. Warrior's arms were crossed loosely, the picture of unconcern.

      The air inside the rover was much cooler and Scout pushed the hat back off her head, letting it dangle from the string tied under her chin as she ran her hands through her sweat-drenched curls. The cold air felt so good on her scalp.

      Now she just needed a drink. Jolo would be divine, but water would do. She eyed the mini-fridge Warrior was leaning against and wondered what was inside.

      "Shut up that dog," the woman with the prod said. Warrior gave Scout a nod.

      "Hush, Shadow," Scout said, catching the dog's collar and running a hand over his head. Shadow gave another growl, this one with more of a questioning tone, then looked up at Scout. Scout petted him again and the hairs on his back lay down.

      "We're not looking for trouble," Warrior said. "Just needed a lift."

      "You just hijacked our rover," the woman said, eyes narrowing.

      "Yes, I did," Warrior said without apology. "But it's not going to be enough, is it?"

      Scout felt a chill run up her spine that had nothing to do with the coolness of the air. What did she mean, not enough?

      "No, it isn't," the woman without the prod said. "Not this time."

      "What are we talking about?" the woman with the prod asked before Scout could.

      "Your hull," Warrior said. "It's not enough." She uncrossed her arms, retrieved her alert device, and showed the screen to the two women. Scout leaned in to take a look at it. The screen rotated through a series of images, measuring current intensity, then a future forecast of intensity reaching a number Scout's cheaper device didn't even have on its dial.

      Then a duration prediction.

      "Four days?" the woman said, lowering the prod as she leaned closer to the little screen. "Four days, at that level?"

      "Best estimate," Warrior said as she put the device back on her belt. "We need to get under a dome."

      "Too far," the woman at the top of the stairs said, turning to disappear inside what Scout guessed was the cockpit.

      "Underground then," Warrior said, more loudly so her voice could carry up the stairs. She gave the woman with the prod a pointed look. The woman raised the prod again, fingers gripping tightly enough to turn her knuckles white, but then changed her mind and shoved the prod aside, tossing it onto the tabletop and sending bits of equipment raining down over the benches to the floor. She spun and pulled herself up into the cockpit, sliding into the seat opposite the one her companion was already in. Warrior climbed up after, putting a hand on the back of each seat to lean in and watch what the women were doing on the panels.

      Scout crept closer but couldn't see the displays, only the reactions on the women's faces. There was more light here, a watery sort of sunlight penetrating through thick panes of scratched glass set in a narrow band around the top of the cockpit. A person standing between the seats could see in all directions from there, if just along the horizon.

      "We'll never make it to any of the cities before that intensity spike," the woman in the driver's seat said. "This buggy wasn't exactly built for speed. The hull might be able to handle the worst of it⁠—"

      "No, not remotely," Warrior said.

      The woman looked back at her. "You're not from here," she said.

      "Obviously. But I'm not unfamiliar with coronal mass ejections."

      "Can you get this rover up in the mountains?" Scout asked. "I know some caves."

      "Big enough to fit this beast inside?" the woman who had held the prod asked.

      "Maybe—"

      "No good," Warrior said. "Anything with an opening we could drive through would be too open."

      "But you said underground," Scout said. "There isn't anything else out here."

      "Isn't there?" Warrior asked the two women. They looked over all their panels and shrugged.

      "We're a bit outside of our usual stomping grounds, but nothing is on any of the registered maps, and nothing is pinging on any of the comm channels."

      "Let me," Warrior said, moving to put a knee down between the two seats. She took something off her belt and plugged it into a jack.

      "That's what I meant," the woman in the driver's seat said. "Your tech. You're not from here."

      "Yeah, how did you hijack our rover?"

      "I have access to certain overrides," Warrior said. Scout could see maps from the screen on the panel reflecting off her lenses, zooming in and spinning and zooming out again.

      "How? We've owned this rover for decades now. It hasn't been serviced in years. When did you install an exploit? How?" The prod woman looked at her wit's end, raking hands over her close-cropped hair. "Blazing stars, why would you?"

