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THE DISAPPEARED

There is a burn mark where Daniel Coldstar used to sleep.

They took him in the middle of the night. They came while he slept, pulled him from his bed, and only fired their weapons when he put up a fight. The other children heard him screaming, heard the flap of wings retreat into the night. And then nothing.

Silence.

He was gone.

A week later and it was the same for Dathan Tantus. A few days after that it was Kree Kalamath’s turn, though he didn’t even make it into his bunk before they got him.

That was how it was in the Racks. Here one minute, gone the next. The empty beds a reminder of who once had been and were no more.

Twenty or so children each shared a Rack, bunk beds that towered up out of the bedrock like rusted nails, standing a hundred deep in every direction. They called themselves grubs, clinging to their beds like fleas, as though threadbare blankets were any kind of refuge from the mines; especially at night, when they came, scuttling across the walls, metal talons digging into the stone.

Clickity-click . . . clickity-click . . . clickity-click . . .

The Nightwatchers—a terrible mix of dead machine and living insect—if insects grew to the size of a man. They scanned the city of rust each night, probing the darkness in search of their next target. Some made a kind of mechanical groan, as though trying to lay an egg. Others swooped across the Racks, the beat of their wings counting down to the moment of attack.

And yet the Nightwatchers weren’t even the worst part. Next came a LightEye, a purely robotic creation with more legs than its stunted processor knew how to handle. Its armored body raised up off the ground as though afraid of getting its pretty dress wet, until snap—

It seared the Racks with the light of a miniature sun.

And all this happened before the arrival of the true demons of the mines, the Overseers—who marched into the Racks wrapped in the stench of oil and decay. They were the shape of men, but they were not men. Their arms were too thin, their bodies too misshapen, and their weather-beaten masks with eyes too far apart and too numerous to possibly belong to a person—these were who the Nightwatchers looked to for their orders. These were who the grubs truly feared.

They always came in a troop, usually around ten or so with a commander at the front. Rust weeping from their armor, the Overseers stood in silence and watched.

Overhead, the Nightwatchers circled, air whooshing through their tattered wings, waiting for the signal from the Overseers—the hammer end of a lone blast-pike striking the ground in one almighty punch—urging them to snatch whichever child they had chosen.

As a grub, there was nothing you could do but pray that they hadn’t come for you.

Except on this night, something changed.

An Overseer pounded his blast-pike into the ground, not once, but twice.

The grubs listened to the scuffle of feet, but no one dared look down from their bunk until one of the Overseers spoke. The words projecting from his helmet were a terrible, artificial-sounding version of common Koin, the galaxy-wide language all the grubs understood, even if some of them couldn’t actually speak it. It was nothing like the Overseer’s true voice, a gibbering, grunting kind of noise, muffled beneath his helmet. The Overseer said, “Forty-one eighty-two, get moving!”

Prodded into the open, a single boy stumbled out from behind the line of Overseers and into the light cast by the LightEye.

Audible gasps echoed between the Racks, followed by frantic whispers in Jarabic and Chaff and a hundred other languages as the grubs tried to understand what was happening.

The boy wobbled on unsteady legs, trying to get his bearings, as one Rack after another became a pillar of faces peering down at him. Faces he didn’t know, but who clearly knew him.

Impatient, another Overseer swung his blast-pike at the boy’s head—

“Dee!” a voice cried from the shadows.

A few Racks away, a lone grub with pale eyes clambered down from his bunk as fast as he could, jumping the final few rungs to the ground.

Barreling into the light, he pulled up short when he saw the boy flinch at his approach—

Ssssnappp!

“No!” the returned boy cried, rocking on his heels.

Too late! A tendril of electricity lanced out from the tip of an Overseer’s blast-pike, smacking the grub across the Racks. He landed in a cloud of dust at the boy’s feet.

The Racks fell silent.

The commander of the troop signaled the Overseers to move on. With the LightEye clumsily tagging along behind, they marched out, leaving the two boys to get acquainted.

