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      The rebels moved swiftly through the jungle, charting a path through fallen trees and sinkholes that spoke of deep familiarity with the terrain. The camouflage they wore meant they were each covered in leafy branches, but despite their speed and the occasional leap over a rotting log, the only sound they made was little more than a whisper of wind through the undergrowth.

      Keani and Jax and the rest of the kids from the prison village were just as adept at moving swiftly and silently, if less familiar with the specific terrain here. And Alextra's ethereal grace was only slightly diminished by the injuries she was still recovering from.

      Compared to all that, Elyot felt like he was crashing through the undergrowth with all the quiet subtlety of one of the Commonwealth enforcer tanks. He was wearing the same cloth boots as the Jax's crew, but somehow his footsteps still slapped loudly as he stumbled more than ran through the trees.

      The rebels were leading them on a path more or less parallel to the cliff-side, although they were keeping under the cover of the trees. Elyot could hear the sound of Commonwealth shuttles, but they weren't close by.

      Then the rumble of the tanks that had been at such a constant, low pitch he had stopped really hearing it suddenly roared back to full life. The rebel in front of Elyot stopped and looked back. It was Calrin, but he wasn't looking back at Elyot. Elyot looked back over his own shoulder but saw nothing behind him through the overlapping trees.

      "Calrin?" one of the other rebels asked.

      "Get them to the cliff-side," Calrin said.

      "But the shuttles—"

      "Aren't as close as those tanks," Calrin said. "Get these kids moving faster." The rebel nodded and started whispering into some sort of wrist communicator. Calrin turned his attention to Elyot. "Double time, boy. We're nearly there."

      Elyot nodded and scrambled around a massive tree trunk and over a tangle of fallen limbs, no longer concerned with the amount of noise he was making. No one pursuing them was going to hear anything over the sounds of their own tanks now, anyway.

      The trees grew sparser, the ground more grassy as they approached the cliff-side. A hot, dry wind blew into his face, carrying with it a very different aroma from the thick vegetation smell he had been breathing constantly since leaving the city that had been his only home since birth.

      Elyot climbed around another half-fallen tree and emerged in an open clearing where another blast of hot air hit him. It blew through his hair, drying the sweat from his brow in an instant. But the wind was full of particles of sand that abraded the skin of his face and coated the back of his already parched throat.

      He closed his eyes and turned his face away until the wind died back down, but when he started to move forward again, a hand gripped his shoulder, restraining him. He blinked the sand from his eyes until he could see all the rebels standing still as statues, wrapping their arms around his companions as if to lend them the cover of their own camouflage.

      Then Elyot heard the erratic rattling of the rebel shuttle engines as they came from behind him, passing overhead and nosing down hard to plunge along the cliff-side. Six Commonwealth shuttles followed, their own finely tuned engines almost silent in comparison. Three dove after the two rebel shuttles, the others splitting apart in a three-pronged formation out over the desert.

      They were still in view when Calrin wove a hand in the air, and everyone started moving again.

      "But those shuttles can still see us," Elyot said, fighting the urge to cling to the trunk of the last tree.

      "Our shuttles aren't going to be able to give us a better opportunity," Calrin said. "This base is burnt for us for sure now. But we have to get inside before we can evacuate."

      "Inside where?" Elyot asked.

      Then he saw one of the rebels leap over the side of the cliff, branches of his camouflage fluttering in the air before he plunged out of view.

      And then Alextra jumped after him.

      "It's all right," Calrin told him, and Elyot realized his mouth was hanging open in horror and disbelief. He shut his mouth, biting down on his lip for good measure. Keani was at the edge now, but she stopped to look back and wave at him before stepping over the edge to plunge down into... what?

      "Our turn," Calrin said, and Elyot followed him over the sun-baked grass of the clearing to the cliff's edge. The wind picked up again, and he lifted an arm to protect his eyes from the blowing sand.

      When he lowered his arm, he found himself standing on a bare outcropping of rock, the desert spread out on all sides below him.

      Far below him.

      A wave of vertigo rocked him, but then he heard Keani calling his name.

      "It's just like the mountain," she said to him.

      He wanted to argue that point. The mountain had been steep, sure, but this cliff seemed to curve in on itself. It wasn't the same at all.

      "Elyot, just look at me," Keani said. He realized he had shut his eyes against the glare of the noonday sun reflecting up off the sand. He opened them and looked around until he finally saw Keani waving up at him. She was below him, standing on a ledge that was barely wider than her shoulders. "Just jump down to me."

      "It looks worse than it is," Calrin said from behind him. "That ledge is angled towards the cliff wall. If you do stumble, you'll fall towards safety. But I don't think you'll stumble."

      "Elyot, the shuttles are coming back," Keani said.

