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A stabbing pain jolts me awake.

My neck…the needle, the snake…

No, not a stab. A poke…a poke of cold metal. I lift my head, look around. My silver bracelet. I wear it over the sleeve of my black coveralls, its wide ring circling my right forearm just below my elbow—I must have rolled over in my sleep, laid my neck on the long point that extends from the flat ring down to just behind the back of my wrist.

I’m cold. I’m wet. It’s raining again. Correction: it’s raining still. I was sleeping on the tiny metal deck of a spider cockpit, other people crammed in around me. My thigh is numb—I rolled over onto the combat knife I always have strapped to my leg.

So tired. As uncomfortable as I am, I just want to go back to sleep.

A boy’s voice: “Em, wake up.”

Victor Muller, part of my spider’s three-person crew.

“D’souza spotted them,” he says. “She’s coming.”

That wakes me up for real. If Maria is coming, maybe it’s time to fight.

Finally.

I sit up. Muscles, cramped and stiff. My cold skin feels like it’s made of half-dry clay. Our black coveralls are good at keeping us warm, but in the jungle the dampness always finds a way in.

Ten days of this. Ten days of hiding, without fire or heat, without a hot meal, eating prepackaged food and raw jungle plants. Ten days since I bathed—I want a shower almost as much as I want to catch the Belligerents. I want to lie on my couch, Bishop’s arms around me as I watch the jungle from afar, not from within it.

I miss him. I miss his eyes, his hair and his smile. I miss the very smell of him. If we’re able to force our enemy to battle—and that is a very big if—I might be hurt in the fighting. Possibly even killed. Before I left, he told me he loves me.

Did I tell him the same thing?

I think I did. Yes, I must have.

You would have told O’Malley, and you know it.

Well, hello, Annoying Little Voice. How nice of you to show up now.

Annoying Little Voice always wants me to second-guess myself, to doubt my decisions. It always seems to think things would be better now if they’d gone a different way then. If I’d made different choices. If I’d had stronger self-control. I hate that damn voice.

Wiping the last of the sleep from my eyes, I reach up and grab the armored ridge that surrounds the cockpit. I stand, slowly, careful to not jostle the branches that hide our position.

The twin moons of Omeyocan—one bluish, one maroon—shine through sparse cloud cover. In the daytime, this jungle is bright with yellow leaves, brown tree trunks and long blue vine stems. At night, everything is a blue-purple shade of gray. The plants gleam with wetness.

Spingate still insists on calling our machines “pentapods,” but no one listens to her about that. To us, they are spiders. Five-legged, yes, but spiders all the same. The machines are meant for a two-person crew: driver and cannon operator. We use them with crews of three, adding one person who can fire with whatever weapon they have at hand. Three makes for close quarters. The cockpit is open-air. No glowing holograms here—all the controls are manual, built to last a thousand years, to take a real beating and keep on working. A waist-high, horseshoe-shaped armored ridge surrounds the cockpit, protects us from bullets and musket balls. The ends of the horseshoe blend into the cockpit’s rear wall, which comes up to my sternum. If I stand straight, I can rest my arms on the spider’s sloping back and fire my bracelet at whatever is behind us.

We’ve repainted the spiders to cover up centuries of superficial damage. Each one has black numbers on the sides (ours is 05), while most of the shell is dark yellow with jagged stripes of brown and blue—the colors of the jungle. When the machines work correctly, they blend in well. Of course, they’re all a couple of centuries old, so they don’t work correctly all that much. Parts often clatter and gears frequently grind, making unmistakable noise. We do our best to fix those problems when they come up.

There are two legs in front, two on the sides—one each below where the armored ridge blends into the back wall—and one leg in the rear. The three-jointed legs all end in hard, sharp points, which can slice right through any enemy unfortunate enough to be in our way.

I ride in the cockpit’s right side. Yoshiko Bawden, the driver, is on my left, in the middle. She’s a tall, muscular circle-star who thinks it’s funny to make fake burp sounds. When she’s not being crude, though, she is a fierce warrior. She’s always kept her black hair shaved down. Before we began this campaign, she had some of her fellow circle-stars tattoo the word KILLER on the right side of her head. She has a pitchfork strapped across her back and a bracelet on her right arm over her coveralls. She used to use an axe, like Bishop does, but she prefers the pitchfork for jungle fighting. I have known her almost since I first woke up. I’m so grateful to have her as part of my crew.

“Little” Victor Muller is on Bawden’s left, where he mans the beam-cannon. He’s not little anymore, though. When the circle-star came out of his coffin, I was a bit taller than he was. Now my eyes come up to his chin. He’s added muscle as well. He’s not as thick as Bishop, probably never will be. Victor has the same wiry frame my friend Coyotl had—long, lean, athletic. Victor wears a bracelet on his right arm. In his hands, he holds a spear. Not my spear, of course, but one that looks close to it. A repeating rifle is slung over his back, black barrel and the black loop lever that lets him reload it with a flick of his hand gleaming from a recent cleaning and oiling. Victor has become one of our best warriors, almost as skilled as Farrar, Bishop and Bawden, who are all fully grown.

I am brave enough to fight, but I’m not stupid—I want people in my crew who can protect me. I’d rather have Bishop instead of Victor, of course, but right now it’s more important to our people that Bishop remains back in Uchmal.

The lower half of our spider is buried in the jungle floor, the upper half covered in branches and vines. Sometimes you hunt your enemy—but only if you can find them. When you can’t, your best bet is to set a trap and hope your enemy falls into it.

It looks like they finally have.

A light rustling from the jungle in front of us. I see what looks like a thick, yellowish snake rise from the underbrush and move toward us. The furry snake ends in wicked, hooked pincers that can snap together so hard they’ll damn near cut a person in two.

A few meters away, the full animal rises up from the underbrush. A year ago, the sight of this predator would have scared me half to death. Now? It only scares me a quarter of the way.

When I first saw these creatures, I didn’t have the memories or words to describe them. It’s still hard. Different people have remembered different things at different times, filling my head with images of animals that Matilda only read about in books. The heavy body of a bear. The thick trunk of an elephant. Below where the trunk connects to the head is a piranha’s dagger-toothed mouth. Claws of a tiger. All of it covered in brown-striped yellow fur. Heavy plates of mottled yellow bone on its chest. Three beady black eyes in a line on each side of the head, which is also plated in yellow bone.

On the back of this beast, on a saddle made of tough leather, sits Maria D’souza, a fellow “empty.”

She took to calling the big predators hurukans. We’re not sure where that word comes from, but as soon as any of us heard it, we agreed it was the perfect name.

