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PROLOGUE


A numbing gust rose, forcing Hettie Lalane, headmistress of Gray Cliffs Academy, to lean in to keep her balance as she stood at a balustrade garnishing the regal roofline of Gray Cliffs Academy, and stared into an abyss.

Dark fog thickened around the building’s ancient stones, roiling into an encroaching blackness. Forever it had been merely a cloud separating the magical dimensions from those not magical, but this past year it had grown . . . menacing. And not one of the elders knew what brought it.

Why is it encroaching now, with this year’s questers about to face their trials?

This time was unsettled every year, waiting to send the unknowing candidates on their quests.

They entered Gray Cliffs Academy for the same varied reasons as ordinary students, drawn by the strong reputation in academics and athletics. But, hidden beneath the staid surface, existed a shadow magic academy of ancient lineage.

Whether they knew it or not — yet — certain students at Gray Cliffs Academy were not ordinary. They had . . . gifts.

Hettie and others tracked those aptitudes until, with great care, the candidates for Magicals were selected to undergo trials to reveal and develop those particular aptitudes. Or put them aside forever.

Hettie looked toward the dark horizon.

The chill of what approached took her breath away.

She shifted her shoulders. She wasn’t used to the cold. Although Vancouver Island’s cold gales could batter this ancient building, her own energy had kept her warm, until now.

No longer. Even with her centuries of experience, she was not immune.

She straightened.

All the students faced finals soon. Let them focus on that ordinary worry. Only that.

As for the questers . . . If they were to have any chance, they could not carry with them the added burden of what had happened during the trials last year.

She’d heard rumors rumbling through the stone walls as the students whispered of a young man missing. A nervousness threaded through the aged building, seeming to seep into its very walls. Whispers heard at odd times; sideways glances directed at her and Headmaster Auster.

The headmaster.

She was due in his office this very moment. She tugged the collar of her long sweater close to her throat and, with a final glance at the darkness, turned to the door.

As she sped down the worn stone stairs, the noise rising from students on the main floor below was deafening. And she realized how late she actually was. The candidates milled uneasily together in the hallway overlooking the main floor.

“Hettie, is this all of them?” the headmaster’s voice cut across the din.

She nodded, tearing her gaze away from the other students crowded below, unaware of what awaited these seemingly ordinary classmates of theirs. “Yes.”

“Good. We’re ready.” Headmaster Auster gestured the candidates toward his office, just past where Hattie stood, still a step above them. “All of you, go to my office and wait for us. We’ll join you shortly.”

Hettie assumed a smile, but her stomach knotted. As soon as the last student was out of earshot, she said, “We can’t start the trials. Not now. That . . . thing is growing. It’s after these candidates. It . . . it seeks them.”

“We must put these candidates to the test — as every one of us before was tested. We need the strength they’ll gain from their quests. We have failed to stop it from growing. Without them, without the strength of all of them . . .”

“Yet they have no idea. They are unprepared.”

“We passed our trials without knowing beforehand. They will as well. They must.” Abruptly he said. “Do you have the amulets?”

Mute, she pulled the special school pins from her pocket. Each glowed in her hand.

“We must hurry.” He walked toward his office. “Now. Before it’s too late and we miss the window.”

She kept pace with him. “Our old pins used to talk. These new ones don’t.”

“And that’s the way it’s supposed to be. We can’t break the rules.”

“They should be able to take something with them. Make it their choice,” she insisted.

“Only if they don’t know what they are asking for.” His hand was on the door. “Look. I agree they should take something, but there is no grace in the rules.”

He shoved open the door.

“Oh, no,” Hettie gasped.

The darkness filled his office, swirling in a wild wind around the candidates huddled together in the center.

“What is this?” came a cry from the center of the group.

Headmaster Auster raced to a side door. “Get to the roof. Now.”

Hettie stepped into the black turbulence, opening her arms to ground herself as the storm raged toward her, around her, and finally through her. The air was sucked from her lungs and her voice was strangled by the need to withstand the forces.

The door slammed behind the students.

Hettie strained to contain the dark wind. But it uncoiled from around her, exited through the window, and surged toward the rooftop.