      "It's not you," Warrior said, still focused on the maps. "The exploit exists in all vehicles of all types and I have access to it."

      "Who are you?" the woman demanded.

      "Leave it be, Ottilie," the woman in the driver's seat said calmly.

      "But—"

      "Just leave it for later," she said again.

      Ottilie slumped back in her seat, still fuming but now silent.

      "There," Warrior said, pointing at something on the panel.

      "What is it?" the older woman asked, leaning closer.

      "A landing beacon. Very old-school, probably been there for decades, pinging away."

      "What good does that do us?" Ottilie asked. Scout could tell by the tight grip of her hands on the armrests how hard she was fighting to keep the abrasiveness out of her tone. "A landing field?"

      "No, look," the other woman said. "The signal is coming from underground. At least a dozen meters underground. That will be good. That will be enough."

      "What if we can't get down there?" Ottilie asked.

      "You know this place?" the woman asked.

      Ottilie leaned in to look closer at the map, but shook her head. "No. This isn't my neighborhood."

      "What about you, Scout?" Warrior asked, turning her body sideways so Scout could lean past her. She looked at the flashing light in the center of the map, then found a few other landmarks to orient herself.

      "I've been near there," she said. "Never seen anything but grainfields."

      "It's our best bet," Warrior said. "Set the course."

      The driver nodded and started pressing buttons. Ottilie's eyes opened wide, but she said nothing. The rover beneath them lurched back to life, turning around three quarters of a circle before straightening out and lumbering ahead at a somewhat faster speed.

      "Set the auto," Warrior said. "We should ride this out in the back. More shielding."

      "Yes," the woman agreed, pushing more buttons. Warrior tapped Scout's shoulder and Scout crawled backwards, back down to where the dogs waited. Girl had flopped down in the door niche, fast asleep, but Shadow was still standing, looking around with little jerks of his head from object of interest to object of interest.

      "What do you think it is?" Scout asked as Warrior gathered up the junk on one of the benches and set it on the counter in the kitchenette so she could sit at the cluttered table and consult one of her gadgets.

      "I already said, landing beacon. Old model, probably like this rover from the first wave of planetfall before the colonization got underway."

      "Is that a coincidence?" Scout asked.

      "Well, yeah," Warrior said, directing those blank lenses Scout's way briefly before looking back down at the device in her hands. "Solar flares and killer heat aside, your planet is quite tech friendly. Calm weather, nothing particularly corrosive in the atmosphere. No reason for things to fail."

      Scout gathered up an array of plugs, piling them back in a plastic crate and setting it on the floor so she could sit across from Warrior. She cast a glance at the mini-fridge. "Any jolo in there?"

      "Jolo? Haven't had that in years," Ottilie said. She had come to the bottom of the stairs but was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed as she glowered at the intruders at her table.

      "Water then?" Scout asked.

      "We have water," the driver said, brushing past Ottilie to head to the kitchenette. Ottilie scowled but turned to pull the hatch shut, blocking out what little light came through the band of windows. She spun the lock until it engaged with a grinding clang.

      "Here," the driver said, giving a little smile as she set a glass of cool, clear water in front of Scout. "I'll get a bowl for your dogs."

      "Thanks," Scout said, taking a cautious sip. She'd expected the faintly metallic taste of water from a recycler, but was surprised by the crisp, clean taste of it. "Fresh?"

      "Bottled from the glaciers at the pole," she said. "I like to splurge on the little luxuries."

      Scout took another sip. It didn't have the caffeine/sugar double whammy of jolo, but it did get the clay taste out of her mouth.

      "How long?" Warrior asked, not looking up from her gadget.

      "An hour," the driver said. "Assuming no obstacles."

      "I think it's time you told us who you are," Ottilie said.