“Hail, Em,” Maria says. “Guthana, Yalani.”

Maria greets me first in English, then in the Springer language. She always wants the Springer fighters in her squad to know I am in charge—Yalani means “leader.”

“Hail, Maria,” I say. “You’ve found them?”

She nods. “The Belligerents are coming from the east, closing in on the cornfield. I have the Creepers circling behind them to cut off any escape. Barkah and his infantry battalion are positioned to the north as a reserve, per your orders.”

Cornfield sounds a bit grand for our sickly crop, but we have invested countless hours getting it to grow.

“How many Belligerents?” I ask.

“Maybe a hundred,” Maria says. “All on foot. No cavalry of any kind.”

“Excellent. Where do you want us?”

Maria points north.

“Straight ahead, Yalani. My squad will attack from the southwest. When you strike, we’ll be on your left flank.”

Atop the 650-kilo hurukan she calls Fenrir, Maria is a striking figure. She wears cloth strips of yellow, green and blue, just like the Springer warriors. Vine juice and dirt cover her brown skin, helping her blend into the jungle. She has a half-dozen knives strapped to her body and a repeating rifle slung across her back. When the violence began months ago, I offered her one of our precious bracelets. She declined. She chooses to use the same weapon as the Springers in her cavalry squads.

The snake-wolves are the top predators of this world. As far as we can tell, they kill and eat everything they see. That included the Springers. Then came Maria, who somehow learned how to not only capture the beasts, but tame them as well. She’s trained others to do the same.

Mounted atop her monster, Maria D’souza has become a death goddess of the jungle. She has killed more enemy soldiers than anyone. Except for Farrar, of course, but that’s why we used him as bait.

We used to think Barkah controlled all the Springers on Omeyocan. We were wrong. There are four main tribes that we know of. Barkah’s tribe, the Malbinti, claims the areas around Uchmal. The Khochin are far to the south of our city. The Podakra are just a day’s ride to the west. The largest tribe of all, the Galanak, fill the jungle to the northeast.

“Belligerents” is what we’ve come to call the Springers that attack us at every turn. We haven’t taken any alive yet, but based on the clothing of those we killed in battle they have members from all four known tribes, including the Malbinti. Barkah doesn’t know why some of his people joined them.

The Belligerents don’t have uniforms, but they do have one unifying element. In addition to the jungle rags of blue, yellow and green, they all wear at least one bit of red.

Red—the same color as the robes Aramovsky wore, as the robes in the carvings on the Observatory.

In the past few months, the Belligerents have been burning our crops, attacking us when we go outside the walls. Whatever their reasons, the Belligerents are aggressive and trying to kill my people.

I can’t allow that to continue.

“Get into position,” I say to Maria. “We attack immediately.”

Maria and Fenrir vanish into the jungle with barely a sound. How something that big can move so quietly, I have no idea.

“Finally,” Bawden says. “Those bug-eyed bastards can’t escape this time.”

I give her a short glance. Bawden was close with J. York, a circle boy who was killed by Belligerents a few months ago. Bawden wants revenge. Too many of my people want revenge.

“Our allies are also bug-eyed bastards,” I say. “Do you forget that? Or do you want to cuss at the people who are fighting on our side?”

Bawden answers with only a belch, which makes Victor laugh.

I’ll never understand circle-stars.

“Clear away the brush,” I say. “We go now.”

Victor and Bawden toss aside our cover of branches. My spear is held by a bracket mounted on the cockpit’s rear wall. I yank the spear free, then raise it high and circle it in the air—the signal for my platoon to move out. Branches rustle around us as two other spider crews clear them away and prepare to leave. A dozen young circle-stars silently rise up from hidden places in the underbrush. They wear black coveralls, like me, but are wrapped in vines, their faces and hair smeared with dark mud. They make ready to march, make ready to fight.

Including me, my platoon has twenty-one humans: nine on spiderback, twelve on foot. Maria’s squad—“D’souza’s Demons”—has three snake-wolves and their riders, along with eighteen Springers on foot. Squad Two—called “the Creepers” and led by Lahfah, Barkah’s mate—has the same numbers as D’souza’s Demons. That means we’ll attack with a combination of sixty-three troops, three spiders and six snake-wolves. We’re slightly outnumbered, but technology is on our side. And in reserve, we have two hundred Springers led by Barkah himself. I almost feel sorry for the Belligerents we’re about to attack.

Almost.

“Bawden, lead us out.”

She does. Our spider rises up, the cockpit now four meters above the jungle floor. Mud drips down from the dented yellow shell and the black 05 painted on either side.

We march to battle.

—

The Belligerents like to hit and run. They never fight in the open. When they started attacking our people, our crops, Barkah’s patrols and his new city of Schechak, we would ride our spiders out from Uchmal to fight them. But as fast as the spiders are, by the time we reached the conflict the Belligerents had already melted into the jungle, leaving bodies and carnage behind.

Just over a year ago, Aramovsky led our people to war with Barkah’s father, the former Springer king. The battle was brief but bloody. Barkah and I brought our two peoples together. We made peace. While some hatred and distrust remained between our two races, we worked hard to coexist, to learn from each other so that both cultures could flourish and grow.

Other than a few scuffles, there was little trouble.

But six months ago, that started to change.

Barkah’s people started to confront us. Verbally at first, then arguments turned to fistfights. Then knife fights. My people—and Barkah’s—started getting hurt. Barkah and I both punished the aggressors, trying to set an example that hate would not be tolerated.

It’s not just the Springers who are changing. My people have grown steadily angrier. More vocal about making Uchmal “human-only,” about driving all Springers out of the jungle around our city. Whenever I hear this talk, I shut it down—as do Bishop, Borjigin and many others—but these hateful feelings are gaining momentum.

We initially blamed our own increased hostility on the stress and anxiety caused by three starships closing in on Omeyocan. The first of those will reach orbit any day now, Spingate tells me. We don’t know what these aliens want. We don’t know where they came from. We have to assume they’re coming to kill us, bringing death just as our Xolotl brought death to the Springers.

Now, however, I don’t think the approaching starships are the reason for these troubles. As a people, our attitudes have shifted too far, too fast—and the presence of those ships wouldn’t explain why the Springers have become more violent. I’m at a loss to explain what is happening to all of us.

Before the Birthday Children arrived, all Springers lived underground. It was the only way they survived the endless attacks of roaming spiders, machines still following commands given to them centuries ago. Since Barkah and I made peace—and since I stopped the spiders from ravaging the countryside—most of his tribe now lives in Schechak, the first aboveground city his species has had in at least two hundred years.

