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  11: Dreadnaught


  When Askari awoke, she was in a bed under a heaping pile of blankets. The lights in the room were out, but the hall glowed a soft orange. Two heavy objects seemed to have been placed on top of her, and when she lifted her head to see what they were, one of them chirped. Minkets.


  “She’s awake!” someone called from the hall.


  Rudi rushed in. “You’re awake!”


  “How did I get here?” Askari blinked as the light in her room flooded on.


  “Arrow brought you back.” Minda appeared at the doorway, a sad smile across her face. “You are one lucky duck.”


  “What about Moose?” Askari asked, suddenly afraid for the monster who had saved them all.


  “He chased the big garg,” Harcos appeared behind Minda, “which chased you. And then he killed it. And brought the head back. The cold trick worked.”


  “He’s locked in the panic room right now.” Minda shrugged. “We wanted to wait until you were awake to deal with him.”


  Askari nodded and leaned back again. She could feel her toes. And her fingers. And it didn’t hurt to breathe.


  “I made soup.” Carmen pushed past Harcos and Minda. It steamed, filling the room with a warm, inviting smell. “Drink it slowly.”


  Askari shifted her weight backward until she was sitting upright and took the bowl from Carmen. She took a sip. The hot liquid warmed her belly from the inside out.


  “You got a little frostbite, but you’ll be okay.” Shujaa had appeared at the doorway as well and pushed past Minda and Harcos. She pulled up the blankets by Askari’s feet and began to examine her toes.


  “That tickles!” Askari laughed, almost snorting out the soup she was drinking.


  She felt a sense of relief. Rudi, Harcos, Shujaa, Minda—the dead body, it hadn’t been one of them.


  “Who—” She found it hard to ask the question. “Who was it? That died?”


  “Oliver,” Minda said. “I’m sorry.”


  Askari felt a great well of sadness pass over her. She hadn’t known Oliver that much. Couldn’t even say she liked him all that much. But he was just another death in a long line of deaths. And he didn’t deserve to die, not by monster. He deserved to die at an old age after having lived a long, fulfilling life. But death didn’t work like that. They didn’t get to choose. And death had chosen Oliver, but not her. She was grateful, guilty, and sad.


  “When you’re feeling up to it,” Minda said, “we’re going to have a meeting.”


  “What about? The boneshredders?” Askari asked.


  “That, and other things,” Minda replied. “We closed up the plumbing system. Polly and Dreadnaught killed all the remaining gargs hiding in the bunker, and we pulled up the blueprints and blocked every possible access point we could find. Moose thinks they got in when they were small, found warm, dark places to hide, and eventually got too big for the system and started looking for larger food sources.”


  Askari nodded. He’d said the same thing to her.


  “Of course, we’ll never know,” Minda said. “There’s always a risk there are more or that they’ll find another way in.”


  “Always a risk,” Askari said with a shrug. “Doesn’t matter where you live. Or how you live.”


  “And now that we know about this particular risk,” Carmen added, “we can plan for it. We can come up with ways to protect ourselves.”


  Askari nodded again.


  “You should finish the soup,” Shujaa said, “and get some more sleep. We’ll wake you up in a few hours to talk.”


  As instructed, Askari took another big gulp of the soup. Then she lay back and drifted to sleep.
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  Askari awoke naturally to a still-dark room. She could hear quiet chatter from the main areas of the bunker, and the two minkets that had been lying on her had vanished.


  She slowly rose, dressing in the clean clothes someone had removed from her bag and placed beside her bed. She stopped briefly in the bathroom and then slowly shuffled toward the living room.


  Minda, Harcos, and Carmen sat in the computer room, chatting and gesturing toward the screens. Askari stared for a moment—she thought she recognized the letter “A” and the letter “T”—but quickly determined she had no idea what they were looking at, so she turned away. In the living room area, Julio sat with Shujaa, Isabella, and Adan. They appeared to be playing some kind of game.


  “Where’s Rudi?” Askari asked.


  The group looked up from their game.


  “Askari!” Isabella exclaimed. She leaped up from her chair and wrapped her arms around Askari’s waist. “You’re awake!”


  “He’s guarding Moose,” Shujaa replied, smiling at her.