      "Just a stranger caught out in the storm," Warrior said. "The kid and I needed a ride to safety, and you were all that was in range. I'd apologize for the inconvenience, but clearly without me here to locate that beacon for you, you'd have been trapped out in it as well. You would've lasted a day or two longer, but not through the whole storm."

      "That still might happen," Ottilie said. "What if we get to this beacon hidden underground and can't get down to it? What are we going to do, dig?"

      "One thing at a time," Warrior said. "Do you have shielding suits?"

      "Two," the driver said. "They're old."

      "Can I see them?"

      The driver turned to head to the back but Ottilie caught her arm, holding her still while she stared Warrior down. "Still didn't catch your name."

      Warrior didn't look up.

      "I'm Scout," Scout said to break the silence. "The rat terrier is Shadow. The other one is Girl."

      "Ebba," the driver said, putting out a hand for Scout to shake. "And this is Ottilie."

      "She's Warrior," Scout said, indicating the woman across the table from her with the tip of her head. "Pretty sure that's a fake name, but mine is real."

      "So are ours," Ottilie said, narrowing suspicious eyes at the oblivious Warrior. Ebba murmured something, brushing Ottilie's hand off her arm. This time, she let her go.

      "Where does one get a device like that to summon rovers to rescue you, whether their drivers are so inclined or not?"

      "This doesn't do that," Warrior said, thumbs running over buttons on the front of her device. "If you're interested in such an item, getting closer to the galactic center would be a good start."

      Ottilie snorted, crossing her arms and slouching back against the closed cockpit door. "You're from outside the system? No way. The Space Farers would never let you down here without an escort. And once you got here, you'd get another escort of uppity-ups from the governor's people."

      "Yes, I'm sure that's true," Warrior said, at last putting the device away.

      Ebba draped two shiny suits across the tabletop. Scout could see circuitry lining the interior. She'd never seen one before, not close enough to touch it, but she knew what it was. The first expedition to scout the planet's surface had worn suits like this in the archival videos in her history program. The surface hadn't really been safe until the shield created by the network of satellites up in orbit had been finished, but the first colonizers hadn't wanted to wait for that to be built before starting work on the surface. The suits had been designed to generate their own magnetic shielding to protect against solar particles.

      They had only been marginally effective. The scouts had survived their missions, but every one of them had gotten a bunch of funky new cancers for their trouble.

      Warrior ran her hands over the suits, looking for imperfections. Her reflective lenses shone up at Scout briefly.

      "Don't worry, kid. Two will be enough. We'll just have to take it in shifts."

      Scout nodded mutely, then took another long drink of water.

      She had no way of knowing, sealed inside the windowless cabin of the rover as she was, but somehow she could just feel it, the sky full of streaks, long trails of solar particles pummeling against the magnetic shield, desperate to get through and rain down on the surface below. Some things there was just no hiding from.
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      The rover rocked gently as the auto driver maneuvered over the prairie, wheels dipping in and out of ruts and over exposed stones. Scout let her body fall into a rhythm, rolling with the hypnotic motion. Ebba tidied up the table and benches, gathering all the bits of machinery and tools into totes and stacking them in the back of the rover in the bottom of the two bunks. Scout's brain sleepily observed that this bottom bunk was just a bare mattress. Her eyes traveled up to the top bunk, neatly made up with a faded patchwork quilt spread over it, two pillows under matching quilted covers across the head of the bed.

      She looked at Ebba, settling the last of the totes in the bottom bunk. She and Ottilie were both wearing nondescript jumpsuits of faded gray. They probably dated as far back as the rover and the shielded suits, back to the first colonization. The original colonists had come with a large supply of the garments, and given that the fabric was so resistant to damage and even staining, most of them were still in use among Planet Dwellers and Space Farers both. Scout didn't have one, but both of her parents had worn them nearly every day.

      Ebba wore hers fastened up to her throat and down to her wrists but had added a shimmering scarf draped loosely around her shoulders, and Scout guessed by the paleness of her skin that she wore it to cover her head and face before going out into the sun. She'd seen other pale people with similar garments and knew the fabric had UV protective properties.