As more Springers move into that city, they have abandoned the underground villages and endless tunnels surrounding Uchmal. The Belligerents have made good use of these hidey-holes. Once the terrorists are out of sight, it’s nearly impossible to find them again.

That’s why we had to stay hidden for days, suffering through the pouring rain, freezing our butts off—so we could catch them aboveground. We have to hit them with force before they can slither beneath the surface like the worms they are.

It frustrates me to no end that we spend so much time trying to defeat the Belligerents. Three alien ships are coming to Omeyocan, which means the beings already on this planet should be working together to create a common defense. But instead, we fight among ourselves. Diplomacy is complicated; fighting is simple. I guiltily admit to myself that part of me—a big part—is excited this battle has come. Maybe we can eliminate our enemy, then Barkah and I can concentrate our energies on the larger threat yet to come.

The Annoying Little Voice creeps up again: It’s too late for that. If you were a better leader, you’d have unified everyone already. I smile to myself as I put that voice in its place, lock it into the shadowy back room of my mind—something I seem to be able to do only when it’s time to fight.

Bawden guides our spider through the jungle. Behind us are two more spiders and a dozen tireless young circle-stars armed with bracelets, rifles and their handheld weapon of choice. Somewhere off to my left, D’souza’s Demons are moving in as well.

I smell smoke: our corn crop, burning.

The Belligerents have eluded me for months, but now they’ve taken the bait.

We have them.

I rotate my right hand sharply left, then right, the hard twitch that activates my bracelet. I feel a vibration as the weapon powers up. The white stone at the base of its long point starts to glow with a soft light.

“Bawden, keep moving forward, quietly,” I say. “Victor, get ready, see if we can take out their lookouts before they sound a warning.”

I didn’t think the corn crop was enough bait by itself, so I ordered Farrar to build a small outpost right in the middle of the field. The presence of the outpost means that the Belligerents have to bring a larger force if they want to destroy it. But the outpost isn’t the real bait—Farrar is.

Among Barkah’s tribe and the Belligerents both, Farrar has come to be known as meh ahn nahak. Loosely translated, it means “the digger of graves.” Many jungle battles result in hand-to-hand combat, where Farrar is deadly with his preferred weapon—a long-handled shovel sharpened to a razor’s edge. He’s almost as big as Bishop, and his skin is nearly as black as that of the Grownups. Even from a distance, Farrar is an instantly recognizable figure. I had hoped his presence might be too much for our enemy to resist.

That meant, though, putting him and his squad of five young circle-stars in significant danger. This is war, and those are the chances a leader has to take to catch an enemy that refuses to stand and fight. Now that the trap has been sprung, all Farrar and his squad have to do is hunker down and survive the next few minutes.

Our spider quietly steps through the underbrush, a stalking predator worthy of its namesake. Victor rolls out his neck, loosening up for the coming battle. He unslings his rifle, raises the stock to his shoulder and scans the jungle. His bracelet is a more powerful weapon, but he can fire eight rifle rounds in the time it takes the bracelet to recharge for a second shot.

The rifles are made in Schechak’s new factories. At first, the Springers used muskets against us. Muskets have to be reloaded after every shot, while the more accurate rifles can fire ten times before reloading. Victor is probably our best marksman, although Maria is close—she can hit a bull’s-eye from fifty meters away while the hurukan beneath her tears through the jungle at a full gallop.

Me? I’ll stick with the bracelet. Rifles kick too much. They hurt my shoulder.

“Coming up on the clearing,” Bawden says.

I raise my spear, point it right, then left, telling the trailing spiders to fan out. Spider 04 goes right, 02 goes left.

The crescent-shaped clearing. The same place where Aramovsky led my people against the Springers. That battle created too many corpses on both sides for us to completely forgive each other. That’s why I chose the clearing as a site to grow crops. I hoped that if we could turn a place of death into a cradle of life, the memories of that battle might fade a bit faster. It seemed to work for those first six months. Now the Belligerents constantly attack our crops. They don’t want the field of death to grow over—hate is the only crop they want to harvest.

Filtering through the jungle, I hear the unmistakable sounds of war. Rifle fire, echoing musket reports, the telltale hiss of bracelet beams lashing out.

The battle has begun.

“Bawden,” I say, “take us to full speed!”

I grip the armored ridge with one hand. We lurch forward, the need for silence forgotten. I duck down to avoid the branches and snagging vines that slap against the metal shell. The two flanking spiders will match our speed. We’ll pull ahead of our foot soldiers, but I don’t have a choice—if we don’t close quickly, the Belligerents could either escape or overrun Farrar and his squad.

Through the dark jungle, I see the bright glow of flames. Our spider bursts from the trees and into the clearing. Our carefully tended field of corn is a sea of writhing orange.

We’ve surprised several Belligerents. At the sight of our powerful machines, they flee, flames silhouetting their graceful movements. Strong legs launch the Springers in powerful leaps, long tails trailing behind to balance out their thick bodies. Firelight reflects off their three eyes. Wide toad-mouths bark out what might be commands, might be screams of panic.

Victor slings his rifle and grasps the cannon controls. I wish we didn’t have to use this horrible weapon, but the Belligerents are destroying our crops, attacking us, killing us.

I duck down, so that only my head and shoulders are above the protective ridge. I straighten my bracelet arm, find a target, and give the order.

“Fire!”

I flick my fingers forward. A beam of white light lances out from my bracelet’s long point, ripping toward the closest Belligerent—I miss.

Victor does not. The cannon’s beam is larger than mine, glows so bright it seems to dim the flames. The beam hits a leaping Springer, blasting the living creature into a hundred bits of smoking meat and bone.

Beam-cannon fire lashes out from my left and right, tearing up thick chunks of dirt. Flaming corn spins away in pinwheeling clouds of sparks.

I hear the terrified, pain-filled screams of our enemy.

But I also hear muskets boom and rifles crack, see cones of flame flicking from the dark, there one second, then gone the next. One of those cones flares up just to my right: I pivot in place, as Bishop showed me, squaring my shoulders toward the target. At first I see nothing but smoke and flame, then movement, a hopping Springer silhouetted against burning corn.

I fire.

White light catches the Springer in midair. Over the roar of the flames and the bursts of weapons fire, I hear it shriek in the split second before it is torn in half.

This is not the first time I’ve killed.

It won’t be the last.

