

[image: Cover for The Crier Stone]



Acclaim for


THE CRIER STONE
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“Fast-paced, unrelenting, and wholly redemptive. I loved visiting Lewellen’s terrifying version of Texas for a second time. The Crier Stone proclaims the best of the dystopian genre’s message: that in a brutal and broken world, our actions can still make a difference.”

—Rachelle Nelson, award-winning author of Sky of Seven Colors and Embergold

“Saddle up and hang on, y’all. The Chaos Grid and The Crier Stone deliver nonstop action, unpredictable suspense, and snarky romance. I enjoyed this unique dystopian like delicious Tex-Mex, with a heaping spoonful of fun instead of the spice. If you’re like me, you’ll be following Lyndsey Lewellen’s writing deep into the heart of futuristic Texas and beyond.”
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“Exhilarating, heart-stopping, and thoroughly engrossing from start to finish. Post-apocalyptic Texas takes on even more depth and vividness in this action-packed sequel to The Chaos Grid that brings all story threads and character arcs to a fantastic conclusion that is also one of the most spiritually moving endings I’ve read in a very long time. Juniper’s story will assume a prime spot on my favorites shelf forever.”
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To mom whose love of writing is infectious.


You never gave up on a daughter who struggled to read.

To the Author of Life whose love is immeasurable.

You never gave up on a villain in need of redemption.

“‘What I tell you in the dark, say in the light, and what you hear whispered, proclaim on the housetops.”

– Matthew 10:27
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1


THE TEXAS OUTER GRID IS A LAND flowing with milk, honey, and countless ways to die. Eaten by earth-dwelling monsters, crushed in violent storms, or shot dead by the robotic police who patrol the wasteland. Every death sentence pales in comparison to wandering the waste with little hope of rescue, trailing one scrawny farm kid who can’t tell his left from his right.

“Come on, Juna. Whalers are on the other side of this mound,” Glowen, one of my two companions, says on the hilltop ten feet ahead. Her sweet-winded tone dips into sarcasm.

I push off my hands and knees on the crusted dirt to resume my climb. For the past few days, Milo’s directional skills didn’t bother me. I thought we’d survive long enough for me to keep that loathsome promise I made. After everything I’ve been through, I imagined myself invincible. I survived a madman threatening me with a gun, two Weather Fluxes, and escaped the belly of a terra cetus. The mutated beast that plagues the subterranean landscape should have ended me. But it didn’t. I’m here. Breathing, alive, and free from gallons of stomach acid.

Yet, as I scale hill after hill inside a wasteland of nothing, I wonder if my close calls weren’t destiny’s grip on me as much as an elaborate foreshadowing of colossal failure.

Juniper Conway, luckiest girl alive.

At least I’m not inside the Plex—the city I both despise and promised I’d rescue. If I’m truly lucky, we’ll find a way out of here so I can fulfill my promise to the least of my ability. I’ll do enough to say I did it, then watch justice rain down on the stone hearts of the people who murdered my parents. I might have found sympathy for those people, days ago, trapped inside a terra cetus, but out here with thirst scratching my throat and sun scorching my back, my sympathy for a dome full of killers vanishes like the sweat evaporating off my skin.

Maybe we won’t have to die out here. Maybe, on the other side of this mound will be a water source. Or better, a water source and a multitude of benevolent whalers willing to help three stranded teenagers. But since there wasn’t anyone over the miles of hills before, I doubt it.

It doesn’t matter if the nomads who traverse these lands have mechanical skill to fix Milo’s rover, or faster rides so I can get this promise business over with. I only care that they’re down there. Slow rides are good enough.

Another step up and I slip in the clay. The loose earth doesn’t sting, but it fills my mouth with metallic granules. I spit, then wipe my face with my grimy sleeve. Right now, I don’t care if the whalers have rides at all. I’ll settle for a shower. Hot, cold, whatever. Just wet. Anything to wash the stink of grid-beast insides off my body will do. And new clothes. Something to put on after I burn this dirt-crusted jumpsuit in an inferno.

Reaching the top to stand beside Milo, Glowen utters something and shoves our master guide. She and the gangly boy hash out an argument that’s been brewing since the real sun rose.

Guess there aren’t whalers down there either. I stop listening. Stop climbing. Why exert my spent limbs for a reward of miles of cracked earth and dead trees?

Maybe I’d have more energy if we found the whalers back when Milo assured us we would. Two days ago. “We’ll be back at the farm by dinner” must have meant dinner in a week. There hasn’t been a sign of anyone out here but us and four hungry Grid birds circling above. If the hot-pink birds can smell their prey, I’m sure the fish scent wafting off my body is more than enticing. Glowen brought an entire duffle bag of synth bars, so starvation isn’t a current issue. But if I don’t get clean soon, my yummy smell might bring down the birds, and starvation won’t be their issue either.

“Wish the weather would Flux already,” I say. “Rain buckets of water.” My words stop the bickering ahead. My companions turn to look at me like I grew another head.

“You lose your mind, Berries?” Milo asks.

I roll my eyes at the nickname he gave me when he associated me with a Juniper tree. I told him my blue hair matching the blue Juniper berries isn’t what he thinks, and he can just call me Juna. He didn’t care then, and he doesn’t care now.

Instead, he stretches his chin toward the sun. “You can’t ask for better weather. We slept outside two nights in a row, and we’re still here! We’re not baking. Didn’t freeze to death. No tornados. Ground is solid.” He stomps his foot on the scorched dirt for emphasis.