  Of course he was. Askari almost laughed.


  Askari could see they had done a lot of work while she was asleep. The bones had been removed from the floors, the things that had been knocked over picked up, and everything was generally tidier and cleaner.


  “How long was I asleep?”


  “Almost a whole day,” Shujaa answered. “We’ve cleaned the whole place up, finished loading up the snow wall around the solar panel array, and fixed up all the holes so no more gargs can get in—hopefully.”


  Askari nodded and moved toward one of the couches. She found she was still quite tired, though she had slept quite a bit. She lowered herself onto the cushiony surface and sank back into the pillows.


  “I’ll get you some food,” Shujaa said with a smile. “And you need to drink as much water possible the next few days.”


  Askari nodded obediently, suddenly feeling overwhelmingly grateful for her friend. She would not be alive right now if not for Shujaa. Shujaa had nursed her back to health innumerable times over the last year—Askari didn’t know what she would do without her.


  “Glad to see you’re up and about.” Minda appeared over Askari’s shoulder. “How are you feeling?”


  “Tired,” Askari replied. “But better. Alive, at any rate.”


  “I know the feeling,” Julio said with a grin. “Been appreciating a lot more things lately.”


  Askari gave him a half smile and then turned to her grandmother. “I’d like to see Moose.”


  “We’ll get him in a few minutes,” Minda said. “You—and him too—have a lot of explaining to do.”


  Askari nodded, knowing full well that the information she knew was going to get a lot of pushback from Minda and the others.


  “I want to start with the computers, though,” Minda said. “Your attempts to get rid of the babosa worked. The last two days have generated more than enough power to get the systems working. The batteries were on their last bit of juice, but we are now well on our way to filling up.”


  “That’s great,” Askari replied. “What did you learn?”


  “There are hundreds.” Harcos strode into the room with Carmen beside him.


  “Hundreds of what?” she asked, frowning.


  “Portals.”


  Askari’s eyes widened as she focused on Harcos. He was completely serious.


  “You… you figured that out with a computer?”


  “The software on our computers is connected to satellites orbiting Earth,” Carmen said. “They track all kinds of things, like weather. It’s how Oliver was getting weather information—they could see when large fronts were coming through, storms, clouds, that kind of thing, and predict temperatures and then use that information to guess when a storm would hit.”


  Askari stared at Carmen. It was like she was speaking a different language.


  “Anyway, the satellites can also detect energy,” Harcos said. “So, anytime a portal opens, there is a small burst of energy with a very distinct… uh… signature.”


  “We pulled back data from the last few months and discovered that over a hundred different portals had been opened in that time,” Carmen said.


  Askari’s eyes widened as the implications hit her. She might not have had any idea what, exactly, they were talking about, but if over a hundred portals had been opened in that time—that was so many monsters. So many.


  “They don’t stay open for more than a half hour at a time,” Harcos added, “so that’s good, I think.”


  “That’s… that’s… so many monsters,” Askari whispered, staring up at them with wide eyes.


  “We want to pull several years’ worth of data,” Carmen said. “It’s all on the servers. I think I can write a program to track GPS coordinates of every power surge so we can get an accurate number of how many there are and where they are in the world.”


  “So we can shut them down,” Minda added.


  “Over a hundred,” Askari repeated, looking up at her grandmother. “That’s so many.”


  “We knew it wasn’t going to be an easy fix.” Minda gave Askari a gentle smile. “But this is good news.”


  “How—why—?” Good news? This was the worst news Askari had possibly ever heard. Over a hundred portals letting in monsters all over the world. It was endless. They would just keep coming and coming, people would keep dying and dying. It was…


  “Because,” Minda replied, interrupting Askari’s train of thought, “we have the locations of each of the portals. We know how many there are. Which means we know how many volunteers we need. And we can hunt down the portals one at a time, and really, truly, shut them down. Forever. It won’t be easy. And it will take a while. But at least we have a way forward.”


  Askari nodded, still trying to process the sheer volume of monsters that over a hundred portals would bring.


  “Imagine if we hadn’t found this information,” Minda added. “We would have kept sending out team after team, with no idea of how many there were left. No idea of what the future would have looked like. But now, even if it’s in the distant future, there is an end in sight.”