The few Belligerents we can see realize they are cut off from the jungle. They scatter along the edge of the flames, rushing to my left. Big mistake. I hear the growling howls of snake-wolves, then D’souza’s Demons rip from the darkness and into the flickering light. She stands in her saddle, rifle tight to her shoulder, her knees bending in time with her mount’s galloping stride. She fires: I see a Springer go down.

Her mount overruns a fleeing Belligerent. The snake trunk snaps forward. Pincers slam shut on the poor creature, bony points punching through cloth and flesh. The trunk curls up, raising the Springer high before whipping it down so fast that bones shatter on impact.

Bawden slows our spider. We stop at the edge of the blazing corn crop. I see narrow paths through the flames. The Belligerents cleared space before they set the fires, giving themselves a way to escape where our cavalry could not follow. Smart. But this time, we are smarter.

Far off to my right, I hear rifle fire and hurukan roars echoing over the flames.

“Lahfah’s Creepers,” Victor says. “The Belligerents must have fled and run right into them.”

Bawden unslings her rifle, sights down the barrel and slowly turns left, then right, looking for a target.

“Bastards,” she says. “I hope they all die. Em, some of them could be hiding in the flames. Let me go into those paths and root them out.”

I don’t want any more death if it can be avoided.

“Stay in the spider,” I say. “If we see any Belligerents, try to capture them. A prisoner is more valuable than a corpse.”

From the north, we hear distant rifle cracks. That’s Barkah’s battalion. The Belligerents fled in all directions, and in all directions we were waiting for them.

Our corn burns. There’s no putting out this fire. It would have been better to catch the Belligerents before they set this blaze, but the large crop was part of the bait. When you want something bad enough in life, you have to make sacrifices to get it.

“Movement,” Victor says as he swings the cannon to bear.

I look, see a Springer hop out from the fire. Its jungle rags are smoldering; its three yellow eyes are wide with fear. Its skin is mostly red—it is so young the purple coloration that marks a teenager has barely begun to set in. A child soldier. But a strip of red cloth tied around each arm tells me this “child” is our enemy.

“Hold your fire,” I snap at Victor. To the Springer, I shout: “Gaintox!”

I know very little of the Springer language, but I made sure I learned their word for “surrender.”

The Springer panics, rushes back into the burning cornfield, instantly vanishing behind shimmering flames.

“I’ll kill it,” Bawden shouts as she leaps over the ledge.

I instinctively reach out to grab her, to stop her, but my fingers clutch only empty air.

Victor tilts the spider cannon up, a reaction to keep from accidentally shooting the circle-star woman who hits the ground running. In an instant, he’s over the ridge and chasing her, rifle slung, both hands on his spear.

The circle-stars move so fast I feel like I’m in slow motion. Spear in one hand, I swing over the rail, then descend the built-in ladder rungs. Circle-stars can leap out of the cockpit and not kill themselves, but I’m not engineered for war like they are.

I hear shouts from the other spider crews, and from the circle-star infantry behind me that is finally reaching the clearing, yet there is no time to wait.

What is Bawden doing? She’s never disobeyed an order before. This isn’t like her at all.

I rush into the flames after my people. The narrow path twists and turns through the tall burning corn—I’m instantly lost in a maze of fire. Heat bakes my face and hands, stings my eyes.

Through the shimmering haze, I see Bawden in a small open space where the fire has mostly burned down. She’s smiling, pitchfork in hand as she and the yellow-eyed Springer child soldier circle each other, each step kicking up fresh ash. The Belligerent holds a hatchet in its two-fingered hand. Bawden is at least twice as large as her terrified foe.

From another path, two more Belligerents rush in, the rags tied around their bodies smoldering with small flames. They hold muskets tipped with long bayonets—the sharp metal shimmers with reflected firelight. The hammers of their muskets are not cocked back; the weapons are empty. The Springers are either out of ammo or haven’t had time to reload.

I aim my bracelet, but don’t shoot. My eyes are watering and the heat makes everything shimmer madly—I might hit Bawden. I sprint toward her.

Outnumbered three to one, Bawden attacks. She roars, jabs with the pitchfork. The young Springer flinches in terror, turns away—the sharp pitchfork tines plunge into its back. Before she can pull it free, the second Springer’s bayonet pierces her shoulder. Bawden screams in pain, but grabs the musket barrel—she and her foe struggle for the weapon.

Just as I enter the small space, the third Springer comes straight at me, long hopping steps closing the distance. I raise my arm and flick my fingers. A beam of white light shoots out…

…and misses.

The Springer ducked down and to the left.

The bracelet needs a moment to recharge, something the Springer seems to know.

“Yalani, nahnaw,” it growls: Kill their leader.

It recognizes me.

My enemy lunges forward, bayonet point driving at my belly. I sidestep, sweeping the spear in front of me, knocking the musket aside.

Everything happens so fast. I have a moment to strike, but I hesitate and that moment vanishes. The Springer’s wide mouth curls into a very humanlike, hateful snarl.

Bawden screams again. A snap-glance: the second Springer’s bayonet is buried in her thigh.

We are all so close together, two humans and three Springers, walled in by a circle of flame, locked in a fight to the death.

The burning corn seems to blast apart—Victor bursts into view, startling all of us. Flaming cinders and sparks cling to his black coveralls. A vision of fire and rage, he steps forward and thrusts his spear—the blade punches deep into the guts of Bawden’s attacker. Without a pause he yanks the weapon free and stabs it home again.

A flicker of movement in the corner of my eye is the only warning I get, but it is enough. My attacker thrusts again, driving the bayonet at my face. I flinch and turn: the point slashes my cheek.

Then Victor is there, closing the short distance with two fast steps. The Belligerent turns to face him, but three eyes take in Victor’s bracelet point, aimed right at the wide mouth.

“Gaintox,” Victor says, loud but calm. His stare is steel. His arm and fist are rock-still.

The Springer tosses the musket aside, then kneels in the ash.

The small child soldier, the red-skinned one, lies still, eyes wide open and unmoving. It’s dead. The third rolls in the dirt, hands on its belly, thick fingers smeared with blue blood. I wish I couldn’t hear its wail of pain and fear, but there is no shutting that out.

The fires are fading fast. Tall young corn quickly becomes ankle-high embers.

I hear no more gunfire.

This fight is over.


[image: Two][image: Two]


Morning dawns on Omeyocan. Blurds buzz through air that smells of wetness and mud.

My spider marches on.

Victor drives. Bawden lies on the small deck at our feet, asleep. We stabilized her wounds. Her injuries are bad, but not life-threatening—she’ll be all right once we get her into Smith’s medical coffins.