“Dee . . . ?” the grub on the ground said, clearly in pain, and not caring one bit. “Dee, it’s me, Blink.”

The name meant nothing to the boy Blink called “Dee.”

Blink hauled himself up. “Daniel Coldstar,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe you’re back.”
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4182

“What do you want?” said Daniel, not sure who he should trust.

What did any of them want? Who were these people? He backed up, looking for a way out, his hands shaking.

Blink looked at him, as if to say, Isn’t it obvious? “I want to know where you’ve been,” he replied.

“Is that a trick question?”

“Trick question? What are you talking about? Dee, you’ve been gone almost a month! Where were you?”

“I don’t know!” Daniel barked. Show no fear, he kept telling himself. Show no fear. He balled his quivering hands into fists, pretended like his heart wasn’t trying to beat its way out of his chest. “Who are you?” he demanded. “Do I know you?”

Blink rocked on his heels. “Know me?” he said. “What did they do to you?”

“How come you’re still alive?” another voice demanded from somewhere high up in the Racks.

Daniel glanced over his shoulder. Grubs from all over were venturing down from their bunks to gawk, crowding in, their stench making it difficult to breathe. Some sharp-nosed kid got right in his face, screaming in God knows what language.

A grub, with dirty fingernails growing out of his scalp where his hair should have been, did the translating. “Fix is right, nobody ever comes back. Never.”

Daniel looked around. “And coming back here is a good thing?”

“What makes you so special?” someone else asked.

“Maybe he knows the way out,” said another desperately.

“Know the way out?” This was getting out of hand. “I don’t even know where I am. I don’t know who you are.” Fire ripped through Daniel’s veins. “I don’t know who any of you are!”

“Keep the noise down!” the kid with the fingernail hair pleaded. “They’ll hear us.”

Daniel didn’t care; all he knew was that if this kid got any closer, he was going to slug him. “Back off!”

Some of the grubs did as they were told. Others appeared baffled. The grub called Blink stood his ground. “Dee,” he said, “it’s just us.”

“Same goes for you too,” Daniel warned.

That seemed to quiet them down like nothing else, which threw Daniel because he couldn’t get a read on why. “Are you their leader?”

“Wow,” one of the kids in back said. “He sure got socked in the socket.”

“Blink Darkada is your best friend,” said the kid with the fingernail hair. “At least, he was.”

“He still is,” Blink replied, taking a step forward, trying not to flinch.

Daniel kept his fist ready, just in case. “What happened to your eyes?” he asked.

Blink’s eyes were a greenish blue, with no sign of a pupil.

“He’s from one of the Burn Worlds,” another kid said.

“He can stare at a sun without blinking,” Fingernails explained. “Doesn’t even go blind.”

“Fat lot of use it is down here,” said the first kid.

“I might be from the Burn Worlds,” Blink corrected, annoyed. “It’s just a guess.”

“You don’t know where you’re from?” asked Daniel.

Blink almost smiled. Almost. “None of us know where we’re from, Dee.”

Daniel glanced around at the leather-faced grubs as if seeing them for the first time. They were just kids, looking as lost as he felt, hoping he had a pocketful of answers. Daniel let his fist relax. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“What are you sorry for?” one of the grubs said. He had skin like tree bark, but when he held out his hand to Daniel, the warmth in that simple gesture felt like home. “They really wiped your brain clean, didn’t they? Maybe you’ll remember more tomorrow.” He introduced himself as Dakan Liss, though most called him Choky, he explained.

Daniel hadn’t even finished shaking his hand when the other grubs, wanting to do the same, unleashed a torrent of names he’d never remember. Fix Suncharge patted him on the back, Henegan Rann, that mute kid Gungy Wamp, and Ogle Kog, who came from some world with super-high gravity, so he was shorter than most, but he claimed he could jump to the top of a Rack in one bound—Daniel wasn’t sure why that was important, but whatever.

“What about you?” Daniel asked, turning to the kid with the fingernail hair. “What’s your name?”