      But everyone she'd ever seen with one had been a Space Farer. Everyone she'd ever seen with skin so milky pale had been a Space Farer.

      Scout looked over at Ottilie. Her skin was as dark as burnt bread, creased and leathery and flecked all over with darker freckles and moles. She was definitely not a Space Farer. The sleeves of her jumpsuit were cut off at the shoulder, leaving her lean arms bare. There was a military insignia tattooed on her left biceps—not one Scout had ever seen before, but given that the design centered around a big gun, she guessed Ottilie had served on the crew of one of the massive guns that had fired on the Space Farer satellites and stations during the war.

      Scout roused out of her half doze when a dog's nails raked over her thigh. She bent down and scooped up Shadow, settling him on her lap. He was just a little too big to cuddle easily anymore, but he had not left the need behind when he ceased being a puppy. She got him situated how he was most comfortable: nose buried in her right armpit, her left arm under his back end to keep him from spilling off her lap. He snuffed out a breath and closed his eyes.

      Girl was still flopped on the floor in front of the doorway, four paws all tucked and tangled together. Such huge paws; how could she ever grow into them?

      "Slide over," Ottilie said to Scout.

      Shadow protested as she moved down the bench, following the right angle to sit with her back against the outer wall of the rover. The plastic under her thighs was cold. Ottilie slid to sit across from Warrior in the spot Scout had just warmed. She folded her hands together and watched Warrior. Warrior had a device shaped like a tablet in her hands, tapping away with her thumbs as if writing a message, but there was no screen of text, no buttons under her thumbs that she could see. But perhaps Warrior could, projected on the inside of those lenses?

      Ottilie leaned forward to look at the object in Warrior's hands, the flat featurelessness of it, as if she were holding a thin slab of stone. Ottilie glanced over at Scout and Scout lifted her dog-free shoulder in a shrug.

      "Here," Ebba said, setting a basket of hardtack biscuits on the table. "It's not much for flavor, but it will fill your belly, and we have plenty of it."

      She reached farther across the table to set a cloth napkin in front of Scout, the cuff of her gray jumpsuit pulling back from her wrist as she stretched. She had a tiny tattoo on her wrist just at the base of her thumb, a simple insignia Scout knew well. The Space Farer military had no separate units or quads or corps with their own branding, just one stylized upside-down V shape meant to suggest the head of a rocket.

      "You were both in the military," Scout said.

      Ebba turned her hand over, saw her exposed tattoo, and stood back up, smoothing the cuff down over it. "Yes," she said. "A long time ago."

      "On different sides," Scout added.

      "Like she said, it was a long time ago," Ottilie said.

      "What are the two of you doing out here, roaming around together in a rover?" Scout asked.

      "Living," Ottilie said as if that one word ended the conversation.

      Warrior paused in her typing—perhaps looking up at Ottilie, Scout couldn't tell—then resumed typing without saying a word.

      "Together?" Scout persisted.

      Ottilie leaned toward Scout, eyes blazing as she started to open her mouth, but shut it again and sat back at the touch of Ebba's hand on her shoulder.

      "The war has been over for years now," Ebba said to Scout. "We've earned this peace, and if we choose to enjoy it together, well, we've earned that too."

      "But why out here?" Scout asked. "Are you looking for something?"

      "Quite the opposite," Ebba said with a soft smile. "We like the solitude."

      Scout frowned and reached for a biscuit, setting it on the napkin before crumbling off a bite-sized piece to sneak into her mouth without the napping dog in her lap noticing.

      An ancient rover taking them to an equally ancient beacon. Enemies of a decades-long conflict roaming together through the wilds that were Scout's personal domain. It seemed like a lot of coincidences to Scout, and extremely unlikely ones at that.

      She had been waiting for the rebels to come for her for years now, but perhaps she had been waiting for the wrong signs. If only her father had told her what to look for when he had sent her away.