We have a guest crammed into the cockpit with us: none other than Barkah, the Springer king. He’s on my left, pressed in between me and Bawden. I smell the burned-toast scent that has become so common I almost never notice it unless I’m very near a member of his species.

Gone are the jungle-colored rags he wore when we first met. His orange jacket is smooth and wrinkle-free, dotted with intricate patterns of colored glass. I think the orange clashes with his reddish-purple skin, but we’ve found that Springers’ taste in fashion is far different from ours.

Barkah lost his middle eye in our fight with Matilda and her Grownups. He wears a patch over it: orange, made from the same fabric as his coat. The two eyes that remain are a pretty shade of emerald green.

An intricate copper plate hangs from his thick neck. The Springer equivalent of a crown, it marks him as royalty. The polished metal gleams in the reddish morning sun. Everything about Barkah now seems polished. He is so different from when I first met him in the jungle.

This road, too, is different from when I first saw it. It was a footpath through the trees and vines, so narrow you felt leaves brush against you on both sides. Now it is wide, cleared of plants. The surface is an uneven mishmash of dirt, stone, gravel and flat bits of broken buildings. While it is a far cry from the highways of Matilda’s memories, this is the greatest road Omeyocan’s jungle has seen in at least two centuries.

Trees rise up on either side, as do the shattered, vine-covered buildings of the once-massive Springer city. The ruins are vast. No matter how much progress we make, they will be here for centuries to come.

My spider marches in a long column made up of the two other spiders in my platoon, our circle-star infantry, D’souza’s snake-wolves, and Farrar’s squad, which has a place of honor directly behind Barkah and me. A few of Farrar’s circle-stars suffered wounds when the Belligerents attacked, but our trap closed so quickly that they didn’t have to fight for long.

Shockingly, we didn’t lose a single person. Luck? Superior tactics? Superior weapons? I don’t really care which, I’m just happy that we don’t have to dig yet another grave.

Barkah’s foot soldiers march with us as well, two long lines that flank the fifteen Belligerents who survived the battle. Each prisoner wears one of those telltale strips of red cloth somewhere on its body. Most of the prisoners are wounded.

I glance at Victor. His face and hands are dotted with burns. Our coveralls are flameproof—another legacy left by the Grownups—but there was no protection for his exposed skin. Some of the dirty-blond hair on the right side of his head is gone, replaced by a red and black burn. It looks painful. If it is, Victor shows no sign.

He fought flawlessly. Fast and efficient, no wasted movement. He killed one Springer, yes, but took a prisoner, as I requested. Not only can he fight, he follows orders. Unlike Bawden. She ignored my commands, almost got herself killed, almost got me killed. It’s just not like her.

I’ll let Bishop figure out what to do about her actions. He’s in charge of our “military,” what little of it there is.

Bishop. I haven’t seen him in over a week. I can’t wait to see him again.

Victor notices me looking his way.

He smiles. “You were amazing, Em.”

I laugh. “Me? You should have seen yourself.”

“You were in danger,” he says. “I’d do anything to protect you. Anything.”

To protect me, Bawden…everyone, probably. Victor is a circle-star, born to defend us all.

“Are you excited to see Zubiri?” I ask. “It’s been ten days since you two were together.”

He shrugs, looks forward. “I suppose. She’s nice, but I think I enjoyed being in the jungle with you more.”

Maybe he’s still excited from the battle. I’ve seen the way Victor and Zubiri adore each other. Once the thrill of the fight has worn off, I know he’ll be ready to spend some time with her.

But the love lives of my people aren’t important at the moment. We fought, we won, and now I need to focus on bigger issues.

I turn to Barkah. “I’ll ask you again—what’s going to happen to the captured Belligerents?”

He snorts, indicating his disgust. The Springers have some very humanlike mannerisms. Or is it that we humans have Springer-like mannerisms?

“They traitors,” he says. “They earn punish.”

A Springer’s wide mouth and thick throat can make more sounds than we can. Chirps and clicks, growls and glassy tones, as well as most of the noises that go into our human words. When Barkah addresses a crowd, his words boom with volume and power. But when he speaks one-on-one, his voice sounds coarse, like spilled gravel.

Barkah has learned English at a frightening pace. Even though he doesn’t have all the words right and has trouble forming sentences, he can carry on full conversations. His grammar is off, but I understand his tone—when he says the word “punish,” he’s excited.

“If you kill them, we won’t know if there are more,” I say. “Or where they’re hiding.”

Barkah laughs, a sound that always reminds me of a boot heel grinding broken glass against stone.

“What they know, I know. They talk.” He frowns, knowing he missed a word. He glances at me. “They will talk.”

We ride on in silence.

Barkah has changed. A year ago he tricked me. His friendship was a ruse, a way for him to kill his father and become king. I knew then to never trust Barkah. I still don’t, but he’s proven to be a good leader for his people. He led them aboveground. He ordered this new city to be built. When he negotiated with me about human-Springer relations, he was always firm, but fair.

Then the fighting between our peoples flared up again.

Since the Belligerents started attacking, I feel like Barkah has become…meaner. I suspect the biggest reason we haven’t taken prisoners so far is because his troops are merciless. Maybe even cruel.

I don’t know what is going to happen to these captured Belligerents. Nothing good, I am sure. I want to take them back with me, put them in the Observatory’s prison cells. There, at least, they would be fed and we could heal their wounds.

But that choice isn’t mine to make.

I’ve already tried to pressure Barkah into turning the prisoners over to us. That made him angry. Very angry. Right now our two species are cooperating. At least the ones under his control are. If he was to turn his people against us, join with the remaining Belligerents—or even other tribes—and attack Uchmal? We’d be outnumbered at least a thousand to one.

I don’t dare risk our uneasy truce. When it comes to the Springers, what Barkah wants, Barkah gets.

We are entering the small Springer city. Barkah hops up on the spider’s back, waves Lahfah forward to join us. He is the king and, even though she lives in Uchmal with us, she is his queen—he wants his people in the city to see the royal couple arrive together.

A hurukan trots up beside us, Lahfah atop it. Even though we fought together, she’s been deep in the jungle with her platoon and hasn’t talked to me in days. When our eyes meet, she lets out an oh-so-familiar bellowing laugh that sounds like the tinkling of broken glass.

I killed a living, thinking being only a few hours ago. We buried eighty-three enemy bodies. One of my own almost died. Those things hang heavy on my heart, to be sure, but to lay eyes on my friend makes me all smiles.

“Hem,” Lahfah says. She is as delighted to see me as I am to see her. “Face good?”