“Name’s Matthew Fleet,” he said. “We dug out the Worm together, before the cave-in.”

None of that seemed familiar to Daniel.

“You used to call me Nails?”

Daniel shrugged. “Okay . . .”

But before he could ask any more . . . “WHO DISTURBS—?” a Nightwatcher yawped from on high.

The cry echoed from one side of the Racks to other. Startled, the grubs froze. “Who disturbs?” cried another Nightwatcher a little farther away. “Who disturbs?”

It was too dark to see them, but the grubs could certainly hear the wretched creatures stretch out their wings, readying for the hunt. Either the Nightwatchers had returned or they had never left, but the grubs were so excited by Daniel’s return, few noticed. The time for talking was over. One more call from a Nightwatcher, and there were no prizes for guessing what came next.

“Go!” Blink whispered.

They scattered to the four corners of the Racks like vermin avoiding the light, clambering up ladders or over one another to get back to their bunks.

“Where do I sleep?” Daniel asked, hurriedly.

“That one over there,” Blink said, quickly pointing it out. “Top bunk.”

Daniel took a breath. “Thanks,” he said.

Blink nodded. The two boys eyed each other, a moment of understanding before going their separate ways. Blink fled into the darkness. Daniel ran the other way, Nightwatchers swooping over his head. He gripped the rungs to his Rack, the rust cutting into his hands, and climbed as fast as he could on legs that had little strength. His whole body shook with the effort. Every time he took a step, he worried less about the Nightwatchers and more about plunging to his—

No more rungs!

Daniel pitched forward into the charred remains of a blanket sprawled across a long, abandoned bed. The pillow, if you could call it that, smelled like something had been living in it. There were deep scratch marks all over the frame where something violent had happened.

“I’m starting to think disappearing was the better option,” he said to no one in particular.

It was the perfect thing to do to draw attention to himself. A Nightwatcher dove right in, its gigantic wings outspread. It landed at the foot of Daniel’s bunk with a clank, its clawed mechanical feet curling tightly around the rail, leaving fresh, deep grooves in the metal.

“Who disturbs?” the Nightwatcher demanded.

Daniel so badly wanted to answer back, but he knew it would probably be the biggest mistake he could make. This thing towered over him. He didn’t stand a chance.

Instead, he rolled over and pretended to be asleep, while the Nightwatcher sat at the end of his bed, cocked its head, and watched him.
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A HAMMERTAIL NEVER FORGETS

The TRS-80 GoLoader had three massive headlights mounted in front, and a mile-long train of mine cars behind it. Beneath its rusted-out shell sat a grease-smeared guidance system broadcasting a steady stream of orders to every mine car within a ten-mile radius, instructing them to either join the train or detach and head elsewhere. Sitting on a string of antigravity repulsers, the entire contraption didn’t care about tracks, road, or terrain—it flew through the mines, its blackened attitude adjusters flipping the vehicle onto its side, or rolling it completely over every time it accelerated into a bend.

Daniel, his fingers curled around the bars of the cage on one of the mine cars, drank in the damp air of the mine shaft. What was that smell? A kind of spicy aroma that made his stomach growl; there was something so . . . familiar about it.

“I’d stand back if I were you,” Blink warned.

The other grubs in the mine car were already backing away, but Daniel was more interested in what he saw down the tunnel, a tangled forest of bone-white roots hanging from the tunnel wall.

“I don’t think we’re going to get through,” he said.

But he was wrong. The GoLoader hurtled toward the obstruction, while the fleshy limbs recoiled from its lights. They were more animal than vegetable.

Blink grabbed Daniel by the scruff and yanked him back right as the rattletrap plowed on through.

Bullets of severed tentacles exploded through the mine car, sawn off by the cage bars. They thrashed about on the deck for the longest time.

Blink held Daniel back. “Just wait,” he said, “before you do anything else stupid.” He explained that this was what the roots always did before dying.

The pale chunks of organic matter shook one last time before oozing with sticky sap.

