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      Elyot could see that Alextra was running out of time. He knew she knew it too, although none of them said a word as they trudged through the ever-darkening jungle. But with every minute that ticked by, her steps slowed further.

      "Wait," Alextra said at last, sitting against a wet, mossy boulder to dig through one of her belt pouches.

      "It won't help," Keani said again as Alextra took out a chrome capsule half the size of her thumb and squinted at some writing engraved on its side.

      "It can't hurt," Elyot said. Alextra flipped open one end of the capsule and ran it along both sides of the welt on her leg. Elyot winced at the thought of touching such a foul purplish-black injury - how did that not hurt? - but Alextra didn't even flinch.

      "What does that do?" he asked as she put it back in her pouch but didn't stir from the boulder.

      "Slow the infection," she said. "Or so I hope."

      "It's venom, and that won't help," Keani said. "We need to get to the camp. The elder can help you."

      "How much further is it?" Elyot asked.

      "Not far," Keani said, but she was frowning at Alextra, still leaning against the boulder with her eyes closed. Even in the faint light that reached them from the setting sun through the thick foliage Alextra's face was looking grayish white. Elyot could guess what Keani wasn't saying.

      Alextra might not make it even that far.

      "Lean on me while you walk," Elyot said, stepping closer to offer his arm. Alextra nodded without opening her eyes. She took out her tanjo and extended both ends until she was holding a bo staff a little taller than she was. The shimmering hologram quality to the newly formed ends glowed faintly, but not enough to be seen from a distance. She wouldn't draw attention from anyone that wasn't on top of them already.

      "Okay," she said, gripping her staff in one hand then wrapping the other arm around Elyot's shoulders. He slipped his arm around her and helped her stand up.

      She was heavier than she looked. A lot heavier. Did she have metal for bones or something?

      Keani led the way again, glancing back often to be sure they were keeping up with her.

      Alextra was still weakening, putting more and more of her weight on Elyot's shoulders. It was tiring work, made no easier by the thick undergrowth hiding any number of twisted roots or jutting rocks that seemed to lunge at Elyot's toes.

      "I think I might need to take a break," he said. "Sorry."

      "No need," Keani said, coming back to put an arm around Alextra from the other side. "We're here."

      With some of the weight off his shoulders, Elyot found the energy to look up and around. At first he thought they were still in the impenetrable heart of the jungle, but then he saw something too boxy to be part of a tree.

      A tower, just large enough for one or two people to stand atop it. It was metal with only a narrow gap visible between the roof and the sides. The sides which had notches set in them as if for guns, allowing someone up there to fire from a position of cover.

      A guard tower. Only, where were the guards?

      "This way," Keani said, guiding Alextra and by extension Elyot between two of those unmanned towers and into a clearing. No trees here, and little undergrowth. It was easier to see, with light from the stars and from the Commonwealth ships hovering above unfettered by foliage. There were long metallic huts reflecting the silvery light. They were all the same and had a prefabricated look to them, like they could be disassembled, moved, and reassembled in a hurry if needed. He supposed the guard towers could too.

      There still wasn't any sign of people. The cabins were windowless, the doors closed. No light or sound came out of any of them. So were they empty, or just thicker walled than they appeared?

      They emerged from between two huts into a large, circular open space, and Elyot could see all the huts stood in a circle, the only doors facing the inside of the circle. There was some sort of round structure in the center of everything, but he couldn't make out enough details to guess at its purpose.

      Keani guided them along the curving row of huts, then stopped at a door that was identical to all the others so far as Elyot could tell. Keeping an arm around the barely conscious Alextra, she leaned forward and knocked softly on the door. Then she looked all around in a slow, methodical sweep of their surroundings.

      "Are we in danger here?" Elyot asked in a whisper.

      "No more than we've been since we met," she said.

      That wasn't a reassuring response.

      The door opened. The warm-toned light wasn't particularly bright, but to their eyes acclimated to the dark it was blinding. Elyot could see the silhouette of a figure in the doorway but couldn't even tell if it was a man or a woman.

      "Keani?" the figure said. A man's voice, and not a young one.

      "Jaeke," Keani said. "I'll understand if you say no, but-"

      "Come in, quickly," Jaeke said, reaching out to help Elyot and Keani get Alextra up the step and over the threshold.

      The moment they were inside that warm golden light, Alextra's knees buckled. Keani and Elyot struggled to keep her up off the floor.

      Jaeke closed the door behind them then bustled past them. He was dressed in roughly woven clothing much like Keani's, worn and faded but not in tatters like hers. His body was all hard, corded muscle, although if Elyot had to guess he didn't think Jaeke ever ate enough to feel full. His skin was sun-damaged, especially his scalp only sparsely covered by silvery gray hairs that hovered around his head like a frizzy halo.