“I am fine. Thank you for asking, Lahfah.”

Lahfah has trouble understanding the difference between the words you and face. They seem to mean the same thing to her.

She tried to greet me in my language. I try to do the same for her.

“Nin yawap tallik ginj?”

Lahfah screams with delight. Looks like I said it right for once. How about that? It’s only taken me a year to learn how to say the equivalent of “Do you feel well?” Barkah can converse with any of my people, while the best I can do is manage a few pleasantries with his.

Barkah barks a single, harsh syllable. Lahfah stops laughing. She’s obeying his command, but doesn’t look the least bit upset at his tone. She’s used to it. In that way, their relationship reminds me of the way Spingate treats Gaston.

Part of what makes Barkah an effective leader is knowing what looks impressive. Coming into the city after a successful battle, with prisoners in tow, riding side by side with the human leader on a human war machine? For Springers, it’s hard to get more impressive than that.

That’s why he insisted my troops ride with him into Schechak. He’s the king, but not everyone’s king. The Belligerents are proof of that. Some of his own subjects are among the Belligerent dead and captured.

The wide road we’re on runs through Schechak and then straight on to Uchmal. Such a contrast between the two cities. Uchmal’s vine-covered walls rise high, an intimidating message of strength and accomplishment. In comparison, the Springer city seems like little more than an overpopulated frontier town.

Some of Schechak’s six-sided buildings are new, made from rocks and chunks of ancient buildings mortared together with concrete and even dried mud. Most buildings, though, are repaired ruins. Every building is topped with a pointed, six-sided thatch roof woven from the blue stems of jungle vines. The smaller buildings are houses or shops. Larger buildings have brick smokestacks rising up from the sides. These are the Springers’ new factories, where they weave fabric, cut cloth, forge metal, hammer out tools and weapons or process food.

A year ago, the land that is now Schechak was nothing more than ancient ruins. Springers continue to migrate here from all across Omeyocan. Borjigin tells me that Schechak’s current population is already over five thousand. In another year, how many Springers will live here, only a short march from our own city gate?

The wide road leads through the city. Springers are gathered on either side, packed in deep. They cheer, a crazy yell that sounds a bit too much like Matilda’s memories of croaking toads. Springers lean from the windows of the six-sided brown buildings. Many sit on the blue roofs. All welcome their victorious king back from battle. Music blares, several instruments and several songs all fighting against each other for dominance.

Whenever I visit Schechak, vendors are hawking everything you can think of. This time is no exception. Fabric, clothes, furniture, food, polished glass, raw metal…it’s all for sale. I see vendors in the crowd waving beautiful woven tapestries and detailed paintings, wood and stone carvings so lovely they take my breath away. I’ve traded for many pieces of Springer art that decorate my house. Maybe my people will learn how to make art, but if so that will be many years in the future. For now, the Birthday Children have more than enough real work to keep us busy.

Barkah plays to the crowd. Instead of waving at his people, which humans would do, he tilts his head up in a quick jerky motion. It always makes me think he’s having trouble swallowing something.

A flash of movement overhead makes me flinch. A rock, but not thrown my way. It crashes into the head of a marching Belligerent prisoner, makes the already wounded Springer stumble. More rocks fly out, as do rotten fruit, garbage, sticks and clumps of dirt, hitting and splattering the prisoners.

I wait for the Springer guards on either side to stop the assault. They don’t. I look to Barkah, knowing he won’t let this shameful act continue.

He doesn’t say anything. He stares straight ahead, thrusting his chin up and out at his loving subjects.

“Your Highness,” I say, and this time it’s my tone that carries the meaning, “I remind you, again, that I want to talk to these prisoners. Will any of them still be alive when I come back in a few days?”

Barkah looks at me. His green eyes are piercing, intelligent, calculating.

“Some will live,” he says.

At the city center, the road bends slightly left. When we make that turn, I see a wooden framework, so new some of the lumber sparkles with fresh sap. It’s like a small building without sides. No…it’s a stage.

At the center of that stage, two thick poles stick up, joined together by a long crossbeam. From the crossbeam hangs six ropes, each ending in a noose.

Matilda’s memories flash, define what I see, and I’m horrified: I am looking at a gallows.

I grab the shoulder of Barkah’s fancy orange coat.

“You’re going to execute them?”

Barkah looks at me, then at my hand. I’m suddenly aware that we’re surrounded by thousands of his people. Three spiders, a few snake-wolves and a dozen circle-stars are a dangerous force, but in the middle of the Springer city we would be overwhelmed in seconds.

I let go of his coat, smooth out the fresh wrinkles. I smile warmly at him for the benefit of his watching people.

“Execute,” I say quietly. “Prisoners…nahnaw?”

He looks forward.

“Some will live,” he says again.

I feel a chill inside. It stuns me that I once thought of Barkah as my friend, that we were like-minded individuals. I sought peace—he sought only power. He used me then. He uses me now. He will hang some of the prisoners, make an example of them, show his people what happens if they cross his will.

“You can’t kill them,” I say. “They surrendered.”

His two good eyes blink slowly. His chin juts out, brings cheers from his subjects.

“Not your laws,” he says. “Not your culture.”

He’s being pleasant enough, but his message is clear. Unless I want to start a war, there is nothing I can do. Does respecting another culture mean standing by idly while prisoners are tortured and murdered?

“Barkah, we’re leaving,” I say. “We have to return to Uchmal. Victor, stop and lower.”

Victor stops the spider. The machine lowers until the metal belly clangs against the broken road. Maybe Barkah thought I would drop him off on his gallows, so his people could see how the humans serve him so well, but now they can watch him get out and walk.

I know the Springer king well enough to see he’s not pleased with me. He hops down the street to the gallows as his subjects croak their approval.

“Victor,” I say, “take us home.”
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The Birthday Children march home.

Three five-legged machines, yellow and brown, ridden by teenagers in dirty black coveralls. Six snake-wolves—massive, tawny predators ridden by humans and Springers clothed only in strips of fabric that help them fade into the foliage. On foot, some two dozen rifle-carrying Springers, also wearing jungle rags. Finally, guarding our rear, young humans wearing black coveralls and wrapped in vines, rifles slung over their shoulders. Some of them carry farm tools they use in battle. That strange tradition was born from our initial lack of weapons, yet has persisted long after we were able to arm everyone with spears and knives.

Most of the Springers who fought with us stayed in Schechak. The ones still with us are mostly from D’souza’s units, but a few dozen of Barkah’s soldiers live inside Uchmal’s circular walls, side by side with humans.