Daniel shook him off. “What are they?”

“Breakfast,” said Nails with a grin, scooping up a piece and taking one almighty bite.

It was every grub for himself, stuffing his pockets. As a food source, it didn’t look very appetizing, but there was that smell again—spice.

Daniel nibbled on a piece. It was rough on his tongue, not nearly as slimy as it looked, and sweeter than he was expecting. It had him scrambling to fill his own pockets before it was all gone.

Passava . . . ? Was that the name of this stuff? Yes, Passava! The flood of relief at finally being able to latch on to a memory! If only it would lead to more, but Daniel had already started to realize that there was something very strange about the way his mind had been wiped clean. He could remember some things with perfect clarity, like language and numbers, but other things were completely missing, no matter how hard he looked. It was as though his mind knew that a memory was supposed to be in a certain compartment, but whenever he opened it all he found was an outline in dust of where it used to sit. The memory wasn’t blocked; it had been taken, lifted out of his mind with precision, leaving a whole lot of nothingness.

Light flooded in through the bars of the mine car; the deathly glow of LightEyes spilling across ancient columns of carved stone, and around the ruins of once-mighty buildings.

“Where are they taking us?” Daniel asked between chews. He drifted back to the bars, watching an entire colony of grubs below crawl all over the ruins under the unforgiving watch of Overseers.

“Looks like the Snake,” said Choky.

The Worm? The Snake? “Do any of these places have friendly names?”

“Why?” said Blink, joining him at the bars and sucking on a big piece of Passava. “Would it make you feel better?”

As the GoLoader dove down into a cavernous chamber filled with the deafening racket of crushers and motors, the overwhelming stench of fresh dung filled their nostrils. The staging post, where all snake-mining activity began and ended, was lined with animal pens as far as the eye could see, each enclosure crammed with trabasaurs of every conceivable size and type, from two-legged Ridgebacks with their razor-sharp teeth being saddled up and ridden out, to braying Chainhogs and Hammertails pulling smaller empty mine cars called skids down into the tunnels.

Trabasaurs! The surge of recognition turned Daniel’s heartbeat into a drum. Just like the Passava, he recognized these too. Genetically engineered to resemble ancient dinosaurs, trabasaurs were the workhorses that required very little food and had allowed humans to colonize the galaxy. . . .

What the heck was a dinosaur?

So many gaps in his memory. This was going to be frustrating.

Descending to ground level, the GoLoader lurched to a stop before throwing open its gates. Daniel stepped out into a sea of a thousand boys from a hundred worlds making their way toward the Overseer checkpoints.

Swept along with everyone else, Daniel picked his way around the remnants of a statue, now a jigsaw puzzle in stone. It had more arms and legs than any person, with an utterly alien face.

“Who were they?” Daniel wondered.

“How should I know?” said Blink, hurrying over to snag a place in line close to one of the hot-steam vents. “I don’t even know who I am.”

“What do you think happened to them?”

“I don’t care,” Blink replied, sounding annoyed. “You used to feel the same way.”

“I did?” That didn’t seem right. Sure, he had a tough time remembering his life before yesterday, but he still knew who he was deep down inside. His gut was very clear; he wanted answers. “What are they having us dig for, anyway?”

Blink couldn’t hide his disappointment. “You really don’t remember a thing, do you? Sheesh, you’re a lot of work.”

Daniel shrugged. “Help me out.”

“This is a relic mine,” Nails chimed in. “Whatever this civilization once had, the Overseers want it—”

“Oh, remember that thing!” Choky blurted with a wheezing laugh. “What was that thing?”

Blink took another Passava root out and started chewing on it. “I don’t know, some giant freaking robot. Took us days to chisel it out. What was it, like a million years old?”

Nails nodded and chimed in. “It still had power.”

“As soon as it was free,” Blink added, “it grabbed the guards, threw ’em down the chute, and tore off into next week.”

“Did they ever catch it?”