Gathering the last of her energy, Hettie ran to the roof. The students, stood in a tight clump, watching the edge of the roof. She moved among them, slipping an amulet into each pocket.

“Before the window closes,” the headmaster rasped at her. He started the countdown. “Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”

The wind picked up, tightening the darkness around the group.

Hettie stepped into place and grasped Auster’s hand, and joined the chant . . . In front of her, colors swirled, lights brightened.

Then, as if the wind had gained a voice, it howled and screamed in fury, trying to find a crack in the energy shield surrounding the horrified students.

“Seven . . . six . . .”

The headmaster’s voice could barely be heard over the wind, yet it resonated in the bodies of all those on the roof. Hettie had seen it hundreds of times, but never failed to marvel at it.

“Five . . . four . . .”

Hettie’s voice rose as the chant filled her until she was singing, her voice angelic and light, calling to the matching piece inside each of the students’ pockets. The talismans glowed with fire, filling the air.

The students quieted.

“Three . . . two . . .”

And then the darkness intensified. Her voice faltered . . .

“One . . . now!”

Lightning spat from the center of the black cloud and blasted Hettie off her feet. From the corner of her eye she saw the headmaster picked up by the force and thrown back a dozen feet.

Then “They’re gone,” he said in a heavy voice.

The sky cleared, the dark cloud retreating to the horizon . . . for now. The rooftop glinted with sunlight, the atmosphere clean and fresh.

But in that final instant, when the darkness fought for control, had their magical power been enough to send the candidates to their correct destinations?

And who would return?


CHAPTER ONE


Alex Benton knew clouds.

Her first day at Gray Cliffs Academy last fall, she saw that cloud on the horizon and knew it was different, knew it was . . . wrong.

Then it began turning, changing, nearing.

Now it was here.

The tumbling, dark mass in Headmaster Auster’s office, where she and the other students were called.

But why her? She was so careful at Gray Cliffs Academy. She never let anyone suspect her.

Except someone must have.

The headmistress, Hettie Lalane, held the darkness. Alex and the others rushed to the roof, the old stairway seeming to reach out to trip them. Tugging each other up, holding on to each other, they found open air.

But that dark, seeking wind followed, even as the headmaster, like a bass drum reverberating in Alex’s bones, and Miss Lalane, like the lightest, sweetest bird circling her heart, battled it.

The darkness’ howling seemed to form a word.

Why?

That word, that question had echoed deep inside Alex for as long as she remembered.

Could the cloud be drawn to her?

Oh, God, what if she’d caused it to encircle Gray Cliffs Academy?

As if in answer, forks of lightning streaked out of the darkness. Alex raised her arms to ward it off, but it lifted her. She fought it. She fought it hard.

She lost.


CHAPTER TWO


Alex opened her eyes to fire.

Hot. Dry. Searing. Blinding.

Despite her intention to see where she was, her eyes squeezed shut. The fire raged even through her lids.

Think, Alex. Think. Right before this fire . . .

The roof of Gray Cliffs Academy. The other students. The headmaster and headmistress chanting. The pursuing darkness. Then . . . lightning. Around her, through her, propelling her.

But she wasn’t moving now. She was on her back. Like a hot dog on a grill.

Any second, she’d spit like a cooking hot dog, too, from the heat sucking moisture out of her.

How many times had she wished that would happen?

The moisture-sucking-out part, not the spitting-while-cooking part.

She pulled in a breath, coughed hard on dryness that made the insides of her nose stick together like on Iowa’s coldest days. The cough jerked her upright.

If the others needed help and she was just sitting here—

She opened her eyes again.

Glare burst across her vision.

She blinked three, four, five times, trying to focus. She squinted.

Nobody.

She was alone. And she was on the fricking moon.

She gulped in air and coughed again and again, her heart hammering. On the side of the moon being fried by the sun.

Not the moon. Use your head, Alex.

She couldn’t be on the moon and still breathing without one of those bobblehead helmets and Pillsbury Doughboy space suits.

Not fire, not the moon.

Sun beating down, reflected sun radiating up.

And not a drop of sunscreen.