      She put another bit of biscuit in her mouth, letting it soften on her tongue despite the growling of her awakened stomach.

      She closed her eyes and brought that day back to mind, as she often did. If the memory were an object, it would be worn and faded from so much handling. She remembered the sky, the usual washed-out bluish white a deep indigo even seen through the shimmering dome. When her father had stepped out into the courtyard to bring her the lunch her mother had packed for her, he had hesitated in the doorway, eyes up on that sky. What had been that look on his face? Had he been caught in a momentary sense of wonderment, at the rare beauty their home planet's atmosphere so rarely provided for them? Or had he sensed something sinister in it? A warning?

      Scout hadn't really noticed any of it at the time, and he had really only paused for the briefest of moments. But every time she returned to the memory, she was more and more sure. He had hesitated, had seen the dark blue of the sky and known it meant something, but he had carefully schooled his features, putting the smile back on his face before handing the still-warm bundle of food to his oldest child.

      She didn't know how impending doom could change the color of the sky, but her father must've known something. There must've been a reason he had sent her away, just her and Shadow on her bike with the package for one of her mother's friends in the next city tied neatly to the rack over the back wheel of the bike, the lunch in the basket hanging from the handlebars for when she got halfway across the prairie. It would be nightfall before she reached the city, but her mother's friends would have dinner waiting for her, and a bed for the night, and another lunch for the trip back the next day. She had her father's favorite hat and one of his shirts to protect her from the bright sunlight and she wore them like a young warrior in a fairy tale wore their father's armor on their first quest.

      But at midmorning, the sky still that impossible blue, Scout had been blown from her bike by the blast of dirt and debris, Shadow tumbling after her. They had been cut all over, shallow wounds, as it turned out, but the memory of seeing herself bleeding all over, Shadow's white fur streaked with blood as well… that image still was enough to make her breath catch and her eyes wince.

      It was only when the dust had settled that she realized what had cut them: the shattered remains of the dome that protected her home city. The dome was gone from the horizon, the buildings too.

      Scout had found her bike and put the shivering Shadow into the basket that no longer held her mother's fresh-baked bread, cold meatloaf from the night before, an apple from the tree in the courtyard. All that was gone, lost in the shock wave.

      And all that remained of her city was a crater. Her father, her mother, and her little brother had all disappeared.

      She had never seen the rock that fell from the sky that day. The asteroid the Space Farers had snagged and hurled down to the surface. The debris-turned-weapon that had changed her life forever.

      Her father, he had known. Somehow, he had known and had sent her away.

      But why? What was she supposed to be doing? Joining the rebellion, she had always thought, and she had waited years for that to happen.

      Scout opened her eyes and reached for another piece of biscuit. Shadow grunted at the movement, but Scout ran a hand down his back and he settled back into his nap.

      Warrior was still tapping on the blank tablet, Ottilie still watching her closely. Scout could see her eyes darting back and forth as Warrior's thumbs moved, as if trying to mentally construct a keyboard and read the letters being touched despite them being both upside down and invisible. Judging by the scowl lines around her eyebrows, she wasn't having any luck.

      Ebba set a full glass of water in front of Scout and gave her another smile. She seemed very friendly. And Scout couldn't shake the feeling that meeting her now wasn't just a coincidence.

      "Did you know my parents?" Scout asked.

      "Your parents?" Ebba repeated, her smile twisting into a look of confusion.

      The panel on the wall next to the door to the cockpit began to flash and beep softly. Warrior's thumbs finally stilled as they all looked at the flashing light.

      "What is it?" Ottilie asked, turning to look back over her shoulder.

      "I'll see," Ebba said. "Stay here." She spun the wheel in the hatch and swung the door open, scrambling up the stairs to the cockpit.

      Despite her words, both Ottilie and Warrior followed her, leaving Scout once more to linger at the bottom of the steps, unable to get closer to see what was going on, having to try to interpret everything by the way the three of them reacted.