“I agree,” Glowen says. “No way we’d make it as long if the weather Fluxed.”

They’re right. Living through two Weather Fluxes in fully functional shipper gear had been bad. I can’t imagine roughing it in the Outer Grid without having a temperature regulated suit or an impervious shipper truck to hide inside. One blizzard and one monsoon were enough. Even so, the Flux was a culture shock. Years of consistent seventy-degree pampering inside city domes will do that to you. We had fake air, fake sun, and a fake sense of protection. The more I venture into the real world, the more I realize how oblivious I was to the dangers outside the domed cities. Of course, nothing compares to the Plex, the most dangerous city in all Texas.

I glance from Glowen to Milo and back again. I still haven’t told either of them my full plan. The two kids—two years younger than me—believe once we fix Milo’s rover that I’m heading back with them to the farm. I wish I could. But the voice inside my head reminds me of the vow I made.

I fiddle with the chain around my neck. Under my shirt hangs my only hope of fulfilling my promise. My crier stone. The midnight black pendant pokes my skin as I shift it. I long to breathe the word across its frame to unleash its secrets. For years, I feared the small device’s power. Its ability to put me and anyone like me in a hallucinogenic state scared me into never using it. But now, knowing it also holds instructions left to me by my dead parents, I itch to yank it out and let it work its magic. Except I don’t think Milo and Glowen would understand.

Thus, I’ve made sure to use it on myself only once certain they slept, sneaking as far away as possible so they wouldn’t hear its song. Time and time again I tried. Every time I failed. No instructions on what to do once I get to the Plex. No parents. Nothing. Only memories of past mistakes I wish I could walk away from. The more I use it, the more I notice dings on its side, most likely from consistently rubbing against my uniform’s zipper. And while I’d love to travel with Glowen and Milo, the sooner I can use the stone freely, the better prepared I’ll be to enter the Plex.

Alone.

“Okay,” I concede. “No Weather Flux. But don’t pretend you aren’t keeping your distance because I smell like roses.”

Glowen tugs a loose strand of straw-colored hair behind her ear, blushing in guilt. Milo laughs. Which exposes dots of braces.

“Good thing we’re out here with a breeze.” He grins. “Don’t think I could take it if we were trapped in my rover.”

Glowen glares at him, but his words don’t bother me. In the week since I ditched my aunt and uncle’s plan to move to the Plex, I’ve gotten used to Gridder bluntness. Most dome people, highly synthetic from implanted city-tech, barely speak to a no-body-tech basic like me. Sometimes shippers and farmers are rude, but they don’t ignore me. In fact, I almost became one of them. Still might if I can get this save-the-Plex-from-itself business over with.

“Well, you don’t have to worry about that,” I say. “We can’t even see your rover.” I point to the flat round device he’s been staring at like a holo-cuff while he led us in circles for days. “You sure that thing works?”

Whatever his gadget is, I know it would function if it were city-tech. Before I gave up my holo-cuff to a girl in the substation, I’d use its location apps to find places in the city. I can’t imagine traversing the Grid without a digital map. But that’s how it’s done here. No city-tech allowed. I used to think the ban was to protect the domes from illegal tech traffic between cities. Now I know the truth. If the city wants to abandon dissenters to the Grid, they need to keep city-tech out. They purge the domes of any who question their rule, shove them out here stripped of tech, and use the Quell to enforce the ban.

Milo flicks the latch on his device and the top half opens. “’Course it works. Hatcher gave me this compass when I was five. Nothing my sister builds breaks.”

“Except your rover,” Glowen adds. “And her rules.”

“Technically, we broke that, not her.”

Whatever spat they had going on evaporates. Even when they fight, Glowen looks ready to plant a kiss on our navigator. But the fact that they snuck out to tour the Grid together isn’t comforting. If Hatcher, Milo’s older sister and head of the southern farm, doesn’t know he’s out here, then she’s not going to show up to find him. Either way, our best bet is to find the whalers. Milo’s compass isn’t helping.

I stand and climb to the top of the hill. There’s no sign of any whalers. But it’s not completely barren down there. Wild grass covers the valley. Hints of concrete peek out beneath blankets of purple puffed weeds. Wooden poles jut out from the earth. They lean so far to the left, only the wires strung between them keep them from toppling over. Run-down buildings are covered thickly with ivy that crawls into cracked windows. It’s no fairytale. But it is breathtaking.

Whatever grows under the dome is pristine and planted only where city maintenance allows. It’s pretty, but stale. The Grid is the opposite. An abundance of scorched plants spread in chaotic abandon. Except for the forest outside the Scar in San Antonio, nothing substantial grows in the dead Grid. This valley is different. It’s wild. Alive.

“What’s down there?” I ask.

Milo turns to face the valley. “An abandoned town maybe? Not sure how it’s still standing in the middle of the terra cetus migration path.”

I look at him sideways. “Or that’s not the migration path.”

He shakes his head and smacks his compass. “No. That’s it. See those mounds of dirt back there? The ones with cracks and knocked over trees? The long strips of clumped cement behind them are in the same angle as the trails from the terra cetus straggler who spit you out, Berries. I knew we’d find them if we kept heading west. You may not have the best Hatcher with you, but a Hatcher compass never lies.”

I watch him stand taller. His temp-regulated charcoal jacket flaps in the wind. He wants thanks, but I only state the obvious.