She had more immediate problems.

Starting with no phone.

When she was told to report to the headmaster’s office, she was in the library. Making sure she wasn’t observed, she dropped her backpack behind a row of books on Tudor England and nudged the spines straight.

It seemed a good move at the time, since the backpack held her journal. No backpack meant no journal Headmaster Auster or Headmistress Lalane could read, including not so complimentary thoughts about Gray Cliffs Academy.

Not such a good move now, huh, Smart Girl. No backpack, no phone, no power bars, no bottled water, no sunglasses.

She peeled off her Gray Cliffs Academy blazer. Using it like the most awkward visor ever, she held it over her head to shield her eyes and see something, anything.

In front of her stretched horizontal slabs of rock, here and there broken by rock eruptions frozen in erratic shapes. As she turned, she saw one with a void roughly in its center like a bull’s-eye. Around it rose stubby rock pillars.

Irregular grooves cut into horizontal rocks, like water caused. But no water had been here lately, going by the few brown or gray skeletons of plants.

Alone. No water. No food. No way to get help.

Don’t panic. It’s a waste of energy.

That was Dad in her head.

I’m not panicking.

Much.

Take stock. Assess the situation. Assess your surroundings. Assess the possibilities. Only then do you act.

How many times had she heard that on yet another family camping trip? Heck, he said it when they couldn’t find the family van in a parking lot.

I’m taking stock, Dad.

Continuing to her right was more of the same. Then, a ridge of rock looked as if it gave way to a drop-off.

Twisting to look behind her and—

“Holy crap.” She dropped the blazer visor. Blinding glare returned. She grabbed at the blazer, turning it mostly upside down before dragging it into place.

Mountains.

Huge, sharp, abrupt mountains, rising and rising, and then rolling off in irregular lines.

If these were the mountains near Grey Cliffs Academy, she’d know where she was. Sort of, since she’d only arrived in the fall, a senior outsider who didn’t fit any better at GCA than in her hometown.

But these mountains were spikier and more extensive than the ones near GCA. And these mountains gave off the water vibes of streams, rivers, lakes. Not of oceans, sounds, bays, like GCA.

Stupid.

Mountains giving off water vibes? Right.

Be normal.

She concentrated on the mountains.

“The Rockies.”

The name came out between parched lips. She licked them. They instantly redried, making them even drier. She needed water. And lip gloss.

Recognizing them as the Rockies wouldn’t help her get back anyway, since they were really, really far from Gray Cliffs Academy.

A swell of something shimmered through her. She needed to get back to Gray Cliffs Academy. She didn’t know why — she wasn’t exactly Ms. School Spirit.

If there hadn’t been a distraction right then, the pressure in her eyes would have turned into yet another outbreak of her personal plague.

A faint sound, like something sliding.

Then a light-colored shape rose over the ridge.

It dropped out of sight, rose again, retreated, rose higher, all in a peculiar rhythm. Light-colored cloth covering a head? A person? But how tall would the person have to be for its head to be that far off the ground?

She squinted. It was a head.

A face peered out from under an old-fashioned sun bonnet covered by folds of cloth worn like Lawrence of Arabia in that old movie.

A new head showed above the ridge. An animal’s, with short, rounded, furry ears. It appeared, disappeared, then appeared higher. It was climbing, carrying first the head — Please let there be more than a head. And then the rest of the animal’s head came into view.

Alex sucked in hot air and stepped back.

A camel?

In the Rockies?

When they’d visited Yellowstone Park years ago, she’d swear her father and brother read aloud every single factoid on every single kind of wildlife in the Rockies. She forgot most, but she’d remember camels . . . wouldn’t she?

“Halt. Or I will shoot.” The first head had a voice. A girl’s threatening voice.

Alex halted.

The camel came fully into view, hump and all, topped by the girl-voiced figure wrapped in sheets the same color as the camel. The animal’s color was thanks to genetics. The sheets achieved that hue from close contact with dirt, judging by the streaks.

“What are you doing here?” the threatening girl asked.

The harsh demand rubbed at Alex. That’s my question, Camel Girl. Right after, Where the hell is “here”?