Blink shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope not. I’d like to think something made it out of here. It’s not like anyone’s ever coming to get us . . .”

They were near the front of the line now. Grimy, worn-out tool belts hung on hooks and the grubs each grabbed one. Daniel followed what everyone else did.

“Keep it fastened tight,” said Choky. “It’ll keep you alive if things go bad.”

Daniel checked out the pouches, but everyone was watching him so closely, he didn’t even have to ask. The other grubs knew how confused he was.

“That’s your water skin,” Nails explained. “Don’t forget to fill it up. Sometimes they forget to let us drink.”

“What about this?” Daniel asked, pulling out a small, notched, cylindrical device.

Blink was right behind him. He grabbed it and stuffed it back into the pouch. “It’s your Regulator. If you get in trouble, press it into your socket to activate—”

Socket? What the heck was his socket? What was Blink talking about? “What happens when I activate it?”

Blink nodded in the direction of the waiting Overseers. “They give us your coordinates and send us out to retrieve you. So don’t lose it.”

One of the other grubs tapped Daniel on the shoulder. No more talk—he was at the front of the line now and Overseers weren’t known for their patience.

Daniel’s heart did its best to hammer its way out of his chest. One more good thump and it would probably succeed.

He hung his head and forced himself to walk over to the checkpoint, trying not to pay attention to the heat radiating from the blast-pike in the Overseer’s corroded hand. Electricity danced brightly at its tip, eager to find a target.

“Good morning, forty-one eighty-two,” the Overseer said in that peculiar artificial rendering of Koin. “Your efforts in the relic war will be rewarded.”

Daniel doubted that, especially when the animalistic grunting of the Overseer’s true voice under the helmet sounded so unfriendly.

Daniel looked away, trying to ignore the putrid stink wafting out from beneath the Overseer’s armor plates.

At twice his size, the Overseer loomed over Daniel and aimed a spindly finger at his head. He wanted to run, but he found himself bolted to the ground.

A tingling sensation shot up his ear. He held his hand up to try to stop it, only to find his skin peeling back. There was a small socket embedded in his temple.

Daniel’s eyes flared wide, his mind jolted with detailed information and key skills—everything he would need to know to do his job today.

When it was over, Daniel jerked his head back. “Hey! Did you just put your finger in my head?” He reached up, feeling around the strange object embedded in his skull. It itched like crazy.

The Overseer jabbed him to get moving.

Daniel held up his hands and backed away through the checkpoint. By the time he turned back around, it was the weirdest thing: all of a sudden he knew where to go, and what to do, without question.

He glanced over at Blink, jerking a thumb at the trabasaur enclosures, like he’d done it a million times before.

Who knows, maybe he had?

In the first corral, a crash of massive Hammertails waited impatiently for their troughs to be filled. On the far side, a few grubs had separated one animal into a pen and were busy pulling a harness over its tough, gray folds of skin. He was about the size and shape of a rhinoceros, but his horns weren’t on his nose; they were clustered around a massive club tail that swayed menacingly from side to side.

“Watch it. He’s in a mood,” one of the grubs warned.

Daniel reached up and ran a hand softly over the animal’s neck, careful to avoid the stains of oil seeping from the glands on each side of the beast’s head. That stuff never came off.

Weird, he knew how to handle a Hammertail. . . . He hadn’t remembered any of this until just a moment ago. What other information had the Overseer injected into his brain?

The beast fidgeted, stomping his front pads on the ground. He was trying to glance back, but his neck hadn’t evolved that way and there was no room in the pen to turn around. He snorted, hot steam blowing from his nostrils.

“Easy, eeeeasy . . .” Daniel said, trying to sound as calm and reassuring as he could.

He wasn’t afraid, even when the animal reared up and could easily have crushed him. Why wasn’t he afraid? He slid around to the front so they could look each other right in the eye.

It was a moment Daniel hoped he would never forget for the rest of his life. He peered into the dark brown eye of this magnificent, enormous beast, and saw a deep friendship staring back. This Hammertail knew him.