“Then where are they?” I ask. “Last time I saw a tribe, they had hundreds of bikes, vehicles with pirate ship frames, and wheeled houses. If this is it, where are their rides?”

Milo scowls and drops Glowen’s duffle bag he’s struggled to carry for hours.

“Maybe they left?” Glowen offers. That only deepens his frown.

I sigh. Glowen may have a pack full of food, but we’ve been rationing our water supply since yesterday. I don’t know if we’ll last long enough to find the whalers.

I search for any sign of life. A tire. A kart. A discarded feather. But there’s nothing. The sky behind us has shifted from sky-blue to hazy orange, pregnant with clouds low on the horizon. I know deep in my bones what’s out there.

A Weather Flux.

“Maybe they did,” I say, picking up Glowen’s bag. “And maybe one of those buildings will give us a clue to where they went or protect us from”—I nod back at the oncoming Flux—“that.”

Milo throws out his arms when he sees it. “Aw, man, Berries. You had to wish for rain. Could have gone all day without one, but no, there it is. Dumb Flux.”

I exhale my annoyance. Like I have any power over the elements.

“I don’t think that’s rain,” comments Glowen.

I match her squinting. Strange shapes billow within the clouds. Cones of dust swirl in columns while sharp rings of debris encase the odd storm.

“Nope. Don’t think it is.” I pivot back to the town. “There.” I point at a wide building with its roof still intact. “That one looks least likely to collapse on us.”

“Good eyes!” Milo claps his hands. “Let’s beat that storm before it beats us.” He grabs Glowen’s hand, and they trot down the hill.

I reach beneath the collar of my yellow suit to my mother’s pendant. I rub my finger across its triangular frame. Hopefully we’ll survive the Flux and find help soon. I shove the duffle bag strap up my shoulder and follow.

If not, it wouldn’t be the first time I barreled headfirst into an awful decision.


2


THE TREK TO THE VALLEY FLOOR is rocky, but manageable. The trees grow thick here. Soon, I barely see the hills or the Flux behind us. We find a cracked road that leads to the center of town. Yellow lines curve down its middle like a neon walkway to a porting station—if walkways were worn, crooked, and growing waist-high weeds. Busted cars from the ancients now house wildflowers like potted plants on the side of the road. The buildings, with their shattered or boarded windows, have manual doors.

Bugs I’ve swatted since sunup call their friends to the party that is my stench. The town hums with Grid flies—purple versions of their sparse counterparts I’d seen a few times under the domes. I shoo away the ones near my eyes. Wind from the Flux does the rest.

I step over a fallen sign with a picture of two stick figures chasing each other inside a metal triangle. Beside it, a porting kiosk sits black screened with vines growing up its sides. Weird to think this town once had porting stations. I’ve only seen a model like this in history vids. Thick, wide, and clunky enough for someone to swipe white paint down its center.

I pause. I’ve seen this pattern before. I move in close to brush my fingers across the paint. The tribal patterns on the kiosk remind me of the markings the shippers painted on my skin when I infiltrated a rebel base for them.

I straighten to see my friends far down the road beneath an overpass.

“Hey!” I call. “I think they were here. The whalers.”

“What?” Milo yells. I can barely hear him over the wind.

I try again. “I think they were here.”

Milo shrugs, shouts something about an unlocked door, then waves me to him.

I hurry over. There might be more whaler signs inside the blue-and-white building they walked into. I enter the door Milo left open, then push it hard against the gale till it closes with a click. The howling wind mutes into a low muffle behind the solid walls.

“Nice find, Berries,” approves Milo. “This place is huge. Quick, toss me the bag.”

I throw it to him then gauge my surroundings. We stand on the bottom level of three. Off-kilter shelves surround us like an archaic natural food store. A large open space in the building’s center showcases all three stories connected by busted escalators. Patchy sunlight pours in from a skylight dome. Its rays illuminate grass floors and plants, consuming this place from the inside. All around, I spot whaler marks. White. Red. Black. All tribal. They’re everywhere. The stairs. On the rows of windows. The grimy glass elevator.

Something moves beside the escalator on my right. A flash of tan, and then it’s gone.

“Guys,” I say, low and even, “I don’t think we’re alone.”

“Cans and food for days!” Metal clangs as Milo ignores me and swipes his arm behind a row of canned goods, shoving whatever he can into our bag.

Beside him, Glowen inspects a bottle from a shelf, confused. “This one’s open.”

I try to quiet them, when there’s a rustle at the escalator. I spin back. What I see stills me in awe. Stepping out in full view, a deer-like grid beast stares at me, eyes white and bulbous. Its enormous antlers jut out of its narrow skull. A striped pattern covers its body from nose to white tail. But what freezes my feet to the grass are the tribal patterns across its hide and the harness over its muzzle.

“Look,” I whisper to the other two.

Milo stops stockpiling to follow my pointing. “Is that . . .”

“One of the whalers must have left it.”

“How did it get in here?” asks Glowen.

Thunder cracks, and I startle from my daze. Clouds blacken in the skylight. The rear of the building sinks in shadow. The Flux has arrived, full force. A moan escapes the walls as they shift.

Then lightning strikes, bathing the entire room in light. With it, I catch the form of something moving. A man. Two men. Or three. No, dozens. They move from behind the shelves and into the aisles. Feathered mohawks, striped face paint, goggled eyes, and leather clothing covered in spikes and bone.

Not one of them looks happy to see us.