In total, our city houses about two hundred Springers. Most are civilians, teenage purples and young reds, studying math, science, medicine and engineering. We also have a handful of purple-blue adults as well as a few pure-blue elderly, who teach us about native plants and animals, the seasons and how to survive them, the places that are rich in metals and minerals, Springer culture and history…all the knowledge of Omeyocan passed down from generation to generation over the centuries.

Uchmal’s vine-covered walls loom before us, much taller than the trees of the jungle ruins. We filled in the holes that Barkah’s people used to crawl under the walls. We rebuilt the Water Gate that blocks anyone from entering the city via the river flowing in from the jungle. Our gates are always closed, always locked from the inside. Hundreds of thousands of Springers live in the jungle ruins around us—we can be friendly, yes, but we also have to be careful.

The most important repair, though, was to several ancient tower cannons. Borjigin and his engineers have fixed four of them so far. These weapons possess terrifying power. As our bracelets are to Springer muskets, the tower cannons are to our bracelets. If the Belligerents—or any other Springer tribe, for that matter, including Barkah’s—ever try to assault our city, the tower cannons will blast them to bits.

Even from outside the walls, I see the massive Observatory rising up from the city center. It is the biggest building in Uchmal. I wonder if it might be the biggest building in all of existence, the biggest that has ever been. It is so tall its shadow stretches beyond the wall and into the jungle.

The road ends at the East Gate. Towers, built into the wall, rise up on either side. One tower flashes with a gleam of reddish light—the morning sun reflecting off a long, silver tower cannon.

“We should be close enough,” Victor says. “Try using the jewel?”

I sigh. “Jewels haven’t worked in a while.”

“I could try, if you like,” he says. “Can I do that for you?”

He’s got that look on his face again—so eager to do something for me.

I pull out a communication jewel from one of my many pockets and hand it over. He nestles it into his ear and taps it twice.

“This is Victor Muller, calling to the East Gate, over?” He waits. I see him squint, trying to listen. “Sorry, can’t understand you. Say again?”

We found the jewels in an Observatory storeroom. They don’t have much range, but from this distance we used to be able to communicate jewel-to-jewel with someone at the gate. Lately, the devices haven’t been working that well. No one knows why.

The East Gate is the same one we went through the first time we left Uchmal to see what the jungle held in store for us. As we approach, the massive metal doors slowly swing outward. They are oiled now and open smoothly, without the piercing metal screeches they once made.

Barkah had thousands of Springers waiting to welcome him home. We have only five humans—two halves, along with three circles.

Borjigin is one of the halves. In the past year, he’s grown taller and even more handsome. He spends most of his time outside, fixing things, which has tanned his skin and sun-bleached the long black hair he wears in a knot atop his head. In one hand he holds his messageboard, the little flat computer he’s never without.

He is one of many who have put away their tough black coveralls in favor of actual clothes. He wears blue pants and a long-sleeved orange shirt. The shirt’s color is so close to that of Barkah’s jacket I assume both garments were made in the same place. Borjigin wears the same shoes as I do, though, as almost everyone does—tough black boots left for us by the Grownups.

Standing with him is Tina Schuster, one of our three young halves. She also holds a messageboard, but wears something very new for my people—a dress. The white cloth fits her nicely, ripples in the same slight breeze that caresses her long blond curls.

Dresses seem so strange. So impractical. Tina is all arms and legs, still growing into her body, but the dress looks pretty on her. I wonder how I would look in one. Would I like it?

More importantly, would Bishop?

As Victor drives our spider through the gate, he points to his ear and shouts down at Borjigin.

“When are you going to fix these stupid jewels?”

Borjigin frowns. “As soon as we figure out what’s wrong with them. It’s not just the jewels”—he holds up the messageboard—“these won’t connect with the Observatory computer unless we’re right next to the building. We’re working on it.” He glances up and down the column entering the city, a worried look on his face. “Where’s Bawden?”

I point toward my feet, where Bawden lies hidden behind the spider’s thick metal ridge.

“She’s down here, wounded but stable.”

Borjigin touches his cheek, mimicking where the bayonet point sliced me.

“That’s a nasty cut,” he says.

My fingertips trace the spot, draw forth a slight sting. I’d forgotten about the wound. Maybe I’m so used to being hurt by now that I don’t think anything of it.

“Doc Smith is waiting at the Observatory, ready to tend to the wounded,” Borjigin says. “What other casualties do we have?”

I shrug. “Other than Bawden, just a few minor wounds.”

Borjigin smiles in amazement, both pleased and surprised.

“No one died? Did the Belligerents run away or something?”

“They tried,” Victor says before I can answer. “But Em’s plan worked perfectly! Fifteen Springers captured, another eighty-three killed. They burned the corn crop, though.”

Borjigin shakes his head. Schuster taps something on her messageboard, perhaps a little too hard. The engineers have worked tirelessly on our food and water supply. Not a week seems to go by without the Belligerents destroying something we need for survival. Perhaps now, after our victory, that will change.

Food is our biggest long-term problem. While we can eat native Omeyocan plants and animals, they don’t give us the nutrition we need. If that was all there was for us to eat, we wouldn’t starve right away, but eventually we would starve. Most of our diet comes from prepackaged food the Grownups sent down centuries ago. Those stores were poisoned by the mold, but vine-root juice kills the mold and neutralizes the toxin. There is enough packaged food to last us years. If we don’t find another solution, we’ll be in trouble when that supply runs out.

The Observatory held several chambers full of carefully preserved seeds from our “home” system—wherever that is—but no instructions on how to make the plants survive Omeyocan’s animal and insect pests, or flourish among this alien water, soil and air. The gears have been working hard to turn those seeds into crops. We’ve had little success so far. The cornfield was the closest we’ve come to an actual harvest, so of course Borjigin and Schuster are angry.

I really like Borjigin. He has a brilliant mind for managing this city, and when it comes to working with machines he is the best on this planet. He’s everything a half should be—but he’s not my half. I would give anything for O’Malley to be here waiting for me instead.

Today, like every day of my life, I miss that boy with all my heart.

“I’ll take Bawden straight to Doc Smith,” I say. “You close the gate and make sure everyone gets food, water and rest, all right?”

Borjigin nods. “Oh, and Bishop called an all-hands meeting. Everyone is to report to the Grand Hall in an hour.”

Maybe Bishop wants a group debriefing or something. I’ll worry about that later. Right now I need to get my friend to the hospital.

“Victor,” I say, “take us to the Observatory.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The spider quickly speeds up. Pointy metal feet clack-clack-clack against the street’s flat stones.