      "Back up a bit," Elyot said to her. "I don't want to fall into you and take us both over the edge."

      He expected her to argue, but she just nodded and took several steps back. Without looking behind her, which made his stomach flutter in alarm. He took a deep breath, made sure he wasn't about to bite down on his own lip or anything if he landed hard, then stepped over the edge.

      The rock he landed on was like a concave dish, as if smoothed by countless feet, making the same landing. The ledge was narrow, but unlike on the outcropping above, he no longer felt like he was being thrust out into nothingness. The sand was just as far below, but easier to put out of his mind.

      Keani was waving him to follow, and he realized Calrin was still standing above. He kept one hand on the surprisingly cold stone under the shadow of the clifftop and walked along the ledge.

      This he could do. It was just like walking along the tops of walls and over rooftops back in the city. The sands below were no more a pressing concern than the views of the jungle below from his mountaintop home.

      The ledge ran more or less level, although it made three blind hairpin turns around outcroppings of rock. He could usually see Keani in front of him, but the others were too far ahead.

      Then he slipped around one last stony protrusion and the ledge became a sort of natural staircase up to a long, low cave. He had to duck to get inside, but thankfully, once inside the cool darkness, there was room enough to stand.

      "Keani?" he called. After the blinding whiteness of the desert, the sudden darkness was disorienting. Worse, the walls were too far away for him to reach. He shuffled forward, once again wishing he had his own boots back, with their reinforced toes.

      "This way," Keani said, and he felt her hand brush against his. "There's another couple of turns, but then you'll see the light."

      At first it was only like the blackness became more of a grayness, one where any details of the world around him were still obscure. Then he could see Keani's silhouette in front of him. That silhouette gained definition as they continued walking, but even rising up on tiptoes to look over her head, he saw nothing like a light source.

      "Keani, anyone still ahead of you?" Calrin asked from behind Elyot.

      "Not that I can see," she said. "The cave takes a turn. Are we going back out?"

      "No, stop here," Calrin said.

      Elyot could see nothing different about where they were standing. Keani also gave up, looking around with a careless shrug.

      The fact that Calrin as well looked stumped about what to do next was not particularly comforting.

      "Okay, it's here," he said, running his hands over the stone wall of the cave. "Somewhere around here," he amended, fingers still probing the wall.

      "You don't know how to get in?" Keani asked.

      "I don't usually leave the bridge," he said.

      "You came out for Elyot?" Keani guessed.

      "No," Calrin said. "I had no idea Elyot was out there. It was the tanks. Tanks in the jungle, and not on one of the Commonwealth transport roads. Very unusual. Ah, here we go." He stepped back from the wall. At first nothing seemed to be happening, but then Elyot realized he could see the satisfied grin on Calrin's face more clearly than before. Where was that light coming from?

      Then Calrin took a step into the stone wall. Into, and then through it.

      "Come on," Keani said, catching at Elyot's sleeve before following Calrin to pass ghost-like through the wall.

      Elyot plunged after. The uneven stone floor became smooth and level, and he could finally see where the light was coming from.

      The cave was now a squared-off tunnel, still entirely of stone but no longer naturally formed. Lights were set into the ceiling so that the circles of illumination they cast down onto the floor just overlapped at the edges.

      "This way," Calrin said, and lead the way at a pace that was more jog than walk. Elyot looked back down the endless tunnel behind him, but all he could see was light after light until the tunnel was no more than a point in the distance. Where did it go?

      "Elyot! Come on!" Keani hissed back to him. If the tunnel ran endlessly on in a straight line like it appeared to, there was little chance he would lose his way. And yet, having just walked through a solid wall of stone, there could be all sorts of cross passages he wasn't seeing.

      He ran until he caught up, just in time to see Calrin once more step through a wall and disappear. But the tunnel had better light than the cave, and he could see more details here. The wall itself still looked like ordinary rock, even now that he knew it wasn't, but at the moment Calrin had passed through it, the entire thing had shimmered. It wasn't like a flicker of light, more like a pool of water disturbed by a tiny pebble, sending ripples out but quickly settling back to stillness.

      "Have you ever seen anything like this?" Keani asked, reaching out a hand to touch the wall. Her fingertips just brushed the surface, sending out more ripples.

      "Never," Elyot said. "We have holograms, or they do in the richer parts of the city, but they're nothing like this. Not that I've seen, anyway," he finished lamely. He had spent his entire life within the high mountain walls of the largest city on the planet, but until this moment it had never occurred to him that he hadn't seen much more of anything than Keani had, and she had been raised by prisoners in a labor camp.

      "I bet Alextra has," Keani said, but there was no bitterness to her tone. No, it was full of wonder, as if the mere thought of what Alextra had
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