  Askari nodded slowly. Maybe her grandmother was right.


  Minda turned to Harcos. “Could you get Moose for me? I think it’s time to have that conversation now.”


  “Sure thing.” Harcos strode toward the server room. A moment later, Rudi, Harcos, and Moose appeared from the other room.


  Askari frowned, taking tally of everyone in the bunker: Minda, Harcos, Shujaa, Rudi, Carmen, Julio, Adan, Isabella, Polly, Dreadnaught, and Moose.


  “Where’s Arrow?” she asked.


  “Outside,” Minda said. “He doesn’t like it in here. And to be honest, he does fill up the space quite a bit.”


  Moose sat down in a chair not too far away from Askari and gave her a smile. “Glad to see you’re up and around.”


  “Thank you for killing the boneshredder,” she said, returning his smile. “Sorry they locked you up, though.”


  He shrugged. “I understand.”


  “I think it’s time you both gave us an clear explanation.” Minda looked back and forth from Moose to Askari. “You bled black and then claimed you are not a voro. So what exactly are you?”


  Askari gestured to him. “Tell them what you told me.”


  Moose obliged, running over all the information he had given Askari on that fateful night outside the cabin. That he was a valik. A Soul With Many Faces. That he could change his shape, but only slowly and painfully. That he’d remained in the same form for years, and that he’d come through the portals early on. Before the Cataclysm. But that he sympathized with humans. Meant them no harm.


  “I didn’t know what to do when he told me,” Askari said when he finished. “I knew the voro were bad, but I also knew that simply being a monster doesn’t make someone or something evil. We know the hulla are neutral and the koponyas are good—”


  “The koponyas are not good,” Carmen interjected.


  Askari shrugged. “They protect the weak. If that’s not good, then what is? Anyway, what if monsters have a lot more gray areas in terms of morality than we think they do? What if they have more intelligence, more culture than we ever realized? And Moose had just saved my life and Rudi’s. And all of yours, now. He helped us. Chose to go with us even when he didn’t have to.” She shrugged. “Maybe his plan is to stab us all in the back one day.” She closed her eyes for a moment, letting her exhaustion wash over her. “But at least he told us the truth about himself. And the truth is, any of us could stab another one of us in the back. Any one of us could be a voro. Any of us could be lying, for any reason. So why not give him a chance?”


  Everyone stared as she finished her speech.


  “I’m willing to consider it,” Minda finally said. “Provided he answers a few questions.”


  “Anything you want to know.” Moose held out his hands as if he was willing to offer anything.


  “Why did you come here? I mean to Earth, specifically, from wherever your home world is?”


  Moose straightened up. “It’s a long story with a lot of details. But the short version is that I was a volunteer. A pilgrim of sorts. When I learned that our scientists had discovered a new world and wanted volunteers to explore, I signed up.”


  “Do you send information back?” Minda asked.


  Moose shook his head. “Never. Others did. Do. The voro, mostly. But I was more of a pilgrim, looking for a way out of my situation over there. I volunteered, and then I bailed. It wasn’t like they were going to come over and drag me back. Most of my kind did the same.”


  “You call yourself a pilgrim,” Minda said. “What kind of persecution were you facing?”


  “Our home world is severely overpopulated,” Moose replied. “Billions of us all live crowded together, fighting for space, for resources. For many generations, the valik and the voro have worked together to run our government, but as our space became more and more crowded, the voro began to attack us, try to run us out. We showed too much compassion for the ‘lower’ species, they said. They wanted us gone so they could make all the decisions, create a voro utopia, whatever that is. Anyway, when this place opened up—well, I decided to get out. Figured I’d have more options if I could learn how this place worked before they forcibly sent all of us over. And then I could help others like me if it became necessary.”


  “And who did they forcibly send?” Minda pressed.


  Moose shrugged. “Criminals, mostly. Monsters they didn’t think deserved to share in the space and resources that exist on the other side. More pilgrims too. Some protectors and do-gooders. Livestock. But mostly criminals.”


  Great. Askari was living in a world filled with the criminals of the monster world.


  “And you decided you like it here?” Minda asked with raised eyebrows.