Our city has changed so much. We’ve cleared away vines and repaired buildings. Ziggurats rise up on both sides of the wide street, as do square and rectangular structures. Borjigin tells us this place was made to hold three million people. Perhaps even more. We’ll never clear away all the plant growth—that would take forever—but the areas that we use have been restored to their original grandeur.

So much progress. We have a long way to go and the work will never end, at least not in our lifetimes, but I am so proud of what we’ve accomplished.

We pass the Spider Nest, the huge ship that originally brought the spiders and the construction machines down from the Xolotl. We cleared away the vines that hid the ship’s silver hull. It will never fly again—too many holes and the engines have long since rusted to junk—but now it gleams and shimmers with reflected sunlight.

As our spider races by, I see machines going in and out of the Nest: a truck carrying a load of excavated dirt and rocks; a spider wobbling madly on two damaged legs; a long four-legged machine that we use to cut down trees and bring back logs.

We pass a side street that Kalle, the gear primarily responsible for our food research, has turned into a garden to grow experimental crops. She has dozens of small plots like this spread across the city. This one holds turnips, I think. Like the corn, these plants don’t look good. The leaves are shriveling, turning brown. Stems sag slightly, as if the plants can never quite get enough water.

The best-looking part of this small plot is Kalle’s “scarecrow.” It’s a pressure suit from the shuttle that would supposedly let people go outside—into the blackness of space, if you can believe it—and fix problems on the shuttle’s hull. The pressure suit is tied to a cross. It’s supposed to scare away blurds that like to nibble the plants. Judging from the chewed up leaves, I don’t think it works very well.

We approach the open space where Huan Chowdhury works. He’s our budding archaeologist. Uchmal was built upon the ruins of a destroyed Springer city, which itself was built on top of yet another city built by yet another race of aliens—the Vellen—who appear to be gone for good. Digging through the layers can tell us about those that came before us.

Huan started his work by going down the open shaft in the Observatory’s Control Room, where O’Malley and so many others died. That shaft is surrounded by a red metal wall. We’ve come to call it “the Well,” because it looks like one. Huan studied the layers of the shaft for a few days, even found a natural tunnel complex at the bottom, but said it felt “too spooky” down there and refused to explore any further. He asked me if we could knock down a small building instead, so he could excavate below the foundation and continue his research. I approved—he’s been digging in this spot ever since.

Huan’s job is to learn all he can, see if he can identify why at least three races came to this very spot and at least three more are on the way. We have many mysteries to solve, but right now that is the most pressing one.

He sees our spider. He waves as we pass by. Victor and I wave back. Huan has brown skin and a bright smile. He’s always smiling.

I am so proud of him. He isn’t a gear, like Spingate and the other scientists, and he isn’t a half, like Borjigin and the other city managers. Huan is a circle—like me. He was bred to know nothing, to do what he was told. He was bred to be a slave. And yet here he is, doing an important job, quickly becoming our expert on the subject. Whenever one of my people goes beyond the duties expected of their caste, I know there is hope for our future.

Unlike the jungle roads, Uchmal’s ancient streets are straight and smooth. We named the big east-west road Yong Boulevard, after the first of us to die on the Xolotl. The north-south road is named Latu Way. Both roads lead to one place: the Observatory.

Even after over a year of living in this city, I’m still stunned by the size of this towering ziggurat. Many of us live inside. It has thousands of rooms, as well as our hospital, storerooms, prison and the all-important Control Room. The thirty-layered Observatory offers more space than we could ever need. Borjigin tells me it could house two hundred thousand people with ease, a city within a city. The Observatory is so large that we haven’t fully explored it—to this day, we’re still finding new rooms and the interesting things left inside of them.

Wide streets surround the Observatory. We’ve cleared them of plants. Borjigin insisted on that, saying that a fire could spread across the vines that cover almost everything in this city. He wanted to make sure such a blaze wouldn’t reach the Observatory. Flames couldn’t really hurt the building, of course—it’s a mountain of stone—but the project gave the shuttle kids something to do. It took them over a month to complete the work. I have to admit, it does look very nice to see the vine-covered Observatory surrounded by neat, clean streets.

Our shuttle sits in the wide plaza just south of the Observatory. Gaston and Opkick have spent countless hours working on the shuttle’s computer, trying to see if there’s any history in the system’s memory. So far, nothing. They discovered the shuttle has a name, though—Ximbal, which apparently means “to journey” in some ancient language. It’s unlikely Ximbal will ever move from this spot, because we used the last of the fuel in its tanks to get it here. Unless we learn how to make more, Ximbal will never fly again.

Most of our people are on the plaza, working. Many wear black coveralls, but more than a few wear colorful clothes: shirts, pants, jackets and dresses made by the Springer factories. I see a spider—number 01, Bishop’s spider—sitting idle, along with a few small wheeled vehicles and a hulking, beat-up black truck we’ve nicknamed Big Pig. The truck’s front end kind of resembles a pig’s snout. Big Pig’s flatbed is surrounded by thick metal walls, and each of its black wheels is taller than I am.

Before we reach the plaza, Victor brings our spider to a stop.

“Em, do you want to visit the memorial? I’ll take Bawden to Doctor Smith.”

The memorial. The twisted metal X where we buried the remains of those who died in the Observatory fire. Victor is asking if I want to visit O’Malley’s grave. It’s been too long since I’ve been there, but there’s much to do. The dead can wait a little longer.

“No, thank you. Take us in.”

Victor parks the spider by the Observatory’s main entrance. This entrance was once sealed up tight and obscured by thick vines.

As big as the ziggurat is, we’ve found only two other ways in. When we shut all three doors, the place is impregnable. We’ve laid in large supplies of food and water. That’s why I make everyone live either inside the Observatory or close to it—if the Springers were to break through Uchmal’s gates, all of my people can shelter inside for months, if not years. Borjigin installed Springer war horns across the city, a system he calls the “emergency warning system.” If that goes off, everyone is trained to run for the Observatory.

My people are walking in and out of the building. They look like tiny insects scurrying around a huge hive.

Opkick walks toward us, messageboard in her hand. She’s followed by Kenzie Smith, our circle-cross doctor. Okereke and Kishor Jepson, both circles, follow along carrying a metal stretcher. Opkick is pregnant. Her swollen belly strains her white shirt. I’ve only been gone ten days, but she looks much bigger than the last time I saw her.

“Hail, Em,” she says. “The boys will get Bawden down after Doctor Smith takes a look at her.”

I wearily descend the ladder. Smith reaches for the first rung
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