She forced herself to calm.

“I, uh, I need help. Please, can you take me to the nearest town?”

Silence met that request.

She lowered her aim.

“A phone. Anyplace with a phone would be great. And water? I’d really like some water. Maybe a shower.” Fresh clothes wouldn’t hurt. But she wouldn’t push.

Gray Cliff’s uniform was not cut out for fire and rocks. Especially the stupid skirt. If she had the pants on, at least her phone would be in her pocket. Instead, she’d gotten ink on the pants yesterday, so she’d worn the skirt and stashed her phone in her backpack.

Alex took a step. “A phone—”

A point showed in the folds of the sheets. “I’ll shoot. Stay back.”

This girl threatened her if she backed up, threatened her if she stepped forward. Was she allowed to breathe? Something unfamiliar bubbled up in Alex.

“Shoot with what? Your finger?” She never mouthed off. Ever. Think it, yeah. Say it out loud, no. Yet, here she was telling Camel Girl, “You think I don’t know that’s your finger? Besides, if you had a gun, you wouldn’t shoot it through your clothes.”

The sheets shifted and the tip of an arrow emerged, followed by what looked like a miniature crossbow.

“Not through my clothes. Through yours. Through you.”

“Why?” That same old question. The one she wanted to howl at the universe when the empty ache that made no sense welled inside her, when the gift she didn’t want pulled another crappy trick on her, when frustration at . . . everything . . . rose up so strong she couldn’t breathe. “Why?”

Clearly unmoved, the girl said, “I don’t know you.”

“That’s easy. What’s your name? Mine’s—”

“I don’t want to know you.”

Encircled by darkness, hurtling through lightning, landing on fire — it all boiled over. “Well, then go, just leave me here to die, Camel Girl.”

The reins on the camel tugged sharply to turn it. The animal seemed to resist. Camel Girl pulled harder, until the camel’s head was nearly back to its shoulder. The camel turned, and in three steps camel and girl were out of sight.

Alex was alone again.

Like always.


CHAPTER THREE


Alex faced the sun, already behind the mountains’ highest ridge. Darkening bands of color blended with the purple mountains until it appeared the peaks had grown taller.

When the camel and girl disappeared, she’d stood still an instant, then surged forward, almost tumbling over the edge of the ridge.

Animal and girl were well below her, angling down the sharp slope.

“Wait. Please.”

No answer.

“Please.”

No answer.

“I’ll— I’ll hurt you if you don’t come back.”

“With what? Tears?”

The girl didn’t even look up. The camel did, but it also kept moving away.

Damned tears.

Why did they come when she least wanted them? Why did Camel Girl have to see them?

But Camel Girl did Alex one small favor. She woke her up.

Like Dad said, take stock.

What if other people were around who were even less friendly than Camel Girl. Hard as that was to imagine.

She patted her blazer’s pockets. Flat.

She dug around in them. Nothing, except a hole. Great.

Think, Alex, think. What could she use to protect herself?

Duh.

Rocks.

She chose those small enough to hold yet big enough to do damage. For once she wished one of her brother Ethan’s lacrosse sticks was lying around. She could heave a rock harder with one of those.

She created three piles, so she’d have reserves.

As she worked, she was aware of the sun dropping rapidly, taking the heat along with it. Unless she figured out how to burn rocks, stones, or dust, she was out of luck for starting a fire. Plus, there was the question she didn’t want to dwell on: Would a fire attract the wrong kind of attention?

Then the sun was gone, leaving ever fainter light.

She kept gathering.

She felt a shiver at turning her back on the swallowing dark, but facing it wouldn’t stop it. Might as well drink in the remaining light.

Drink . . . oh, she wanted a drink. But there was no sign of water and the few clouds around the mountains were too far away for her to beckon.

If that even worked anymore.

Come morning, she would walk toward the mountains, hoping to get close enough to clouds to try to use her . . . gift.

Her mouth twisted.

There’d been murmurs among some GCA students about a test at the end of the school year. A “trial.” Completely different from their regular finals. Completely different, period.

“Headmaster Auster? Headmistress Lalane?” she said. “If this is a test, I’ll take my failing grade now, thank you.”