A man wearing a giant bird skull as a mask straightens. He lifts a gun, aiming it at my face.

“One more step, shipper trash,” he warns, his tenor voice thick with loathing, “and I put a hole in your head.”

We did it. We found the whalers. Lucky us.
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I’VE NEVER SEEN AN ANCIENT GUN like the one the whaler aims at my face. It’s long, wooden in parts, and enclosed with a round case showcasing exposed copper bullets. Intricate carvings decorate the stock, while frayed straps of leather are tied to its frame. Guns under the dome look nothing like this. Neither do weapons I’ve seen in the Grid. Those are sleek, practical, serving a purpose and that’s it. This one is an extension of Bird Skull Man’s arm.

I wish I wasn’t becoming an expert on guns. But this is the second one pointed at my head in less than a week. I never want to see the Freeman’s drug pusher who threatened my life outside the Scar ever again, but at least I had some idea what that jerk was after—a payday. The whalers are unpredictable. I’ll be happy if we get out of here alive.

“Wait.” Milo lifts his hands above his head. “We came for help.”

“Helping yourself to our food.” Irritation sharpens Bird Skull Man’s rough voice. “Not another move.”

I glower at Milo. Why he thought it was a good idea to stock up on supplies before finding out if this place was abandoned is beyond me.

“We didn’t know anyone was here,” I try. “He’ll put it back.”

I motion for Milo to return the cans. He reaches into the bag but freezes. A female whaler appears beside him, her sword at his throat.

“He said don’t move.” Her threatening, husky voice and red-feathered mohawk make the sword twice as intimidating in her grip. Lightning flashes blinding white off her goggle frames. Her exposed muscular arms glisten with sweat.

I remember the hand gesture Astrid taught me to win favor with whalers. If these people weren’t threatening to blow my brains out or stab Milo in the throat, I’d try it. As it is, I’m afraid to lift my arms an inch. Instead, I choose my words carefully.

“We don’t want any trouble. If you’ll let us go, we’ll find another place to hide from the Flux.” My words garner a ripple of laughter. I didn’t say anything remotely funny.

Bird Skull Man shakes his head but doesn’t lower the gun. Reaching under the beak of his mask, he pulls it off his face to rest on his forehead. A familiar face meets me. Not so familiar that I know his name, but familiar like I’ve seen him outside a busted shipper truck after he called a terra cetus down on us near Austin.

A white bandage still stretches across his broken nose. The skin around his eyes is red rimmed from constant goggle use. He scans me up and down with a gleam of recognition in his eyes. I hope it’s a good recognition. Like maybe he knows who I am and feels bad about nearly killing me on the road weeks ago.

But then he smiles.

It’s a horrible, twisted smile that curls up on one end. Like a hacker seconds before infiltrating a city grid. I want to sign the signal before he does whatever he’s scheming behind those deep-set black eyes. But my body doesn’t move. He’ll pull that trigger if I do. I know it.

“Flux is the least of your worries, shipper girl.” He steps closer. He grips my uniform by the shoulder, sniffs deeply, then sneers. Speaking over his shoulder, he keeps his eyes trained on me. “Smells like the earth dweller. Madre Fortuna has answered us. Take them below.”

“Wait, what?” Milo cries. The woman grabs his hands and spins him around. “No, stop. Hey, can’t we talk about this? Look, we’re not shippers. Not really. We’re from the farm. On a scientific expedition. Our rover broke down a couple miles out. We just need a little help, that’s all. Promise. You can have your cans back. I swear. Is that what you want? The cans? Where are you taking us?”

The woman shoves him forward. “I’m gagging this one.” She pulls a rag from her belt.

“Gag me? Hang on. I can be quiet. Is that your grease rag? No, no, I can shut up, just don’t stuff that in my—mmpfh!”

Glowen squeaks, then clamps her mouth shut.

“How about you?” Bird Skull Man asks me. The whalers point sharp objects and guns my way, blocking every exit in sight. I shake my head, and he ushers me on.

Halfway to the building’s open space, more deer grid beasts crowd the upper levels, their handlers mounted on their backs. Whalers blend in with the dirty walls and vegetation. I’m not surprised I didn’t notice them.

When we reach the escalators, we’re poked and prodded down a stairway leading to a sublevel. Everyone else descends into the darkness, no problem. But when I reach the top step, my body won’t move. I can’t see the bottom. It’s impossible to know how far it goes. My anxiety peaks and my arms quake. Bathophobia rears its ugly face.

I thought I’d be over this. Spending three days inside the total darkness of a grid beast’s throat should have cured me of my fear of depths. But it didn’t. Here at the top of this escalator, I can’t help but imagine a stairway that descends forever. Down, down into black nothing.

“Keep up,” says Bird Skull Man.

He jabs my back with his gun. I still don’t move. Coming around, he studies me then traces my gaze down the escalator. His paint-striped forehead creases, then he turns toward the inky abyss and shouts.

“Crack some light!”

Pops sound from below. Lines of lemon neon slice through the dark and illuminate the escalator. It’s not bright like daylight, but I can at least see the stairs and the floor below. The lights move. Some sluggish and some bouncing, like they’re descending the stairs. My eyes adjust. The lights move because they’re being held. Whalers on the escalator and whalers below are holding long tubes of the glowing light.

I’ve seen glow sticks in domed cities loads of times. These are similar, but while glow sticks aren’t city-tech, I don’t understand how whalers could have them in the Grid. They would need labs and special chemicals to make them. And besides, their vehicles fly through the waste without a Quell in sight.