      Two of them, actually. Warrior's face never revealed a thing beyond that little quirk of the corner of her mouth when she was amused. And whatever was going on now, it wasn't amusing.

      Shadow squirmed, and Scout set him on the floor. Girl lifted her head to look at both of them, then flopped back down to continue her nap.

      "Do you see it?" Ebba asked.

      "See what?" Scout asked. Ottilie was in the other seat now, looking over the panels on her side of the cockpit. Warrior was on the top step, raising herself up on tiptoes to look through the narrow band of windows.

      "There," she said, pointing. Ebba and Ottilie both stood to peer out the window in the direction Warrior was indicating.

      "What is it?" Scout asked with rising impatience.

      "Wow," Ottilie said. "That's new. Quite flash."

      "Is it?" Warrior asked, sounding less impressed.

      Scout was going to go mad.

      "It looks like they jumped that rock there," Ebba said, pointing. "See the gouges on the surface? They must've damaged their vehicle. That's why it's parked here."

      "There's someone inside," Warrior said.

      "I don't see—" Ottilie began, squinting.

      "Two someones. A woman and a child," Warrior said.

      "I see them now," Ebba said. "The woman is waving at us."

      "You must be right, they broke down here," Ottilie said.

      "We have room enough for two more. We should stop," Warrior said.

      "And open the door again?" Ottilie demanded.

      "Briefly," Warrior said.

      "We have the suits," Scout said.

      "Not necessary. Ebba, pull up right next to them. They can jump from their town car to the rover; it will only take a second."

      Scout took hold of the hem of Warrior's shirt. It felt just as filmy soft as it looked, sliding through her fingers like a dream. She pulled it to one side to get a look at the one gadget on Warrior's belt she knew the purpose of: the solar flare detector.

      They were well within the red zone.

      Warrior felt Scout's hand on her shirt and turned to fix those reflective lenses on her. "Only a second. It will be all right."

      "It's weird. Two more people out here in the middle of nowhere."

      "It's just a coincidence, kid," Warrior said.

      Ebba disabled the auto driver and took over the controls, hands on the steering yoke and feet working over pedals that controlled the wheels. There was a brief grinding of metal on metal that made Ottilie wince, then they were stopped.

      "They aren't responding to radio," Ottilie said. "I guess you open the door, wave them over, and hope they're quick about it."

      "Scout, get your dogs and tuck up in that bunk out of the way," Warrior said, picking up Girl as easily as Scout scooped up Shadow and nestling her in the back of the bottom bunk on the cold, bare mattress amid the totes of half-tampered-with equipment.

      "Ready," Scout said when she was settled with Girl against her side, Shadow between her legs, and a hand on each of their collars in case they got it in their heads to try to run outside into the sun.

      Warrior slapped her hand on the door's control panel and it pushed out away from the wall, unsealing itself before swinging out into the overly bright world.

      The sun blazing through the door was blinding, as if the whiteness of it had physical form. Warrior's top half was lost in it; Scout could only make out her legs, widely spaced as she braced herself. She rocked on her heels a bit as something collided with her, then pivoted to set a girl of about ten behind her.

      Scout's fingers tightened on the dog's collars as they both started growling. The girl stumbled when Warrior released her but quickly got her footing, one hand on the top of the mini-fridge as she straightened to look into the depths of the bunk. Long, lanky, dirty blonde hair fell back from her face in neat sheets when she raised her head and icy blue eyes passed over Shadow and Girl before resting on Scout. If she was experiencing any momentary blindness after leaving the dazzling intensity of the outside world, she didn't show it. She didn't show any feeling at all, just calmly blinked as the dogs continued to growl at her presence.

      Her stern face was a horrible mismatch to the bright pink outfit she was wearing, a long T-shirt with a sassy girl character from some comic winking at the world and leggings covered with hearts. Scout wondered who had dressed her, and how they had gotten this girl to allow herself to be so dressed. She didn't look like the threat of violence would move her. But what could she be bribed with?

      The door slammed closed and
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