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      Elyot's arms and legs were trembling with the effort to keep climbing down the steep side of the mountain. Sweat from his brow pooled at the corners of his mouth. As much as he tried, he couldn't get enough breath through his nose, and when he opened his mouth, those drops of sweat would coat his tongue. The saltiness of it made him all too aware of just how thirsty he was.

      The dehydration was making his muscles ache, a different kind of ache than the constant climbing. Until that day, he had no idea it was possible to be so tired that you just hurt.

      His fingertips slipped over a handhold, sending scurries of pebbles raining down in mini-avalanches he could only hope weren't hitting Alextra beneath him.

      She had disappeared from his sight entirely the moment she had passed the treeline. The sun was nearly gone from the sky, and he didn't know how they were going to keep moving through the jungle in the full dark of night.

      He didn't know lots of things, now that he had left the city that had been his entire world since he was born.

      But he was a fast learner.

      The soft hum of a shuttle engine he had been tuning out started growing louder, but the way it echoed off of the rocks around him, he couldn't tell from which direction it was coming. He looked up at the purple sky and could just make out the outline of Keani almost on top of him. She saw him looking up and waved for him to get moving.

      Darkness closed around him with such suddenness he was afraid he was blacking out from exhaustion. Then something brushed up his back, catching on his jacket and scratching a long welt up his bare spine.

      He had reached the trees. But the tree branches weren't the soft, willowy limbs he was used to from the city parks. They had thorns. Wickedly long thorns, he amended as one slipped up his pant's leg to stab at the back of his knee.

      And barbed, he amended again as a dozen bristles gouged his cheek.

      If only he could see anything at all.

      But if he had learned anything during his time in the catacombs under the city, it was how to climb by touch alone.

      "Elyot!" Alextra hissed up at him. He paused to look down and just caught a glimpse of her pale, sweat-sheened face turned up to him. "Just drop from there. It's a soft landing."

      He couldn't make out the details of her face, and he was sure she was still pretty far below him, but he decided to take her at her word. He angled his body as far as he could away from the cliff and looked down again to be sure there were no outcroppings between him and Alextra's moon-like face.

      He heard something above him, a sharp hiss of alarm or pain, but he had already let go of the cliff.

      The sudden escape from tension in his arms and legs filled his body with a warm, blissful glow. He had just enough time to process that this fall was taking really too long when his feet hit something like a hard mattress. His knees buckled, and he toppled forward, his outstretched hands pressing into the same almost squishy surface.

      Squishy, but still gritty under his palms, like it was covered in fine sand.

      Then his palms and legs began to sink into the ground.

      "It's all right," Alextra told him, helping him stand up. The ground sucked at his hands, but not so much he couldn't get them free.

      "I'm sinking," Elyot said, trying to lift his feet. But there was nowhere to step up to.

      "Don't panic," she said, still at a whisper despite the meters between them and the treetops, and the thousands of meters more between those and the shuttles searching for them. "It's just quicksand. You'll sink to your waist, but that's it."

      "Why did you tell me to drop if you knew this was here?" he asked.

      "Because it really isn't a problem," she said. She was searching through the pouches on her belt. He could see her lips moving in the dim light as if she were whispering an inventory to herself.

      "Keani should be coming down by now," Elyot said, staring up at the outline of the tree branches against the darkening sky.

      "Oh, she came with us after all?" Alextra said, still searching through her things. "That's good."

      "I think she was saying something before I dropped," he said. "Maybe she had just reached the trees."

      "Lovely welcome that was, right?" Alextra said.

      Elyot gave up on looking for Keani and turned his attention to his own situation. He was encased in the sand that was something between liquid and solid, pressing in on him from all sides like a compression suit, but true to Alextra's word he had stopped sinking when it had reached the level of his waist.

      "I don't feel a bottom," he said. "Do you?"

      "Who knows how deep this is?" Alextra said. "We stopped here because of buoyancy."

      Elyot didn't quite understand what she was saying. "How do we get out?"

      "You idiots!" a voice hissed above them.

      "Keani?" Elyot called back, still not able to make her out.

      "You're lucky I'm not Koltn Ward," she said. "I could pick you off pretty easily, stuck as you are. Fools. Why didn't you stop when I told you to?"

      "I didn't hear you," Elyot said.

      "I'll have us out in a moment," Alextra said calmly. She had something in her hands, metal to judge from the occasional flashes of reflected light as she manipulated it in her hands. Folded up for storage, Elyot guessed, but what was it?

      "You're running out of time," Keani said. Her voice had moved further from the cliffside, and Elyot realized she was in the treetops overhead.

      "We stopped sinking," Elyot said.

      "That's not the danger," Keani said. There was a rustle of branches interrupted by a sharp inhalation as if from pain.