“Down you go.” Bird Skull Man shoves me with his gun.

My nerves calm enough to step forward. The descent isn’t as bad as my imagination cooked up. It never is. I should be terrified of the man behind me with a gun, not the unseen bottom of a few stairs.

We follow a trail of whalers, neon yellow, and grid deer down a corridor of empty rooms and broken glass. As we walk, the air cools. I’m thinking someone turned on whaler-made AC when the hall ends at a massive hole. A giant, three-story hole. It’s like the building had been torn in half by a giant or a tornado.

Beams hang precariously down from the upper levels, kept from crushing us only by the floors they brush. A few dirt-crusted glass panels stay intact above, but most are cracked or busted through. Long wires run the width and length of the ripped building above us. Gray lumps of what looks like meat are tied to each spot the wires cross.

“What is that?” Glowen coughs and covers her face when we walk under them.

Milo says something unintelligible, nods at me, and wrinkles his nose. I translate that to mean that it smells worse than I do.

He’s probably right. Though I can’t smell anything past my own stench. Still, the rotten stuff above isn’t nearly as concerning as what’s ahead.

Whalers busy themselves, working on vehicles or tying meat to poles, while a full-blown Flux cloud swirls above. Lightning spiderwebs across the heavens. Orange, blue, and terrifying. Not one whaler runs for cover. Not one looks at the storm. A few laugh and joke, but no one cares. It’s as if the Fluxes that frighten the toughest of shippers and keep millions inside domed cities are nothing.

“Afraid of a little wind too?” Bird Skull Man lowers his gun, stepping from behind me. Right as I imagine he’s letting us go, he beckons for a whaler to take his place.

Taking the lead, Bird Skull Man straps his gun to his back. He then climbs to the top of a massive engine with the help of the whalers working it. The back of his leather coat flaps like wings to match the mask he replaced on his face. I half expect him to fly away.

He whistles for one of his men, points at something, then taps his beak. The whaler tosses two arm-length metal poles to him. Bird Skull Man lifts the poles overhead, clanging them together. On the third pound, he lets the tone ring, rolling one pole over the other from back to front. The whalers lower their tools, and the space quiets.

“My brothers!” he cries. His voice echoes through the open building, like a natural amplifier. “What do you smell?”

Some whalers remove bone masks. Others raise goggles to rest on grease-stained foreheads. All of them lift their noses to smell the air.

I chance a whiff. A move I instantly regret, catching my rotten odor. I cough. Whatever it is, I can’t smell anything over grid beast guts.

“What is it?” Bird Skull calls.

The whalers’ mumbles form one small word. A word that chills my skin.

“Blood.”

“Taste the air!” Bird Skull Man’s wild body matches the storm behind him. He bangs the poles. Clang! Clang! “What do you smell?”

“Blood.” The voice of the whalers rises in unison. “Blood!”

Blood? What kind of vampire weirdness is this? Dark thirst turns the whalers feral. They sniff the air and lick pierced lips. Some flatten their palms against the jagged pavement, feeling for something. Others unstrap spiked spears from their backs or notch bows. It’s not until a child with a braided mohawk puts a hole-covered pipe to his lips that Bird Skull Man drops the poles, raising his hands.

“Hold!” he calls. When the boy lowers his instrument, the man addresses the crowd. “It ain’t the earth beast you smell.”

He jumps down from his spot, then rushes toward me. Grabbing my arm, he drags me up the mammoth engine. I resist, but I’m no match for his strength.

“Madre Fortuna has provided!” he cries when we reach the top. “Behold your bait!”
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WHALER CRIES PIERCE THE SKY. I twist toward Bird Skull Man. It’s impossible to hear above the screams and deafening winds.

“Bait for what?” My words don’t reach my ears, let alone the wild man behind me. He soaks in the exuberant hysteria of his tribe. They bang metal plates, caw like wild beasts, and trill their tongues.

Bird Skull Man pulls me down the engine with him and I strain against his grip. The thought of these strange people using me as bait clouds years of Uncle Trek’s self-defense lessons. I can’t think past another trip inside a monster’s belly. I won’t survive. Not without Two-Heads, the grid beast that saved my life one second, disappearing the next.

“Stop. Where are you taking me?” Whaler shouts drown me out.

As Bird Skull Man yanks me through the crowd, whalers bounce beside me. These people can’t get enough of my smell. They press in to sniff my suit. Their noses rise and eyelids melt. I may as well smell like fresh baked natural bread.

We exit the building into the open. There, the crowd thins. The relief from pressing bodies is squelched by a view of monstrous clouds. Several whalers flank us, gripping poles twice their height. Each pole impales chunks of gray meat. A few plant their poles in the dirt, while others move further out, forming a circle then doing the same.

Someone grabs my free arm, and Bird Skull Man stops from the sudden jolt. A whaler shrouded by a patchy gray hood is gripping me with frigid fingers. Curly silver puffs escape the darkness of the whaler’s fabric, and I can’t make out a face within.

“Enzo,” my new captor says with a deep female vibrato. “Gusanos de fuego bait has rules.”

“Let go, tía.” Enzo, which I suppose is Bird Skull Man’s name, squeezes my wrist.

Wind pushes the woman’s hood back, revealing the bronzed face of a woman who doesn’t seem much older than Aunt Marna and Uncle Trek. Her shoulder-length black curls strike heavy contrast to her silver fringe that’s buzzed on one side close to the ear. And though she stands unarmed against a man who waves his gun around like it’s a third arm, she doesn’t cower. Instead, her hooded eyes hold a defiant strength.