      Despite the step up, the floor inside was still hard-packed dirt. The interior of the hut appeared to be all one room, the very back separated from the rest by a rough approximation of a curtain. Jaeke pulled it back to reveal a bed of sorts, really just a raised rectangle of packed earth covered with blankets.

      "Lay her down there," Jaeke said as he turned away from the alcove to dig through a wooden cabinet. "What happened to her?"

      "The spider tree caught her around the leg," Keani said. "I tried to warn her, but we were fleeing from Commonwealth soldiers at the time."

      Jaeke turned around to give Keani a hard look but then went back to his searching without saying a word. Keani and Elyot helped Alextra over to the bed, her feet more dragging over the dirt than actually walking. She collapsed onto it and curled into a tight ball like a panicked insect. Elyot took the tanjo out of her nerveless fingers. He didn't know how to turn off the glowing solid hologram ends, to return it to its short club configuration. There weren't any buttons or even any markings in the smooth wood. In the end he just leaned it in the corner of the room, still in its bo staff form.

      "The spider tree is quite some way from here," he said as he brought a small earthen vessel to the bedside. "You're lucky you made it here in time."

      "She has Commonwealth medicine," Keani said. "I think that might have kept her moving."

      "Wouldn't do a thing against the venom," Jaeke said with a click of his tongue. "But better than nothing. Help me straighten her out so I can put this poultice on the wound."

      "We need new clothes as well," Keani said, indicating with a nod of her head to Elyot that he should help hold Alextra's legs straight as Jaeke dipped his fingers in the jar.

      "Guepes?" Jaeke guessed as he smeared a foul-smelling, greenish-brown paste over the necrotized flesh of Alextra's leg.

      "I don't think we were marked," Keani said. "But just to be on the safe side."

      "You know where the stores are," Jaeke said. "Use the common fire, not any of the hut fires."

      "Of course," Keani said. "We should probably get her clothes too before we go."

      "No, she'll be fine," Jaeke said. He made one last pass to be sure the wound was completely covered then wiped his fingers clean on Alextra's pants leg. "This is Commonwealth tech she's wearing. Self-cleaning, self-repairing."

      "It didn't repair that," Keani said, pointing at the tear in the leg.

      "No, she would've told it not to," Jaeke said. "She wanted to keep an eye on the wound."

      "It'll repair now?" Elyot asked.

      "Or when she wakes, depending on what she told it to do," Jaeke said. "Keeping it open to the air would be better; if it repairs I'll just tear it again."

      "But the guepes-" Keani started to say.

      "It will have already gotten rid of any of that, trust me," Jaeke said. "You two, on the other hand, better get changed now."

      "Right," Keani said, then tugged at Elyot's sleeve. "Follow me."

      She opened the door but swept her gaze over the circle of dark huts before stepping outside. Elyot followed her several huts down. Keani opened the door without knocking, and the interior was dark. "Wait here," she said before disappearing inside.

      Elyot waited just outside the door. He felt like he was being watched, but he saw no sign of anyone anywhere around him. He was just being paranoid, he hoped.

      "Here," Keani said, thrusting a pile of clothing at him as she stepped outside. "Get changed then come over to the fire so we can burn what you're wearing now."

      "What fire?" he asked.

      "You'll see," she said then left him to jog over to the circular structure in the center of the camp.

      Elyot shook out the pile of clothing, finding a pair of pants and sleeveless tunic as well as a short cloak and a pair of soft cloth boots. He liked his own clothes better, but the memory of that swarm of guepes attacking the Commonwealth enforcers was still vivid in his mind. The screams from the enforcers had echoed through the canyon. He could only imagine the pain.

      He quickly changed, putting his few possessions that had been in his pants pockets into the large pocket on the front of the tunic as the pants had none. The boots were comfortable enough on the ground between the huts and the center of the circle, ground worn smooth by many feet, so much constant traffic that even the tenacious jungle undergrowth couldn't grow here. He doubted they would be so comfortable on the rockier ground they had crossed since leaving the city.

      As he approached the center he saw a sudden roar of flames coming to life. So some sort of gas-fueled thing, not a natural fire kindled from small bits and slowly built up with ever larger pieces of wood. When he was closer he could see Keani, her face lit up reddish orange by the flames. She was wearing almost the same thing as she'd been wearing when he met her, but this time less tattered.

      He handed her his clothing and she tossed them into the fire where the last of her things were curling to ash.

      "Do we have to burn my boots?" Elyot asked, reluctant to hand them over.

      "Boots most of all," Keani said. "They are more likely to have been splashed then anything."

      "Are they safe to burn?" he asked.

      "Safe?" Keani said, rolling her eyes. She pulled the boots out of his grip and throwing them into the fire.

      The chemical smell of burning plasileather was eye-wateringly unpleasant, and they both took several steps back and then upwind from the fire.

      "Am I going to be mistaken
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