The animal immediately calmed, purring in deep, rumbling tones. He bowed his head and nuzzled against Daniel’s chest.

“I see Alice remembers you,” a boy in the next pen commented. Unlike Daniel, he wore his dugs, the rugged pewter jumpsuits that all the grubs wore, fastened right up to his neck with the collar pulled up around his ears. He was riding a Ridgeback, but the once-proud animal was cowed and beaten. Dried blood had encrusted around puncture wounds in its side, right where the spikes on the boy’s stirrups gleamed.

The boy introduced himself as Pinch. “These pathetic beasts are the only creatures allowed to remember anything around here. I understand Darkada and his friends have been trying to get you to remember what happened. Take my advice, don’t try to remember,” Pinch warned with disdain. “It’s forbidden. It breeds ideas and ideas breed trouble. You’ll just make it worse for yourself. You have a chance to start over. Don’t waste it.”

Pinch attempted a smile, clearly not something his face was used to. “Just my advice,” he said, “unless you want to make a habit of disappearing.”

Daniel kept his mouth shut. If he opened it now, things would probably get ugly.

The grubs opened the gates and Pinch jabbed his ride. The animal cried out in pain, dutifully whisking its master off down the nearest tunnel.

Alice started gnawing on Daniel’s dugs. “Hey!”

Alice the Hammertail complained, and tried again.

Daniel reached into his pocket and pulled out a Passava root, holding it up so Alice couldn’t get to it. “Is this what you’re after?”

Alice lunged for it, but Daniel was quicker. He took the reins and clucked a couple of times. “C’mon, then,” he said. “Behave yourself and you might get this.”

The Hammertail snorted, happy to play along.
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IT’S ALL FUN AND GAMES UNTIL SOMEBODY BRINGS A DROTE

If there was a worse place to be in than a relic mine, Daniel didn’t know where it was, but at least now he knew why they called it the Snake.

A long, winding tunnel, its walls oozing with moisture, led down to a vaulted area of the mine they called the Workings, a cathedral of misery perfumed with the stench of rot. This was where the real mining happened. Grubs caked in mud were crammed onto excavation scaffolds, hammering and digging, loading up skids with rubble for trabasaurs to haul off.

Somewhere around the middle of the Workings, sandwiched between a rickety observation platform and some kind of pulverizer, Daniel found Blink holding an angry, snaggletoothed rodent by the scruff. He struggled to coax the mean-tempered ball of crazy into a bait-box, while Fix Suncharge steadily backed away, clutching his bloodied hand and ranting in Jarabic.

“Of course it’ll bite; it’s a drote!” Blink snapped, frustrated.

Fix wasn’t nearly done complaining, but Blink was having none of it. “Forget it!” he said. “I’m doing it!”

“Making friends?” Daniel remarked.

Blink glanced up, panic punching him between the eyes. “Whoa! Whoa! Stay back!” he warned.

Fix scrambled to block Daniel’s way.

“Alice gets one whiff of this drote and all hell breaks loose.” Blink crammed the struggling drote’s head into the bait-box. The creature kicked violently with its back legs, but Blink had the drop on it.

The bait-box snapped shut, trapping the raging drote inside.

Daniel, still giving Alice’s muzzle a soothing rub, asked, “Are we good?”

Blink breathed easy. “While there’s carbon between ’em, Hammertails could care less.”

Daniel pretended he understood, but he really didn’t. His incredibly brief socket education had given him the knowledge to wrangle Alice, but there were clearly still gaps in what he knew.

“Get moving!” an Overseer ordered. The guard towered over them on the observation platform, blast-pike aimed at the far side of the Workings. “Section Five.”

Blink answered for all of them. “Yes, Master Overseer,” he said, bowing his head.

The rock face at Section Five glowed like hot coals beneath the blazing LightEye. The markings daubed all over it were not in Koin, or any language Daniel recognized for that matter, but other sections had similar markings, so he got the gist. The Overseers had definite plans about where they wanted to mine next.