There’s something familiar about her. Her long face and narrow nose similar to Enzo’s. From my weak second-language skills, I deduce she’s his aunt, but there’s something more in her face. Something I can’t place.

She sizes me up. Her frown only deepens, earning an impatient grunt from Enzo.

“Do you have her consent?” she demands.

Fury burns Enzo’s face. “City girl and her friends stole our rides and raided our home. We need no consent.”

Stole their rides? Except for shipper trucks, I didn’t touch anyone’s ride. I suppose Milo raided their home—if you call that dilapidated store a home. My mind races. Does he mean the pushers who stole whaler bikes outside the Scar? Sure, I was there, but I didn’t help those drug dealers do anything.

“That wasn’t me,” I blurt. “We took a few cans in your building to survive, but we were putting them back. I didn’t do anything to your hovercrafts. That was the pushers. Those Freeman’s dealers tried to kill me and—”

My words drown in a sea of Spanish, as an argument ensues. Enzo, wild and passionate, the woman slow, with threatening glares. It’d be great to know what they’re saying. I catch a few words that sound like cetus and I think the Spanish word for eat. I know tía means aunt, but beyond that, I’m lost. I should have paid more attention in Spanish class last year.

“Have it your way.” Enzo’s aunt drops my arm. “You should at least tell the girl what you’re about to do.” Her switch to English, though welcome, doesn’t contain words I want to hear. Is she giving up? It seems the closest person I have to an ally will allow me become bait as long as I’m knowledgeable about it.

“Or you could let me go. I didn’t steal anything,” I promise.

“She’ll find out soon enough.” Enzo ignores my protest and pulls me away before his aunt can reply.

Ahead, whalers finish implanting their poles in the dirt. We trudge through the wind to the circle’s center where a single pole quakes over me. Enzo moves close then orders someone to bring out a step stool and rope. The man plants a stool in front of the pole then works to untie the rope.

I refuse to let them tie me to a pole to become terra cetus snack. I dig my heels in the dirt. But Enzo only motions for another whaler to help him shove me up the stool. I squirm, but nonetheless, my hands are bound behind my back and around the pole.

“Enjoy the show, city girl,” Enzo says as lightning flashes across the sky. “It’s going to be a bright one.”

He steps back and replaces his bird skull mask. With a quick nod and a spin of his finger, he rushes back toward the crowd. The other whalers follow, leaving me tied to the pole.

“Please!” I cry. “Don’t leave me here!”

No one listens. But no one aims their gun either. I work at the knot biding my hands. It’s not one of the common knots Uncle Trek taught me to untie blindfolded, but I can figure it out. Slip this one under that one and—Great. Now it’s tighter. Sweat breaks out across my palms, and the rope slips from my grip.

The whalers closest to me form a small group, messing with something white. They move away from each other, and a weird cargo net spreads between them. Working together, they maneuver the massive net over the poles. They’re not seriously trying to capture a terra cetus with that thing, are they? But now, if I free myself from this pole, I’ll have to crawl under this net and not get shot in the process.

I work the bonds. It’s a horrible plan, but anything beats being eaten alive.

God, why are you doing this to me? Out of the frying pan and back into the frying pan? Is this double punishment for disobeying you?

The whalers secure the net. I free one of the knots and clench my jaw. One more knot to go.

The earth hums. Or is it the wind? I glance up. Strange instruments are raised to the lips of the women and a few children. With one pole end over their shoulders, they aim the other end of their ornamented devices at me. They remind me of dart guns I’ve seen the ancients use in a docu-feed. Part of me wonders why they have decided to kill me with poisonous darts, as I numbly watch the women blow into their mouthpieces. I tense, but no killer projectiles pierce me.

Instead, musical notes, long and low, rumble out the tubes. A whaler call? My heart flies to triple speed. They’re calling that beast to eat me! But it doesn’t sound like the high-pitched call they use to maneuver a terra cetus on a hunt. Yet why else would they make strange sounds and call me bait?

The ground vibrates. I freeze. Last time the earth quaked like this, I was swallowed alive.

I frantically work on the knot one more time, and to my relief, the bonds break. I tug the rope off and quickly get off the stool. Once my feet touch dirt, the ground rumbles, and I make a wobbly run to the net. Whalers are still around it, holding it down. I’m only getting out if they let me out. I have to try something else.

I sprint toward the building where Enzo stands near his aunt. I raise my right hand palm out so all can see. With a deliberate and exaggerated sweep of my arm, I cross my chest to touch my fingertips over my heart. The whaler greeting sign.

Enzo’s eyes bulge.

“She speaks the greeting of tribes,” Enzo’s aunt exclaims. “And she does not consent. Madre Fortuna is not in this. Set her free!”

Before he answers, the ground electrifies with a stabbing buzz.

“Too late.” Bird Skull Man’s bravado vanishes. “It’s already begun.”
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IT’S A STRANGE FEELING KNOWING you’re about to be eaten for the second time, yet having no clue what to expect. I stand inside the terra cetus trap readying myself for mounding hills, chunks of spiraling rock, and a terrifying mouth.

Instead, I’m ported into a weird dream filled with bizarre glowing bugs.

Beetle-like insects slither from the cracked earth by the hundreds. Their buzzing overpowers even the thunder. It’s like someone wrapped amplifiers to my head and maxed out the volume.