      "I know how to deal with quicksand," Alextra said. She lifted whatever was in her hands up towards the trees. There was a soft pop as she fired it, then an even softer whistle before her projectile thunked home in a tree trunk.

      "That isn't quicksand!" Keani said. "Elyot, grab this vine."

      Elyot heard something land on the ground just out of his reach. He tried to stretch towards it, but the ground around him compressed him tighter.

      "Too far," he said.

      There was a whirring sound like a line retracting. Alextra's arms were fully extended over her, and she was stretching up and up, but when she started to groan, he knew she too was being hugged tighter.

      "I'm too late," Keani said. "You're goners."

      "What is this thing?" Elyot asked and tried to reach the vine again.

      "I don't know what it's called," Keani said. "But I can tell you it's alive and it's about to eat you."

      "How?" Elyot asked, looking around for a mouth part. Alextra's groans were building as the mechanism she was holding continued to try to pull her out of the… thing. "Where's the mouth?"

      "No mouth," Keani said. "Just stomach and you're in it."

      "It doesn't feel like anything," Elyot said. "It only squeezes when I move. Wouldn't digesting me burn like acid?"

      "It will," Keani said. It sounded like she was doing something at the same time, her breath coming short. "It needs you in pieces first."

      "In pieces? When it has no teeth?" Elyot asked.

      "Here come the 'teeth,'" Keani said grimly.

      It was too dark to see. Elyot desperately hoped that the loss of that sense was why the skittering sounded so loud in his ears.

      "They'll tear you to pieces for it," Keani said. "Then it will digest you."

      Elyot flailed towards the place he had heard the vine fall, but it was no good.

      "I'm lowering this one slowly," Keani said, her voice directly overhead now. "It's a loop. Wrap it around you, and I'll help you pull up."

      "It's not letting me go," Elyot said.

      "Elyot," Alextra said between gritted teeth. "Can you reach my tanjo?"

      "I think so," Elyot said. He reached out, and his fingertips just brushed her cape.

      "I can't let go of this thing, or I'll lose it," she said as she tried to twist her body closer to him. "You have to get that vine around you, then take my tanjo and stab it into this creature."

      "Is it even going to hurt it?" Elyot asked. Something brushed the top of his head, and he started to scream, visions of skittering things swarming all over him while he was pinned tormenting him, but it was only the vine. "I don't know how to use your tanjo," he added as he looped the vine under his arms.

      Alextra stopped twisting and hung still for a moment, then gave a soft cry of pain. "It's in blade mode now," she said and twisted toward him again.

      Elyot reached out again. He felt the soft wood of the tanjo handle, but only with the very tip of his longest finger.

      It was hopeless. The thing that wasn't quicksand was squeezing him so tightly he could feel the blood pooling in his abdomen, unable to reach his legs. The skittering was all around him, close enough now for him to be able to see chitinous limbs reflecting the growing starlight as they kicked up the sand.

      He was going to die.

      He screamed something more like frustrated rage than a battle cry and touched a fingertip to the tanjo handle again.

      This time it seemed to leap away from Alextra's thigh, jumping out of the sand thing to nestle in his palm. For a dangerous moment, he stared in fascination at the dark light that was its blade. He had never seen anything like it before Alextra had wielded it in the tavern.

      But he forced his mind to turn from it, raising the weapon above his head.

      The first of the skittering things was on him now, climbing up his jacket. He could hear the clicking of their mandibles.

      Then he brought the dark blade down with all the strength he had to muster. Fear gave him more of that than he would have thought he had left after all the running and climbing.

      The ground beneath him rumbled, dislodging the skittering creatures. The sudden rush of blood back into his legs was the worst pins and needles he had ever had.

      But he was up in the air now, his feet dangling freely. Keani's body collided with his. She caught hold of his jacket, giving him a little shake.

      "Don't drop my tanjo!" Alextra commanded. Elyot looked down and saw his nerveless fingers about to let the weapon slide from their grip.

      He clutched it tightly, then gave Keani a sharp nod to let her know he was okay. Keani was hanging from a vine herself, and as he looked up, he realized she was holding the ends of the vine looped around his own body. She had jumped out of the tree to use her body weight to pull him up.

      "Thanks," he said.

      "Don't mention it," Keani said. "Alextra?"

      "Here," Alextra called. She was sitting on a branch close to a tree trunk, using another tool to remove the projectile she had fired. The device had retracted the length of the line and rested on the branch beside her.

      "You climb first," Keani said to Elyot. "We're hanging from one of the wider branches. That's going to have to be camp for the night."

      "How can we camp in a tree?" he asked as he tried to climb with the tanjo in his hand.

      "Throw it to me," Alextra said. Elyot was afraid he would miss
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