  “What’s not to like?” Moose’s face lit up. “There’s plenty of space, lots of clean air—I can do and say whatever I want, go wherever I want. Plenty to eat. I could even settle down and live in a house if I wanted—” He shrugged and added, “It’s easier for me than you, of course. Since I’m familiar with all the different species of monsters. And they’re less likely to attack me.”


  “How many more valik are here?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. I was one of the first, remember? We have some privilege back on my home world. My species does, I mean. Most of us didn’t want to come. But things might have changed in that time. I don’t know.”


  “What about voro? How many of them came over?” Minda pressed.


  “Many more. Most of the ones that came over at the beginning are criminals, from what I’ve gathered. Murderers. Thieves. Con artists. Real pieces of work, honestly.”


  “What’s the plan, then?” Minda pressed.


  “What plan?” Moose frowned.


  “The, well, monster plan, I guess—long term. What is your kind planning?”


  Moose shook his head. “I don’t know. Don’t even know if there is a plan. They’ve already sent over thousands, and I imagine they’ll keep sending them over. Until there’s enough room on the other side.”


  “How are they doing it?” Minda pressed. “How are they operating the portals? How do they work? How do they communicate with the voro that are using them on this side?”


  Moose shook his head again. “I have no idea how the technology works. I was a volunteer. Had nothing to do with the science teams or the government or anything like that. I literally said, ‘I’ll go,’ and showed up on the appointed day. And I came here, shifted, and have been surviving on my own ever since.”


  Minda sighed and leaned back. “I was hoping you’d know more.”


  “I’m sorry. I would tell you if I did, honestly.”


  She studied him for a moment, and then turned to the rest of the group. “What do you think?”


  “Can’t trust him,” Carmen said immediately. “No way. He’s a monster! Who knows what he’s trying to pull over on us?”


  Askari glanced at Moose as she spoke. She could have sworn she saw a flash of pain cross his face. He must be very lonely. He left behind his entire planet, everyone he’d ever known. He tried to fit in with humans, but no one liked him. And it was clear he hadn’t found any kind of home among monsters either.


  “I think he’s telling the truth,” Isabella piped up.


  “Hush,” Carmen said. “You’re not old enough to have an opinion on this matter.”


  “Children often have better intuition than adults,” Minda cautioned Carmen. “I’m happy to hear what she has to say. Why do you think that, Isabella?”


  “He seems nice. And he told you everything you wanted to know. And he saved us.” She shrugged. “I don’t see why we shouldn’t at least give him a chance.”


  “All valid points. Thank you.” Minda nodded at Julio. “Julio, what do you think?”


  “I don’t know.” Julio shifted in his chair. “He seems like he’s telling the truth. But he’s a monster, and a much smarter one than a minket or a fulek. Even if he is a monster, he can’t be controlled. And there’s no telling whether he’ll manipulate us or eventually stab us in the back.”


  “You might eventually stab us in the back too, though,” Shujaa pointed out, turning to Julio. “You could be voro for all we know. With that logic, we shouldn’t trust anyone with a brain.”


  “I don’t know.” Julio shrugged. “I have a bad feeling. I guess I’d lean toward Carmen’s thoughts. Trusting him seems a bit risky.”


  “I don’t know either,” Adan said, reaching out to rub his sister’s shoulder. “But he seems okay to me. He saved us.”


  Minda nodded. “Thank you.”


  Shujaa was next. “I’d say give him a chance,” she said definitively. “The way I see it, we’re losing the war. Look at us humans, huddled out in bunkers and heavily fortressed cities, or living a strenuous nomadic lifestyle to avoid encountering any and all gargs. Everything we do is designed to survive. And we’re not even close to truly being able to settle down without fear or make art or find happiness. But the one thing no one has tried is getting along.” She crossed her arms. “I know as well as anyone that humans can be just as evil as monsters. It really comes down to an individual level. And Moose has demonstrated multiple times that he is willing to put himself in harm’s way to save our lives. And that’s something most humans won’t even do. So, yeah, I think we should give him a chance. Maybe not trust him entirely, but he at least deserves the opportunity to prove his intentions.”