Nothing.

Tears came into her eyes, a damned faucet she couldn’t control. She rubbed the stupid moisture.

But it had already done its harm. When she looked up again there was only dark.


CHAPTER FOUR


The cold rushed in, burrowing beneath her clothes, under her hair, around her neck.

She slid her hands into the opposite cuffs of her jacket. That helped for a moment.

The moment passed. The cold continued.

The earth scorched all day by the sun must hold some warmth.

She spread her blazer next to her first pile of rocks, sat, bent her knees, and wrapped her arms around them and her uniform skirt.

Cold sliced between the back of her legs and the earth. She switched to cross-legged, hands again in opposite cuffs, arms over her head, trying to concentrate her body warmth.

She slept a little. Because when she awoke, she was aware the ground had lost all warmth. The only source of warmth now was her breath within the cocoon of her body.

Something scurried across the dry earth. It crashed into her back, then bounced away.

She jolted upright, swinging away from it — whatever it was.

Breathing hard, she forced herself to stop.

She’d moved away from the contact. How far? She had no idea. She’d spun, too. She didn’t know if she still faced where the sun would rise.

Worse, far worse, she realized when she lowered herself to the ground, she’d moved away from her rock piles. She felt for them. She scooted in the direction she thought she’d been, reaching farther.

No rocks.

Forcing her breathing to steadiness, she ignored that she couldn’t do the same to her heartbeat.

She curled back into the small-as-possible position.

She’d lost every bit of built-up warmth. This patch of ground was stone cold — and truly littered with stones. She picked them out from under her, creating a mini pile. Better than nothing.

How long before the sun rose?

She looked to the sky. She was no astronomer, but there was something . . . odd.

No stars. Not one. How could that be?

She shivered, not knowing if it was from the missing stars or the cold.

Dig.

She stilled at the word.

Despite her cracked lips, a hoarse, “What?” came out. Not a good question. She’d understood the one-word instruction. She just didn’t believe it.

Dig.

She lifted her head. “Who said that?” A better question.

I did.

She looked around, saw nothing but dark. “Who?”

No answer this time. Perhaps you only got one chance at each question. Perhaps the answerer left, like the hostile girl.

Illogical panic rose.

“Where? Where should I dig?” Alex asked loudly.

Down.

Big help.

She almost snarked that aloud. Instead, she produced a wavery, “But . . .”

Was digging any worse than sitting still and being cold?

What can it hurt?

One problem. She had no tools.

She looked toward her hands, knowing they were there because she felt them resting on her thighs, still tucked in opposite sleeves.

One problem solved. Sort of.

The top layer of earth brushed aside with a sweep of her hands. The next layer was hard. Her curled fingers couldn’t get any purchase in it.

Using the side of her hand, she chopped at it over and over. Gradually, reluctantly, the solid surface broke into pieces to brush aside.

Then back to chopping. Rough grains tore at her skin, one stuck at the fold beside her little finger’s second knuckle. When she brought down her hand, it drove in the grain.

Yanking back her hand she said a word she didn’t usually use. By feel, she pried the grain out, then sucked on the spot. The sting snapped her upright.

After that, she alternated chopping. Left hand until it hurt too much to continue, right hand until it hurt too much to continue. The right hand did a better job but throbbed.

Did pain make her hand warm? She spread her palm in the indentation she’d created.

No. This was real warmth that pulsed up her arm. She worked harder, faster, until she had a shallow burrow where she curled up. She pulled the blazer over her like the roof of a tent.

Warmth.


CHAPTER FIVE


The soft sliding sound woke her.

She shifted the blazer to see out but kept her head down. There was some light now. Moonlight. Without moving anything else, she reached to each side of her for stones.

The sound changed. Camel footsteps? That was a guess based on hearing them once.

“Are you alive?” a low voice asked. Not the girl. Where her voice was harsh and suspicious, this was even, friendly, and male.

“I don’t know.” She wasn’t sure the words came out loud enough for anyone to hear.

But he did.