I’ve seen bugs before. There were plenty of grid flies keeping me company. But city maintenance keeps the natural bug population low, and grid flies aren’t nearly as wild as these things.

About the length of my ring finger and as colorful as a synth, the creatures light up the whaler’s trap. Their bodies are nearly as thick as they are long, armor plated, and curling under at the back end. Iridescent spikes line their backs, while their many pointed wings flap wildly to keep them airborne.

Clusters of them converge on the meat poles. Those that brush the net shake wildly then crash to the earth in puffs of dirt before trying again. As I start to wonder what the net is made of to make them react like that, the fresh emerging bugs take notice of me. I shrink back. The creatures by my feet crawl closer. Their spiked legs tap the rocky terrain.

“Let me out!” I shout, scrambling away.

“Don’t touch the net!” The tremor in Enzo’s aunt’s voice stops me.

The net is inches from my cheek. Strands of my hair catch its fibers and fry on contact. I jerk back before my head catches fire. What’s with Gridders and low-tech electric nets? This is just like the one outside the rebel base.

“Don’t let the bugs touch you either,” the aunt warns as she now points at the creatures crawling up the outside of my pants.

I shake my leg. Bugs fall, only to be replaced by others. Their segmented legs dig into my uniform’s fabric. I swipe them with the back of my arms. There are too many.

“What are these things?” I call out, whacking one off my shoulder.

“It worked.” Enzo’s words barely rise above the buzz. But I can hear his laugh, as if somehow a swarm of glowing mutant bugs is hilarious. “Never seen such a bounty.”

“Bounty of what?” I ask through clenched teeth.

Other whalers join his glee. But Enzo’s aunt responds with something like kindness.

“Gusanos de fuego,” she answers. “Fire worms. You must not let them touch your skin.”

“Why?” I pull my right hand in its sleeve. As I work on the left, a fire worm lands on my knuckle.

Everything happens in an instant. At first, I barely feel the little bug. I’m too slow to swat it off. The glowing thing flattens its acid-colored body against my hand.

Fire explodes up my arm straight to my elbow. Wild. Sharp. I thrash my hand, sending the insect flying. Unquenching pain remains. More bugs hop onto my thumb and pinky. They flatten themselves, and I scream. Somehow, I manage to shake them off and secure my hand inside my sleeve.

“Help!” I plead. “Open the net. Let me out!”

“That is enough, Enzo.” His aunt’s voice is tinged with fury. “There are plenty gusanos de fuego in there to last the year. Call off your trumpeters.”

Reluctantly, Enzo raises his open palm to the sky then makes a quick fist. The women lower their instruments. Their song dies, killing the fire worms’ frenzy. Light fades from the bugs’ bodies. Wings retreat behind their armored plating. Bugs on my body lose interest, dropping to the dirt.

Whalers with black gloves up to their elbows grip the net near its edge. They push inward, shrinking my trap.

“Stop!” I yelp.

“Enzo,” his aunt warns.

“She could have given us enough to last two years,” Enzo complains. “Stragglers are coming up without the song.”

I’m almost willing to risk electrocuting myself just to lunge at him when he reluctantly motions for his men to raise the net as I pass under. Whalers whack clinging bugs from my sleeves and pants. They carefully direct their precious stragglers into the net. If I die, who cares, but crush a glow bug, that would be a disaster. Once I’m bug free, I’m shoved out of the crowd, cradling my burning hand.

“How many times did they touch you?” Enzo’s aunt looks at me, wrinkles creasing her forehead.

I wince at the pain pulsing through my left arm. “Three, I think.”

The woman shakes her head. “Come. I will take you to our healers.”

We weave through the masses edging for a closer look at the fire worms. I huff and blow on my skin. Whalers can have those skin-burning demons. They deserve any sting they get. Becoming live bug bait only makes me miss the shippers.

If I’m honest, just one shipper.

I focus on memories of Dax to keep the pain at bay. The striking Glasses Guy who risked his life to save mine probably thinks I’m dead.

But I have to admit, the way he treated me when we first met was harsh too. At least aloof. Though only nineteen years old, he was still my boss, and I was the new girl who knew nothing about the hardest job in Texas.

But he gave me a shot. He even asked me to ship the Grid with him full time. Which I would have taken him up on, since I wouldn’t have minded Grid life with him. Especially after he took off his tech-dampening glasses, slowed time, and saved my life. I have no idea how his cybernetic eyes work, but seconds after removing his glasses, the Quell were there. I’m not a fan of the near robotic police force who patrol the Grid for illegal city-tech, but they’re leaps and bounds better than who’s really after Dax.

Orange Pipe.

The same people who killed my parents and are after the stone around my neck.

I lightly rub my hand over the crier stone. Its triangular shape gives me comfort. If my captors were users, hyped up on Freeman’s and completely without inhibitions, I would be protected. With one word across its surface, I could release the sound my parents buried within the onyx-colored device to put anyone who ever took Freeman’s into a hallucinogenic state. Including me.

Enzo’s aunt moves us past more whalers. It’s clear no one here is under the influence of Freeman’s. If they were, the blue bioluminescent reaction would be easy to spot across their skin in a circuit-board pattern. None of them have it. I’m safe, and yet, I have no way out.

We reach a building sitting beside the massive storehouse. Instead of regular or manual doors, long strips of black rubber hang from its entry frame. Through the flaps, we enter a dim hallway. Further in, the hall grows dark.