Daniel led the Hammertail into position. “This’d be a whole lot quicker if they just used machines,” he said.

“But bruised flesh won’t destroy their precious relics,” Blink remarked. He opened up one of the pouches on his tool belt, pulled out a scent marker, and began dabbing its sticky contents over the marks left by the Overseers.

“What’s that for?”

“Didn’t they just fill your head with instructions on how to mine down here?”

“Kind of. I’m still trying to process it,” Daniel confessed.

Fix nudged him out of the way, setting down a bait-box with a bucket of water not far from it. He seemed pleased with the setup.

Alice’s ears twitched. He was thirsty.

Daniel led him over for a drink. The sixteen-ton beast nudged the bait-box out of the way as though claiming his territory, and thrust his huge mouth into the bucket.

“Just let him loose,” said Blink, spotting a cohort of Overseers approaching. “Come on, before they get any ideas.”

Daniel unhitched the leash and the three boys ran. “Where are we going?”

Fix snapped at him in Jarabic.

“What did he say?”

“He said anywhere but here!”

Whatever the heck the sudden rush was all about, Daniel didn’t know, but he knew enough not to question it at the moment.

Fix snatched a pebble up off the ground and lobbed it up at a bunch of squabbling grubs huddled on a gantry overlooking their section. It dinged on one of the metal uprights.

“Will you hurry up?” said Blink. “It’s about to get busy down here.”

A couple of grubs scrabbled around for a rusted-out ladder with a rung or two missing; it would have to do. The three boys climbed as fast as they could, pulling themselves up onto the gantry where the others were crowded around Henegan Rann, waving sticks of Passava in his scaly face. He was taking bets—

“Grubs!” he said. “This is Alice we’re talking about. He whacks more guards than any other Hammertail in this entire miserable, stinking hole. You know he’ll take out at least three of ’em—”

“I’m in,” Blink said, pushing forward.

“Just the one?” Henegan took the stick of Passava and tossed it into the bucket Ogle Kog was holding—

Wait, not a bucket. An Overseer’s helmet—

Fix and Blink were arguing, but Henegan had other things to worry about. “You let me know what you decide,” he said, turning to another kid. “No Passava, no bet. No exceptions!” He turned on Daniel. “What about you?”

Daniel hesitated. “What are the rules?”

Henegan shrugged; this was a no-brainer. “Simple. Guess how many Overseers Alice’ll knock on their butts—exactly, mind you, not closest guess,” he said, tapping the Overseer helmet in Kog’s hand. “And the winner gets the whole stash.”

“If there’s more than one winner?”

“You split it.”

“And if there’s no winner?”

Henegan Rann flashed a smile. “Better luck next time,” he said.

Henegan had obviously been running this thing for a while. He had a little more meat on his bones than most other grubs; beads and other odd little trinkets hung on strings around his neck, probably nothing important or the Overseers would never let him keep them. But he clearly made out like a bandit.

“What do you say?”

“No, I’m good,” said Daniel.

“Suit yourself—”

Someone farther down the gantry gave a couple of sharp taps on the metal handrail. The guards had finished inspecting the site and had settled on a target.

The mining process worked like this: Hammertails were strong enough to smash through solid rock, but sucked at taking orders. Hammertails hated drotes, so drotes were released to get them all riled up. The problem was drotes couldn’t take orders either, but since drotes were wildly attracted to certain smells, the grubs used scent markers to get them to go where they wanted—which were the spots they needed the Hammertails to hit. A few good hits and the tunnels soon opened up a few more paces.

It sounded more complicated than it really was, and Daniel had no idea why the Overseers wanted to do it this way, but it worked.

While the rest of the troop watched from a safer vantage point, a lone Overseer took his blast-pike and pressed its electrified tip against one of the marks Blink had left on the wall. The substance began to smoke.

Ogle Kog put his hand over the helmet, muttering something in Chaff.

Henegan held up his hands.
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