“Then you are. I believe you know when you are dead.” The voice was very calm. “I am Kel of the Unit Nines. Here, sit up.” The blazer was pulled back from her. “Drink a little of this.”

Drink.

It could be a trick. A— There was liquid at her lips. Not cool, not entirely clear, yet familiar. Water.

“Slow,” he said, so low she strained to hear. “Slow. Better?”

“Yes, thank you.” But manners didn’t hold out when moonlight caught the figure of the same be-robed girl. “Her? She left me out here.”

The girl stood a few feet away, near the camel — or a camel. “Why shouldn’t I leave you? I don’t know who you are, why you’re here. Besides, you told me to leave.”

“To leave me to die. I didn’t think you would.”

“Then why say it?”

“It’s . . . it’s hyperbole.”

“Bah.” The girl turned away. “Stupid to say what you don’t mean.”

“Ria should not have done such a thing.” The male spoke with a slight accent. It reminded her of Mike, a guy at Gray Cliffs.

Maybe anyone who spoke with a slight accent would remind her of him.

Only because she wished she was at Gray Cliffs right now, and he was part of the school.

Be honest, Alex.

All right. Also because she’d had a crush on Mike since speaking a grand total of three words to him. “Hi” after he said hi to her and “Alex Benton” when he asked her name. Then she made inarticulate sounds and ridiculous head jerks to indicate she needed to get to class and fled.

She hadn’t had the nerve to make eye contact with him since.

“I told her she should not have left you,” the calm male voice like Mike’s was saying, “after Appalonia told me what occurred. But you must both keep your voices down.”

“Appalonia?”

He tsked. “Did Ria also fail in her social obligation to make introductions?” He tipped his head toward the camel. “Appalonia, meet— I am sorry. I do not know your name, for Ria is stubborn. I request the honor of your name, please.”

He didn’t sound as much like Mike as she’d thought. He had a very old-fashioned way of speaking.

“What do we need her name for?” grumbled the girl. “She must be a Unit Ten spy. Who else could she be?”

“A Unit Ten spy who comes into the night, into the wildness unprepared? No. That is not the way of Unit Ten.”

“How do we know what their ways are after all the evil they’ve done? Better to dispose of her and be done with it.”

“Please,” she said quickly, addressing him. “Please don’t kill me. My name is Alex—” Odd, she almost gave her full name, which she never used. She started again. “Alex. I’m from Iowa, though I’ve been going to school at Gray Cliffs Academy. On an island off the West Coast. I don’t know anything about Unit Ten.”

“Nothing of the Tens?” Ria scoffed.

But Kel answered, “They once were of us. They broke away. Rebelled. Made enemies of us.”

“Good riddance,” Ria said.

He gave her a slight smile, sad and chiding. “Your hurt is talking.”

“What they did cannot be forgiven.”

Kel stared out to black sky. After a long moment, he sighed, then faced Alex.

“We know of Iowa. As smalls, we study the history of the Other.”

“And I know where this is,” Alex said eagerly. If she connected with him, he might help her get back. “Wyoming, right? The Big Horn Basin leading up to the Rocky Mountains. I remember it — well, not this spot, but this kind of area — from when my family and I drove miles and miles across it to Yellowstone Park.”

The girl’s scowl deepened, but Kel laughed lightly. “What is the yellow stone you drove mules to? Do you speak of the Roche Jaune? That is north. We are in Togwotee. In Nebraska Territory.”

“Nebraska?” Near mountains? No way. And territory? But she wasn’t about to argue with him. He was her only hope. “Uh-huh. Nebraska.”

He inclined his head. “I shall finish the introductions. Appalonia meet Alex Alex.”

“Not twice. Just once. Alex. It’s a nickname, it’s what people always call me.”

“It is my pleasure to meet you, Alex, though I am not a person.”

Alex knew exactly where those words came from, but looked around anyway.

There was no one in sight but the young man, the girl named Ria, and the camel, whose lips were still moving.

Habit pushed out her reply. “Nice to meet you, too.”

A camel. A talking camel.

“Appalonia, will you please check the surroundings?” Kel asked.

The animal paced away from them, stretching its neck out in first one direction, then another, its ears and nose twitching.