  Askari stared at Shujaa with wide eyes. That was incredibly insightful, Askari thought. And fair. Honest. Kind. Merciful, even. Askari was impressed and found herself nodding along, agreeing with Shujaa’s assessment.


  Harcos was still staring at her when Minda turned to him for his opinion. “I, ah… well…” He cleared his throat. “Ever since we left the Baratok, if we’ve learned one thing, it’s that monsters aren’t what the Baratok think they are. There are people out there living in harmony with them—” he gestured toward Polly— “there are people farming them, hunting them, sharing with them. The Baratok opinion of monsters is not only inaccurate, it’s potentially dangerous. It lacks nuance. It lacks… well, logic.” He shrugged. “The one thing we hate about monsters across the board is that they’re always trying to kill us. And that’s the one thing Moose hasn’t done. Not to mention, he’s actually done the opposite and tried to save us multiple times, risking his own life in the process. I think… I think… based on the evidence, we should give him a chance.”


  Minda shifted her gaze to Askari. “Thoughts?”


  Askari shrugged. “I already decided to give him a chance when I chose not to tell you he was a valik, and then again when I chose to allow him to help save you from the boneshredders. I’m not about to change my vote now.”


  It was true. She had thought about it—a lot. She had rolled it over and over in her mind. Wondered what the right choice was. Worried that she was making the wrong choice. But ultimately, she had gone with her gut. Let him in. Let him help. Given him a chance. And Shujaa and Harcos both made excellent points that supported that choice.


  The truth was, he could betray them at any point. She might be wrong about him.


  But what of it? Everyone made mistakes. Any choice could be wrong. They could take the wrong trail and walk into a trap. Choose the wrong weapon to kill a garg and get eaten alive. Pick the wrong companions to travel with and have one turn out to be a voro. Any choice could be wrong, and any choice could end in death. But based on the evidence they had gathered so far, trusting Moose seemed worth the risk.


  Finally, Minda looked at Rudi. “And what do you think?”


  Rudi sighed and put his head in his hands. For a few moments, he said nothing. “It’s hard because I usually can trust my gut in situations like these. But this time, I don’t know. He’s a monster, not a human. Are my instincts still valid? And part of me wonders that if we’re willing to trust Arrow, a wild bear, how is that different than this? How is trusting Polly any different?”


  “What’s your gut telling you?” Minda asked. There was an unusual intensity about her voice.


  Rudi gazed at her, again not saying anything. Finally, he looked at Moose. “If I agree to give you a chance, would you be willing to swear to us, on whatever is pure and holy to you, that you will do anything in your power to protect and help humans? And more specifically, the humans in this room? Would you be willing to lay down your life for us?”


  Moose glanced at Askari, but then looked at Rudi for a long moment, considering the request. Finally, he spoke, “Yes.”


  That was it. No “but” or “if” or “and.” Just “yes.”


  “And will you vouch for Dreadnaught?” Rudi added. “That she is, in fact, a minket, and that she is not going to murder us in our sleep?”


  Moose glanced down at Dreadnaught and made a couple of small clicking and squeaking noises. Dreadnaught said something back, and then Moose turned to Rudi. “Yes,” he said again.


  “And will you answer any question, tell us any piece of information that is relevant to our mission, and be as honest and truthful about everything as you can?” Rudi finished.


  “Yes,” Moose said again.


  Rudi glanced at Carmen. “Are you willing to allow him to stay temporarily?”


  Carmen nodded. “I don’t like it. I don’t trust him. But he has saved us on multiple occasions. I am at least willing to give him a chance.”


  “I will also,” Julio added.


  Rudi turned back to Moose. “Then, with Minda’s permission, you can stay. For now.”


  “I give my permission,” Minda said. She looked around at the group, gathered in the living room. “I guess that means it’s time to get to work.”
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Askari lounged in the midday sun. It was the warmest day they’d had in months, and most of the snow had melted away. Fat drops of water plopped from the bare branches of the trees to the ground, making the hill around the Vault a muddy mess. 

Sighing, she gazed at the empty wilderness around her. It was so different here than it had been with the Baratok, or with the Rokkin, or in the city. The crux of her differences with everyone else, she had decided, came down to the deep-set beliefs she held about the inherent evils of monsters and about the way the world worked. 