“Cordilla?” the aunt calls. “Are you here? We need your help.”

Her voice is met with nothing more than flapping rubber. Just when I think no one’s home, the warble of an old woman drifts from the back.

“Quit your hollering, Sora. Tribe is loud enough to wake the dead. Is it time to go already? Thought I had a few more hours.” Every other sentence she speaks is muttered to herself rather than the other woman.

Golden light spills from a room at the end of the hall where an elderly woman holds a candle inside a metal dish with a ring on its end. I’ve rarely seen anyone use candles for anything other than fragrance.

Enzo’s Aunt Sora quickly assures her. “No, no. We’re not setting out. Though I hope you can help. Enzo set the gusanos de fuego trap early.” She ushers me through the doorway.

The woman leans on a gnarled crutch in a near-empty room. Ink and turquoise beads decorate her thinning white hair, and a pair of thick glasses balloon her eyes. Deep wrinkles fold her sunburned brown skin. Hunched over and draped in a patchy copper cloak, she looks years older than Sora. Probably decades. Yet she ambles forward, as if the crutch was merely for show. Her ability to walk at all is impressive.

Seeing as she only has one leg.

Moving closer, she lifts her bulbous nose to sniff the air. Unlike the whalers who smelled me with hunger, this woman inhales slowly, methodically, as if formulating a diagnosis in her nostrils. “Hmm,” she muses. “He used an outsider, then?”

Sora nods. “One who honors us with our greeting.”

The old woman snaps her eyes to Sora. “She still went in unprotected?”

Shame slows Sora’s nod.

Cordilla frees her hand from the cloak to shake it at me. “Where? Where is the sting?”

“Not one.” Sora motions for me to show her my hand. “Three.”

The old woman takes my hand in her bony fingers. Though she barely grazes my wounds, fire rages over my skin. I fight to keep upright. The back of my hand is entirely inflamed. Pale bubbles dot each lesion, now tripled in size. I yearn to either scratch my hand till my nails break off or guard it from being touched at all.

Cordilla adjusts the sides of her glasses, sliding alternate frames over the originals and making her eyes grow even larger. Her fingers hover over my hand. Thankfully, she avoids the slightest touch. Or at least I assume that’s what she’s doing. Until, without warning, she stabs her sharp nails right into my wound.

Anguish slices through my nerves, and fuzzy stars explode across my vision. My legs give out, and I topple over.

Sora catches me before I crash onto the wooden floorboards. She gently shifts me until I can tolerate the pain enough to stand. When I do, I see the older woman has moved across the room.

Adjusting her glasses again, she hunches over to examine something in her fingertips. With a heavy sigh, she pulls her glasses over her hair and turns to Sora. “Stingers. There’s got to be hundreds in there.”

Sora shudders, as if stingers in my skin are a death sentence. “Can you remove them?”

“If I still had my sleeping medicine.” Cordilla shakes her head. “The first caravan took them yesterday with the migration. It would take hours to catch up with them and hours to bring them back.”

“Can’t we pull them out without sedating her?”

I cringe at the idea.

Cordilla’s face wrinkles more. “You saw what pulling out one did. It would be like getting stung hundreds of times over. She won’t survive it.”

I tuck my arm close to my chest. There’s no way I’m letting anyone do that again. “Maybe I can go with you on the migration,” I offer. “I’m not in a hurry. I can wait till you catch up with your supplies.”

Both women eye me with pity.

“It’s not that you can’t come with us,” Sora says gravely. “It’s that you don’t have time.”

I stare at her.

Cordilla takes my right hand and looks me in the eyes. “Gusanos de fuego stings clear up in a couple days on their own. But stingers left in the skin can destroy an entire limb within hours. If we don’t pull these out now, child, you will lose your arm.”

Her words crush me like a falling dome wall.

Maybe her next words are meant to comfort, but they succeed at the exact opposite. “That’s what happened to my leg.”

Fear rakes over me. I take my hand from Cordilla’s and try to cover my sudden heaving breaths. And then it hits me.

“You can’t take out the stingers,” I ask through the pain and trembling, “unless I’m unconscious? And you can’t numb me without your supplies?”

Cordilla nods.

“What if I sedate myself?”
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THE FLOOR OF MY FATHER’S LABORATORY is colder than I remember. Blasts of air pump from the hexagonal ceiling panels, icy as ever. But it’s the slick marble under my bare feet and the fear of what I’m about to do that chill to the bone. It’s not real. I press my back against the side of one of my father’s experiment tables, trying to slow the hammering in my chest. Not even my anxiety is real.

My pendant worked.

Or at least the hallucination worked. I hope the sonic noise the crier stone released didn’t scare the whalers. And that Cordilla pulls the stingers from my hand while I’m out.

For now, I’m stuck reliving another past mistake. One I wish would delete itself from my memory banks. But no, I experienced this same horrid moment two nights ago while searching for my parents’ instructions.

On the outside, my seven-year-old self nearly hyperventilates. I push against the table, hoping Dada doesn’t notice me.

“Juna?” he calls. Half of me melts at his familiar baritone. The other half tenses, as each footstep comes closer. “June Bug, you know you’re not supposed to be here.”

My seven-year-old self clenches the open packet in my hands, blue light escaping the torn plastic. I search for somewhere to hide the evidence and find a cubby holding stacks of clipboard screens. I can stuff the open packet in there. I’m so close. Dada
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