She did her best to close her mouth. A talking camel . . .

Could there be something in the water — or was it water? — he gave her? Something that made her hear camels talk?

Worry about that later. Pay attention to this Kel. Was he to be trusted?

Like the girl named Ria, he wore what looked like sheets wrapped around his head, then sweeping to the ground. He was considerably taller and broader shouldered than Ria.

“I, too, am pleased to meet you,” he said, “and to help you. We would take you to our Unit’s settlement. Ria said you requested water and shelter.”

“She could be an enemy,” Ria said sullenly.

“I’m not surprised you have enemies if this is how you treat everyone,” Alex said.

Kel, still crouching beside her, tipped his head back, as if asking the skies for strength, but Alex saw a slight upturn at the corners of his mouth. A nice mouth. Very nice mouth.

Moonlight wasn’t enough to make out details, but the rest of what she saw of his face was also nice.

“We should not remain here. Moonlight will not last. We must go. Appalonia?”

“Nothing. Yet,” the camel said.

She was gaping again. She knew she was.

Kel rose, then reached down, taking her arm to help her rise. Instead of pulling her up, though, he stilled. He looked at her, questioning. “You are not cold.”

“I was. After the sun went down, I was really cold. Something told me to dig.” At the last second, she said something instead of someone.

Still, Ria turned quickly and gave her a narrowed-eye look.

Kel didn’t seem to see that. He smiled at her. “Be glad it did. Be very glad you chose to sit where you did. There are few places in this area where the ground would allow you to dig.”

Like she could take credit. That scurrying thing in the dark had blasted her off her original spot.

“Come, we must return before the moon sets.”

Her legs, too long in the same position, wobbled, but his hands steadied her.

She heard Ria huff out a breath in apparent disgust. Let her sit in one spot for hours and see how she did.

He led her to the camel.

“Appalonia, if you please?”

The animal bent its front legs into a kneeling position, then bent its back legs at two joints before settling into the dust. On either side of its single hump, was a large woven basket. Each basket lacked a front and, inside, she saw a lumpy pillow covering the bottom. A harness wrapped around the camel’s chest, behind its front legs, then around its tail.

During their first encounter, Alex hadn’t noticed, but she realized now Ria had been riding in one of those baskets.

“Ria.” Kel gestured to the far basket.

“I’ll walk.”

“Even your stubbornness would not argue for Appalonia to travel unbalanced.”

“The bags of dirt get the balance close.”

“Appalonia is my camel. Balanced is preferred above close to balanced. You will ride, Ria,” Kel said.

She grimaced, but went to the basket, tucked her robes around her, and sat.

“You should give Alex the canteen as she might still be thirsty,” Appalonia said.

“An excellent point.” Kel handed her the round canteen.

It felt strange between her hands. It took a moment to realize it was wooden.

“Alex.” Kel removed two heavy bags from the remaining basket seat and gestured for her to sit. But when she did, he hesitated. He glanced at her legs, then quickly away. “I fear you will be cold. Perhaps, Ria—?”

“I will not give her my covering.”

“My blazer.” Alex spotted it on the ground where she’d dropped it. “That’ll keep me warm.”

Kel looked at her in question.

She pointed. “My jacket.”

“Ah,” he picked it up and brought it to her.

She shook it to remove dust, without much success. While she wrapped it around her legs, securing it by tying the arms around her knees, Kel poured three-quarters of the contents of each bag onto the ground. Then he hooked one to the side of her basket.

“Good, Appalonia?”

“Less. Less.” Kel emptied one bag and poured out more from the other. But the camel said, “Even less.”

“There will be none left.”

“That is correct,” the camel said. “The baskets are perfectly balanced. Perfectly.”

Kel poured out the last of the dirt, secured the empty bags, and took the camel’s guide rope.

“Lean back,” he instructed.

Before Alex could wonder why, her basket seat tilted backward as Appalonia rose partway up on his front legs, then pitched sharply the opposite way with the unfolding of his back legs, before the final rise from his front knees brought everything even again. Temporarily.

Because when the animal started forward, Alex rocked to one side of her basket, then rolled to the
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