She had spent a lot of time considering what she thought of Moose, and the differences between “good” monsters and “bad” monsters.” She’d thought about who she was and what she wanted. And how those desires differed from the desires of others. Some of these topics she even brought up at dinnertime and downtime, and listened to the others debate on questions of morality and right and wrong.

What she was slowly discovering was that the answers were a lot muddier than she had ever thought. 

She shook the sleepiness out of her eyes, did a few jumping jacks to get her blood moving, and strode out of the fenced-in area surrounding the bunker’s entrance, where she saw Rudi stomping through the mud toward her. 

“How’s it looking up there?” she asked as Rudi neared, keeping her eyes deliberately fixed on his face. He’d gained a lot of muscle training with Moose the last few months, and Askari had made a definite effort to not notice.

He shook his head. “All clear.” A small frown hovered around his lips.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure, exactly,” he answered, glancing back up toward the solar panels. “Moose was just acting a little weird. He said it was nothing, but he kept, you know, doing that listening thing he does. Where it’s like he can hear something the rest of us can’t? Sort of… tilting his head like he was trying to hear something and couldn’t quite pin it down?” Rudi tilted his head, mimicking the motion.

Askari nodded. “Probably just another monster moving in on their territory, right?”

“I hope so.” Then the frown vanished from his face and was replaced by a warm smile as he looked down at her. “You have mud on your nose.” He reached out and gently rubbed it off.

She felt her stomach flip flop, but ignored it. All this time together was starting to have an effect on her, but she was pretty sure that was all it was—an effect. It wasn’t like there was anyone else around for her to pay attention to. These weren’t real feelings—they couldn’t be. They would go away eventually. 

This was Rudi, after all. Her childhood friend. Someone she had known for her entire life. Any “feelings” she might be having were likely just due to their proximity and the fact that they’d been forced to spend so much time together lately. 

“Thanks,” she said, reaching up to rub the same spot. She glanced back toward the bunker. The kids had vanished inside. “You go tell the others. I’ll keep watch out here until Moose gets back.”

“Sounds good.” Rudi turned and strode toward the bunker, and Askari shifted her attention back to the quiet world around them.

And then she listened. What had Moose heard that worried him? She slowly and quietly moved away from the fence. Every few yards she paused, slowed her breathing, and focused in a little more on her sense of hearing. 

Wind. It was always windy up here on the hill, outside the bunker. Sometimes it was just a light breeze, sometimes a gusty gale, and today it was somewhere in the middle. 

Creaking trees. She heard those a lot too, because of the wind, and because they were surrounded by woods. The trees groaned and cried an old, weary song, and sometimes, the song was punctuated by crashing as a branch let go of its trunk and fell to the ground below.

Water. Fat, wet drops dripped from the trees, from the fence, from the sleepy brown bushes that grew up all around the hill. 

And then, she frowned. And listened harder. Still, she heard the wind, the water, the woods—but where were the birds hopping through the dry leaves? Where were the chipmunks and squirrels, chattering as they sought out their hidden stashes of nuts? Where were the rabbits, peeking their noses out of their dens on this warm spring day? Or the deer, running past to go drink at the stream? Or the bees, flying for the first time in months? 

It wasn’t what Moose had heard that worried him. It was what he hadn’t heard. 

Askari scanned the flat hilltop, a frown deepening on her face. There weren’t many things that scared off all the animals in the forest. A big monster might do it, but all had stayed away since Arrow had started camping out here. 

So whatever this monster was, it wasn’t afraid of Arrow or Moose. That was more worrisome. 

She decided that perhaps she would stay close to the bunker and not walk her normal patrol route after all—at least not until Moose returned. As long as he was gone, Arrow was out hunting, and the others were closeted away in the bunker, she was basically on her own. She should stick close. She turned back and began to stride slowly toward the bunker, keeping a sharp eye out for anything unusual. 

As she neared the gate, she heard a new sound: a squelching. Boots in mud. 

She took a deep breath. Moose must be returning. That was good. They could patrol together—he could tell her if he learned anything. 

She turned… and froze.

A face had appeared at the edge of the hill. Smiling. Grinning. 

It wasn’t Moose.

It was Agi’s face.

Devor.
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